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  For anyone who has held the hand of someone already gone. 
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  Welcome to Honeysuckle street


In a quiet corner of London, on the north side of the river, is a little street called Honeysuckle Street. 
Don’t bother looking for it now—you won’t find it on any map. But once, before progress was the catchword of the day, Honeysuckle Street cut a treelined path between two main thoroughfares. The street itself could comfortably accommodate two carriages passing by one another. The residents spent their days in each other’s company, or spotted one another on walks, or attended balls and gatherings together. A few errant children played games, and the odd elderly neighbour watched from behind twitching curtains, muttering about young people these days.
An enterprising developer had purchased the entire row on the north side of the street, cleared it and erected in its place five terrace townhouses. Five stories high, modelled on the Belgrave style and as similar on the outside as they were on the inside, which is to say, apart from the inhabitants, they were identical. 
Five villas, each four or five stories high lined the opposite side of the street, mostly built at some stage during the reigns of the past kings named George.
And king of it all was a grey cat with a white-tipped tail named Spencer.
Spencer lived at number 6, the house in the middle of the street on the south side. It was rumoured that the old lady who occupied the house had been a lover of the Russian Tsar. Others said she had made and lost several fortunes in the American West. Others said that she had scrimped every penny she earned as a washerwoman and made a sensible investment during the last financial downturn. No one knew for sure. She didn’t receive callers. She didn’t make house calls. 
She passed her time in the company of her beloved cats. At the end of each day, she stood on the porch and called them in. ‘Mittens! Georgiana! Jimmy! Spencer! And no matter if they were curled up in the last ray of sun, or stalking along a limb, the little cats would run at the sound of her voice.
All except Spencer.
When he didn’t return home, the old lady would wander the streets, calling and calling, ‘Spencer! Spencer! Time for tea!’ Later, when her hearing faded, she took to banging a pot with a spoon. When it suited him, Spencer would emerge, saunter his way to the house in the middle of the street, where the old lady would scald him but later, when sat by the fire, Spencer was still allowed to curl up and sleep on her lap.
When the old lady died, and unable to locate an heir, the authorities boarded up the old house. The furniture was pilfered. And after applying at kitchen doors, the kittens found new homes.
All except Spencer.
Spencer continued to patrol his street, hunting mice and chasing away noisier, bossier toms who might encroach on his territory. In return, the residents of Honeysuckle Street would find a scrap for him. Miss Delaney’s cook left him the joint from the roast on Sunday. Miss Hartright put out a saucer of cream each night after her aunt had turned in. Mr Babbage put out a slice of cold ham, and not to be outdone, Mr Hempel left out two. The Caplin care-taker snuck him a biscuit, and in the evening, Miss Abberton left the downstairs window ajar so that he could squeeze himself inside and curl up by the furnace, even though he always managed to get by cook and took the best chair in the parlour instead.
Each morning and evening, Spencer sat on the decaying porch of the house in the middle of the street, silently surveying his charges. He kept watch on their comings and goings, their petty feuds and their longing looks over fences. He knew them all, sometimes better than they knew themselves.
Welcome to Honeysuckle Street.






  
  Who lives on Honeysuckle Street?


February 1875 
Number 1 
Phineas Babbage, Bank Clerk
Number 2 
Odette Delaney, Soprano
Number 3 
Lawrence and Wilhelmina Hempel, Hotel Magnates
and their children:
Rosanna
Johannes
Elliot
Beatrice
Garnett (deceased)
Amadeus
Nova
Ottile
Thaddeus
Number 4
Albert Abberton, Trader and businessman
Iris Abberton, Albert’s adopted daughter
Number 5
Mrs Crofts, President of the Society for the Promotion of Civic Morality and the Adherence to Proper Values
Number 6
Vacant block mostly inhabited by Spencer, King of Honeysuckle Street
Number 7
Petunia Hartright, choir leader
And her niece
Elise Hartright
Number 8
Hamish Dalton, heir to Earl Caplin
Number 9
Benton Hunter, Diplomat, currently abroad
Number 10
His Grace Arley West, Duke Osborne






  
  Prologue


October 1863 

Iris knew where Hamish would be. She waited until the sun set and the house was not yet still, but only murmuring, before she crept from her bed. She threw a coat over her nightgown, tugged on her slippers, eased the window open, and swung her legs out onto the oak branch. Moving with a familiar purpose, she shuffled along, over the fence, the way she had for as far back as she could remember over her eighteen years, then dropped to land on the overgrown lawn of the abandoned villa at Number 6, Honeysuckle Street.
The earlier frantic conversations and garbled shouts still rang in her ears. The Dalton staff spoke high and frantic, conveying horrid news about an overturned phaeton. Hamish’s father was abed and anguished, his mother had been injured badly and had died before arriving at the hospital, and Lewis, thrown hardest and furthest, was gone before the first passer-by had stumbled upon the twisted wreck. The horse, with two legs broken, had been the final casualty.
Throughout the afternoon, the rumour mill ground out grist of half-truths. Some said the earl, who had never been patient, had pulled too hard on the reigns and the horse had taken offence. Others suggested a robber from the shadows had upset the normally calm mare. The truth, when it was declared by the coroner, was more mundane. Moving too fast because they were late, a wheel had hit a rut in the road and the conveyance had tipped, spilling Hamish’s family onto the street like milk.
Far worse than the idle speculation were the comments thrown by some of the staff that called to see if the Dalton’s second son, now heir, was with his old friend, as no one could find him at home. ‘He’s a lucky one,’ the maid had said. ‘He gets to be earl now.’
Iris slipped through the backdoor of Number 6, and once inside, she felt his presence even before she heard his small sob. Fingers trailing over the peeling wallpaper and flaking paint, she followed the noise down the old hallway, calling softly to make sure he heard her approach. She navigated the staircase without thought, as she knew the path to avoid creaks and gaps, even in the dark, until she reached the old servants’ quarters and cellars buried beneath the house. There, in the old kitchen, huddled over the open belly of the oven with an old flint they used to spark kindling, sat Hamish. His coat—one of the ill-fitting cast-offs that had been his brothers—lay discarded on the grubby floor, confirmation that money wasn’t quite as lush as his family pretended. Iris took the flint and struck it, sparks flying into the cavity until a few landed on the paper, and she leaned over and blew gently, coaxing them into life. In silence they fed the small blaze some twigs, then sticks, until finally flames cast dancing shadows over the walls. Thin whisps of smoke puffed into the room, frail tendrils smelling of warmth and wood, like a memory already out of reach.
‘Iris. They say that… Lewis. And my mother. Is it true?’ He looked to her in desperation, and she knew that he wouldn’t believe the rumours until she confirmed them. She nodded, and his face crumpled and distorted with pain. She thought he might start crying again, but he didn’t, only shrank into himself as if crushed by the truth. Iris held out her arms and he curled into her side, the two of them breathing sadness into the chilled air of the kitchen. He laid his cheek against her breast, and Iris rested her chin on his unruly curls that smelt like orange water.
When she replayed the memory in her mind later, she could never be quite sure who found whose lips in the darkness, only that one moment they had clung to each other with the knowledge that everything they knew had shifted, and in the next they were pressed together. But she did know that she had been the one to find his collar and unfasten the mother-of-pearl button, and she had moved his hand to her thigh and encouraged him to explore her nakedness beneath her nightgown.
They had moved in sync, as they had always done. Offering and receiving. Giving and taking. Hamish spread his coat and bunched his shirt into a pillow, and she untied her hair so that it splayed behind her as she lay back, naked and shivering. He kissed the dip at the base of her neck, and his hands warmed her as his body chased away the chills. Lips locked and hands intertwined, they moved like making love was a dance. And when it was over, they remained curled against each other until the black of night turned grey, then violet, and they helped one another dress. No words or empty promises, as neither of them had any certainty to give.
Later that day, Iris pressed her hand to the window and watched as Hamish, now changed into a black suit, walked down the stairs of Number 8, climbed into a carriage, and rumbled away. Not once did he look back.






