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  For Leila

Shout even if your voice is shaking








  
  Who lives on Honeysuckle Street?


May 1877 
Number 1 
Phineas Babbage, former Bank Clerk, Stock Market Investor
Rosanna Babbage, Heiress and Hotel Manager
Number 2 
Odette Delaney, Soprano
Number 3 
Lawrence and Wilhelmina Hempel, Hotel Magnates
and their children:
Rosanna (now resides at Number 1)
Johannes (currently travelling)
Elliot
Beatrice
Garnett (deceased)
Amadeus
Nova
Ottile
Thaddeus
Hazel
Number 4
Albert Abberton, retired
and his adopted daughter
Lady Iris Dalton, Director of Spencer and Co Travel
and her husband
Lord Hamish Dalton, Heir to Earl Caplin
Number 5
Mrs Crofts, President of the Society for the Promotion of Civic Morality and the Adherence to Proper Values
Number 6
Vacant block owned by Elise Hartright, mostly inhabited by Spencer, King of Honeysuckle Street
Number 7
Petunia Hartright, Choir Leader
and her niece
Elise Hartright, Assistant to Lady Iris Dalton
Number 8
Dalton family town residence, currently used as special accommodation for Spencer and Co Travel
Number 9
Benton Hunter, Diplomat
Number 10
Townhouse forming part of the Osborne dukedom, currently unoccupied






  
  Chapter 1


Thursday, 3 May 1877 
Knocks, shouts, voices. Snatches of melody, clipped calls. Furtive whispers sneaked beneath the door as musicians tuned their instruments, chattering and complaining beyond the wall. The opera house throbbed with the usual energy of a closing night, and outside Odette’s dressing room door, scattered footsteps resounded down the hall, while heavier thumps from the stage above vibrated through the ceiling. Notes and chords, some clear and others muffled, filled the gaps between the beats of movement.
A light, cautious knock rattled her door. ‘Miss Delaney? Mr Zadora said five minutes.’
Odette Delaney plucked a pot of powder from the dresser. She rubbed the point of her little finger against the red and dabbed it onto her cheek to smooth an uneven edge. Licked the tip of her index finger and ran it over her brow. Turned her head left, right, and pursed her lips as she studied her make-up. Then she stood back to run her gaze along the length of her costume in the full-length mirror that rested against the wall beside the dresser.
Tiny black slippers stitched with embroidered flowers and faux pearls, soft white silk stockings, black velvet puffs to mimic Tudor breeches, tied with white cord, a white cotton shirt and padded black doublet with embroidery to match the decorations which adorned her feet…
This was one of her more scandalous costumes, and her favourite by far. The costumer Nadine had outdone herself. Odette took the rapier from her dressing table, swished it so fast it whipped the air, and held it before her face, just like on the playbill’s lithograph. 
‘Last night, Romeo. I will miss you. Let us give them a closing night to talk about.’ She slid the rapier into its sheath on her hip.
The knock came again, faster and louder than before.
‘Miss Delaney? Mr Zadora—’ 
Odette flung the door open. ‘It has been five minutes when I say it has been five minutes.’ She glowered at the dark-haired young man before her. ‘Comprendre?’
He staggered backwards, bumping into the wall. Gangly, freckled, and wide-eyed, he was barely more than a boy, really. ‘Y-yes, Miss Delaney,’ he stammered with a frantic nod. ‘I didn’t mean to, Miss Delaney—I won’t ever again—I mean, I…’
Odette tapped his cheek lightly. ‘Zadora is playing with you. You will learn, my darling.’
As she turned, he patted the spot where her hand had touched his skin, eyes shining with wonder.
Silly boy.
The muffled noise that had pressed at the dressing room walls amplified as Odette made her way down the corridor, deeper into the opera house and towards the beating, bleeding heart of the stage. She placed a hand on the banister to ascend from the subterranean maze of dressing rooms, offices, and storage cupboards, from the lands of the green room and orchestra pit to the world of ropes, curtains, stage, and applause. The ease of taking the narrow stairs in breeches instead of wrestling with skirts and petticoats was another reason she loved this costume. Was this the freedom men experienced every day? Striding smoothly instead of navigating walkways delicately in case they tripped? Enjoying more space for words, receiving most of the lines—the most of everything?
