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Cornelius Jenkins stands revealed as a thief. But is he a murderer? And what does his sister know? Return to Foxhill Hall in THE DREADFUL PENNIES: The Case of the Giggling Ghost Part 4 as Lady Imogene Thorne reckons with her husband’s past and the sins of her cousin. Will she uncover the truth before the Giggling Ghost can kill again? | Unfortunately, no. | Available on ebook platforms starting February 27, 2024.
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Detailing the exact events of Foxhill Hall are difficult, as no single source has ever been found that reports the massacre from beginning to end. Though primary sources exist from the surviving witnesses, they often disagree even on the basic facts, including the identity of the Giggling Ghost. Recountings were often written decades after Foxhill, rather than in the immediate aftermath, when memory would have been more accurate. Below are two examples, one from each Redwall twin.

The first is a letter fragment written by the Lady Rebecca Moen, addressed to an unknown person, though modern scholarship believes her sister-in-law, a woman best known by her epithet of Lady of the Lochs, or her best friend, the merchant known to history only as Bricky, was the intended recipient. Date unknown, though likely to be sent before the end of the Victoria’s reign. Part of the archives housed at the American institution known as the Quarry. 

I find myself drawn to the past these days. As a mother now myself, I wonder what it must have been like for Father. I wish I could tell him about his grandchildren. I understand him more, as I understand more of this world and our duty to those we love. My memory keeps returning to Foxhill. It was the beginning of how we learned what truly happened to Mother, after all. 

I can admit to you, and perhaps no other, that Foxhill was the last time Reginald and I were ourselves. You have asked why my brother does not visit, does not see his heir. This is why.

Father was never more cross with Reginald and I then the time we went to Foxhill Hall without his permission. After Mother died when we were twelve, Father was more attentive, more active, and more protective in our lives than ever before, and he had already been a nuisance. It did not help that Reginald and I were twenty by the time of that unfortunate occurrence in Gloucestershire, and both still unmarried. As the only son and daughter of a peer of the realm, we had obligations that needed to be filled. Father knowingly encouraged us to avoid them all, while keeping us trapped within our family seat at Blenheim Palace. 

When Lady Thorne’s party invitation to her cousin’s fiftieth birthday party arrived, Reginald and I knew Father would reject it. He had not spoken to Lord Wessex for many years, surely not since Mother’s death nearly a decade prior. When we were children, Wessex had been like an uncle to us, always appearing randomly, sometimes in the dead of night, with sweets for me and a new book for Reginald. Even then, my brother had more interest in books than people. We wanted to see Wessex and to meet his cousin, said to be the most eligible widow in all of England. Everyone in London was talking about the reclusive Lady Thorne, the beautiful widow of Lord Nathaniel Thorne, who had died three years prior, tragically and mysteriously. There were rumours that he had been cursed by an artifact known as Nephthys’ Diadem, as he was considered one of London’s most stalwart Egyptologists. Imogene was known even then for her control of a powerful shipping fleet to India, and it was said that there were many men who wanted to court her. If she had been a few years younger or older, she would have been a good marriage candidate for either Father or Reginald.

Father in those days was even more controlling than the man you knew. He never let us leave the apartments in London or the Blenheim grounds without an entire retinue of servants, whose true purpose was to keep us safe. We were surrounded by people. Always. We had dates to make, dinners to attend, and dresses to be shoved into. We smiled and we laughed and we made witty bon temps. We learned from our tutors, far past the age when most of our peers began taking over the family business or having a family of their own. Though Oxford was near, Reginald was not allowed to attend. Father would not have it. We were nobility, and we could not debase ourselves with work, as other families had done. Because of Father’s controlling nature, marriage was not an option, either. He would never let us go willingly, not after Mother’s death.

So we concocted a complex scheme to go to the party without him. Father had of course written to Wessex to tell him that the Redwalls would not be joining him at Foxhill, but before the letter was posted, I stole and burned it to ash in my fireplace. Reginald then wrote a new note, using his rather useful ability of mimicking of Father’s penmanship, and said that we would be attending. To not arouse suspicion, we made it appear that all three of us would be in attendance. Reginald and I planned to make an excuse for Father’s absence once we arrived.