  
  Chapter One


February 1875 

Twelve years later

The old house had been demolished.
Hamish shouldn’t have been surprised. The place had been an eyesore and a death-trap when he was young. A dilapidated relic even in his earliest memories, Number 6 Honeysuckle Street had likely been built before the Peninsular Wars. The front door had always been boarded and nailed shut, while the back door wouldn’t close. On cold days, the wind pushed itself through cracks in the walls and broken panes of glass, sending the scraps of curtains flickering.
Hamish’s grandfather, may he rest in peace, had constantly bellyached about the state of the hideous building. When sufficiently roused, he would stamp his cane against the rug in time with each bellowed syllable until Hamish’s father promised to write to the authorities, again.
Yes, it was a blessing that the old ruin had been knocked down.
And yet Hamish, Lord Dalton, heir to Earl Caplin, felt bereft. Twelve years had passed since he had last been in London, and when he recalled his childhood visits, the old house always figured in his memory. It had been the backdrop to many epic battles and adventures as he and the other spare heirs of the street played while nannies and maids gossiped. From the clacking shutters to the missing third stair, or to the cellar kitchen where they would light small fires in the old stove and make tea in a scavenged pot, or the treasure trove of busted furniture they used to build castles, it had all remained solid in his thoughts. For how long had he imagined it unchanged when here it was rubble?
A shadow shifted, and from behind a pile of bricks and dirt, a grey tail with a white tip flicked.
‘It can’t be.’
Hamish picked his way between the uneven bricks and clumps of weeds until he stood a few feet from the pile of debris, then he squatted down. As he tugged off his glove and extended his hand, he gave a low whistle before gently calling, ‘Remember me?’
The raggedy tom regarded Hamish with narrow green eyes. His white whiskers twitched, sniffing the air, before he pushed his nose against Hamish’s outstretched fingers and smooched against his palm. He could have walked straight from a memory. Spencer, the cat owned by no one and everyone, was somehow still alive, and judging by the slight paunch to his belly, was still king of Honeysuckle Street. As Spencer nuzzled into his palm, Hamish curled his fingers to scratch beneath an ear and was rewarded with a rumbling purr.
‘I would advise against that.’
Hamish didn’t want to break his reacquaintance with an old friend, so he remained squatting as he turned towards the street seeking the source of the comment. In the strained light of a mid-morning fog, he saw only the silhouettes of two women in walking attire. He couldn’t clearly see their faces, but that voice… it wasn’t so much the tone, which was deeper than the light, girlish tenor from his memory, but the all-knowing boldness that rang with incredible familiarity.
‘All is well,’ he called before running his palm down Spencer’s back, who arched into the stroke with an extra loud purr. ‘We’re old friends.’
‘Friendship won’t save your suit, I’m afraid,’ she called back. ‘He’s moulting.’
As if scalded, Hamish pushed himself to standing and clapped his hands together furiously. How had he not noticed? Flecks of fur wafted in the air, floating languidly before attaching to his suit as if it were magnetised. His trousers, brand new, were now sprinkled with specks of white and grey. Blast it. He’d need to change now before he went to the club.
A light laugh carried, high and bright, with the same assuredness that had chased him through streets and over fences all through his childhood. Never once giving a jot for who he was or who she was. After all this time, was she still living on Honeysuckle Street?
Hamish brushed the last of the fur from his palms. ‘Do you know what happened to the house that used to be here?’
But when he looked to the street, the lady and her companion were gone.






