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Author’s Notes
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Although the journal entries and 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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OSBOURNE HEADLEY’S LETTER TO PRUDENCE HONEYSETT

My dearest lady! I’m all agog with excitement over the newest collections I’ve had re-covered for you! I haven’t really communicated as of late in part because of my extensive travels, which have become quite, quite exotic, indeed. Imagine me in Fátima, Prudence, without being struck by heavenly lightning for daring to enter its borders! Does that not sound remarkable? I think so. I have been to Navarre and Risør as well and even ventured over to Egypt. Terribly exciting, I say! 

It’s also a most revealing experience, discovering dozens upon dozens of talented, imaginative writers of discreet fiction, all hidden behind cleverly chosen noms de plume. Perhaps what’s most eye-opening in all this is the fact that there are an astonishing number of women writing such fiery stuff. Believe me when I say I’ve had the honor of learning about seven in my travels, scattered all over Europe. Incredible, isn’t it? Does that not make your brain throb, Prudence? It does mine! So many of them!

Such is the life of a true artist, though, that many (I have no doubt a majority!) surely go about their days in men’s clothes or even in full dishabille, intent upon being as provoking and scandalous as they possibly can without being burnt at the stake. Anyway, I shall have to talk in depth with you and your darling nephew about the artist communes I’ve stumbled across, many of which are almost like secret societies not unlike those early martyrs who delighted in having their privates hacked off for God. 

And speaking of privates being hacked off, I’m relieved to know your dear nephew’s privates remain intact following your discovery of his own discreet collection. Allow the boy the proper means of expressing his delight in having his mind and, indeed, body roused by smut if you wish him to have a long and healthy life. Trust me as a man, my dear, that occasional expulsions are necessary though the results are rather vile and the bane of a servant’s existence. 

I’m pleased, at the very least, that you, young Master Freddy, and I will get the chance at a proper conversation. It’s that sort of conversation I daresay the boy wouldn’t have been able to enjoy had he not fled his parents’ house, so do pat yourself in the back at least for being the nurturing dragon guardian he needs though I’m sure the temptation to hack off his privates for testing your nerves is a constant shadow.

Most affectionately yours, dearest lady,

Osbourne Headley.

P.S. In case I haven’t made myself clear, I’m inviting myself over to your lovely priory. 

P.P.S. I shall beat you at charades yet!

*
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LUCINDA BISSET’S LETTER TO ANTIGONOUS BISSET

We have been enjoying a most productive visit, and it doesn’t look as though it will end any time soon. The most inconvenient weather haunts these parts, I’m afraid, dear husband, which means we’re all quite stuck indoors until it’s once again safe to travel. All the ladies fortunate enough to be counted as part of Lady Chambers’ closest friends are snug here, and we have all been enjoying not just each other’s company and conversation, but all spirit-inspired activities as well.

You will be pleased to know that Lady Chambers has a pretty young niece who will do very nicely for our Trevelyan. I would invite the lady formally if I could, but God insists upon dousing the northern parts with His heavenly displeasure. Alas, it’s really all I can do to wait things out before moving forward with my plan to successfully curtail our son’s wild movements. Indeed, if Trevelyan were to speak one more word about the beauty of some miserable gypsy or female medium dressed in near rags, my nerves would be frayed beyond help.

It is the curse of our generation, I’m afraid, to bear the burden of our children’s sins, but it also falls upon us to set them all straight and force them back on the proper road to respectability no matter how much they argue and fight us over their so-called rights. And to see Linford and Trevelyan perfectly matched to ladies of the right pedigree and breeding has always been my purpose as their much-aggrieved mother. Being stranded here on God’s terms is proving to be a most promising situation, for I now have the perfect opportunity to get to know the younger set much better.

By the time I’m quite done here, dear husband, I shall have names to share with you, and we can move forward with our plans to see our bloodline expanded and enriched. You might have doubted my insistence upon joining my friends for this unique retreat, but I’m proving to be most astute in my decision-making. In my next letter to you, I promise to fill it with every séance we’ve attempted. 

