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      Frobisher Manor, Kiddlington, Oxfordshire, 1864

      
        
        A memoir by Prudence Wainwright

      

      

      The following revelations are for my close family and friends only.

      I am foremost a lady, or consider myself so, no matter how others will judge me. Writing a memoir was never something I thought of doing before. However, as my family and friends have demonstrated an earnest curiosity about my life, I have acquiesced. Of course, I have had adventures, but some of them I never wanted to bring to mind again, let alone put to paper. People may judge my past deeds harshly. I did what I did in the time and the particular situations I found myself in—some of which were dire indeed.

      A few of my actions might be considered shameful by polite society. I would hate to see them cast in that light because they are inextricably linked to precious memories that still, after all this time, bring tears to my eyes.

      I am sure my friends will understand me better when they have read my story…
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      After writing the above, something happened to set my nerves aquiver. Should I even begin this process of documenting my past deeds? Surely to do so would potentially jeopardise my present and future happiness, and perhaps even the happiness of those dear to me. I am pacing up and down in my room and wringing my hands, unable to sit still and think rationally.

      You would think at the age of forty-five, I would be able to deal with any situation.

      I know it is a risk to write these things down. I do not even know how those revelations will seem when brought to the light of day. What if my family and friends reject and revile me for my past actions?

      As I reflect on my life, particularly the last few years, I own that my friends have had to put up with a great deal from me. I have at times been hostile, odious and resentful. One of my worst failings has been overestimating my own worth and position. Sometimes my family and acquaintances humoured me; at worst they merely tolerated me.

      Not that I want pity. Far from it. I would hate to be pitied. Sympathy? Yes, perhaps. Understanding? For certain.

      I have experience.

      I know things.

      Being an older woman, I find I am often misjudged, dismissed, ignored. It is the plight of a female to be undervalued, overlooked, except if she is beautiful or useful in keeping house and breeding children. But in this society, once you are past a certain age, you do not even have that meagre pittance of respect paid to a younger female. In addition, fortune and rank are not numbered amongst my attributes, the possession of which might have afforded me some modicum of respect. I suffer from the worst combination: that of being past the age of childbearing and poor. Well, not so poor, for I have been fortunate in some ways, too, but poor relative to my expectations when I set out in life.

      Luckily for me I am not friendless, or my life would have a much worse aspect. At present, I live with my niece, Milly, who I brought up from before aged two and her lovely husband Ambrose Fulton. They have one child, Aloysius, and are on the cusp of having their second. My nephew, Mr Edward Hardcastle Huntington, is my only other close relative. He and his wife, Jemima, are currently also staying with us at Frobisher Manor. They are visiting from their home, Willow Park in Sussex. They are visiting so that Milly and Jemima could share their confinement, for they were due to give birth within a week of each other. We don’t normally live in this manor, but as Hatfield was torn down by a rampaging, and to all accounts monstrous, machine, we are renting here, thanks to the good graces of Sir Giles, who recommended us as tenants.

      I own that Edward and I have not always been on the best of terms, but I take leave to explain. My sister, Edward’s mother, said that the cottage in Kingsfold Village, where Milly and I used to live, had been left to me by our mother. However, when my sister sadly passed away at too young an age, I found to my chagrin that the title was in her name and was not mine at all. I only learned this when my nephew informed me of the fact, and this upset me greatly, for instead of being self-sufficient, I had to rely on my nephew’s good graces for my home and had also been reliant on my sister’s for years. The anger I felt at the time was overwhelming and I fear I was not kind to Edward and we argued terribly. Our estrangement was not so bad until I also made the unfortunate blunder of suggesting, perhaps too strongly, that Edward take his cousin, Milly, to wife. He did not take this well and kept his distance.

      Alas, until Edward requested me to come post haste to Willow Park, the estate he inherited, and take charge of his then ward, Jemima Hardcastle, we had not seen or spoken to one another for at least a year. If not for all the shenanigans orchestrated by Jemima and the resulting contretemps, we would not have rescued Edward and defeated the foul beast Geneck, and I would not be here with Milly and Fulton today, living a life in which I feel valued. Edward married Jemima, and they are important to me as well.

      It is worth adding that I now see there might be more to Jemima, who once I took for a snooty upstart and troublemaker, than I once thought. While some of my opinions about this young woman have proven to be true—she does indeed attract trouble and mayhem with uncommon regularity—she is also intelligent, agile and brave to a fault. I own that I have warmed to her. Upon reflection, I fear I may have envied Jemima’s abilities and her situation in life, but if I had my life over, I would employ some of her tactics to gain the upper hand in certain situations.

      As for friends, we have a small circle: Sir Giles, stalwart gentleman and magistrate, who has been kind and solicitous, and Mr Ferdinand White, a friend of Jemima and Edward’s who visits often and unexpectedly. Jemima calls him Uncle Ferdy, for she has known him since childhood, but I am uncertain if there is a blood connection; perhaps there is one on her mother’s side. From what I can gather he was a close friend of Cousin Wilbur, Jemima’s father, and that would account for the degree of familiarity. I find him amusing company. The Heatons, of course, but they live in town and only visited recently to heal poor Ambrose after that awful towering machine ripped off his mechanical arm, flung him to the ground and left him for dead. Luckily, Edward was able to build him a new prosthesis and with Jasper Heaton’s help, reattach it.