  
  Chapter Two


The thump of the front door closing smothered Iris’s exhalation of relief. The February morning had been the warmest this week, which hinted at the impending summer heat that would round out the end of the stifling London season. Iris unbuttoned her coat and unpinned her hat. She fidgeted with its ribbons, uncoiling the loops until they were almost pulled loose. 
Lord La-di-dah had returned.
‘Are you well, miss?’ Gena Tanner, her father’s housekeeper and, in the absence of a suitable female relative, Iris’s unwilling chaperone on her morning walks, took the hat and quickly rearranged the ribbons back into their proper place. ‘Would you like tea?’
‘In the study. Please.’ Iris slipped off her gloves and tucked them into her pocket.
Even without Spencer’s purr of approval, Iris would have recognised him. Yes, his chest had filled out and his shoulders had broadened. The mop of wayward curls had been replaced by a scrupulously tamed head of black hair, and his clothes had been made to size, a change from his brother’s ill-fitted cast-offs. But the lanky boy, the one she had teased and chased and clambered through the back lanes of London with, his shadow remained etched in his easy gait, was tucked into the dimples of his confident smile, and still echoed in the impulsiveness of a man who would clamber over rubble in a good suit to stroke a street cat.
A question intruded on her reverie, and Iris had to blink hard to clear the whisps of memory. It would do no good to ruminate. Memories had no place in this house.
‘Pardon, Mason?’ The butler, Mason Richards, stood waiting in the hallway.
‘Mr Sanders has come to call. He insists on seeing your father.’ He spoke in an exaggerated stage whisper.
‘But he was just here yesterday.’ Panic gripped Iris and squeezed the breath from her lungs. ‘Where is Papa?’ she asked, her voice low.
‘In the courtyard, napping. I asked Mr Sanders to leave his card, but he insists it is important business.’
‘We can manage this.’ Iris pinched her skirt between her fingers, bunching the flannel into her fists before releasing and smoothing the soft wool out again. ‘Is Mr Rogers in?’
‘He’s seeing to the horses,’ Mason replied.
‘Right. If Papa wakes, have Mr Rogers keep him outside. And in about ten minutes, could you please interrupt us with an urgent message about something I must attend to.’ Iris took a steady breath, fixed a smile, and took a step towards the sitting room.
‘Excuse me, miss,’ Mason hissed down the hall. ‘What’s the message?’
‘What message?’
‘The urgent message. What is it?’ Mason asked.
‘There is no message. I just need you to pretend there is one, so that I can make my excuses and Mr Sanders must leave.’
‘But I can’t deliver an honest line if I don’t understand the meaning behind it.’
‘Heavens help me,’ Iris muttered. Like most of the people in their employ, Mason had found his way to them via her father’s dear friend Jonah Worthington, who had a habit of saving wretches from ruin. Mason had come to London with theatrical dreams, but like so many who arrived in the capital, had supplemented his sporadic paid roles with small jobs, and then had entered service, before one day finding he was more staff than star. Mason’s dream of walking the boards of the West End had never left him, and the old desire reared its head at the most inopportune moments.
‘It can be any message. A fire in the kitchen. A note from Miss Delaney.’ Iris smoothed her hair. ‘Improvise.’
Mason’s head bobbed in comprehension before he scuttled down the hall, calling ‘Gena? Have you seen Mr Rogers?’
Mason disappeared around a corner and down the stairs to the kitchens. Curse Jonah and his West End failures. Iris found her most polite smile—not too enthusiastic, but not too dour—and stepped into the sitting room.
Mr Sanders, dressed in a neat black suit and plain grey waistcoat, stood half bent over a bookcase, squinting over his spectacles as he examined a lower shelf. The most junior investor on her father’s board reminded Iris of a parrot she had seen in India whose owner had claimed could read, but instead squawked taught phrases when bribed with peanuts. He spoke with purpose and exactitude, but he lacked vigour or imagination. In the bright flamboyance of her father’s favourite room, Mr Sanders appeared almost a shadow amid the brighter reminiscences of their lives.
Iris cleared her throat. Mr Sanders did not move. ‘Mr Sanders,’ she called, louder. ‘A business call two days in a row. How pleasant.’
He startled, like a mouse caught by a lantern, hesitating on which way to turn. ‘Miss Abberton. I have the files your father requested.’
Iris edged closer to the table and looked down at the stack of manila folders stuffed with cream papers, all tied together with a canary yellow cord. The long, flowing script on the top file read Invoices and Returns – March 1874.
‘I asked for January, not March,’ Iris said. She checked the title on the file underneath. February. Iris looked up, annoyed, then caught the slight frown creasing Mr Sanders’s forehead. ‘That is, Papa asked for January. He wanted to compare the previous year’s figures for post-Christmas.’
‘Is your father joining us? I wanted to speak to him on a business matter.’
‘Papa is indisposed. But I can pass on any message you may have. Has the shipment from Lisbon arrived? He was very clear all three boxes were reserved for Mr Selfridge, he wanted exclusive—’
Mr Sanders waved his hand. ‘The Lisbon shipments have been unloaded. There was some trouble at the docks, but nothing to concern you. Is he not in? I would really prefer to speak with him directly.’
‘As I said, he isn’t available, but if you tell me the issue—’
Before Iris could press Mr Sanders on what trouble at the docks meant, Gena backed through the doorway singing in a slightly off-key. ‘Tea and scones, fresh from the oven. Fancy a hot bite of heaven, Mr Sanders?’
‘I beg your pardon,’ he said, his mouth slightly agape.
‘You mentioned trouble at the docks.’ Iris swerved around Gena to move closer to Mr Sanders. ‘You didn’t call the constabulary, did you? What were their complaints?’
‘Fancy a squeeze?’ Gena called, holding up a slice of lemon.
Mr Sanders flushed cherry red. Iris took a step closer. ‘Was anything damaged?’
In the hallway a door slammed, and, beneath the tinkering of plates and cups, Iris could just make out her father’s mumble, followed by the deep Welsh tones of Mr Rogers. ‘Sir, please come pat the horse some more. He only nibbles, never bites.’
‘Is your father really not in?’ Mr Sanders’s voice went up an octave. ‘I thought I heard him arrive, just now—’
Annoyance and frustration spread warm through Iris’s body. ‘Are you being evasive, Mr Sanders? Because if there is a problem, then Papa needs to know.’ If he would just tell her the issue, she could check the records, contact the more prominent men amongst the workers, and make any necessary arrangements to avoid disaster.
‘Do you take sweetening, Mr Sanders? Sugar or honey? I have a lovely honeypot,’ Gena called.
‘The horse. Sir, please come back—’
Mr Sanders appeared as if he were about to burst, his furtive gaze darting between Gena, Iris, and the door. Chest swollen and his hands bunched into fists by his side, he stammered something about broken crates, then burst, ‘I am not discussing the annual meeting agenda with a woman!’
Mr Sanders’s voice cut sharp, and the following silence sent a cold trickle through the air. It wound its way beneath Iris’s cuffs, skirted along her arms, and settled with an icy grasp along her back. Gena let a sugar cube drop into the cup with a plop. Mr Sanders, chest heaving slightly, brushed the top of his hat. How had a year already passed? How had she not noticed? Iris searched for words, but nothing other than shipments came to mind. A heavy step echoed through the hallway before, arms flung wide, Mason stepped into the sitting room and, with his booming stage voice, announced, ‘My lady. Miss Odette is on fire!’
Iris closed her eyes and rubbed at her temples.
Mr Sanders, his breath still catching in the silence, took a step closer. ‘I will send over the files for January. I can see myself out.’
Iris closed her eyes and let her ears follow Mr Sanders’s tread down the hall, heard the door squeak open to let in the bustle of the street before it closed again. No one moved for a stretched silence, until Gena set the tea she had been preparing on the table, the saucer clinking softly against the wood.
A slight mumble and scuffle came from the hallway, and Papa’s voice bounced into the room. ‘Iris? Where is Iris?’
‘I’m here, Papa.’ She turned towards the door and reached out a hand as her father appeared. ‘Come, sit in your chair.’
The first thing Iris always took in about her father were his eyes—were they calm? Scared? In this moment, they were wide, like a child who had found something new and couldn’t decide if the discovery was safe or dangerous. As he shuffled across the room, he paused by the table to look at the folders, frowning. Iris watched him hard, willing him to acknowledge the word Abberton stamped across the front. He ran a finger over his surname. If he would show some spark of recognition, if he would just remember, maybe, like last year, she could send him to the meeting with enough notes to fumble through. For a moment, his eyes narrowed, before they turned soft. He turned away and continued his steady shuffle towards her.
Today was not a good day.
‘This man made me pat his horse.’ Papa pointed back to Mr Rogers who stood at the edge of the arch, scrunching his cap in his fists.
‘I kept him as long as I could, miss,’ Mr Rogers explained, his tone apologetic.
‘No harm done. Gena, would you light the fire?’ Iris took her father’s hand and patted the thin, papery skin gently before leading him to his favourite chair. He had not had his gloves on, and he carried the outside chill with him. She helped her father lower himself against the cushion, then she knelt beside him. ‘And did you like patting the horse?’
He thought for a moment. ‘He nibbled my fingers.’
‘You taught him how to do that. That’s Socrates. He’s your horse. Do you remember?’
Papa’s eyes met hers, his pupils darting back and forth as he searched her face. He gave a slow nod. ‘Yes. Socrates. He won something, didn’t he?’
‘A race, at a country meet. You bought him on the spot.’ She darted across the room and plucked a gold cup from amongst the trinkets that lined the sideboard. ‘Here,’ she said, pressing it into his hands. ‘He won this.’
Iris tucked her skirt beneath her and sat on Papa’s footstool. He traced the engraving on the plaque, then looked up at her. ‘Look, Iris. I won a trophy.’
In the early days they had laughed at Papa’s forgetfulness. But, over time, it became more than just misplacing his spectacles or losing track of dates. He forgot conversations as soon as they ended, couldn’t remember why he had come into a room, or talked about long forgotten things like they had happened yesterday. When consulted, the doctor had suggested a course of bloodletting. When Iris refused to consider it, he then advised stocking up on laudanum and muttered that she may want to consider commitment to Bedlam.
Iris bit her bottom lip and blinked fast until the mist in her eyes cleared. She squeezed her father’s hand, before releasing it with a pang as she pushed herself up. The folders from Mr Sanders would not tabulate themselves.
Behind her, Gena, Mason, and Mr Rogers all stood frozen, their eyes locked on her. ‘Back to work,’ she snapped, her voice carrying more ire than she meant. All three of them startled and jerked into action so fast they almost fell over one another, like the vaudeville troupe they could have been.
‘Make sure he’s warm,’ Iris muttered to Gena as she slid the folders from the table, hoping her tone conveyed some hint of an apology. She didn’t have time for more. She had work to do.