Well, one can’t help it, I suppose, when stuck indoors for hours on end and forced to spend one’s time in the company of peers of the realm, their families, and a mediumistic pair from Moldova (one of whom is blind but can clearly see spirits behind his dark spectacles). Do you know, by the bye, that there’s such a thing as a séance-themed game of charades? Madness, isn’t it, but it’s rather fun!

Do behave yourself while I’m away, Antigonous, and that means staying away from that wretched committee of yours. Our family’s reputation is at stake, and my heart will surely break if I were to lose my friends because my husband keeps getting arrested and dragged off for harassing mediums and disrupting séances. 

Your most devoted wife,

Lucinda Bissett.

*
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

23 October—Our Velasco’s shelter appears to be coming along very well. Very quickly, in fact, and Mr. Hilliam has even expanded the space to include enough to fit the little cart Mr. Beverly’s intent upon driving to pieces. Really, that man—humility can only take him so far (literally). That added space for the cart wasn’t in my original plans for Velasco’s shelter, but it was also an oversight on my part, so Mr. Hilliam’s forgiven for doing it without my consent. And since the rough stable-that-isn’t has taken up even more of my precious garden space, I’ve insisted upon a rosy flourish along the outer walls’ base. In the spring, I expect a healthy collection of roses embracing the shelter. 

Velasco won’t give a horse’s damn about the attempts at enhancing his private space with a touch of color and romance, but that would easily make it a clear part of the garden and not just something I thought to add after the fact. At least Mr. Hilliam managed to get the flowers once blooming in that spot moved to another part of the property, and they’re now replanted in the north garden. 

Mr. Quigley has agreed to help Brody with his art though particulars as to where and when are still undecided. It would have been settled a while ago had it not been for the existential threat of Mrs. Flora’s presence and unsolicited romantic interest in the poor man, who only wished to make a living off his art in peace. Indeed, ever since the initial delivery of the priory’s framed paintings, Mr. Quigley has withdrawn a great deal, and I’ve been told it was because of my patronage that his reputation has spread. So his hours are now spent in commissions and interviews from potential customers and patrons. 

The man’s wealth might have enjoyed a much-deserved bump, but it was at the expense of his peace of mind. I’m not at all sorry, by God. I know talent when I see it, and I’m not done with the fellow just yet. 

“I’m afraid it’s our fault poor Mr. Quigley’s chatterbox self has gone silent, aunt,” Freddy told me over breakfast this morning when conversation turned to the servants’ future, which included Brody’s artistic gift. “Perhaps we shouldn’t insist upon a portrait of me being done every year and heap more unwanted attention on his head with our patronage.”

Nonsense! What, deprive my nephew and heir a stab at vanity? A preposterous idea! 

“Frederick Bisset, it’s my money that’s being spent in favor of flattering you, so what I say goes,” I retorted. But he didn’t need to be flattered, he protested, and I could have sworn I caught hearts dancing in his eyes, which meant any flattery he received would be Mr. Beverly’s exclusive provenance. And those dancing eyeball hearts would’ve been enough to convince me had my wealth not asserted itself to be a more formidable argument, and I shut down the debate accordingly: “Freddy, it’s my money. Eat your sodding breakfast.”

He glared at me but finished his breakfast as ordered. Money can be a miracle worker, I see. 

“If it pleases you, it’s not necessary for Brody to be taught here, and Mr. Quigley can ensure the preservation of his virtue from Mrs. Flora’s attentions if he were to lock himself up in Hopthwaite for Brody’s lessons,” I said after dragging out the pause to maximum effect and watching the sweat trickle down Freddy’s forehead and drip onto his plate. 

Judging from my nephew’s glower, it was an effort he didn’t appreciate, but I enjoyed it for what it was worth. A widowed aunt needs a bit of fun at someone’s expense every now and then if she wished to live long and joyously as God intended.

