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        Biscuit – cookie

        Block of flats – apartment house

        Bloke – a man

        Cheeky – endearingly rude or disrespectful

        Chemist – pharmacy/drugstore

        Chuffed – to be very pleased or happy about something

        Cupboard – closet

        First floor – second floor

        Flat – apartment

        Footway – sidewalk

        Gobsmacked – shocked

        Ground floor – first floor

        Interval – Intermission

        Knackered – extremely tired

        Nick/nicked – stole/stolen

        Pavement – sidewalk

        Post – mail

        Torch – flashlight

        ~Find more British English terms on my website~

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosemary Lillywhite felt the leather band tighten around her ankles and yank, hard, wrenching her sideways. Equilibrium lost, she heard blood rush to her ears as panic set in and her arms flailed in a wild attempt to avoid the length of wrought iron on a collision course with her temple.

      Out of sheer reflex, she managed to pivot and grab hold of the would-be weapon, using it to steady herself rather than careening into it. The stair rail—a remnant from the townhouse’s Victorian construction—terminated in a decorative wrought iron fleur-de-lis finial that Rosemary had always considered more hazardous than handsome.

      “Dash, are you trying to do me in?” she called out at a volume at least two octaves higher than would have been considered polite in the sleepy London neighborhood, even in the afternoon.

      The little dog merely stared up at Rosemary innocently while she untangled herself from the offending leather lead attached to his collar—a necessity given his penchant for dashing off to make merry in the streets should her grip loosen and he get away. White fur fluffed around his fox-like face, and his pointed ears twitched forward with interest. Despite weighing no more than a well-fed cat, Dash possessed the confidence of a mastiff and the mischief of a whole pack of terriers. Having already enjoyed his morning constitutional, he was eager for his next adventure and, to illustrate the point, began wagging his plumed tail and glancing down the footway with mounting excitement.

      “I know you want to go see Freddie and Vera, but I won’t be able to walk you at all with two broken legs, will I?”

      Before she could lead the mischievous dog towards their usual route, a question rang out from the steps next door. “Are you quite all right, Rose?”

      Rosemary stiffened slightly at the voice using her nickname with such familiarity, but adroitly stifled a sigh and forced her face into a convivial expression as she turned towards her neighbor and former friend, Abigail Redberry. “Yes, thank you, but only just.”

      “Well, there isn’t a more adorable menace in all of Marylebone.” Abigail’s smile didn’t reach any closer to her eyes than Rosemary’s had, but before the conversation could become even more uncomfortable, the Redberrys’ front door opened and out spilled a heavily muscled man wearing blue overalls and carrying a tall armload of paint tins.

      Dash barked at him with the same fervor he’d displayed towards every worker coming and going from the Redberrys’ all week. The little dog’s yapping had become as much a part of the neighborhood soundtrack as the hammering itself.

      The worker tipped his head politely in their direction, the motion causing the stack of tins to tilt precariously. Rosemary winced, envisioning the spectacular, colorful crash, but the man righted the wayward pile with a fluid grace that suggested this wasn’t his first dance with gravity. He resettled them against his chest and lumbered off around the corner as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened, Dash’s barking following him down the street.

      “My apologies,” Abigail said when he’d gone. “I’ve asked the workmen to use Martin’s office entrance, but it seems some of the materials won’t fit that way. They should be finished before long, and we’ll be out of your way. For good.”

      “Well, the neighborhood certainly won’t be the same without you.” Rosemary’s words dripped with sincerity, but she was grateful Abigail had never known her well enough to detect the hint of relief in her tone.

      Relations between the two had been strained since Abigail insinuated that Rosemary might be responsible for a murder that occurred a few months prior. In actuality, Rosemary had been the one to solve the crime, nearly becoming a victim herself in the process. Despite Abigail’s attempted apology—and the fact that a small part of Rosemary couldn’t blame her for wondering—the budding friendship had fizzled faster than a youthful infatuation.

      Now, Rosemary could hardly wait for the couple to move on, although the adage of ‘better the devil you know’ was not lost on her. Whoever moved in next might very well make her vehemently wish for the Redberrys’ return.

      “Have a lovely time on your walk,” Abigail called as Rosemary inched away with a helpless gesture towards Dash, who had reached the end of the lead and was clearly anxious to begin his afternoon stroll.