  
  Chapter Three


Hamish watched the man saunter down the stairs of Number 4, tugging his gloves on as he went, before pulling himself into his trap and flicking the reigns. 
‘All done, my lord.’ His valet held out his black coat, now devoid of fur. Hamish slipped his arms into its cavities and shrugged it over his shoulders.
‘Irving, do you know that man?’
‘I have been here only a day longer than you,’ Irving said, not bothering to hide the slight annoyance in his voice. Like everyone in the Dalton staff, Irving had been hired by Hamish’s father and had no loyalty to him. He briefly flicked the curtain back before letting the fabric fall over the glass. ‘That is Mr Sanders.’
‘Mr Sanders.’ Hamish’s eyes narrowed on the man’s retreating form as an unwanted ripple of envy licked his insides. ‘Who is Mr Sanders?’
‘He is on the board of Abberton and Co Trading. He often calls on Mr Abberton.’
‘For a man who has been in town barely a day, you seem to know an awful lot,’ Hamish said.
‘It is my business to know the business of the street. To know who may walk by and who is in residence.’ He brushed the top of Hamish’s hat. ‘Besides, cook is a terrible gossip.’
Hamish couldn’t help but give a small laugh. ‘What else does cook say?’
‘About Mr Sanders?’
‘About the Abbertons. Is Miss Abberton still…’ He couldn’t quite finish the sentence.
‘Still?’
‘Still, well… Miss Abberton?’
Irving clicked his tongue. ‘If I may be pertinent, sir?’
‘You may not, but as my father pays you and not me, you will be regardless.’
‘Sleeping dogs are best left asleep.’
Hamish grabbed his hat. ‘For heaven’s sake, Irving, we were friends. I can’t call on a married woman without her husband’s permission, can I? I don’t have a companion in this city that my father hasn’t arranged for me. At least allow me one independent friendship.’
Hamish pulled back the curtain and looked across the empty expanse of the vacant block. Spencer, that shedding demon who had delayed him, picked his way through the overgrown grass to a tree by the fence. He launched himself midway up the trunk with an agile leap, before clawing his way to a branch that sat level with the second story windows and tapping at the glass. The window sash lifted, and Hamish caught a flash of fine hands and the hint of blue sleeve. The cat leapt into the square abyss, and the window closed. The same window that Hamish had rapped on. Perhaps not everything had changed.
Hamish buttoned his coat, smoothed his handkerchief, and tugged at his pocket watch chain to check it would hold fast against a pickpocket.
‘Have the carriage sent round,’ he said. ‘I best make an appearance at his damned club.’