      I have been hinting at writing down my history for months now. At first it was but an idle fancy; my skills usually lie elsewhere. I enjoy making things of beauty, and while I can do that with silk and fine fabrics, I have no idea how to do so with words. Without too much determination, I had started to write when I met with an early-morning caller and, unexpectedly, had to face my past head on. This was what had me pacing and agitated.

      Now my tale is waiting to be untangled like a knot of threads in Jemima’s sewing basket. My story is a puzzle of intertwined memories and feelings bound together in a clump in my mind. One tug and it could unravel easily, I suspect. I fear, then, that instead of fine words that paint an exquisite picture, you will get a child’s finger painting that sketches out my past in a crazy, haphazard fashion.

      In spite of it all, as I sit down at my table and take up my pen, I find that now that I have started, I cannot stop. Memories burn across my mind and I feel a great impatience to write them down. Alas, one cannot rewrite the past, but one can look back and, perhaps, cast it in a different light, make excuses or ponder the ‘if only I had done this or said that’. However, too much reliance on such thinking might lead one to regret. And regret my past, I cannot do.

      Thus, I will begin at the beginning, as one is meant to do in these situations. I will try to be truthful in this record of my life. It is not a confession, as I am not on my deathbed, but a story told from my perspective. And in so doing, I will finally let my secrets into the light.
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      I was born in 1818 in Sussex, the year after beloved Princess Charlotte died in childbirth, along with her stillborn son. My parents had a healthy child in me, at a time when the nation was still mourning a great loss, and thus I was cherished.

      While I was still a babe in arms, my elder brother Brandon passed away from some terrible contagion. He would have been five years old. My parents valued me and my younger sisters even more, I believe, after that loss.

      It would be good to say I remembered Brandon in life, but I do not. However, I often saw Brandon when I was a child, and when I related these visitations to my parents, they grew upset. For example, on one occasion I was dunking my toast soldiers into my soft-boiled egg, reciting: ‘In out, in out, take a bite.’ And when my mama asked me why I was eating in this manner, I told her that was the way Brandon liked me to do it. Her reaction scared me to death. She screamed and then fainted. Father came running, and my nurse scolded me. I was forbidden to mention my brother again.

      It was hard. To me he was there, smiling as plain as day, talking to me and keeping me company. Of course, being a child I couldn’t help but mention Brandon again. I told my father how sad Brandon was that his cricket set sat alone in the closet and that he wished Father to play cricket with me on the grass while it was sunny. Father’s face grew red and the next time I saw the closet open, the cricket set was gone. Some nights later, in my room waiting to fall asleep, Brandon arrived and told me his cricket set had been given away. I exclaimed that it was a shame and bade him not to be sad about it. He replied, “’Tis all right. Another boy is playing with it now. Go to sleep, dear Pru. I will watch over you.”

      Eventually, I stopped telling my parents the things Brandon did and said, since it upset them so, and by the time I was eight or nine, Brandon no longer visited me. Either he was a ghost, or I had a healthy (or from my parents’ perspective, an unhealthy) imagination. Given what I know now, I understand I had a talent—though an unnurtured and neglected one.

      There, judge me if you dare!
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      I set down my pen. It was a fine, clear day, and I was in the morning room, alone with my thoughts, the rest of the house still abed. I poured myself a second cup of tea and reached for the last muffin, which I liberally covered with jam and had just brought to my mouth when the footman entered.

      “Yes, John?” I tried to mask my impatience at this interruption as I lowered the muffin to my plate and turned towards him.

      The footman bowed elegantly. “Good morning, ma’am. Sorry to disturb you so early, but Sir Giles is at the door.”

      Sitting bolt upright, I nearly choked. Sir Giles here this early?

      The footman continued, “Sir Giles has brought a bushel of apples and a basket of flowers from the hothouse.”

      After a deep, calming breath I responded, “That is kind.” But I wondered. Sir Giles had been increasing his visits of late, and had extended several kindnesses of this nature to our household. I was touched by his thoughtfulness, but what was it in aid of?

      “Is he coming in?” I asked.

      John shook his head. “I have delivered the apples to the kitchen as he instructed and the flowers to the housekeeper for arranging. Sir Giles asks if you might have time to join him for a walk in the garden.”

      A walk? Whatever for? I looked longingly at that muffin. “Why does he not come in?” I had to own it was strange for him to arrive before midday, which was the polite hour for visiting.

      The footman inclined his head. “Those were his exact instructions to me, ma’am. He refused my entreaties to enter when I told him you were awake and downstairs in the morning room. He said he was happy to wait until you had finished eating breakfast.”

      Swallowing another mouthful of tea, I said, “Please let him know I shall join him shortly.” When John had left, closing the door behind him, I tried to deduce what was going on with our dear friend Sir Giles. He had been most considerate during the stressful time when Hatfield had been attacked by a monstrous machine, even finding our current house for us to lease while our companions were away seeking those responsible and now while Hatfield was being rebuilt. He was the most conscientious gentleman and very attentive, often pre-empting our needs. I found him most congenial company on many an afternoon when the household was busy on other tasks and he sat with me while I sewed, apparently most content to say nothing and observe.