      And a lovely afternoon it was; sunny and warm, the air perfumed by wallflowers that spilled over window boxes up and down Park Road. It had been storming on and off lately—that time of year, spring in London—and it was a nice change to be dry for once. Still, Rosemary was only able to enjoy the weather for a street or so before Dash stopped dead in his tracks and began to growl. His lips curled up to bare his teeth in what he must have believed a menacing snarl, but given he was mostly fur and excitement, the gesture only brought a wry smile to Rosemary’s face.

      She followed his glare to a large bay window where stood an enormous black cat, staring back at Dash with its fur puffed out every which way. They passed this block of flats often on their walks—it was the quickest route to Frederick and Vera’s—and the cat was always there, though today it looked considerably thinner than usual, leading Rosemary to wonder if there were two nearly identical cats living at the same address.

      “Let’s press on, now,” she coaxed, her attempts to lead the dog further down the street proving ineffective.

      Dash continued his territorial display, yapping with increasing volume until the cat hissed back through the glass.

      A woman appeared in the doorway, silver hair escaping from what had once been a neat bun, a pair of reading glasses dangling from a chain around her neck. Despite the warm weather, she wore a thick cardigan buttoned to her chin. As many times as Dash had tormented the cat through the glass, this was the first time Rosemary had seen its owner.

      “Desdemona, you naughty thing!” the woman called out just as the black cat shot past her through the open door, hissing and spitting as she streaked across the small front garden towards Dash.

      The woman chased after the cat briefly before it darted behind a rosebush and crouched there, tail twitching with indignation.

      The woman turned to Rosemary with bright, intelligent eyes. “I do apologize for the commotion. Desdemona has particularly strong opinions about canines, I’m afraid—especially now, with kittens to protect.”

      “No harm done,” she assured, though Dash continued to strain against his lead, clearly invested in continuing the standoff. Kittens would explain the cat’s altered appearance, Rosemary realized as she observed Desdemona more closely—her belly appeared noticeably smaller than before, and her teats were visibly swollen with milk.

      “I’m Eva. Eva Hanson Schweitzer,” the woman said, extending an ink-stained hand. “And you must be the neighbor I’ve heard so much about. The one with the charming little dog who causes such delightful chaos of a morning.”

      Was Dash infamous for his barking? Rosemary wondered with some chagrin, then found herself smiling despite her intention to keep the exchange brief. “Rosemary Lillywhite, and this troublemaker is Dash.”

      “Wonderful! You simply must come in for tea,” Eva announced, clasping her hands together with the enthusiasm of someone who’d just solved a particularly vexing puzzle. “I insist.”

      “Oh, that’s very kind, but I really should⁠—”

      “Nonsense!” Eva waved away Rosemary’s protest with remarkable authority for such a slight woman. “I won’t take no for an answer. Besides, I’ve been dying to meet you properly.”

      Before Rosemary could mount another polite refusal, Eva had gently picked up the cat and was halfway inside, clearly expecting compliance. “Come along then! The kettle’s just boiled.” Indeed, the sound of its whistle wafted from within.

      Rosemary’s mother’s voice echoed in her head with the sort of clarity earned by years of relentless drilling: One must always be gracious when invited for tea, Rosemary. It’s the height of rudeness to refuse. She’d have liked nothing more than to ignore Evelyn Woolridge’s permanently seared lessons in propriety, but they were as much a part of her as her own bones.

      “That’s very kind of you.” The words came out before Rosemary could stop them, following Eva through the front door with Dash trotting obediently at her heels.

      Even though the little dog settled himself politely by the door, his eyes tracked Desdemona’s every movement, while the cat’s amber gaze remained fixed on him with the extreme suspicion usually reserved for known criminals. The tension between them was palpable—a canine-feline détente that could shatter at any moment.

      Desdemona stalked regally across the room and disappeared behind a tall bookshelf where soft mewing suggested her kittens waited. Dash’s head tilted at the sound, his tail giving a tentative wag before he seemed to think better of following.

      Rosemary turned her attention to the flat, which could have been described either as a bibliophile’s paradise or nightmare, depending on one’s perspective. Books towered in precarious stacks on every available surface, and the air hung thick with the scents of old paper and strong tea. She caught sight of at least one volume with ornate Cyrillic script on its spine, wedged between what appeared to be a treatise on astronomy and a well-thumbed cookery book.

      “Do you take milk? Sugar? Both?” Eva bustled about a tiny kitchen partially hidden behind a rounded archway. The gentle clatter of porcelain accompanied her voice, but she’d already moved on before Rosemary could answer. “You know, I’ve been watching the neighborhood for weeks now, and you’re the first person who’s walked past twice in the same day wearing different shoes.”