As for Mr. Quigley’s state of mind, I decided I had to address it before Freddy took it upon himself to solve a mystery that wasn’t really there, all but razing an entire countryside in his efforts. 

“Frederick,” said I, “our Mr. Quigley has always been shy and retiring. When our landscape paintings were first delivered over a year ago, we saw how animated he was in his oldest son’s company. Perhaps I have to emphasize the presence of his oldest son on that day, who’s very much his father’s favorite and is as influential as he is a very energetic chatterbox. There’s no dark magic at work, let alone any black influence we might exert over the man now that we’ve seen two vastly different sides of him. Our Mr. Quigley is a most talented and retiring artist. Alas, it’s his misfortune we know of him and are very much invested in his work, which means being dogged with unwanted attention as well as the promise of vast sums of money.”

Well, what I actually said was a great deal less thorough than that, but such is journal-writing that I’m able to think back to that moment and recapture it in such a way as to make myself appear more lucid and not at all the babbling old cow I can be when food hasn’t quite dispersed among my digestive organs. Freddy got my meaning well enough, though, which is a talent the adorable little toad was born with (also a unique skill honed from years of living under the same insidious roof as Antigonous and Lucinda, I reckon). 
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Chapter 2
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FREDERICK BISSET’S JOURNAL

23 October—My darling will be joining us for lunch, and he’s set to inspect the newest addition to the priory grounds. He assured me Velasco “doesn’t give a horse’s sodden fart” but will be quite pleased when he’s able to use his shelter. Really, I’ve no idea where Jonathan gets these colorful little phrases he unknowingly drops in conversation. I’d point to his haunted inkwell as the source of dreadful manners and this shocking turn to rude language, but there’s also Aunt Prue’s malign influence hanging in space over the priory that’s equally damning. Perhaps more so, actually.

I’m beside myself with excitement for another reason—Mr. Headley’s invited himself over, and he’s coming with the much-anticipated additions to our forbidden archives. Well, not so much forbidden hereabouts, anyway, but I still can’t say anything remotely saucy about my books without my face bursting into flames. Aunt Prue already knows far too much about my private library as well as the unfortunate expulsion of gentlemanly fluids as a result of such titillating reading. I’m just blessed a thousand times over that she’s no hypocrite when it comes to that, and while shocked at first, she’s taken to the discovery with as much sportsmanship as I can ever hope from her, anyway.

It does take the weight off my chest, not needing to hide anything from her anymore—at least for the time being, for how much longer before another misadventure comes my way and twists my conscience into knots over secrecy versus honesty? 

Speaking of bodily expulsions and smut, Aunt Prue’s reassured me she’d had a word with Mrs. Westcott about the sudden and unexpected increase in our weekly laundry load. The appearance of so many self-washed handkerchiefs being the overriding complaint by our laundress. 

I felt the blood drain away from me at the news. “Aunt Prue,” I said, “I hope you said nothing about—about—you know what about!”

“Self-pollution?”

I frantically shushed her like I did that awful day she’d discovered my private vice, and I all I got from her was a raised brow and a flattened mouth for my troubles. Well, I suppose that’s preferable than her now-legendary Cyclopsean stare, which she still insists is a filthy lie right before threatening to hack off my privates for being “a festering pustule” on her backside.

“Freddy, we’re alone in the drawing-room. The doors and windows are shut against the world. I daresay the furniture won’t be betraying your trust anytime soon. Or anytime ever. Even Charles won’t manage a single peep given his troublesome condition of headlessness.”

I glanced at the ghostly and headless form of Charles, who idly paced the drawing-room before gradually vanishing from (my) view. 

“Anyway, I didn’t say a word about your sprightly bedroom play. I was artfully evasive, and by that I mean our handkerchief usage isn’t her business. So she’d do well to keep her attention fixed on nothing but the task at hand. If there’s a sudden and inexplicable surge in used handkerchief numbers, she’ll be compensated accordingly,” Aunt Prue finished in that imperiously grumpy air of hers. “And if she decides to solve the puzzle herself and realizes you’re well on your way to blindness and epileptic seizures from an overindulgence in onanism, we can afford to find a replacement.”