      Realising these ponderings were fruitless, I downed the last of my tea, quickly ate my muffin, and then wiped my hands and mouth on a serviette.

      My cornflower-blue wrap with the silver fringe was draped over the chair by the door, and as it was warm out, it was sufficient to drape around my shoulders. A glance in the mirror showed me my lace cap neatly affixed to my head, with its trailing ribbons falling delicately on my shoulders. A poked bonnet would be too much bother and would require me to return upstairs to my bedroom.

      I patted the pocket of my gown and found a pair of gloves, which I slid on. Then I contemplated my reflection in the mirror, and was pleased with what I saw. My dress was a deep burgundy brocade, with a ruched satin panel on the bodice and rich Chantilly lace gracing the sleeves. Lace and frills distract me from the ravages of age on my face, and beautiful fabrics from my ever stouter figure. Jemima liked to tease me about disappearing doilies, and I take those little quips as they were meant—as affectionate teasing.

      It had been such an outrage to my senses to wear borrowed clothes in the days after Hatfield was destroyed. At least most of my wardrobe was recovered quickly because I would have been mortified to continue on for weeks in such a fashion. God forbid I should ever be called scruffy!

      Preparations complete, I went to the front door. John opened it for me on approach, and I stepped outside. It was a fine day, not too bright. The front garden was not so large as Hatfield’s, as we were in the village, but it was closed off from the street by a tall stone wall. There was a large oak with some beech trees behind it and a row of silver birch and hazel. Flowerbeds with white, bright pink and purple cyclamens skirted the neat little path, which gave the impression of whimsy as it wove this way and that. When my gaze fell upon Sir Giles, his almost black eyes flashed with recognition and, dare I say, delight. I took the opportunity to admire the man. He was still sprightly for forty-three, and he dressed neatly, without being flamboyant about it. He was intelligent but not showy or overbearing, and prepared to let others display their wit. I liked that about him. My heart gave a little jump; thrill or fear, I could not tell. Was I anticipating bad news, or good? I wish I knew, for it was a most uncomfortable feeling and my breakfast turned to lead in my stomach.

      Sir Giles walked up to me and bowed. “Good morning. Thank you for joining me.” He placed my hand in the crook of his elbow. “Shall we walk this way?”

      My heart fluttered a little at this overt display of gallantry. While I admit I had flirted with Sir Giles on occasion, I had detected no particular regard in him for myself; his acceptance of my attentions was good-humoured and tolerant. You might think it very de trop of me to flirt with a gentleman, for as you know with a reputation as an older spinster, I was sure no one would take me seriously. Or so I thought. My present company was making me doubt myself. We kept walking along the garden path, commenting on the weather, the green of the garden and the health of the house’s occupants.

      Sir Giles’ mood appeared buoyant and the smile he flashed me was eager and open. My heart beat hard in my chest as uneasiness sped up my spine. We reached a small, enclosed space in which was situated a bench seat and a statue of Cupid surrounded by Michaelmas daisies just coming into bloom.

      “Would you care to sit?” Sir Giles said, indicating the bench.

      “Why, thank you.” I was out of breath, not from exertion but agitation. My cheeks felt hot, and I was certain I was blushing like a schoolroom miss. My impulse was to run back to the house because I feared what was about to unfold. However, I valued Sir Giles as a friend and could not hurt his feelings by behaving in such a brusque manner. Nor could I climb on my high horse and call him impertinent. He was a gentleman of sense.

      I sat, but he remained standing beside me. I cast a glance at him, hoping to ease my anxiety. He was a magistrate, and it occurred to me that he might have some news that he wanted to share, me being the oldest person in residence, rather than going direct to Fulton or my nephew Edward. As I considered this, I calmed myself. Knowing that those dear to me were all safe within the house, I thought his news might be related to the incident that had destroyed Hatfield. Yes, that must be it. Sir Giles looked up at the sky, then at the ground, which he scuffed with the toe of his boot, and then sighed.

      “Whatever is amiss, Sir Giles?”

      Sir Giles proceeded to take up my gloved right hand. Before I had a chance to digest this move or even protest, he blurted out, “Mrs Wainwright. Prudence. Do let me tell how much I adore you.”

      I gasped. My heart sped up, and it was difficult to breathe.

      With my hand still in his, he continued, “I wish you to marry me, if you will.”

      My mouth fell open. I shut it and heard my teeth click. Trying to calm my racing heart, I took a moment to respond. “Marry you?” I managed at last. My mind went white. Marriage. At my age? Was I dreaming? “Become your wife?” I replied stupidly.

      “Yes, that is usually what happens when one marries.” He chewed his lip in agitation. When I did not speak, he checked himself. “Surely you have been expecting a proposal. I know you enjoy flirtation, generally, but I thought there existed between us a genuine affection and respect.”

      I tried to focus. I tried not to faint. I could imagine Jemima making a mockery of this situation. That is what you get, Aunt, if you feed puppies at table. You can never get rid of them and have to banish them to their kennels.