      Eva appeared in the archway, teapot in hand, studying Rosemary with the intensity of a scientist examining a particularly interesting specimen. “You’re going somewhere special, aren’t you? You have that look—the one that says you’ve planned your entire ensemble around the final destination rather than the journey.”

      “We—my friend Vera and I—are going to the theater in the park this evening.”

      “Oh!” Eva’s eyes lit up with delight. “I’m going as well!”

      The doorbell’s sharp chime interrupted whatever Eva would have said next and sent every hair on Dash’s back standing at attention. He scrambled up into Rosemary’s lap, though he remained admirably silent—a small miracle, given his usual vocal protests to unexpected visitors. Desdemona reappeared, looking rather put out at the latest interruption, yet seemingly unable to resist investigating.

      “Door’s open!” Eva called out cheerfully, continuing to fuss with the tea service as if inviting perfect strangers into one’s home was the most natural thing in the world. Rosemary could practically hear her mother’s horrified gasp echoing all the way from Pardington.

      The front door creaked, followed by tentative footsteps on the hardwood. A thin, grey-haired man appeared in the doorway, wire spectacles perched precariously on his nose and nervous energy radiating from every inch of his spare frame. He clutched something small and brown in his left hand—a rabbit’s foot, Rosemary realized with an internal quirk of her eyebrow.

      “Mr. Pembridge!” Eva beamed as though she’d been expecting him all along, and perhaps she had. “Do come in.”

      The man—Pembridge—practically vibrated with anxiety, his free hand fidgeting with his spectacles while a worn leather satchel hung from his shoulder. “Mrs. Schweitzer, I do hope I’m not intruding, but you did say⁠—”

      “Nonsense!” Eva gestured towards Rosemary with the sort of theatrical flourish usually reserved for stage introductions. “I was just having tea with my new friend here. You’re quite welcome to join us.”

      She darted back to the kitchen, returned, and pressed a cup into Pembridge’s trembling hands then tapped the rabbit’s foot. “Now then, what’s this all about?”

      Pembridge flushed scarlet. “I just thought it prudent, you know, on a day like today⁠—”

      Rosemary’s attempt to decipher his meaning was rendered unnecessary when Eva made a tut-tut noise and said, “Surely you’re not letting a silly thing like Friday the thirteenth get your wind up?”

      “Well, no, I suppose not.” Unconvincingly, Pembridge’s cup and saucer rattled against one another. “But, well, one can’t be too careful, can one? What’s the harm in carrying a lucky charm, or avoiding walking under ladders, or⁠—”

      “Knocking on wood,” Eva finished with evident amusement, rapping her knuckles against the wooden arm of her chair. “I suppose, if it makes you feel better, there’s no harm at all. Though I must say, the English have rather tame superstitions compared to some places. In Prague, they have different ones entirely.” She settled back with her own cup, clearly warming to the subject.

      Finding the entire discussion rather silly, Rosemary maintained her polite expression and sipped her tea. Pembridge, meanwhile, nodded along earnestly, as though Eva were imparting the secrets of the universe rather than cataloging various forms of folkloric nonsense.

      “My grandmother always said walking under ladders invites disaster. And never, ever open an umbrella indoors.” He unconsciously twirled the rabbit’s foot around on his finger as he spoke. Desdemona, having crept closer, watched the dangling charm with obvious fascination, tail flicking back and forth as if she might pounce at any moment.

      “Ah yes, the umbrella!” Eva clapped her hands together. “Though I’ve always wondered about that one—surely the real danger is poking someone’s eye out, not angering the household spirits? And did you know twins are considered bad luck in some cultures? Dreadful notion, really.”

      Rosemary grimaced, thinking of Vera, and the expression interrupted Eva’s musings. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “Not at all. It’s just that my friend is due to give birth in a few short months,” she explained, sparking a conversation regarding babies that might have continued indefinitely if Pembridge hadn’t suddenly set down his teacup with purpose.

      Eva came back to herself and began clearing stacks of books from the small table between them, revealing a leather portfolio beneath. “Well then, Mr. Pembridge, shall we attend to the business at hand? I’ve had a look at those Russian documents you brought, and I believe I can help.”

      Pembridge’s nervous energy shifted into something more professional. “Mrs. Schweitzer, I cannot thank you enough. These old property records are giving me fits, and with the new assessments due...” He trailed off, casting an apologetic glance towards Rosemary. “I do hope you’ll forgive my intrusion, Mrs. Lillywhite.”