Surely, I cried, Aunt Prue didn’t believe in such nonsense! And as always, she merely leveled me with that same look of unimpressed disdain and responded with a rather bored “No, I don’t. I do, however, believe in the possibility of an overexcited tug leading to the gruesome detachment of a life-giving organ if you’re not careful.” 

I know I died inside half a dozen times in the course of our conversation. I’m probably a ghost now, writing this entry. 

One other thing that’s got us all in a state of giddy excitement is Brody’s art lessons with Mr. Quigley in spite of the controversy that’s lumped itself with the good news. Mrs. Flora’s unabashed courtship of our favorite local artist is reaching mythical heights, so poor Mr. Quigley’s hours are under threat of siege after siege from our loud and exuberant friend. Aunt Prue and I have butted heads about our influence being the source of Mr. Quigley’s loss of privacy, and my conscience is still reeling from the idea. That I’d have my vanity satisfied at the artist’s expense even though he truly is a very gifted painter and deserves to see his talent rewarded generously. 

It’s a subject that will surely rear its head more and more often in the coming days, especially once Brody begins his lessons. He’s to spend time with Mr. Quigley—preferably in the latter’s studio in Hopthwaite, but that also poses a few difficulties by way of travel considering the town’s distance. Brody surely couldn’t walk all that way, and while Velasco wouldn’t think twice about the task, Jonathan shouldn’t be burdened with it, no matter how beloved he’d become around here. Besides, Velasco’s his only means of transportation. 

That said, Brody’s still pinching himself over the news, and even Coombs and Saunders are cheering him on, bless them. Those girls truly are marvelous treasures. To think—neither at first was keen on having Brody when he and I appeared at St. Grimald’s doorstep nearly two years ago. He also sporadically bursts into grateful tears in Aunt Prue’s presence, which then leads to my aunt demanding the services of Dr. Comstock because she’s convinced Brody’s suffering from some form of brain-fever. Either that or his nerves are apparently just as sensitive and prone to fraying as hers. 

“He doesn’t have fragile nerves, aunt,” I argued with a laugh. 

“Given he’s spent just about his entire life as your servant, I’ve no doubt his are just as shredded as mine have become in just under two years,” she replied without blinking. “I’ll point to his youth as the reason behind his astonishing stamina and supernatural ability to recover from enduring your efforts at carving years off his lifespan bit by bit.”

I told her I loved her, too.

My darling’s here! Hurrah!

*
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PRUDENCE HONEYSETT’S JOURNAL

23 October (continued)—Mr. Beverly heartily approves the shelter and is struck dumb by the still-rough appearance of it. He’s so grateful, too, that he’s taken to shaking not just my hand, but Freddy’s and the servants’ while almost tearfully showering us with thanks. For his part, Velasco eyed the shelter with that aristocratic disinterest I’ve always found amusing, though he easily tested the size and apparently found it appropriate. He’s now refusing to leave it, and so Brody’s only too happy to oblige him with more cut-up vegetables and fruit. 

Indeed, it’s already been an hour past lunch, Freddy and Mr. Beverly are enjoying their private time in the rose garden, and I’m feeling quite pleased with all the good news that’s filled our lunch conversation. 

Mr. Beverly told us of his publisher’s desire to come by Autumnhall House for a fortnight’s visit. His purpose is to discuss a few important matters with Mr. Beverly regarding his success with all those boys’ adventure books. Longer fiction might be on the table, I reckon, but Mr. Beverly’s still considering it.

“I find I enjoy the shorter and more episodic structure required for penny dreadfuls, but I’m not discounting novels yet,” he said. “Penny dreadfuls build and sustain anticipation and enthusiasm for serial-reading, and I like the fact that young readers can enjoy them.”