      I cleared my throat. My cheeks were definitely aflame as I struggled to find an answer. Was this my own fault? Had I engaged a man’s feelings, trifled with his affections? Oh dear. “I do have an affection for you, and the deepest respect and gratitude for all your solicitous attentions to my family in our hour of need, but…but…” There was nothing for it. I had to speak plainly and honestly. “I was not expecting a proposal, Sir Giles. I thought I was beyond such attentions. Why, I am getting long in the tooth. I am plump and I have no money of my own. I do not consider myself marriageable.”

      Sir Giles shook his head and flapped his hand as if throwing off my excuses. “I don’t care about money. I have enough of my own. Despite what you say, you are an attractive and intelligent woman who would be a prize for any gentleman worth his salt.”

      I coughed and tried not to laugh, for I did not think Sir Giles would respond well to mirth at that moment. “You should qualify that statement, sir. Gentleman of a certain age, surely.” I saw that my comment caused him grief and so I squeezed his hand. “Truly you do me a great honour, and I am sensible of the⁠—”

      “Pfah!” Sir Giles said, and squeezed my hand in turn. “Enough talk of honour. What about love and desire? I have both for you.”

      My mouth fell open. Love and desire were things buried deep in my past. Those emotions and needs had not featured in my life for many a year. Yet, I could see he was sincere, and that gave me pause. I said carefully, “I have not turned my mind to matrimony at all. You have surprised me with your proposal, and, at this moment, I can barely think of an adequate response. Please consider, sir, that my family needs me.”

      Sir Giles’ eyes glittered as his gaze fixed on me. “Indeed, I am sensible of that fact, and would have no qualms about you spending time with them and staying near to them. Their comfort before my own, I vow.”

      My mind and my heart caught up with me. Sir Giles was in earnest, and I was in a quandary. I did care for Sir Giles. He was an excellent gentleman, wonderful manners, great dexterity of mind. He had survived Jemima and her interesting ways with his sanity intact. How could I wound him? It would not do just to fob him off with gratitude and a refusal. I had to tell him the truth, and I arrived at that thought just as he sank to one knee at my feet. With my hand still in his, he urged me, “Please consider my proposal, Prudence. I have a large house just outside the village, servants; your every need would be met. We could stay in London a few times a year. Shop in the best warehouses.”

      I put my hand over his. “Giles, I am so flattered by your regard for me.” I took a breath, my stomach full of butterflies. “Believe me when I say that I have a strong regard for you. However, I cannot marry you…”

      “Do not say⁠—”

      I lifted my other hand and touched his lips gently with my forefinger. “Please hear me out.” His eyes grew sad, but he nodded once, even as he clung to my right hand. His disappointment was palpable. Not having entertained the idea of marriage for more than twenty years, I was surprised how sanguine I was about it. Nonetheless, I was sad that I had to refuse him.

      “I cannot marry you for the reason that I am already married.”

      He let go my hand and stood hastily, then turned away from me so I could not see his face. “How can that be? Where is your husband?”

      Tears blurred my vision. I did not mean to weep. I had barely thought about Leighton in years. “I do not know where he is. I cannot even tell you if he is still living.”

      Sir Giles turned back to me. “I know you call yourself Mrs Wainwright. I thought it was an affectation of older spinsters. I did not realise that there was a Mr Wainwright.”

      Drawing my handkerchief from my pocket to dab at my eyes, I replied, “There is no Mr Wainwright.”

      “What?” Sir Giles exploded. “Are you trying to bamboozle me like your niece, Mrs Huntington?”

      At the mention of Jemima’s name, I nearly dissolved into a fit of hysterics. Imagine if Jemima heard of this morning’s proceedings. She would doubtless derive much amusement at my expense. “No. I am not. I am telling you the truth. If you have time, perhaps we could go for a walk, and I can explain. Part of it, at least.”

      Sir Giles looked at the sky and nodded. “It is a fine day, and I have time. My morning was to be devoted to you. Do you need anything from the house? Shall I inform the footman of our outing?”

      I dried my tears and realised my hands were shaking. “I can manage as I am. If you would be so kind as to inform the footman so my family do not worry, I would appreciate it.”

      Sir Giles strode back along the path, giving me precious moments to order my thoughts and recall the details from my past. Memories I thought I would never have to revisit would have to be unearthed, bringing with them emotions that I had kept buried for years. All of the morning’s lightness dissipated. As much as I did not want to face my past, I owed Sir Giles the truth.

      Upon his return, we set off around the garden in companionable silence. My knee ached until the movement soothed the pain away. How unfair it was to be old when there was so much of the world to see and so many interesting things to do.

      Sir Giles’ voice brought me back to the moment.

      “You said you were married but you don’t know where your husband is or if he is alive.” Sir Giles’ voice was soothing, and I chanced a look at his face. So many emotions played over his features, but I did not know him well enough to understand them all. That I had shocked him was obvious. I knew my family would feel similarly, as they did not know my full history either. Charity, my next youngest sister, who was Edward’s mother, was the only one I’d told, and she had never spoken a word of it, I was sure. Faith, my youngest sister and Milly’s mother, passed away before she knew the whole.

      I took a breath and began. “It might surprise you to know that I was once a bold, headstrong young woman, not given to heeding my parents. I had a modest dowry and, being tall and well formed, I had many suitors. Charles Ingleford Leighton, from Canterbury, in Kent, was the least suitable of them all. I was young and, dare I say it, very ignorant. I was flattered by his attentions and thought us friends. How wrong I was. Only in hindsight did I see that I was manipulated, that by befriending him and being open, I gave him an opportunity to force me to accept his marriage proposal.”