After so many performances playing love-struck damsels or fallen women, the lead of Romeo, sung in the playful tradition of en travesti, a part written to be performed by the opposite gender to the role, had been a revelation. I Capuleti e i Montecchi suited her range and had given her the opportunity to perform in a male costume. Not to mention the joy of wielding a rapier.
She quite liked the short cape that fluttered when she walked, too.
This was the world of the stage—a world twisted on its head. A world where men stepped back to clear her path, not because she’d been transformed into one of them by brocade and jet buttons, but because she was herself. Because she was Odette Delaney. Soprano. Star. 
Although even the theatre had a way of redressing the balance. While this opera allowed two women to hold centre stage, it filled the ranks of the chorus with an army of men.
No ballerinas.
No feminine chorus.
Just Odette as Romeo and touring soprano Maria Esposito as Giulietta, two high melodies in a sea of baritones and bass. And they were not only outnumbered onstage. Men, many of them former sailors who’d traded the waves for steady land, worked the curtain ropes. Lithe runners controlled the lamps, set the stage with props, and pushed heavy wooden backdrops into position. Doormen in coat-tails showed the audience to their seats, sold their tickets, and counted the money. From the manager Karl von Miller through to the ushers in the stalls, it was men, men, men. Women who wanted a theatre career had two choices.
Sewing buttons.
Centre stage.
Odette slipped between the curtains. Maria, emerging blossom, was already waiting there. Her hands tapped her skirt to dispense her nerves as she peered out at the stage.
‘Last night,’ she whispered. ‘I won’t see you after the show. We are directly for our train after curtain call. I will miss you.’
‘I will miss you too, my darling,’ Odette replied, her voice just as low. ‘Remember what I taught you. Trust no one. Hire your own managers and solicitors. Read every contract twice.’
Maria nodded, but she seemed distracted as her gaze danced across the stage. Would she pay heed to her advice? Odette had grown fond of the little soprano, this year’s rising star. Hopefully, she’d learn how to hold her own before the world gobbled her up.
‘What is next for you?’ Maria asked.
Onstage, the lamps spilled across the wood, then struck upwards, their light pulsing and hatching into thin bands to form an incandescent wall that obscured the audience. From here, the only other person visible beyond the stage was Cassius Zadora, and even he became a silhouette shrouded in shadow. He stood on his low podium at the front of the orchestra pit, which stretched beneath the stage, his body midway between the concealed world of the musicians and the spectacle of the performance. From this vantage point, he could see everything—the music below and the singers above. He held his familiar rigid pose, all angles with his raised elbows and stiff shoulders, even though his hand and baton swished the air with the smoothness of a falling leaf. Music didn’t flow through Cassius as he conducted. No, he fought it in his quest to control every note. It beat and bruised him, and he held it, moulded it, then released it into the air. With a swift motion, he brought in first the flutes, then the brass. It was almost time.
‘That’s a secret,’ she answered Maria, then kissed her cheeks in farewell. ‘You will see it in the papers soon. Bon voyage, little Maria.’
The trumpet played its short burst of announcement, heralding her entrance.
Odette stepped onto the stage. Turned her back to the audience. Held her pose while the ensemble finished its song. 
A beat of silence as she waited for the strings.
It was not a long rest, but tonight, Cassius held it tighter than normal. Like he was reminding her that, although she owned the stage, he owned the music. In these moments, she felt him as if he were standing right behind her, almost but not quite touching, his breath warm against her neck. She didn’t need to see him to know he was watching her, because in this moment, everyone was watching her.
This was the best part. The sliver of time when they were hers. The audience, the musicians below the stage in the orchestra pit, the lights, the other performers, even Cassius. She held them all in her palm. With a slight flick of her wrist to tell Cassius she was ready, she released them, and the moment melted into something more—the song, the performance, a magic so much bigger than her own voice. Linked by notes and quavers, lyrics and melody, passion and illusion. A transcendent experience.
The violins came in.
And no longer Odette, but now Romeo, she spun to face the crowd and began to sing.






  
  Chapter 2


Hold.
Baton raised, Cassius stretched out the music. Onstage, Romeo declared his love for Guiletto one last time, swallowing poison. The strings, plump with emotion, swelled beneath the singers… and faded into nothingness. For a moment the orchestra lay silent—then burst into full volume once more as Guiletto woke to find her beloved’s lifeless body. The air vibrated, stiff with tension, the focus of the audience palpable, and Cassius melded the notes into the perfect mix of melody and bass to turn their skin to gooseflesh. For closing night, he wanted them to weep. He brought in brass, percussion, all the instruments fast, the chorus sang, and then the performers above and below the stage were making music as one, holding the audience as one.