The timing of events was perfect, almost serendipitous. Father had planned a trip to Calais during the party and would be gone for weeks. We would journey with Father to London for his departure, meet with several of our peers, and then return to Blenheim two weeks later to await his return. All we had to do was convince the London servants that we were at Blenheim, and then convince the Blenheim staff that we were still in London, which we did through a series of letters and new directives from Reginald writing as Father.

We took enough money from our personal accounts to cover the trip to the countryside. We planned to arrive back at Blenheim before Father returned from his trip. By the time the servants surmised something was afoot, it would be too late. We would complete the journey to Foxhill by the time anyone knew we had lied. The servants would not be able to tell Father what had happened. They would need their own protection from his wrath, because they knew he would fire them all for letting us escape their sight.

For an escape it was, whether Father wanted to admit to it or not. Reginald and I’s lives had become like those poor children in every storybook, trapped by their own family, hidden from the world to rot away the days, to fester and then die. Sometimes I wish we could go back to that. We were never closer than in those years.

When you read this, you might assume now would be the point that I apologize to Father if I could for knowing better than I, for knowing, somehow, that traveling to Foxhill Hall would lead to such trauma that neither Reginald nor I would ever completely, truly overcome it. But I do not apologize, because Father was wrong, even if the spirits of Foxhill haunt us still. We had to live. We must keep living, for as long as we can. 

Even if Reginald and I are no longer what we were once were. Perhaps someday I will be able to forgive them both.

Our arrival at Foxhill Hall had gone well, with the train from London departing on time. We had given the majority of the servants the day off, and we had waited to leave the apartments until the housekeeper in London had gone to take her normal nap, before supper but after tea. She was an older woman. Father let her have her indulgences, usually gin, since we were so rarely in London for long periods of time. From there, the trip was easy. We had packed lightly and had made sure to dress for traveling. Not like the son and daughter of a duke, mind you, but as any traveller. I dare say our deception worked well, until our carriage ride to Foxhill, when an older gentleman who pegged our identities as nobles nearly immediately.  He told us that Lady Thorne would be happy to have us.

At Foxhill itself, I cannot tell you that I found anything amiss in those first few hours. Though perhaps this was just our excitement at our ruse having succeeded so well. The manor was old, set on a hill above a village and a creek, both surrounded by trees. There was a small chapel in the back, but it was hidden from view by Foxhill’s eastern and western wings as we entered the grounds, which disappointed Reginald. The housekeeper greeted us at the door, and immediately took notice that Father would not be joining us, which we expressed with the perfect amount of disappointment. I told the housekeeper that Father had come down with a cold and was remaining in London. 

We saw Wessex in the foyer and ran to him to give him a hug. When we were children, Wessex would give us puzzles, normally wooden or metal things, to play with. He also gave us books, of all sorts, from nature surveys to penny dreadfuls. Those tales of adventure, ghosts, and murderers were always Reginald’s favourites. Mother always told Wessex that he was spoiling us, but he would remind her that he did not have any children of his own and that all his relatives were grown now. I did not realize when we were younger that his only blood relation alive was Imogene herself.

Wessex took one look at us, alone, and understood what we had done. He did not ask where Father was. He knew that Father was not coming. If he was disappointed in his old friend’s absence on a day meant to celebrate his birth, he did not let it show. As the housekeeper, a stern but capable woman employed by Imogene for many years named Lauretta, led us past the foyer’s staircase to our rooms, Reginald asked me how Wessex knew Father would not be in attendance. I demurred, for I had no idea myself, and told him we’d have to ask Wessex later. We never got that chance.

Being that Foxhill Hall was once the family holding of the rather large and sprawling Thorne family, with bedrooms tucked away across the whole manor, the men and women in attendance had been given rooms in separate wings. Reginald had found a history of the place before our trip to be sure we were prepared, and he noted that Foxhill was not Imogene’s
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