      Sir Giles stiffened as he swung towards me. “Do not say he forced himself upon you?”

      Not able to bear his look of outrage, I kept my eyes forward. “Not exactly. Let us just say that a situation occurred that might have impinged upon my reputation had I not agreed to marry him. My younger sister’s hopes of a good marriage would have been adversely affected, as well. Charity was much in love with Theo Huntington, and I could not jeopardise that.”

      “And were you in love?”

      “No, I was not, and despite what my parents told me, I never did come to love my husband, and I was sure that he did not love me. My dowry was his object.”

      “These are heavy tidings indeed.”

      “My father agreed to the match and made a marriage contract that would secure my future. He consoled me that at least Mr Leighton was not vicious and seemed amiable. However, events soon overturned my father’s plans. The money held in trust to provide for me and for any children of the marriage in the event of my being widowed had to be used to pay my husband’s debts.

      “Upon marriage, of course, my money became his, and he quickly put it to use. I tried my best to make good of what was a potentially bad situation. I managed our house and within a year I was expecting a child. However, there arose another issue with his debts, and all my money was gone. My father liquidated some shares and paid the debts yet again, under the proviso that Charles find employment. Indeed, my father found him work with the East India Company. After my son was born, we sailed to Calcutta.”

      “You have a son? And have been to Calcutta?” Sir Giles’ surprise was evident. “Where else have you travelled?”

      “Singapore is as far east as I have been.”

      “You have visited Singapore?” Sir Giles was wide-eyed. “When?”

      “Yes, I lived there awhile around 1840–41. I stayed longer than I expected to, in fact, because one day, after accepting an invitation to tea, I returned to our accommodation to find I had been abandoned.”

      “Abandoned?” Sir Giles paused in his walk and faced me. “You were abandoned in Singapore during that lawless period?”

      “I was.”

      “There appears to be a lot to this story, Mrs Wainwright.” Mr Giles appeared quite flabbergasted.

      “Oh, there is, Sir Giles. Let me give you the particulars. I last saw my husband in 1840 before he sailed from Singapore to either Australia or China. He was accompanied by my son, James Ingleford Hardcastle Leighton. I could find no trace of them at the port, so I fear they used different names so I could not follow them. One of the great sadnesses in my life is that I do not know what happened to my son, either.”

      With a frown, Sir Giles regarded me. “Surely you must have noticed your possessions being packed away.”

      Emotions roiled then and I held them tight. “I did not know they were leaving. If my husband packed anything, he did it in secret. He abandoned me in Singapore with nothing but his debts and some of my personal effects. I became homeless and penniless that very day.”

      His cheeks grew red. “This is a terrible tale. No gentleman would behave this way. The man is a scoundrel.” Sir Giles drew out a pencil and a small notebook and wrote a few lines. “Did you ever hear from him again?”

      “No, I never heard from him or my son, James, again.”

      “You didn’t try to track them down?”

      “Of course I did,” I replied hotly, but then softened my tone and breathed out slowly. “I made enquiries. More than one ship sailed that day, and none reported having my husband and son aboard. The two most likely were headed to China and Australia, but my enquiries yielded nothing. You must understand that I had not the means to investigate further.”

      “I see.” Sir Giles slid his notebook into his breast pocket, and I kept my gaze fixed ahead. I could not bear to see the judgement and disbelief that would be in his eyes. “I cannot deny that my hopes have been dashed at hearing this news. However, that is my problem, and you are blameless.” His voice quavered.

      I dug around in my pocket for my handkerchief. “I am truly sorry for any pain I have caused.”

      Sir Giles cleared his throat, adjusted his cravat and straightened his shoulders. “Pray excuse me, Mrs Wainwright. I have recalled an engagement. Perhaps when next we meet, I can hear more of your tale? In the meantime, I must bid you adieu. Please convey my apologies to Mr and Mrs Fulton, as I will not be able to dine with them this evening as previously arranged.”

      I blinked at this sudden change in Giles’ demeanour. “Of course, I will convey your apologies.” I lifted my hand to shake his.

      He bowed over my hand. “Please give my best wishes to the Huntingtons as well.”

      “Of course.” My voice was rough, clogged with emotion and surprise.

      He met my eye, and I could see that my revelations had shaken him. “To you I wish the best of health. We will see each other again soon, I am sure.”

      Then he was off, striding down the path we had ambled so companionably only minutes before.

      I stood still for a moment, taking stock of all that had transpired, and then I burst into tears. I took off my gloves and clutched at my handkerchief. Thank goodness I was in the garden and there was no one about to witness my distress. After a time, the tears subsided, but not so all the turmoil my revelations had evoked. Thoughts and feelings and scenes from my past swamped me, and in their wake arose a burning desire to write them down.

      I needed to order my thoughts. I roamed the garden, thinking about Sir Giles and the effect of my revelations. He had seemed quite appalled by my outrageous tale. Did he even believe me? I had revealed just the bare bones to him, so surely, he deserved the whole of it—and so did my family. How else might they understand what had happened to me? I saw that my story could not be truly understood if I did not paint the full picture.