      [image: ]Alone in the carriage, Hamish leaned forward and watched the city go by with a mixture of trepidation and excitement. Like the shock of finding the house in the middle of Honeysuckle Street gone—but Spencer still lording it over the rubble—the city was wrapped in strands of familiarity, yet parts of it felt strange and new. The curve of the Thames and the gleaming white bricks of the Tower were both familiar, yet the rapid construction of townhouses and new business blocks had turned many of his old haunts into a terra incognita. He felt himself poised between two paths: One well known, and the other shrouded in mystery but streaked with the promise of adventure.
He had known this city. Not from the luxury of a carriage rolling high above the street, but from the perspective of four foot and thin. He had spent those days running through alleys, sneaking apples from carts on a dare, or buying penny-lick ice cream from vendors in the park—which always tasted sweeter because his father forbade it. And the entire time, he had carved paths through it all with the wild girl two doors over, the girl with no mother to scold her and draw her inside to embroider or read or mind her constitution like every other society girl he knew.
With her, his visits to London had been a series of exciting escapades, until that last season twelve years ago. When he’d left the year prior, he’d said goodbye to a flat-chested, dirt-flecked, freckle-speckled girl the same height as him and just as weedy. The following summer, he had returned the same—thin, gangly, and still wearing his brother’s altered tweed suit with a coat that hung too loose across the shoulders. But she had changed.
Where she had once been straight and flat, she had curves. Her long hair no longer hung in uneven, tousled plaits, but was set and pinned into place by the new lady’s maid her father had hired. She had debuted at some ball, his mother said with a nonchalant air, not at court, of course, but her father’s success at his trade still provided her with invites to all but the most exclusive events. Bitter envy had bit at Hamish, still confined to days in the house and evenings in the nursery. His brother Lewis tortured him with casual remarks about how pretty she looked, who she had danced with, and how many times. Some evenings, Hamish crept from his bed to sit on the back stair where he could hear his father and his friends weighing the worth of the latest debutantes, his skin searing when they spoke of the little miss two doors over. No title, but with tremendous wealth. Accomplished at piano, but mediocre at singing. A pretty mouth, but could it be tamed?
Back then, he had bunched his hands into fists and let his nails dig into his palm, as he did now. His anger concentrated and shredded his reverie. He should have anticipated a nostalgia at returning to his old haunts, but he needed to get over them fast. Those days were the folly of childhood, and long gone. He had his instructions from his father, and more than that, he had his own plan.
The carriage pulled up outside the Reform Club, one of three specified clubs he was permitted to attend. His membership had already been arranged, and after depositing his coat, Hamish followed a man to a table by the window, in the corner, and with a view of the stairs. His father’s table, likely. Not long after came a cup of black tea with a slice of lemon and a copy of The Times.
For a man with arms that struggled to work, Hamish’s father certainly had reach.
Settling into the brown leather chair, its back a soft, smooth embrace, Hamish flicked the paper open, his eyes skating over the day’s news. Around him, men gabbled worse than hens, going on about some uproar in the house that afternoon, but after the dense silence of Caplin House, the chatter felt companionable. The sun glowed warm through the window. Tobacco smoke laced the air.
Perhaps the path his father had set wouldn’t be such a bad existence. Moving between the estate and London. The sittings in parliament. Some titled chit on his arm who would provide a new heir and spare to please the old goat. A mistress in a small apartment across town. Hamish stretched, his back cracking, as if settling into the comfort of an assured future.
It should not have been Lewis…
The words bit Hamish’s memory, and he folded the paper roughly before tossing it to the edge of the table. No. He had a plan. He would not take that path.
‘Excuse me, my lord.’ One of the waiters held out a card on a silver tray. ‘A table of gents in the next room have invited you to join them for whist.’
More curious than flattered, Hamish followed the waiter into the next room, where he was directed to three men clustered around a square table. All of them were variations on his father: grey hair, black suits, superior expressions. As they introduced themselves, he tried to fasten their names to memory, but they were all so similar in dress and mannerisms, that he struggled to remember which was the Viscount Wiltshire and which was the Baron of Leicester. Or was it Viscount Leicester? Only their facial hair differed, and Hamish found himself internally referring to them as Mutton chops, Grizzly, and Walrus.
Grizzly threw down a two of spades. ‘And what of your plans while in London, Dalton?’
‘The usual.’ Hamish rearranged his cards. ‘Make calls. Attend parliament. Find a wife.’
‘Not sitting in your father’s seat, are you?’ Mutton chops asked as he picked up the two and discarded a five.
Hamish barked out a laugh. ‘Not at all. I am to familiarise myself with the activities of the house. But nothing more.’
‘Any young lady caught your eye?’ Walrus surveyed his cards. ‘There have been some lovely debutantes this season.’
The silhouette of his neighbour, coupled with her high, light laughter and teasing tone, echoed in Hamish’s memory before he pushed it aside. ‘I only arrived in town yesterday evening. Hardly time to make a betrothal.’
‘The young Lady Miranda Tatton is making an impression,’ Mutton chops spoke with a light ease. ‘Her mother, the viscountess, is hosting a garden party next week. I’ll arrange an invite for you.’
‘Lady Miranda? She sings like a vulture and can never remember if she’s dancing a waltz or a polka.’ Walrus pointed an accusing finger across the table. ‘You only made the suggestion to keep her away from your son.’
‘Preposterous. My son has simply set his sights elsewhere. Besides, the young lady has an impressive dowry,’ Mutton chops said.
‘And an arse to envy a caboose,’ Walrus muttered to Hamish.
Hamish stifled a groan. ‘I would like some help, although not on matrimonial issues. I would like to call on my Aunt Matilda, but my father seems to have misplaced her address. Can any of you gents help?’
They all shuffled in their chairs. Walrus rearranged his cards. Grizzly gave a dry cough.
Hamish looked between the three of them. No one met his gaze.
‘Goodness, the time. I have an appointment. Enjoy your stay in London, lad.’ Grizzly threw his cards to the table, and in a similar display of excuses and farewells, the other two stood and disappeared before Hamish had half risen to bid them good day. He slumped back into his chair.
‘She’s still in London.’ The pronouncement came from a man sitting at a nearby table. He spoke with a slight accent. Not French. Maybe Spanish? His impeccably styled hair shone, and while clean, his suit had the worn edges of age and constant mending that Hamish recognised from having worn cast-offs for so many years. The man’s dark eyes twinkled beneath a pair of bushy eyebrows, and a sliver of a smile appeared beneath a neat moustache. An impoverished gent, likely, or a common man playing at being a gent. ‘And they know where she lives.’
‘I gathered as much. Although, for men so terrible at bluffing, they still seem to have bested me. I’m down three shillings.’
The man pulled out a chair and took a seat at the table, and while Hamish thought to object at the overt familiarity, he was also curious. The facial hair trio reminded him of the path he could go along with, while this man teased at the edges of that alternative route, like the Cheshire Cat tempting Alice deeper into the forest. The man retrieved a thin gold cigarette case from his coat pocket, clipped it open and held it out to Hamish. Hamish shook his head. Tobacco reminded him too much of the cantankerous old bastard he’d left behind.
‘Why the interest in Miss Tilly?’ the man asked.
Hamish raised a brow. ‘Lady Matilda Dalton is my aunt.’
The man chortled. ‘Lady Matilda? You are a braver man than me to call her by her title. She insists on being called Miss Tilly. Hosts the most splendid parties.’ He took a portable pen and a card from the inside of his jacket, but as he began to write, a large blob of black ink leeched out. Muttering a curse under his breath, he blotted it with a corner of the tablecloth before continuing to scrawl. He blew lightly across the card’s surface until the ink shifted from shiny to matte. Satisfied that it had dried, he extended it between two fingers, but when Hamish reached for it, the man flicked the card back into his palm.
‘Surely, such important knowledge deserves a little compensation?’ The man tilted his head towards the waiter.
Hamish had heard of men who managed to secure memberships to clubs and spent their days mooching drinks and taking small wins at cards in lieu of applying themselves to more useful employment. He’d clearly stumbled upon one of those.
Hamish nodded at the waiter. ‘Whatever he likes.’
He gave a nod and disappeared. Clearly the staff knew what the mystery man’s preferred tipple was.
Hamish took the card, then flicked his watch open. Mayfair. He could walk from here and return before raising the carriage driver’s suspicions.
‘Is there a discrete exit?’ he asked.
‘I wouldn’t be here otherwise.’ The man pointed over his shoulder. ‘Slip the waiter with blonde hair a shilling. He’s been known to help a gent avoid an awkward interaction.’
Hamish lifted his hat. The man raised his glass. ‘Until next time, my lord.’


