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Author’s Note
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Although the journal entries and the letters in this book are written by English characters, the spelling I used throughout is American. Except for “arse”, naturally. A touch of anachronistic vocabulary is also used for comedic purposes. 
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

21 March—Is it spring? I hope to God it is, for it certainly feels as though winter came down with all the frustrated fury of an overheated banshee on our moss-grown arses ten million lifetimes ago. I’m more than ready to move on to a more consistent touch of sun and color. Indeed, I suspect we all need, literally, a touch of color hereabouts. 

Having been shut up for overly long weeks like this, dependent upon nothing livelier than a wheezing flame in the fireplace and the dreary light from our lamps, I daresay the long winter months have fully drained us of all human color. Should anyone be foolish enough to dare a visit right now (Mr. Beverly comes to mind), they’d surely mistake us all for hollow-eyed, slack-jawed specters unable to give up our place in the priory for whatever mad reason compels us to linger.

And dear lord, here I am, sounding like my nephew and his overly sentimental views on dead people who insist upon bothering the unlucky living because they can’t seem to fumble their way through the door and past that veil-thing into infinity. I don’t know what it is about being dead that makes people even more intolerable than they were in life, but such is the way of things right now. 

I do wonder at times, though, if death, like wine, only sheds inhibitions and utterly exposes all faults and virtues of those who’ve given up all pretenses to life. For a person to be dead means being finally unshackled by society’s rules and so on, and they get to be the most of what makes them, them. By my own logic, I can imagine myself to be a complete monster as a ghost, while Freddy’s a flawless saint. Should we haunt the same premises, I daresay the inhabitants will be in for quite a wild ride. 

I suppose that would be something for me to ponder further when the time comes, and I’m quite stuck in bed, dourly awaiting my time and staring in mute embarrassment at the state of my chambers while cursing the overly solicitous doctor for deigning to make my final hours comfortable. 

Anyway, I’m here in my bedroom, watching the weather outside as it finally sheds off the miserable cloak of winter, wondering what the spring has in store for me, Freddy, and my household. Hopefully no more fevers and colds and coughs—or everything that’s left a trail of domestic wreckage in its wake. 

I mean, really. I can only take so much one-sided conversations with an invisible headless “chaperone” loitering about because I’ve no one else to talk to, what with my nephew momentarily out of sorts in just about every way possible and the servants faring no better. 

Everyone from housekeeper down to Brody has been knocked down flat on their back, and even poor Freddy has had to burrow under his blankets with a fever despite his bold (and rather clumsy) declarations of feeling “very good, indeed”. I’m quite tempted to record the conversation between me and that absurd boy for posterity’s sake, but...

Bugger it, why not? It’s my confounded journal, after all. So here it is (almost verbatim recalled from a pre-dinner conversation between me, Mr. Beverly, and Freddy):

“Why, Freddy,” Mr. Beverly notes (looking startled), “are you well? You look quite peaked.”

“I do?” Freddy replies (looking equally startled but with a touch of youthful guilt because, damn my eyes, that boy can’t lie if his life depended upon it). “I don’t feel bad. Must be the fire over there. It’s quite hot.”

Naturally, Mr. Beverly and I both observe said fire and see the feeble, wheezing thing sputter and choke like an obnoxiously fading poet on his deathbed. When we both turn to Freddy, my nephew challenges us with an attempt at putting on the proud Bisset airs, his nose raised, his gaze even and unblinking. He fails rather pitifully, by the bye.

“You’re far too pale and haggard,” Mr. Beverly (who can be a bit of a saucy toad when it comes to proving himself right and getting the last word in—though in this case, it’s warranted), “and you’re swaying in your chair. I’ve never seen anyone sway while sitting down. While one might argue that it’s a pretty impressive albeit pointless feat, another may also counter that it’s surely a sign of an illness overcoming the person’s strength.”