      Straightening my shoulders, I returned to the house and was admitted. I informed John that Sir Giles was no longer to dine with us that evening, and returned to the morning room, where I gathered my writing things and then retreated to my bedroom.

      I had always liked this room. As well as a bed, I had a worktable and chairs and also a desk in one corner by the window. A small pale pink settee made the room cosy. At my desk, I drew out some fresh paper, used my knife to sharpen the tip of my quill and began to write in earnest. I did not know then that it would take me many, many weeks to write it all down, and even more time to amend, add forgotten points, and explain my actions and feelings at the time and also now, looking back on them with the benefit of hindsight. That was the hardest thing to do: to reflect on my life of then and now and reconcile the two. However, I will note that I felt lighter as the years of memories filtered through me onto the paper. My heart, though, sometimes grew heavy with loss, then beat swiftly as if reliving the moments, or calmed as if relieved of all its burdens.
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      In the evening a few days later, we were all gathered in the drawing room. A storm hurled rain against the windows and made the fire in the grate flutter. Although it was late summer, the air was chill. As well as writing my memoir, I had been thinking on Sir Giles and feeling confused and sad. Even the embroidery for the table runner failed to keep my attention. The poor man. I had really surprised him.

      A giggle drew my gaze down. My little nephew, Ally, wriggled in my lap, smiling as I pulled faces and made his toy rattle. His dark eyes sparkled, and his chubby hands grabbed at my fingers. Across from me sat Milly and Jemima, looking very round with child, and chatting. Fulton and Edward sat together on the settee, sipping tea and reading the papers. A languid, carefree evening.

      Needless to say, the imminent arrival of two new additions to the family was a waiting game. Not that they were due at that moment, you understand, but in the next week, or two, or three, the mysteries of birth being difficult to predict. Jemima and Edward were visiting so that the two families could share the moment with one another, the couples having grown very close during the terrible time when Hatfield had been destroyed, and Fulton so terribly injured. Edward and Jemima had arrived in the nick of time to save the poor man. Such mayhem. Such upheaval! It was a wonder we still had our wits.

      The nurse came to collect Ally and I removed to my little work desk by the window. Sitting apart from the others, I could be an observer and auditor. The footman brought in a large box and placed it by the settee. “Oh, the samples have arrived,” Milly said as she peered into the box. She drew out a rich green brocade. “What do you think of this one, Aunt Prudence?”

      Jemima sat up straighter and drew a hand along the fabric. “It’s very rich.”

      “You have a good eye, my dear,” I said. “They will go well with the carpets you have chosen for the drawing room.”

      Milly smiled broadly. “I am glad you think so.” She drew out some more samples.

      “I do not like this brown,” Milly said as she ran her hand over the fabric. “It is rather thin too. I think that one is a definite no.”

      When all the samples had been viewed and discussed, Milly put them aside and got laboriously to her feet.

      “Excuse us if you please. It is time to put Ally down for the night. He likes me to be there,” she said, and Fulton rose as well and took her arm. He bowed as he left the room.

      Jemima and Edward chatted quietly, and I was able to focus on the task at hand. Surrounding me in a semicircle where Edward had dumped them were stacks of family Bibles. It was too bothersome to carry them upstairs—too many trips and the Bibles were unwieldy, heavy and dusty.

      The first Bible, a black leather-bound tome tooled in gold leaf, creaked as I opened it, the threads in the spine protesting. After finding the pages I wanted, I heaved another book open and withdrew some yellowed papers containing birth records from a sleeve in the back. I turned them this way and that, wrinkling my nose at their vinegary smell and noting small holes where some insect had nibbled the edges.

      “Mmmm.” No one was paying me any mind. What are family trees to young people these days? Drawing up my family tree was a peripheral task, not central to my memoir, but a way of laying out how we were all related.

      After picking up a roughly drawn family tree from the first Hardcastle family Bible, I frowned. This was a tangled mess of births, deaths, marriages, name changes and so on. It was almost enough to make me scratch my head—a disgusting habit—and took a lot of concentration to make sense of. There was the notation of my parents’ marriage and the birth of my elder brother, Brandon. Tucked in behind was the record of my baptism.

      A moan rose up from where Jemima lounged on the sofa, her aching feet elevated. She shifted position, favouring one side and then the other, unable to get comfortable. Edward applied cushions at regular intervals, trying to soothe her. It was good to see him so attentive as he usually seemed to me to be oblivious, his head buried in one of his journals, scribbling away at pace. You might wonder if I had tried to read these journals, but you would be disappointed. The truth was, I could never find them. I knew my nephew had special talents; you cannot be around these relatives of mine and not notice. Often, when he thought I was not looking, Edward made strange gestures with his hands and murmured things. And then something would happen, such as a large journal would disappear or reappear, as if out of thin air. It was the worst-kept secret that my nephew, Edward Huntington, was a gentleman and a magician.

      There were other things that defied explanation. Jemima had been at death’s door with heart failure. Next thing, she was back again full of life and my nephew had had a hand in that. If you listened hard enough you could hear the whirr of her ruby heart. And Fulton was miraculously hale and hearty after being ripped apart by that machine that demolished Hatfield. His prosthetic arm was replaced again by my clever nephew. My sanity is intact, so I can only conclude there was some supernatural force at work there. It ran in my family, as I well knew, for there was something special in me, too, a spark—but that is a story for my memoir.