      [image: ]The brass knocker echoed eerily against the mid-morning hustle of the tree-lined street, which was one of the slimmer avenues through Mayfair. A young, rather handsome butler opened the door. His aunt had traded in old James then. Hamish stepped into the entrance and gave the man his card. ‘She’s expecting you?’ he asked as he closed the door.
‘No, but she’ll want to see me.’ The butler looked to a side table by the door where three other calling cards had already been left. ‘I’m her nephew,’ he explained.
The butler gave him a glare that suggested this information made things worse, not better. He placed the card on a silver tray before stepping beneath an archway into the hall and making his way up the stairs.
Hamish’s skin prickled with nerves and excitement. If his father knew he had come to call on his aunt, he would summon him back to the estate immediately. Even mentioning Aunt Matilda sent the old man into a tirade. Her portrait had been banished to the attic when Hamish was nine, and while he had never been privy to all the details behind their rift, he had heard rumours—rumours seemingly confirmed by his aunt’s splendid villa. Supposedly, when she was younger, she had refused to marry a man of the earl’s choosing, so he had cut off her allowance. Instead of capitulating, his aunt had abandoned both her allowance and dowry and become a kept woman to a carefully curated selection of nobles and wealthy merchants. Over time, she had positioned herself at the meeting point of genteel London and its dark underside. Shunned by most, tolerated by some, and embraced by a few, she didn’t flaunt her choice, but nor did she hide it. And to the earl, that was unforgivable.
‘Miss Tilly will see you,’ said the butler.
As Hamish trudged up the stairs, elation and dread rolled in his stomach like a ship caught between squalls. One moment he surged with the determination to finally put his plan into action, in the next, he felt certain his idea was nonsense and he would simply attend a few balls, negotiate an appropriate wife, and return home to fulfil his lordly duties.
Break free. Obey. Break free. Obey.
He vacillated between options with each step on the stairs, and by the time he reached the landing, Hamish thought he might pitch his breakfast into a large Greek ewer by the door. Once announced, he stepped into the room ready to greet the woman he had not seen in twelve years. He cleared his throat, but before he could speak, he was swept into an embrace as his aunt pulled him tight against her chest.
‘Hamish! Oh heavens, look at you! You’re so tall, has it really been so long?’ She pushed back, grasped him by his wrists and tugged him to the window. ‘Let me look at you in proper light. So handsome! Your father was not the sharpest tool, but he had his head screwed on right when he married your mother. Oh my, I never thought I’d see you again.’
Hamish blinked a few times to clear his eyes and steady himself from the typhoon of emotion that washed over him. ‘It’s good to see you too, Lady Matilda.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous, call me Aunt Tilly. I won’t answer to anything else.’
In Hamish’s memory, his aunt had been a resplendent tower of glimmer and glitter, sparkling with gems and swishing with silks, her laughter bright and refracting through rooms like light through crystal. Now, even though he stood almost a foot taller than her, the petite woman swathed in brilliant indigo velvet, her honey-coloured hair fixed with pins and bedecked with jewelled butterflies and bees, was somehow more magnificent than the one in his memory.
‘This calls for a celebration. Champagne!’ Aunt Tilly called to the butler who had not moved from the door. ‘Unless you would rather tea?’ she asked, her tone probing.
His father would have ordered tea. ‘Champagne sounds perfect.’
Aunt Tilly clapped her hands, beaming. ‘Excellent. Now sit, sit. You must tell me everything.’
The last time Hamish had seen his aunt had been at the funerals, which she had refused to be banished from, and stood the sole woman amid a sea of stalwart men. His father had not acknowledged his estranged sister, and following his lead, no one else had either.
Hamish’s life since that day had been so dreary. His aunt’s eyes bubbled with expectation, but as he began to talk, he saw the enthusiasm wither once she realised just how tedious his youth had been. He spoke of the brief semester at Oxford that had been cut short when his father took a turn, and how his education had continued in the library. He made brief mention of visits to neighbours who bored him, and he hinted at affairs with their lonely wives. The tennis in summer. Just the two of them each Christmas. And no chance for the travels or adventures he had dreamt of when young, because all his time was spent at his father’s side receiving instruction. By the end of his story, his heart scraped raw, and the familiar anger burned in his stomach.
‘I take it the years have not softened him?’ Aunt Tilly’s voice had lost its vivacity. There was no explaining a man like the earl, and like him, his aunt knew the cut of his righteousness. She circled a finger over the mouth of her empty champagne flute, and the crystal sang into their shared sadness. ‘Hamish, why are you here?’
‘I have been sent to London to find a wife, “no lower than a viscount’s daughter,” so that I may carry on the Dalton legacy.’
‘Not in London. Why are you here.’ Aunt Tilly took the champagne bottle by the neck and sloshed an inch into her glass, before reaching forward and upending the last few drops into his. ‘He would not allow you to see a family disgrace like me unless I repented, which I have no intention of doing. And while many will turn a blind eye to one visit, if you make my company a habit, you’ll be unlikely to have a baron’s scullery maid look your way. I am so happy to see you, but if you think you can call on me without consequences, you are being painfully naive.’
Hamish stared into the half inch in his flute, a few lazy bubbles clinging to the side. In the past few hours, he’d experienced more love and warmth than he had in more than a decade. Even his aunt’s warning to keep his distance came from compassion, not contempt.
‘About six months ago, he got sick,’ he began, trying to hold his voice steady. ‘Almost everyone in the county got sick. Three staff died. In the village, entire households were lost. Typhoid.’ Hamish stared into the fire, the embers a reminder of the heat that had burned through the damp rag he had pressed to his father’s forehead. ‘I sat by his side, as I’d sat for years, terrified the disease would take him because I believed everything he said. That I wasn’t ready. That I would be lost without him. And in a fever dream, can you imagine what he said?’
Tilly gave a small, almost imperceptible shake of her head.
‘It should not have been Lewis.’ Hamish tried but failed to keep the venom from his voice. ‘It should have been you.’
‘Oh, Hamish. Don’t you think on it, he isn’t worth it. Find a lady who makes you happy and live your own life.’
‘No. I won’t bring home a wife to suffer through him. Or worse, have a child to be his favourite or his kicking ball. I came here because I need your help. All he cares about is the Dalton name. His legacy. Well, I want to drag his name, his damned precious legacy through the mud. I am going to be the season’s biggest scandal.’ Hamish threw back the last of his champagne and set the glass down. ‘Aunt Tilly, I want you to make me a rake.’
Aunt Tilly stared hard, her eyes full of surprise. He forced himself to hold her stare as his heart thumped with anger and anticipation, readying himself for her objections. But instead, her lips twitched, then she threw back her head and laughed. ‘Rakes and scoundrels aren’t made, they just are. My sweet boy, you don’t have it in you.’
‘I do!’ he snapped, aware he sounded like an indignant child, but he was too full of emotion to temper his tone. ‘I can be a rake. I can do rakish things.’
‘Prove it,’ she said. ‘Throw some insult into the street.’
‘At whom?’ he asked.
‘At anyone. You’re a rake. You don’t care.’
Hamish pushed himself from the chair and crossed the room in a few strides before opening the window. The smell of horse manure and smoke rushed in. The street teemed with men transporting goods, as drays, small carts, and the odd carriage lumbered along. Women barked orders at tailing children, and a newspaper boy shouted the day’s headlines. Close by the house, a labourer with a bag stuffed with coal slung over one shoulder trudged past. ‘You there,’ Hamish called. The man paused and turned a soot-stained face upward. ‘You’re a mess. Go… go wash up, why don’t you.’ Hamish pulled the window closed, crossed his arms across his chest and leaned back against the plate. ‘Like that?’
‘Oh, that poor man,’ Tilly covered her mouth with her hand. ‘I think I hear him crying.’
‘You do?’ Hamish pushed the window open and looked down to the street, an apology on his lips.
Aunt Tilly chuckled. ‘My advice, nephew? Find some docile wife who will be grateful to share your title, set up a mistress in that old townhouse, and pretend that keeping two women makes you interesting, like every other noble with a fat purse and a member that still salutes. Forget your father.’
‘Forget him? The man is stamped on every corner of my life. I gave him everything. Nothing will ever be enough, no wife, no heir, or me.’ Hamish crossed back to the fireplace, buttoned his coat, and snatched his hat from the table. ‘If you won’t help me, I’ll determine a course myself. I’ve heard stories from travellers and read enough in the papers. I’ll go to Haymarket and drink my allowance away with some woman of the night on my arm.’
‘Woman of the night? Heaven, help me,’ Tilly mumbled under her breath. ‘You won’t last a week. Fine, I’ll help you.’
Hamish tried to stop a grin from cracking, instead tilting his head to give his aunt what he hoped was a devilishly rakish smile. ‘My thanks, gracious lady.’
She rolled her eyes and waved him away. ‘Be back here, Tuesday next week, eleven o’clock sharp. And Hamish,’ she called just before he took his leave. ‘Wear your best suit.’