And he, suspended between stage and pit, was linking them all. 
He lifted the orchestra to a crescendo as Guiletto collapsed over Romeo. Capellio, the arrogant fool of this rendition of Romeo and Juliet, walked away from the tragic lovers while the chorus raised their rapiers at one another. Played by an old hand named Gustav, he would sing the last note, but the audience still belonged to Odette.
It always did.
Cassius pinched his fingers, gave one final flourish of the baton, then drew an invisible line before him.
The orchestra fell silent.
Beat, beat, beat.
He always heard precisely where the applause began, because that’s what he did. He listened. Tonight, the first few claps came from over his shoulder in the stage-left box, but they were quickly rivalled by the box on the right, slightly higher, slightly louder. Duelling princes once again, as had been the case for the past three performances. The red velvet curtain lowered, and the lights extinguished, but in the moment before darkness swallowed the stage, Cassius allowed his gaze to linger. Perfect, unmoving, believably lost to life—even as Maria’s chest rose and fell visibly, Odette’s did not. One day, he would tell stories about how the last time he’d conducted in London, he’d led the orchestra for one of the greats of the age.
Damn her.
Applause bounced into the brief gloom, some of it absorbed by the curtains, but most of it jostling to rise towards the ceiling. Cassius stayed motionless as it engulfed them, washing like a wave across the depths of the pit. Another full house, another string of glowing reviews. Newly rebuilt after last year’s fire, the Constellation Opera House had rejoined the world with praise that any conductor would give his best hand for. Even a cursed left hand like his.
Cassius lifted his baton as the curtain rose for the final time. The lights flared, and he brought the orchestra back to life to accompany the performers during their curtain call. In ones and twos, the chorus and cast moved to the front of the stage to take a bow, then lined up along its edges, clapping. Applause waxed and waned as each of them took their turn until, finally, the fresh star Maria met her praises. Then—last, but never, ever least—came Miss Odette Delaney, the darling, the star, the soprano who commanded a thousand pounds a performance. Theatre owners were only too happy to pay such a hefty fee because they knew keeping her name on the showbill for a few weeks would pay the receipts for half a year.
As the auditorium erupted into even louder cheers than before, Odette swept her arm in a wide arc of acknowledgement, leading the cast to give thanks to the stagehands and the orchestra below. Then, she singled out Cassius to blow a kiss in his direction. 
A picture of absolute perfection. Even as she shared the lights, she owned them.
God damn her. Why did she have to be so good at this?

      [image: ]He wasn’t expected to clear the orchestra pit, but Cassius kept the habit of waiting behind regardless, to be the last to leave like a captain aboard his ship. Perhaps in a few seasons, the innovation of the newly constructed space would be so familiar that it would meld into the rest of the building. But for now, the little cove concealed beneath the stage, which exposed only him fully to the audience, was such a novelty that he found himself lingering after every performance to enjoy its architecture and acoustics. Instead of sharing the stage with the opera singers or butting up against the audience as before, the orchestra now possessed a space of its own. In the pit, the musicians could hide behind their instruments, enjoy the applause, and avoid being pelted with fruit or stones if the spectators were in a mood. Wagner’s innovation had first been built in Germany only two years ago, but it had proved incredibly popular with musicians, performers, and audiences alike. And as opera houses and music halls burnt down as regularly as kitchen maids burnt toast, it had taken no time for the new design to spread across the continent and cross the channel to become a fixture of every theatre build and rebuild.
‘Mr Zadora?’
Cassius pushed off the pit wall and turned to look up into the auditorium. He hadn’t heard that voice since last season, and she’d not called him mister at the time.
‘Lady Ofner,’ he said, reinforcing the distance between them. She’d not looked so elegant and poised the last time he’d seen her, either. He climbed a few steps of the conductor’s podium to be closer to her level and scanned the room. Chatting stragglers were still ambling towards the exit, and her husband stood near the doors at the back, engrossed in conversation with some other trussed-up aristocrat.
‘I came to congratulate you on your new position,’ she said.
Cassius stiffened. ‘How did you…’
‘Embassies gossip, and not only about politics and intrigue. Vienna will be a good place for you. The musicians are the best in the world, and the audience appreciates them for it.’
