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I must get back to my
room. I know not how I am here nor why but I must get back to my
room.

Haste is needed. ’Twould be
unseemly, as Uncle Robert would remind me, for a young lady of my
station to be seen thus, in nightgown and barefoot, without so much
as my chamber robe to lend modesty to my dishabille. Where
is it, too? I cannot recall deciding whether to don it or not,
though most assuredly I would, together with my slippers, and they,
too, are singularly absent from my person. But then, for the very
life of me, I cannot recall leaving my room. A walking in my sleep?
It must be that. But surely such habits are the mark of the very
young or the very old, and are certainly enacted more than just the
once.

Perhaps I should call Uncle
Robert, perhaps he can explain my antics at such an hour of the
night. I might—but no! First, my robe and slippers. He is right: it
would not do to present myself at his chamber door attired
so. He would understand, though. Dear Uncle Robert, always
so kind, always solicitous of my health—though I could sometimes
wish he would not fuss so, even if my constitution is not all that
it might be. It is a matter about which I must speak with him. He
does not know it but I overheard his conversation with Doctor
Haggard on the occasion of his last visit. Why does he visit so
often, I wonder? And what can he mean by “undue physical exertion”?
Doubtless he meant such things as running and skipping and
jumping—though these could hardly be considered fit pastimes for a
young lady of my bearing. Yes, it must be these. Surely the good
doctor could not have meant my walks. Time would weigh so heavily,
else, and Uncle Robert is such a knowledgeable guide.

I do hope he does not exert
himself overmuch. Always rushing here, rushing there, always
concerning himself with the papers I have to sign. And such
kindness!—Why, I have not even to read them, so thoroughly does he
explain to me the nature of each. I have but to dip the quill in
the ink, scrawl my name across the foot of each page and it is
done! So much does he do for me, so much that one of his age should
surely be spared. He carries his years well, though, that much I
must own—however many they may be. Still he will not tell me
how old he is. Why, I recall when last I tried to tease an answer
from him.

‘How old, m’dear?’ he boomed in
his usual genial manner. ‘Why, three times your age and a bit
more—and that’s all I’m saying!’

—and with that, he was suddenly
ringing for tea, and my carefully contrived assault on his secret
felt somewhat repulsed. But three times my age...well, that would
make him 57 at the least, and perhaps I should be content with
that.

But what am I saying! Miss
Harman! Miss Harman would know! And surely she must. Are they not,
after all, affianced? But such a disparity in their years! If my
dear uncle is more than thrice my age then hers is but the merest
whisker above it. I am glad we are friends but oh! that look of
utter horror when first she laid eyes on me. Thank Heavens for
Uncle Robert’s timely intervention, else the silence would have
passed from the embarrassing to the unbearable. But fancy then
suggesting to her that she had allowed herself to be unsettled by a
pretty face, and the horror seemed suddenly to deepen. I must say,
though, she recovered herself with admirable celerity and with such
grace as to swiftly place me at my ease.

And oh! what fun we have had
since then! Girls will talk as only girls can, and I had to
ask, I had to know. I thought to have broached the subject
quite carefully but it seems my tact went somewhat awry, that or
the offence in the question came less in its content and more in
its very asking. I merely wondered, in all innocence, if the
difference in their ages troubled her in any way. After all, I went
on, for all his years, my uncle was possessed of a most fortunate
bearing. And while I was sure the rumours of his wealth far
exceeded its real worth, there could be little doubt that he was
still a man of some means. And while I did not doubt that her
affections for him were true, there must surely have been other
suitors, younger suitors, who had perhaps tried to win them? For a
moment, she seemed frozen, and I was suddenly wishing to have
bitten my wayward tongue. Then a laugh, but as though forced, and
her smile seemed to have lost a little of its warmth. Then she said
a most curious thing.

She said: ‘You need not trouble
yourself for your uncle, my dear Catherine. My regard for him, and
his for me, is such that not even the disquiet of his only and
favoured niece will be sufficient to sway it. Believe me, others
have from time to time given voice to such doubts. They did not
survive long.’

Then she rose and went inside,
making but the smallest apology and asking to be excused for a
while. She did not return all that afternoon. I only heard later
from Mrs. Cumberland that she had called for her carriage and
returned home, pleading a sudden headache and asking that her
apologies be conveyed to me.

I fretted. Most assuredly, I
fretted. Had I offended her in some way? I feared indeed I must,
and Uncle Robert was away attending to some fine detail over my
inheritance so I could hardly have unburdened myself onto him. But
no, I was wrong. My dear companion stopped by the very next day, to
pay her respects and suggest that we might take luncheon together
in town, perhaps Tuesday next? I should perhaps have told her of my
diet and how it holds my gastronomic senses in thrall but feared to
cause further offence. I held my peace and accepted, gratefully and
thankfully. And what a most enjoyable sojourn it proved to be!
Encouraged by my companion to try this, to try that, I indulged my
whims to the full, partaking of rather too many of the fine dishes
and delicate fancies set before me. I did not tell Uncle Robert, of
course, and very nearly begged the good Miss Harman to hug our
little secret close to her bosom. She promised and now our weekly
escapades grow ever more enjoyable, my strictest of diets all but
forgotten as my indulgences grow ever more daring, but I wonder, oh
I wonder what Doctor Haggard would say if he knew. Perhaps I should
consider a little restraint.

I know! I shall ask Mrs.
Cumberland for her advice. Her cooking, the good doctor knows well
enough, and there may be a way for me to combine my diet with my
dalliances. Such a task has it been for her to pander to my
vagaries, enforced on me though they be. Her meals are exquisite,
even so, and I cannot help but thank the Good Lord that my dear
uncle chanced upon her and her skills. Such a housekeeper as any
gentleman would verily beg to have on his staff, I do not doubt.
And how she looks after me! My nightly dose of laudanum is always
there ready for me when I retire, ordered by the good doctor and
ministered by her. The taste is appalling and seems to have become
even worse of late, having become stronger and almost quite
unpalatable. I must ask Doctor Haggard if I might be permitted to
reduce the dose. After all, my passage through the night hours
seems more rested, more calm—though doubtless this little escapade
will do nothing to help my case.

Perhaps I should merely confide
in Mrs. Cumberland, ask her if the nightly dose might be eased.
Hmm, perhaps not. An excellent housekeeper she may be but she is
also quite unapproachable. Such a scowl as surely one has never
seen! She, certainly, did little to make me feel welcome.
And when I tackled Uncle Robert as to why this should be? Hah!—a
mere wave of the hand and a jest that perhaps she saw me as some
sort of threat to whatever might be her lot in his will. An
infamous suggestion, if ever I heard one! He is quite wrong! I have
means quite sufficient to support me—or at least will have upon
reaching my twenty-first. What need have I then of the dues of
another? Quite absurd! Why, if he were not my own flesh and blood,
I think I should have been quite offended. And what my darling
father (God rest his soul) would have made of it, Heaven alone can
tell! But no, Uncle Robert has been good to me. As my sole
relative, it was perhaps only natural that he should offer me a
home for a while. And he has been good to me, even if his
humour does sometimes stray a little from what is proper.

Ah, my door. Quite shut, too, as
though sleeping or not, habit made me close it behind me as I left.
Such laughter will there be when I tell of this night’s
happenings—but no, perhaps not. Perhaps this should remain secret
to me alone.

And there is my candle, still
burning to light my way back to bed, where I should be and…

But—but what is this? My bed!
There is someone in my bed!

She...she looks strangely like
me.

She is very still.

So pale, too...
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