      Another exclamation from Jemima stole my attention. “Oh, fiddle, this baby will not stop kicking me in the ribs and ’tis making me most annoyed.” She tugged two cushions from behind her back and tossed them to Edward, and he in turn tossed them to an empty armchair.

      I wanted some peace and quiet so I could work on my family tree. “Try walking around, Jemima; the movement should soothe the baby and get it away from your ribs.”

      Jemima sat up, eyebrows raised. “Oh, that is sensible advice, Aunt Prudence.” I could see the question in her eyes. What would an old spinster like me know about it? I kept my face impassive and Edward assisted her from the settee. “I wish I had thought of that on the train journey here. Bounced around in my seat like a sack of potatoes. Most uncomfortable. However, coming by carriage would have been even worse.”

      “Indeed,” put in Edward. “The train shortened your suffering.”

      Jemima grinned at him. “I am sorry for making you bear my complaints. I am usually quite indestructible.”

      Edward smiled at her with real sincerity. “And I know it, Jemima. I just wish I could do more to alleviate your discomfort. But we are settled here now and in good company.”

      A low rumble rattled the windows and the rain grew heavier. The storm was settling in for the night.

      At that moment Milly returned, Fulton on her arm. “Walking is very therapeutic. Alas this storm makes a turn around the garden impossible. But this room is large enough,” Milly said, having caught the end of their conversation. “Take Edward with you for support.”

      Jemima picked up her shawl and chuckled. “Marvellous idea. Edward, do offer me your arm. I would like to take a turn around the room.”

      Edward stepped forward and guided the cumbersome Jemima between the items of furniture, and soon her complaints subsided. Meanwhile, Fulton led Milly to one of the settees, made her comfortable, then announced, “As Ally is asleep, I have some business that needs attending to. Please excuse me. I shall not be long.” He bowed and left again.

      Milly leaned awkwardly over the end of the sofa and fished up her sewing basket. Soon she was industriously sewing a baby gown in the finest lawn fabric. It was delicate and pretty; a gift for Jemima, I knew. Jemima could not sew if her life depended on it. She knew it and I knew it, but we did not discuss the topic due to past disagreements.

      I considered my two young relatives. It was hard to tell who would be the first to start labouring. I had placed bets with their husbands, so I would win either way, the thought of which brought a smile to my lips. This was to be Milly’s second child and Jemima’s first. Jemima complained of the discomfort most often. Even with her extraordinary abilities, she moaned about aching feet and heartburn like every other expectant mother. Not only did she have some Hardcastle talent, her ruby heart was imbued with some of Edward’s magic, which spilled into her apparently. Then, she absorbed all that terrible emerald fire from the monster Genek so that she radiated magic. Even I could feel it sometimes, like a vibration in the gums. I understood from dropped bits of conversation that she was learning how to use it so she could be a magician too. Also, I overheard Fulton tell Milly that Jemima survived being burnt alive in a furnace, when they fought the evil magician who sent the huge machine to destroy Hatfield and steal Fulton’s arm. So if anyone could survive childbirth, it would be Jemima.

      The rib-kicking complaint was a new one, though. Milly, on the other hand, bore her discomfort quietly. However, having supported her through the birth of Aloysius, I knew she had a good set of lungs, a strong grip and great determination. I was immensely proud of her: she was an excellent wife, who could manage the household well, and was much loved by her husband and friends. Her achievements exceeded mine, which was gratifying, as it meant I had brought her up well.

      Looking down, I opened up another of the Bibles that Edward had transported from Willow Park and studied the first few yellowed pages, webbed with wiry scrawls. A few loose, brown-edged leaves fell onto the desk. These I scooped up and gently coaxed open, then read the dates and names. My brow furrowed. “This cannot be right.”

      “What, Aunt?” Jemima asked as she passed the side table and reached for one of the sweetmeats stationed there. The titbit slipped from her fingers, caught the edge of the table and disappeared under the settee. Try as she might, she could not bend to retrieve it.

      “Just take another one, Jemima,” I murmured. “The servants will find the other one, I’m sure.”

      Jemima did just that and then collapsed back onto the settee, which gave me pause. Jemima being compliant was always an astonishment.

      “What has you looking so puzzled?” Milly said, lifting her head from her sewing.

      “It is this entry, my dear.” I waved the aged fragment. “Someone must have made a mistake. It is written here,” I said, bringing it close to my face once more, “that Wilbur Hardcastle was born in 1760. It cannot be your father, Jemima, but I did not think there was another Wilbur in the Hardcastle line.”

      Jemima pursed her lips and her gaze narrowed. “Father was born in 1760, actually.”

      I fell back in my chair, doing some swift mathematics in my head. “Do not be ridiculous. If he was born in 1760, he would have been eighty-four years old when you were born.”

      Jemima nodded vigorously. “Yes, he was. Mama was much younger than him. About fifty or so years younger, I believe.”