‘It’s not confirmed. Karl—I mean, Mr von Miller is yet to release me from my contract here.’ Cassius spoke of the last hurdle with nonchalance. The theatre owner had never held anyone back from an opportunity. Now that this show was finished, he’d sign off on Cassius’s early termination without argument.
‘Perhaps, next time I am in Vienna, you might come to call—’
Cassius lowered his voice. ‘Kalina, I am not sure that would be a good idea. Your husband was already suspicious…’
‘Just to talk, Cassius.’ She made as if to reach for him, then pulled back. ‘It is nice to talk about Poland even though she is gone, is it not?’
‘Not gone,’ he corrected, with the old fire in his belly sparking at the suggestion that his divided and occupied homeland was lost forever. ‘Just sleeping. She lives on in all of us.’
‘Sleeping, yes.’ She gave him a nod and a sad smile. ‘Godspeed, Mr Zadora. My husband is waiting. I’d better go before he is entranced by your Miss Delaney.’
‘She’s not mine—’ he began, but Kalina had already turned away. 
It didn’t matter. As powerful as he was, the Austrian diplomat might well imagine an affair, but he’d never be able to seduce Odette. The man would have to settle for a ballerina or a member of the choir, in the hope that she’d become famous and he would possess a mistress he could quietly brag about. Or he could settle for his wife, who was beautiful and obliging, but that was not how a man like Lord Ofner treated the women of the world.
All the better for Cassius. He could keep them warm while their husbands amused themselves elsewhere without having to deal with the bother of more.
The last of the musicians—an old cellist named McCauley and one of the newer ones whose name he hadn’t bothered to learn—dawdled out. Cassius bent low beside the podium to retrieve the bottle he’d stowed away earlier, then climbed deeper into the pit and headed through the door that led to the cavern of rooms and cupboards beneath the stage. He wandered past the green room where chorus members were changing out of their costumes, still full of song, and along the hallways where stagehands were singing sea shanties and teaching them to landlubbers. Men made eyes at men, some of them clearly in established arrangements, while others were still gathering courage to suggest a liaison. The workers here were a motley crew. People from forgotten places, those who sought illusions and those who could only be themselves in a make-believe world—in the theatre, anyone could be anyone. The world of wooden floorboards and red curtains with gold fringes made room for them all.
Cassius tapped at the door. No answer. He knocked again, louder.
‘I do not have time for autographs,’ Odette’s voice filtered through the wood. ‘If you wanted one, you should have asked me sooner.’
‘And I was going to make my fortune by selling it on the high street. Whatever will become of me?’
‘I doubly don’t have time for you, Zadora. Especially after you made that tempo change at the end of the first act.’
‘It’s bad luck to break a tradition.’ He sang the taunt as he tapped the bottle against the door.
‘You don’t believe in luck,’ she shot back, her voice clearer and closer now.
‘I don’t. But you do.’
Was that a grumble? He couldn’t be sure because the theatre swelled into raucous celebrations behind him. The door opened, and Odette stood before him, half a foot shorter, yet still levelling him with a glare. ‘You are terrible to tease me.’
And before he could reply, she turned back into her dressing room, leaving the door open for him to follow.
There was no judgement in the theatre. There was also no modesty. Facing away from him, Odette raised her arms so her assistant and lady’s maid Nora could pull at the doublet’s cords and shimmy it over her head. Cassius shut the door behind him and scanned the walls, the ceiling, staring everywhere but at her. There was also no ogling, if one was polite about such things. 
‘I hope you have brought something better than that rot you call vodka.’ Odette’s voice was muffled by the fabric.
Cassius pushed a pile of discarded clothes aside and threw himself into a chair. ‘You know I haven’t.’
Another grumble. Cassius stole a glance. Nora was unfastening ties and hooks with quick, nimble fingers. She slipped pins from their positions, then began to unwind a wide length of cloth that wrapped tight around Odette’s torso, over her thin-strapped chemise. Odette rolled her shoulders and released a long sigh of relief, twisting and stretching as it loosened. Forever the perfectionist, she’d insisted on every costumer’s trick to transform her into Romeo, which included having her chest bound to flatten her breasts. She’d worn the bindings for every rehearsal so she could learn to sing and breathe despite the restraint. 
‘Glasses are up there.’ She pointed at two mismatched tumblers on one of the higher shelves. ‘Next conductor, I am going to start a tradition of drinking champagne on closing night.’