“I do not sway!” cries my affronted nephew and heir. “See? I can stand up and stay quite steadily on my feet! Like so! I’m telling you, I’m feeling very good, indeed.” 

Then he takes a staggering step forward, lets out a pained little sound, and then promptly crumples to the rug in a dead faint and landing on poor Mr. Brummell, who has thought it a safe place for him to curl up and sleep in fat, feline contentment just a couple of feet away from Freddy. I daresay that cat will be reconsidering his life decisions for days to come. At least he’s helped in easing my nephew’s fall—somewhat—though at the cost of perhaps two of whatever number of lives he’s got left in him. 

So I do believe I’m the only one in the priory who hasn’t been infected, which, I suppose, is a blessing as the priory needs a healthy mistress for it to function properly. 

Not that I had to do any of the cooking and cleaning, of course, for day servants aren’t a thing for no reason. Happily for me, anyway, the reputation of St. Grimald is proving to be quite the boon whenever the need for temporary services of day servants arises. 

The priory has been fairly quiet on the whole throughout winter, ghost-wise, much to the day servants’ disappointment. That said, they’ve at least experienced the subtle haunting of our young ghost servant, who seems to have returned to her regular habits of cleaning and tidying up following the nasty events prior to Christmas. 

They’ve been startled but not terrified, which says a good deal about the sizable bollocks on every one of them (figuratively speaking, naturally). Indeed, a couple of the younger girls have lingered a bit even after their tasks, pretending to have forgotten one thing or another when in fact they’ve been hoping for another glimpse of their long-dead peer. What they hope to gain from attempting a conversation with the unfortunate creature, I don’t know. Young village girls will have their way, I suppose.

At least now almost everyone here’s quite recovered from their bout of seasonal fever, and things are going back to normal—as normal as it can only be in this priory. 

Ah! My late morning tea has arrived! 

*
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

21 March—Mr. Brummell has yet to forgive me, I’m afraid. Being a cat, he’s awfully good at stabbing my conscience with a sour, narrow-eyed stare and a half-turned body as though he can’t bear to face me fully. Oh, dear. I’ve explained to him time and again that I never meant to faint on him while he was quite sunk in contented, twitching, feline sleep. That I’ve somehow managed to keep from crushing the unfortunate creature remains a startling mystery though Jonathan has insisted that I nearly bounced off Mr. Brummell’s bulk when I fell. 

If that’s true, one can only imagine how the moment would have unfolded had all three cats been there, packed together in one enormous fur mountain. I surely would have bounced right out of the drawing-room—if not completely disappear amid the purring bulk.

But Jonathan’s always been such a dreadful tease and absolutely enjoys toying with me sometimes (and not in my increasingly preferred way, which vexes me greatly). At least Aunt Prue hasn’t scolded me for nearly sending poor Mr. Brummell off into the “blasted veil-thing” and into infinity with my terrible attempt at hiding my fever. A mean-spirited lie, of course, for cats surely don’t have an afterlife after having nine in this life!

I’m certainly much, much better now, thanks to Dr. Comstock’s medicines and Aunt Prue’s unfailing (and intimidating) attention, which has also betrayed a side of her she’s been fiercely hiding from everyone, including me. I wouldn’t be surprised if even Uncle Oswald had never seen that overly protective and affectionate part of her while he was alive. I understand he and my aunt had enjoyed a good long marriage happily trading barbs with each other but obviously done in the name of love. I do believe they even played tricks and practical jokes on each other, but I have to confirm that with Aunt Prue.

Lord, what a picture that makes! Can anyone imagine my dragon-fire-breathing aunt and equally sharp-tongued uncle locking each other in vacant rooms or startling each other with an ambush and going through years of marital bliss with scars to prove it? I certainly can!

Anyway, endless days of rain have kept everyone indoors, the winter chill and occasional snow making us all wish to be chained next to an ever-lit fireplace. I myself have spent a good deal of time sitting by the library windows, watching Aunt Prue’s rose garden and keeping an eye out for passing ghosts. I saw quite a few, alas. But because of the wretched weather, I couldn’t stand outside and reach out to help them. 