Having been a school teacher for a few years before his remarkable inheritance, he’s likely to love that part of his current work. So far he’s written sordid stories involving all things grotesque and horror-filled. Vampires, ghouls, demons, highwaymen, ghostly highwaymen (apparently his most popular serial), and haunted places. Freddy’s given him permission to use their “cases” (my nephew delights in the use of the word “case”) and apparently takes far too much pleasure in hearing about how his beloved turns some of their adventures into sensationalist reading for boys and young men. 

However, the surprise of his visit involves the possibility of Brody illustrating his books.

“The publisher has an artist assigned to illustrate my stories,” he said. “However, I’d like to see if Brody can work with me on this given his stunning talent. With his art and my stories, I think there’ll be an even greater chance of success.”

Brody has already gifted Mr. Beverly a number of his illustrations in a show of gratitude for all the help our sainted neighbor has done on the boy’s behalf. Tutoring, gifts of books, and simple kindness have transformed Brody in such a short length of time that even I’m grateful for Mr. Beverly’s presence in our lives. Freddy and I added our voices in support of Mr. Beverly’s scheme, so it now falls on Brody to see whether or not this will actually happen. 

As long as Brody’s attention doesn’t get too fractured between his duties in the priory, his tutoring, his art lessons, and this new venture, I won’t be in the way. Although—now that I reread what I’ve just written, that really sounds like a lot of things to heap on the poor boy’s head, doesn’t it? I suppose I’ll need to pull Mrs. Drummond aside and discuss matters with her. Coombs and Saunders might also be unselfishly enthusiastic about Brody’s art lessons, but I suspect their generosity has its limits, and they might protest against too much time eased for Brody’s lessons and this new scheme of illustrating Mr. Beverly’s books. 

Given the girls’ mad desire to be like Felicity in all things witch-like, there’s that danger of hexes being slung about in retaliation for Brody’s preferential treatment. If things spiral beyond my control and resentment bubbles over, I expect to wake up one day with my body parts in the wrong places or my body turned inside out so that my organs palpitate and quiver in full view of the world. The girls won’t be touching Freddy, of course, because he’s everyone’s darling, but I expect my entire household to turn on me should things venture down the path of Satan’s cesspit. 

This matter will require a good deal of diplomatic care. Not a strong suit of mine, no, since God had thought to deprive me of the talent when I was conceived, and Mother would loudly and eagerly attest to that if she were still around. I am, however, very, very, very good with bribes—an absolute genius, in fact, and I’m not one to waste my talents by not indulging in them. 
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LINFORD BISSET’S LETTER TO PRUDENCE HONEYSETT AND FREDERICK BISSET

You’ll be pleased to know, my dearest aunt and little brother, I’m very much on the mend. My recent bout of the fever following a rather exhausting transition from working for the bank and now Uncle Oswald’s former partner has eased. 

Mr. Forrest has sent me two more “get well or die” cards after the first despairing one, and I do believe those messages have been the medicine I needed to recover quickly with all the laughter they inspired. My landladies—bless them!—have also been terribly fussy and attentive, treating me like a son and spoiling my ailing backside with a zeal I’ve never seen in anyone. 

My fever, however, failed to deter Father and Trevelyan from paying me most inconvenient visits. My landladies were both quite beside themselves, and it took me some doing to convince them I was up to the ordeal of seeing them in my lodgings. That said, I suspect the dear ladies must have dropped a hissed threat or two in Father’s ear, judging from the baffled air about him when he entered my room. He even kept glancing around him, on the alert, as though anticipating some vengeful deity to emerge from the shadows to smite him where he stood. Or sat, for that matter. 

“Your mother’s rather stuck where she is right now, and we don’t expect her to be back home for however many days it takes for the weather to improve,” he said without preamble. “No doubt she’s enjoying an extended spell in the company of charlatans and the gullible fools those criminals are entertaining themselves with.”

I sighed, narrowing my eyes at him. “You just called Mother a gullible fool.”

“She isn’t, by God! She’s merely an innocent who’s gotten herself swept up in this rancid tide of spiritualism and fashionable nonsense sagging dowagers and their spinster daughters are throwing all their money and reputation out the window for!” 
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