Cassius laughed, set the glasses on the dresser, and unstoppered the bottle. ‘Next conductor? We aren’t like your princes, who you can swap out every season without noticing the change. The next conductor may have no patience for you.’ The liquid glugged as he poured. She flung on a robe, then thanked her assistant and bade her good night. Once the door had closed behind Nora, he passed Odette one of the glasses. Mouth set, she clinked her glass against his, then threw her shot back while he did the same. They clinked glasses again and called ‘Brava!’ in unison.
She laughed. ‘Such a silly tradition. You are not to do this with any other soprano, understand? This is mine.’
‘A friendship with one soprano has been enough trouble. Why would I seek out another?’
‘Cruel, Cassius. You are cruel.’ Her lips puckered into a pout. ‘I will not miss you for one second. And I will not miss your terrible vodka.’
He would. Miss their tradition, that was. It had been forged in the basement of a different theatre more than a decade ago, a theatre that, like so many of them, had burnt down and been rebuilt twice since. Back then, he still played the piano, and they carried twin hopes that the show—some French farce—would launch their careers. But it was poorly advertised and even more terribly run. They opened to a half-full audience—if that—and numbers soon dwindled to almost nothing. Closing night found them both moping around backstage, wondering what to do next. Cassius had half a bottle of cheap vodka that he drank to stave off the hunger, and they toasted the end of their dreams. One drink turned into two, then four, and then she was singing while he played an out-of-tune piano abandoned in the green room. They finished the bottle and somehow survived. The following day, when he received a callback for a different opera house because their pianist was sick, he insisted that the theatre owner listen to the soprano who’d given him a bear head. That manager had been Karl von Miller, and he heard what Cassius heard—that Odette was a rare talent, a powerful mezzo-soprano whose work ethic matched her commitment to her craft. More than that, her striking beauty made most men question if she was real. Karl pulled together an end-of-season showing of Così fan tutte, a familiar opera guaranteed to bring in a crowd. Most musicians knew it well, which meant he could shorten rehearsal times and limit the financial risk. He cast Odette as second soprano so as not to offend the divas, although their feelings wouldn’t matter for long. Before opening night, Londoners asked one another if they were going to see the Mozart. By closing night, they were asking who’d been fortunate enough to see that songbird, Miss Odette Delaney.
And amidst the charged celebrations of closing night, at the end of a sold-out, three-week run, she’d found Cassius. Superstitious even for a player, she’d decided the toast had brought them both luck and insisted they perform the ritual again. Since that day, whenever they worked a show together, he hid a bottle during the final performance, and they toasted their good fortune afterwards, raising a glass so it might hold a little longer. Who was he to argue? Success in their world rested on a bizarre combination of hard work, natural talent, the whims of the public, and, more than anything, luck.
A little cheap vodka in the mix couldn’t do any harm.
‘Which prince?’ Cassius spun the glass against the chair arm. ‘Left box, or right?’
‘Maybe neither. Maybe both.’ Odette tightened the tie on her robe, then sat before her dresser. With practised efficiency, she removed hairpins and shook out the tight twist that had aided the Romeo illusion, hidden beneath a felt cap. ‘Stage left has a pretty wife. Would you like me to introduce you?’
‘Princesses are not worth the effort. Unless you need me to distract her?’ He kept his voice level. In moments like these, he was as good at playing pretend as she was. 
‘Certainly not. I thought you might provide her with some entertainment. She is so charming, and her husband is such a bore.’ She laughed, light and dismissive, and his pathetic heart thumped with relief.
Every season, rumours dogged Odette. She was spotted with minor princes from the continent, with visiting aristocrats and the odd duke, but rarely more than once and never doing anything inappropriate. Gossip swirled around her like soot on the breeze, but scandal never stuck. Cassius didn’t know if that was because she was careful, or because she kept them like she kept him, like she seemed to keep everyone—playful and warm in select moments, but ultimately at a distance.
‘When do you leave?’ She met his eyes in the mirror as she continued to comb out her hair. She’d cut it for the performance to make it easier to pin. Lush and golden, the soft curls fell partway between her nape and her shoulderblades.
‘In a few weeks. Karl has not released me from my contract. You may be stuck with me yet.’
‘Karl? I heard him this evening, complaining you were a tyrant. You upset one of the new musicians, and he’s threatening to quit the Constellation. He said he will be happy to be rid of you.’