Actually, I tried maybe three or four times. And every time I did, I found myself being led back inside by the ear by an awfully irate Aunt Prue, who seems to have progressed from thinking me to be five years old still to being seven. I suppose I ought to find some comfort in the fact that Jonathan wasn’t around during those times, or I’ll never hear the end of it from him as well. 

So I’ve been watching the ghostly travelers whenever I can, hoping they find whatever peace they seek by retracing their steps down that long-vanished corpse road. Once the weather turns fairer, I’ll put myself back out there and pick up where I’ve left off. With any luck, this time around, I won’t have Aunt Prue charging out the rear door with fire shooting out of her ears and nose and calling me by my full name in that voice of hers.

Jonathan’s promised me adventures outdoors in the warmer months, and I can’t wait. Even if we run the risk of crossing paths with an aimlessly wandering ghost, I’ll jump at the chance of spending more time with him alone. He did say the footpaths around Hoary Plimpton are beyond excellent, and they can lead us to all sorts of places, some of which he’s spent much of his time seeking inspiration for his books and articles. 

21 March (continued)—Speaking of books, I’ve read and reread the cleverly covered volumes that Mr. Headley has seen fit to give me. I’m afraid I’m now quite addicted to them, and I’ve no idea how I can best approach the gentleman to see if I can buy more. 

Aunt Prue still has full control of everything, including (and I quote) my inheritance, which I’m really not that interested in right now because I’ve got other, more important things to think about. Like same-gender smutty romances. If I had half the talent of these writers, I’d have written a long, rambling picaresque involving two gentlemen quite intent upon each other. There will be a good deal of torn clothes, an even greater deal of sighs, gasps, curses, and sore bottoms. 

Alas, I can only manage as a most appreciative reader. 

We haven’t heard from Mr. Headley since he left us for parts unknown (Aunt Prue’s words), so I don’t even know where to direct any letters unless I ask my aunt, and that will only spell disaster. I do wonder, however, if one can set up a credit account with him and the publisher he works for. I might only be nineteen, but surely, I’ll be granted a little more independence with money in a couple of years and won’t be remiss in paying back any debts. 

Lord, this is getting far too complicated for dirty pleasure reading. 

I’ll have to be more creative with my imagination for the time being, I suppose, though that’s really not much fun compared to actually being led around by one’s dangling parts with some of the wildest, the most extravagant, and the most dreadfully shameless stories ever to be conceived by man. 

21 March (continued yet again)—I wonder if there’s such a book written that involves a monastery-raised young heir who rejoins the world only to have his entire being (especially his backside) threatened by a very, very dangerous gentleman who eyes the same sprawling estate meant for the hero. If I had half the skill and cleverness, I’d have written one myself. I don’t, however, and now I’m wretchedly dependent upon someone else’s talent. 

Lord, I need another handkerchief. I wonder if Aunt Prue would suspect anything if I were to—very innocently—request a new set (or two, perhaps even three). I’ve yet to hear mutterings from our laundry mistress, but I’ve also been studiously avoiding appearing before her. She’d surely know to whom those handkerchiefs belong to, and I know I’ll just die if she were to clap eyes on me with a look of pure judgment. I get enough of that from the cats nearly every night as it is.  

At least I’m able to keep Brody from suspecting anything when it comes to soiled nightshirts and handkerchiefs. It appears I’m quite good at subterfuge, at least where that’s concerned.
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Chapter 2
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JEREMY BRODY’S NOTE-BOOK

I think Master Freddey trubbles himself almost every night because his handkerchef is always wet in the morning and he always turns red when I help him dress and I see the pile of wet things next to the wash basin. Sumtimes it is his night shirt that is in a right state and in those cases he always looks like he is ready to faynt when I discover it in the morning. At least the cats are not anywhere close when he gets all shriveld-like and close to falling down in a faynt or non of them would be alive now to tell the tail. 