      “You cannot be serious. I met Wilbur and he did not look that old.” At least, I was sure I had met him, only the circumstances of our meeting were shrouded in mist. Did I travel to meet him in a carriage or did I visit him in another fashion? In spirit like my conversations with my brother. At that moment, I wasn’t quite sure.

      A sad, far-away expression came over Jemima’s features. “He looked old when he died,” she said in a low voice. “It was an amazing transformation. I was only thirteen at the time, but I remember thinking that a month earlier, he had been the picture of health. Of course, he had grey hair and wrinkles, but he was always so full of energy, and he walked around like a man of twenty-five. I was called to his bedside, when old Mr Cready found him. It was said he had passed in the night. I would not have known him but for his signet ring, for he was wasted and thin, just skin and bone.”

      “He looked old when he died? What a preposterous thing to say.” My mind was racing. It was an odd thing for her to say.

      “Not so preposterous in this family. Edward said he was a magician, which I didn’t know when I was a child.”

      I bit my lip, considering that this made perfect sense.

      “He met with foul play,” Edward said as he bent to pick up the dropped sweetmeat. My nephew then took up the plate of sweetmeats and sat in the chair next to the settee.

      “What?” Jemima launched out of her seat. “I was told there were no suspicious circumstances. I railed against the undertaker when he tried to take his body away. It was natural, theysaid. No blood. No injury. Everything was in its place.”

      Edward looked stricken. “I had meant to tell you. It is just with one thing and another, the time has never been right.” Lifting his gaze, he met Jemima’s shocked expression. “I am sorry, my love.” I could hear Edward’s true affection for his wife in his voice.

      Jemima, though, stood rigid, vibrating with anger. “Tell me what?”

      Edward’s blue eyes were bright but solemn, his mouth a hard line.

      “That your father was murdered, most likely by the brothers from the Societas Magicae.”

      The Socieitas Magicae were a brotherhood of magicians, some plain evil, who had plagued Edward in their search for the secret texts in my nephew’s possession. They also lusted after his inventions, trying to steal the ruby heart from Jemima while she lived and one even stole Fulton’s arm, ripped it from his body, all to find Edward’s secrets. Mr White was one of the good ones. Now it seems the connection even extended to Cousin Wilbur.

      I dropped my pen in shock. “Edward!” Even a halfwit knows you do not tell an expectant mother such horrible things. “I do not think⁠—”

      “No! Edward…that, that cannot be! It is…” Jemima’s voice rang with hysteria. Tears trickled down cheeks that had ripened to berry-pink. I feared for her health and that of the babe.

      Realising his mistake, Edward did his best to calm his wife, taking her into his arms and caressing her.

      I realised too that it was not my business and that there probably was never going to be a good time to convey such tidings.

      Jemima sobbed. “Do you mean…you mean that he was…he was taken from me deliberately?”

      “We can talk more about it later, my love. Now is not a good time. Think of the baby.”

      “But I want to know now. All this time I have been denied the truth. It changes everything.”

      “Now, Jemima. Do not be rash. I should not have said anything at all. I am thoughtless. You were talking about him, and I blurted it out. I am sorry. Please forgive me.”

      Jemima wiped her tears with the handkerchief Edward offered and rested her head on his shoulder. Once her breathing calmed and the hiccoughs subsided, she said in a distant, unemotional way, “Of course I forgive you. But please tell me what you know.”

      Edward took a breath. “All right. Your father told me in a letter what was likely to happen. He said if I am dead, they have murdered me, and he bade me to keep the secret texts safe. He stole them and they wanted them back. My later interactions with the Societas Magicae confirmed your father’s suspicions that something evil lurked within the brotherhood and keeping the text would keep everyone safe.”

      Sitting forward and absently rubbing her distended abdomen, Jemima asked, “Do you know who in particular did the deed or must I torture Uncle Ferdy to find out?”

      “No. It was an official act of the brotherhood, and there are records of the decision and who carried out the deed. At least, there should be. As there was a lot of damage to the priory, those records may have been lost.”

      “Uncle Ferdy will know. I am positive of it.” Her tone held the gilt edge of the sword of justice. “They were close friends. My father’s only friend besides me.”

      “I am sure Brother Ferdinand will tell you all he knows,” Edward agreed. “Consider, though, that the perpetrator may already be dead. Geneck did kill a lot of the brotherhood that dreadful night.”

      The massacre at the priory in Kent had been big news at the time. I did not know all the particulars of that evening, except for what was in the papers afterwards and what I had gleaned from listening in to conversations. Geneck had wiped out nearly all the brothers, decimating their number and leaving blood, limbs and entrails in his wake. In London, in the lead-up, I helped fight Geneck’s human followers, even though I was not entirely in Edward’s confidence. Luckily, I have some defensive skills—a way with everyday items with which I can defend myself and others. A quick study, Milly learned from me and together we did our fair share to keep our friends safe.

      Jemima stood up and called out, “Uncle Ferdy? Uncle Ferdy! I need you.”

      Blinking away my surprise, I buried my head in my birth records in case Jemima remembered I was in the room. Milly looked up from her sewing and tilted her head to the side, owl-like. “Jemima. Are you well? Should I order a tisane for you?”

      Jemima jerked and wiped her eyes “Oh, sorry.” She smoothed her gown and sat down again. “I beg your pardon.”
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