  
  Chapter Four


On the wall at the far end of Iris’s office, reaching ten feet wide and eight feet high, Papa’s dear friend Jonah Worthington had painted a map of the world. Unlike the maps printed in her schoolbooks and almanacs, it wasn’t marked with the red blotches of the British Empire as footprints across the world, but instead showed patches of jungle green forest, sandy yellow deserts, coal black mountains, squiggly blue rivers, and, amazingly, so much aqua ocean. 
This room had been her playroom when she was a child, not that she spent much time at inside play. For her nineteenth birthday, her father had transformed it into something more fitting a young woman. The hopping bunnies and green-eyed cats had been painted over with soft cream walls and chocolate brown trim, the dollhouse and children’s furniture had been removed and, in their place, her father had installed a wide cedar desk and a bookshelf so tall she had to stand on tiptoe to reach the uppermost shelf.
‘That’s only part of your gift. My dear daughter,’ Papa had said as he held out an envelope and gestured to the map, ‘I give you the world.’
It had taken an achingly long time to open the envelope because her fingers had trembled so much, but eventually she had tugged out a ticket for the Dover to Calais steamer.
‘I am going abroad to source new stock,’ he had said, his voice soft, and she knew he was trying to temper his excitement. ‘And I understand if you would rather stay. Join some society, maybe start courting. You have every ability you need to make your own choice about your path ahead. But nothing would make me happier than if you would join me on my next journey.’
Almost a full year had passed since Hamish had left. Her letters had gone unanswered, and the townhouse remained dormant. The thought of another year of balls, tittering women, and men who pawed her waist when her father wasn’t looking, made her nauseous. Her father offered not only a chance to see the world, but also to escape the confines of Honeysuckle Street, where every step held some memory of Hamish. Why should she be tortured when he had so easily forgotten her?
And so, she had begun her informal apprenticeship into Abberton Trading, later renamed Abberton and Co when they had expanded to take on investors and form the board. On each journey she and Papa went on, they had posed for calotype photographs and, where they could, collected cartes postales. She kept entrance tickets, coins and notes, and when they returned from their travels, Iris had fixed her souvenirs to the map with pins and paste. Over time, the wall had been covered with mementoes from almost every continent, and her map had become a keepsake album where she revisited her memories not by sitting and flipping pages, but by walking and reaching and touching.
Iris rubbed her thumb against the thick edge of a photograph that showed Papa and her astride camels with the sphinx looming behind them. They had found the most extraordinary tiles in Egypt, although a crate had cracked when they had been dropped too roughly onto the pier. She walked her fingers over the map until they reached a card pinned by Venice, where they had sourced beads and lace, and then across the ocean to America, where they had investigated new developments in farm machinery. On that trip, almost three years ago, she had thought of Hamish and, on a whim, bought a card of the Union Aqueduct to send back to the Caplin House. Always better with numbers, she’d resisted the impulse to write the words that itched at her fingers, and instead scrawled, The Union Aqueduct is 220 feet long. Extraordinary, don’t you think?
A tap and a meow came from the window. Iris scrubbed her palm over her eyes to dismiss the memories she’d allowed herself to be drawn into, then crossed the room and pushed the window sash up.
‘You are a cad, Spencer,’ she said as the grey tom leapt onto the floor and flopped into an unlikely shaft of sunlight. Completely nonplussed by her name calling, he contorted himself and began to lick his hind leg.
Iris lowered herself into the chair behind her desk, before flipping through the stack of correspondence in front of her. Mostly tiresome letters to her father from businesses who wished to engage with Abberton and Co but did not want to meet their conditions. I cannot secure the necessary labour. The workdays are too short to meet demand. An adult cannot fit beneath the machines. Feeble excuses, she knew, but all requiring a response, if only to make clear that if they wanted access to the Abberton network they had to commit to their terms. The government was already bringing in legislation to improve working conditions, and Papa had always prided himself on being ahead of the government. The men who had built their profits on long days and children’s fingers would find themselves out of pocket the longer they resisted.
Iris flicked the folder closed. Normally, such correspondence suited her, the replies flowing hot from her outraged mind to her fingers, but the earlier visit from Mr Sanders kept invading her thoughts. Once again, he had been evasive and hadn’t told her about problems that Papa had always let her help solve.
Iris nudged Spencer with a foot. He grumbled but did not move, although he sprang to attention when Gena entered the room with the tea tray, his eyes shifting to the milk jug balanced beside the pot.
‘Mason said to tell you, your father is reading that atlas you bought him last Christmas. He’s got an extra blanket and is happy enough.’ Gena set the tray down and placed a cup and saucer before Iris. Instead of taking the tray and leaving, she made slow work of circling the room with a cloth, wiping at dust that wasn’t there. ‘Is there anything else, miss? Is the tea strong enough? It was quite an exciting morning.’
‘Out with it,’ Iris said, trying to keep her tone level. She could almost picture the rest of the staff huddled at the base of the stairs, straining to overhear the conversation. Jonah’s starving artists made loyal workers, and never would they breathe a word of gossip outside of the house, but that didn’t mean they didn’t gossip amongst themselves.
Iris’s mother had been one of them, although, of the staff, only Gena had known her. Her mother had once been an artist’s model, posing as Diana, goddess of the hunt, for Jonah, who had found her pregnant and begging on the streets of Soho after Iris’s father, her blood father, had been lost at sea. Heartbroken, her mother hadn’t survived her birth. While many a man would have sent a hungry mouth to the orphanage, when he heard the story, Albert Abberton had instead adopted her, hired a wetnurse, and announced in a small notice in the paper that he now had a daughter named Iris. She had a strange connection, and disconnection, to the staff, aware that it could have been her serving tea instead of waiting for its delivery. They were family, yet not. Friends, yet in her employ. Iris always felt an uncomfortable gap between worlds that she never quite knew how to straddle. Perhaps that was why she’d always been so close to Hamish when they were young. The pair of them had found ways to adjust, although they never quite fit. Only when they were together did they make sense.
Gena wiped her cloth across the windowpane. ‘We were just wondering if you’ll tell Mr Sanders about Mr Abberton? About his condition and all?’
‘Tell Mr Sanders? He can’t even bear to leave a message with me, a woman. He would implode with shock if he knew I’d been keeping the books and submitting reports.’
Papa had always said they would tell the board about her work once they were more comfortable with one another, which she took to mean they would tell them a woman helped run the company once they saw the return on their investment. But he had started to slip just as the company had started to grow, and to compensate, she had taken on more work, not realising the clock had been against them. Every day the hope that he might return to his old self faded a little more. Now, she walked a razor, trying to conceal his memory loss while needing to stay involved lest the board steer their carefully planned expansion off course, but also drowning under the mountains of work that they had once shared.
Gena stopped pretending to dust and turned to Iris, her eyes full of concern. ‘Maybe, if you tell him right, he could help you. Be an ally. I’ve known you since you were a babe, and I hate to see you working so hard and missing the joy of life. And if you can forgive me for saying, it’s not what your father wanted for you. Maybe this annual meeting thing could be a chance to let them know.’
‘They would take over all of this.’ Iris waved her hand across the mounds of paper and notes on the table. ‘And I will be left with nothing more complicated than the weekly shopping. They don’t understand. They will ruin everything Papa and I worked for. Our dreams.’
‘Your father wouldn’t have brought them on if he thought them so incompetent. You could step back. Travel again. Or maybe find a husband. Even at thirty, you’re still pretty enough.’
‘I’m only twenty-nine,’ Iris muttered.
‘Even better.’ Gena chirped, before her voice dropped low. ‘You always wanted a family when you were younger. Isn’t that why you pestered your father to let you debut? Now, all you do is work. I’m just not sure how much of this is about him, and how much is you not wanting to let go.’
Iris leaned back in her chair a little, twisting in the seat to look across the large cedar desk where she had sat opposite her father as they kept the books, sourced stock, and planned adventures.
‘Why not take a break?’ Gena continued. ‘Enjoy the season a little. Mr Hamish is back in town, and you two were always quite the pair. You could have some fun.’
Iris’s gaze settled on the townhouse across the vacant block. One of the maids had thrown open the window and now leaned out and shook a dusting cloth in the air. It had been Hamish’s window. She could always spot it, because it was the same window she had thrown pebbles at late at night, and he would climb down and meet her in the dilapidated ruin of Number 6. By firelight in the cellar, they told ghost stories, or on the nights they were too tired for imagination, read from a book by the light of a tallow candle snuck from the kitchen.
‘He’s Lord Dalton now,’ Iris snapped. ‘He won’t have time for me.’
‘Spend some time with your father, then. You work like the devil. More than he and you put together before he was on the board.’
Iris sat up a little straighter, then rummaged through a stack of papers until she found a sheet wedged into a folder labelled, Annual General Meeting – May 1873. They had discussed the terms for electing a new board member, when Mr Sanders had been nominated to take over from his uncle who had fallen ill.
Iris flicked open the folder and ran her finger down the meeting minutes until she found a reference to the boards constitution.
Item 6. All changes to the composition of the board must be agreed on by a majority by the board.
‘That’s it!’ Iris slammed the folder onto the desk.
Gena startled. ‘You’ll tell Mr Sanders?’ she asked, her cloth poised mid-air.
‘Most certainly not. I have an ally on the board already. Papa is still on the board. I’ll have Papa write a letter, telling them he’s retiring and nominating me to take his place. It says here, if in agreement, the board can appoint a new member. They’ll have no choice but to vote me on.’
Iris pulled a sheet of paper towards her, took up her father’s old pen, and began to write:
I have been considering retirement for some time and would like to propose my daughter Miss Iris Abberton to take my place on the board. I will teach her everything I know.
‘So, you won’t be telling Mr Sanders? Stepping back a little?’ Gena said, her voice a mixture of confusion and disappointment.
‘Now is the time to strike, Gena, not rest on our laurels.’ Iris sipped at her tea. The black bitterness slid lukewarm down her throat. She set the cup aside and continued to write as Gena took the tray to the door. ‘Leave Spencer the milk. He hasn’t taken his eyes from the jug since you came in.’