I do not know why Master Freddey is suddenly taken up with trubbling himself almost every night but I think it started when Mrs. Hunnyset’s loud friend came around and blinded us all with his awful colored soots. Maybe he gave Master Freddey something that set off a little exploshun in Master Freddey’s bren and nothing was the same after. Or maybe it was his awful colored soots that set off a little exploshun in poor Master Freddey’s bren! How dreadful! 

Lord I hope I do not trubble myself like that any time soon! I am too busy with work around Mrs. Hunnyset’s prury and also my note-book and my drawing pracktices and I do not have the time to growp myself and make a right mess of my cloths and blankets and handkerchefs! It is a strenge thing that rich sorts get up to I think and I should keep a close eye on Master Freddey and make sure he does not get himself too caught up in mischief or Mrs. Hunnyset will have his balls for her ear-rings.

Also I am working hard in improving my spelling because Mr. Beverlee said he will begin teaching me when the wether gets better. I have been working hard in writing slower so I can catch myself spelling wrongly and making a right mess of things and I do catch myself a lot because I am also working hard to be prepared for Mr. Beverlee’s screwtony and impress him with my dedication. I suspect I am correcting some words and failing others and then going back and fourth each time I write the same words so that what was not spelled right before is now right and vice versus. 

Maybe I can also confied in Mr. Beverlee about Master Freddey’s self trubbling and see if he has any advise to give me.

I will now draw Master Freddey faynting on Mr. Bruml because I think it is very funny even though Master Freddey and Mr. Bruml do not agree.

(a drawing of a fat tabby with a belled collar follows, terribly suspenseful in the way a looming shadow is on its way to nearly crushing the curled up and dozing feline though still magnificent in the way an atmosphere of tension and dismay is captured in careful pencil-strokes)

*

[image: image]


PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

22 March—Ah, and here comes the most welcome sounds of birdsong outside my window! This year seems to bode well for me so far (inescapable foul winter weather notwithstanding, of course). My nephew’s improving his health and his mood, my servants are proving themselves remarkably efficient, the priory’s turning into quite the vision (ghosts and all) inside and out, and our dear Mr. Beverly is now well on his way to being an honorary member of my household. 

And might I add the fact that I’ve only heard from Antigonous twice since the first of January, while dear Linford’s taken on the burden of keeping me fully abreast of all of the mundane and the sordid goings on with the rest of the family. 

That reminds me, of course, to invite my unfortunate nephew for longer visits whenever his employer is able to spare him. For that institution’s sake, I damn well hope they aren’t sorely abusing poor Linford’s exquisite work ethic, or they shall hear from me—unless Antigonous gets to them first. Then again I suspect Linford would rather be nibbled to death by flesh-eating ants than confide in his father about work-related troubles.

I’m in such a preposterously pleasant mood that I find myself inclined to be generous toward the world despite all the ills and daily annoyances humanity takes too much delight in subjecting me to. In his last visit, Mr. Beverly talked considerably about the beauties of the countryside’s more obscure corners. And now that Freddy’s well enough to move about without tripping over his own feet and landing on his face (or a cat), I daresay I’m willing to let my nephew explore the area at his leisure. 

With the appropriate chaperone, of course, if one were to call Mr. Beverly that. A guide, perhaps? That only makes sense given the gentleman’s knowledge of the area compared to ours. 

Besides, poor Freddy truly looks just as spectral as the blasted ghosts that continue to shadow my priory. At least I can still see my nephew unlike those irritating dead people though I suspect too long a time spent trapped within doors will surely make him just as invisible as those ghosts he tries so, so hard to help (and with not much success so far). Some time spent in the sun and fresh air with a good deal of walking for his exercise as well as excellent conversation with Mr. Beverly will surely help the boy. 

And speaking of which...