A knock rattled the door. ‘Enter!’ Odette called, still fixing her hair. Echoes from the closing night celebrations spilled in as a bouquet of at least two dozen roses filled the frame. Only the thin legs and grappling hands of the newest runner flickered into view around them. ‘The Count of Almonge asked me to deliver these. He’s in the foyer. He asked if you might join him for champagne at the Aster.’
Odette jumped from her seat with a gasp. She directed the boy to a side table, and he wobbled across, then set the flowers down. He might have been ten, or even fourteen. It was so hard to tell with the children from the street, with their gangly legs and hollowed cheeks. Odette bent low, dropping her voice to a whisper. ‘What is your name?’
‘A-Anton.’
‘It’s lovely to meet you. Will you tell him to go ahead and that I shall meet him there? And Anton’—she cooed the boy’s name, and he stared at her, transfixed, already in her palm—‘see the chocolates and oranges on that table? You may take as many as you can carry home to your family. But only if you don’t tell a soul. Do you promise?’
Now the poor child would be completely at her mercy. He stuffed his pockets, filled his hands, then bobbed a curtsy. ‘Yes, miss,’ he said in an overloud whisper. ‘I mean, I won’t blab to no one, miss. I won’t tell a soul.’
And with a bang, Miss Delaney’s latest admirer sped out the door.
‘Now there’s a plot twist.’ Cassius’s voice rasped through his throat, as dry as sawdust. ‘The side character was the star all along. The Aster. How discreet.’ This time, bitterness did leak through the words, and he bit his lip in swift reprimand.
She caught his gaze in the mirror, her blue eyes daggers of ice. ‘If I wanted a sermon on moral values and who I should or shouldn’t spend my time with, I would join my neighbour’s society. But right now, I am busy. So please. Spare me.’
Cassius pushed himself out of the chair, then set his tumbler on the edge of her dresser. He flicked it with his fingernail, and the thin glass chimed. ‘End of act one, your final line. You were a beat late.’
She threw him a murderous look. ‘I am never late,’ she said, with twice the venom as before.
Cassius shrugged. ‘Tonight you were.’ He grabbed his vodka from beneath the chair and toyed with the cork. Perhaps he’d finish it. After all, he wouldn’t be toasting any more closing nights, not unless she came to perform in Vienna. He could drown his thoughts, his imaginings of her and him… 
He opened the door. A few lost souls prowled the corridors, but everyone else had either joined the celebrations or been disgorged into the city.
‘Cassius?’ She swivelled in her seat, and for a moment, she looked just like the innocent yet fiery woman he’d met fifteen years before. ‘London won’t be the same without you.’
‘Is that a good or a bad thing?’ he asked, and stepped into the hallway without waiting for a reply. 
The door snipped shut behind him. 
He unstoppered the cork. Took a quick swig. The vodka burnt his throat, and he shuddered.
She was right. It really was terrible stuff.






  
  Chapter 3


The ringing stopped. 
Odette paused, her fingertip hovering between maladies and mercury in the index of her Home Encyclopaedia. She tilted her head and shook it, as if the sound were a physical thing she could dislodge, not an annoyance that came and went without notice.
Morning light filled the garden outside her villa, and muted strands clung golden to the arched frames of the library windows. Two robins flitted back and forth between the elms outside, and the twigs shook with their weight whenever they landed. As they skated between branches, Odette remained still, unsure whether she wanted the noise to return just to be certain she hadn’t imagined it. Or was it better that it had vanished—perhaps for good?
‘Nonsense,’ she muttered, then slammed the heavy tome closed. Nothing. The hum did not have to be a malady. It could be so many different things. A herald of summer. A warning of good or bad luck. Spirits whispering to her, or invisible imps playing games. She ought to leave out some crumbs and coins or shiny buttons to placate them. That’s what her babcia would have done.
Odette was too busy to worry about some silly little buzzing that could easily have been a fly. Rehearsals for her next opera began the day after tomorrow, the respite between shows unusually narrow, even for her. During the break, she had to review her offers for next year’s tour and decide which theatres she would commit to for any extended runs. While she adored Karl, her career could not be tied solely to the Constellation. Always, she needed to remember her exercises—for her body, her voice, and her mind. She also needed to review the papers that Iris sent across each week to keep her abreast of what was happening at Spencer and Co. Travel, the joint investment she held with her neighbours on Honeysuckle Street. So many papers simply to manage one small travel company!