  
  Chapter Five


It wasn’t big things, but seemingly inconsequential things that sparked Hamish’s recollections and sent a flurry of memories ricocheting through him. The slant of the sun across the ceiling reminded him of all the mornings he had laid in bed and planned a day’s adventures. The branch scratching on his window when the wind got up brought forth recollections of scrunching into a ball of fear when one of Iris’s ghost stories nibbled at his nerves. In a world so unfamiliar it could have been a foreign country, these slivers pounded with stark familiarity. 
When young, Hamish had often climbed out his window early to make a short prowl of the surrounding streets, in the hopes of concocting some scheme he could bring back to Iris when they inevitably met up. The past two days he had picked up the routine again, although now he used the front door, and instead of scurrying between shadows, he rode his bay mare at a leisurely pace. And instead of climbing the tree to tap on Iris’s window, he looked across the vacant block and thought about paying her a visit, before finally tearing himself away to run some errand.
How did one approach an old friend after twelve years?
Hamish slowed from a trot to a walk as he turned onto Honeysuckle Street. Almost a week had passed since his visit to his aunt, and since then, he had spent his days making calls as dictated by his father. Last night, his first evening without a dinner invitation, he had rattled through the townhouse, both craving company and relishing a freedom he hadn’t known since before the accident. The house had been kept in good order, although without his mother’s commitment to maintain appearances, nothing had been updated since his youth. He had grown used to her and Lewis’s absence at the estate, as their belongings had been gradually packed away, sold, or otherwise moved on. Walking through Number 8 felt more like looking at a painting where his mother and Lewis had been hastily removed, leaving turpentine smudges in the oil, while the surrounding image remained untouched. In odd moments, he half expected to enter the breakfast room and find his mother seated at the table picking at toast, or in the evenings, to stumble upon Lewis and his father smoking pipes by the fire. Grief and envy weighed in equal measure as he remembered the trio of his parents and their favourite son, and once again he felt like a spectator in his own family.
While Number 8 had remained frozen inside, the outside world had barely paused to show a moment of pity for the Dalton tragedy before it moved on. The industry of soot and smoke pervaded almost everywhere, and on foggy days, was brought low to the ground. The miasmic stench that his parents once fretted over had been secreted beneath the city and into a fantastic labyrinth of pipes and
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