I’m now watching Freddy take his place outside in the rose garden, pretending casualness and indifference while he idly paces about near the ruins of the old well, waiting and waiting for the deceased to soil my garden with their morose parade. Stars above, that boy really is a persistent little beast, isn’t he? How can I best persuade him that those traveling ghosts that occasionally appear in the garden aren’t interested in being turned around and helped back to infinity? 

They’re coming back through this damnable “portal” or “door” because they choose to return to whatever wretched existence they used to have. They’ll never listen to a hopeful, wide-eyed, barely trained medium whose desire to help far exceeds his current capabilities. I’ve told the little brat that dozens of times before (and with varying degrees of indulgent patience, at that, though the source well has long run dry), yet he still persists.

Well, it’s because Freddy’s a Bisset, and nothing good can ever be expected when a Bisset sets their mind to something. 

Someday, I suppose, we’ll cross paths with a true medium who’ll be sincere and selfless in their desire to guide my nephew properly. In the meantime, I’m convinced it’s to Freddy’s benefit if he were to turn his gifts to more specific spirit-help like the service he provided for M. Thibault and Haywood Hall. Indeed, we’re all still benefiting greatly from that, thanks to the French recipes the boy brought back with him as payment for services rendered. 

22 March (continued)—There’s something unnervingly mesmerizing watching an untrained and overly eager medium attempt to reach out to the dead in a physical way. And he does this by actually reaching out a hand as though to stop whoever might be plodding spectrally along the forgotten corpse road and then flailing when his grabbing hand meets air. Heaven help me. And the look of profound dismay on Freddy’s face upon realizing he’s forgotten yet again that ghosts can’t be touched is, I confess, half-pitiful and half-comical. 

I suppose I ought to march right out there and stand by my nephew for a bit of support (whatever I can offer by simply standing there and watching empty air). But I find that I simply can’t. 

Truly, when I say it’s unnervingly mesmerizing, I really do mean it. 

God’s arse, never mind. I’ll go and stand by his side and make sure no deceased creature comes after the boy, mediumistic help or no. Simply sitting by the window and recording everything I see is growing quite tiresome and ridiculously dull, and I might as well take advantage of the benefits of sunlight.  

*
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FREDERICK BISSET’S GHOST-RECORD

I have decided to extend the use of this record to include my experiences sorting out ghosts that pass through the priory’s rose garden. I suppose it’s nothing more than a mental effect of writing in this particular note-book, but making my attempts at communicating with the wandering dead at home does make all these more official or rather more dignified-like. 

Well, at least that was how it felt, doing exactly that when I tried to help poor Agnes and her little Raymond at Haywood Hall. 

Anyway, I shall have to resort to using a list as before.

Item One: the ghost parade (as I now refer to our spectral adventurers) continue to ignore me whenever they appear by the ruins of the old well. It seems that they’re simply too fixed, their desire to be elsewhere they believe they ought to be wholly directing their steps and acting like supernatural puppet-masters to the lot of them. 

Item Two: almost all of the ghosts I’ve observed have been poor and rustic, their clothes not at all torn up or looking like rotting shrouds but rather the sort of clothes they must have worn regularly while alive. 

Item Three: I have yet to catch sight of children or anyone younger than (I reckon) twenty years, for which I’m awfully grateful. Truly, I’ve no idea how I’d be reacting to the sudden appearance of a lost child. 

My guess is that anyone who died while quite young hasn’t experienced enough of the world as to compel them to cling to faded memories. Those who do try to find their way home have seemed heartbreakingly anxious to be back home or are desperate in their yearning to find their loved ones again. 

It’s really all I can do to wish them all well in my heart and whisper a quick prayer for their journey in hopes of their eventually finding the peace they so deserve. 

Item Four: Nero the Mad continues to be my steadfast companion in ghost-talking, and I daresay if that cat could talk or even hold a pen, he’d be hard at work putting together his own book on the passing ghosts. I won’t be surprised if a cat’s ability to see otherworldly things will offer humanity all the answers we’ve been seeking on the nature of our existence. 
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