But mostly, she needed a distraction. Something to occupy her mind while she waited for the composer to deliver the score for her next opera, a world premiere. Not just any new opera. This one had been written for her voice and would forever be linked to her name.
Odette rose from her seat. She abandoned the low-ceilinged warmth of her library and private sitting room at the southern end of the house. She moved along the hallway and past her bedroom suite. Past the southern parlour, the staircase to the kitchens, the staircase to the conservatory, through the dining room and across the gallery, the dome room and the breakfast room, emerging, at last, into the antechamber. Here, she paused to tug on her gloves while Daniel, the head of household, held the door open for her. A clock chimed the quarter hour as she crossed the threshold, then lingered on the portico to feel the spring air. A breeze blew across her face, light and delicate, full of the scent of cherry blossoms from the park and thick with the promise of warm days ahead. Beyond the wide drop of the stairs, London lazed in a low fog that muddled her view, but the veil soon parted as she descended the steps, dissolving into transparency when she reached the street. The breeze had collected some petals and scattered them over her path as she wandered along the main thoroughfare, then turned the corner onto the secluded, paved length of Honeysuckle Street.
In all of London, there wasn’t a street as pretty as the one Odette called home. Her Palladian villa flanked one side of the little through street, a lane so inconsequential that no one bothered to spell out its entire name on a map. The building’s main facade looked out over the busier high street, which wound around the park and extended beyond the green space towards the church. But if Odette took the left staircase, she could avoid most of the hustle, land right on the corner, and leave the public behind her with a few swift steps to surround herself with friends and neighbours instead. Honeysuckle Street was not anywhere in particular, nor was it on the way to anywhere of note, so it was generally only used by the people who lived there or by postmen, coalmen, or delivery boys. Everyone knew everyone, and even on busy days, it felt tranquil and safe. The endless supply of Hempel children raced scooters and home-made carts over the smooth pavers. Petunia Hartright dragged her singing troupe from her home to the park every winter for carols. Across the street, the long row of identical white-stucco townhouses, each rising five stories tall and distinguishable only by their bright front doors, loomed over them. The row had replaced two old workers’ cottages some seven years prior, and at the time, the new construction had felt like a glaring intrusion towering over the low lines of the other buildings. But now, Odette knew the people who lived behind each coloured front door—blue for the Babbages, red for the Hempels, pink for the Hartrights, and green for her friend Benton at the far end—she could barely recall the street as it had been before.
Although she could do without Mrs Crofts, who occupied Number 5, the centre townhouse in the row. She was likely peeking out from behind the lace curtains of her first-floor drawing room this very second, looking for anything to take offence at. Or maybe she was peering through the peephole of her black front door. 
Perhaps Benton Hunter, currently lounging on the stone steps of Number 4 as if they were his private chaise longue, would give Mrs Crofts someone new to focus her ire on. Beside him, the old grey tom Spencer, a street cat owned by no one and everyone, climbed the stairs and arched his back. He knocked his head against Benton’s elbow, who rewarded him with a scratch.
‘You look pleased with yourself.’ Odette leant down to stroke the soft spot between the cat’s ears. ‘What mischief have you been up to?’
‘Spencer does not get up to mischief. He’s a perfect gentleman.’ Benton tickled the cat’s chin.
‘I was speaking to you,’ Odette said. ‘And why are you here? You are never awake before noon. Not becoming an investor, are you? No, you’d have to stop burning through your income first and have something to invest.’
‘Elise has asked for my advice. I am consulting.’
Odette stiffened and dropped her voice. ‘You leave Elise be. She’s been through enough. She’s finally moving on with her life. She doesn’t need a… distraction. And definitely not one shaped like you.’
‘A distraction is precisely what she needs, but one shaped like me, no. I still remember her with pigtails, for heaven’s sake. And do you think I’m enough of a fool to piss in my own pond?’ A shred of actual hurt crept into his voice. ‘I value the tranquillity of this street as much as you do.’
‘Sorry,’ she offered. ‘But someone needs to remind you to behave.’
Benton tipped his head back to laugh. ‘Liar. The last thing you want me to do is behave.’ He pushed himself to standing and jogged up the stairs. ‘Come along. I’m desperate to know what these infamous meetings are all about.’ He rapped the door knocker with a sharp tap
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