      Mentally composing a polite excuse to leave, Rosemary waved off the apology while Eva explained, “Harold here is the tax assessor for the neighborhood. You can imagine how unwelcome that usually makes him.”

      Pembridge grimaced slightly. “Just doing my job, trying to be fair to everyone, but it’s not often I’m invited in for tea.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive,” Rosemary assured politely, stowing her intention to excuse herself from the conversation and settling in for the duration.

      “Actually,” Pembridge clarified, “I work for the Historical Preservation Society in cooperation with the tax assessor’s office. We identify architectural features of historical significance that must be preserved. I’m afraid it doesn’t make me terribly popular. When I designate something as historically significant, the owners are legally required to maintain it to specific standards. The restoration work can be frightfully expensive, even when it doesn’t affect the tax assessment itself.”

      “Oh dear,” Rosemary murmured sympathetically. “I imagine that causes quite a bit of resentment.”

      “Rather.” Pembridge attempted a weak smile, but his fingers worried at the rabbit’s foot again. “I’ve been called everything from a ‘meddling bureaucrat’ to far less printable things. One gentleman threatened to have me sacked when I told him his crumbling garden wall was a listed feature from the 1740s.”

      “But surely people understand the importance of preserving history?” Rosemary asked, though she was already thinking of her own tax bill with mounting alarm.

      “Not all of Marylebone is as posh as Park Road, and even so, you’d be surprised how quickly historical appreciation evaporates when faced with a restoration bill. The Ashfords had to delay their daughter’s wedding when I informed them their Georgian windows couldn’t be replaced with modern ones. They’ve not spoken to me since, and my daughter Emma’s invitation to the event was rescinded. She still hasn’t fully forgiven me,” Pembridge said glumly.

      Eva spread the documents across the now-cleared table, her reading glasses sliding down her nose as she examined the Cyrillic script. “These date back over 150 years. Fascinating stuff, really—the original building specifications, architectural requirements from a property that had Russian owners.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m hoping to preserve,” Pembridge said, leaning forward with genuine enthusiasm. “I’ve been working my way through the neighborhood systematically, street by street, photographing all the architectural details before finalizing any assessments. Tonight I’m tackling the gargoyle over on Langford Street. It’s an exceptional piece, and truly, it would be criminal to undervalue properties with such craftsmanship. I want to do right by these historic buildings. They deserve proper consideration.”

      As he spoke of preserving architectural details, Rosemary found her opinion of the anxious little man improving considerably.

      “You know,” Pembridge continued, his eyes brightening, “there are treasures hidden all over this city, behind facades and whatnot. Victorian modifications that were never properly documented, secret rooms, forgotten architectural details. I believe there’s something secreted away at Mrs. Schmid’s house, but when I tried to discuss it with her, we came a cropper. The proper wording for certain features does not always carry cleanly between our two languages. Her English is good, but my German is rubbish and the Swiss dialects only make the problem worse.”

      “Oh, the Swiss dialects are tricky,” Eva agreed. “Even for native speakers, sometimes.”

      Rosemary had no idea if that was true or not. The neighborhood had a fair number of Swiss-German families, but she’d never given much thought to the linguistic complications they might face. Her own grasp of languages extended only to French and a bit of Italian from holidays abroad. Eva, though, seemed comfortable with such things—the Russian documents on the table were proof enough of that.

      Eva refilled their teacups with a gentle smile. “You’re quite passionate about your work, Mr. Pembridge. Though I must say, you seem even more on edge than usual today.”

      Pembridge flinched at her observation, nearly spilling his tea. “Well, it’s just been a rather trying week...”

      “Come now,” Eva said softly, her voice taking on the practiced tone of someone accustomed to coaxing confidences. “I’ve known you for weeks, and today you’re practically jumping at shadows. What’s troubling you?”

      He clutched the rabbit’s foot tighter, clearly conflicted about whether to continue in front of a stranger. “It’s probably nothing. Just some unpleasant correspondence I’ve been receiving lately.”

      “What sort of correspondence?” Eva’s voice sharpened with concern, and Rosemary’s investigative instincts began to stir.

      “Threats,” Pembridge confirmed. “Anonymous ones, I’m afraid. Comes with the territory when you’re reassessing people’s taxes, but—” he cast an apologetic glance at Rosemary.

      “Mr. Pembridge,” she replied gently, “if it helps, I received threatening letters from the notorious murderer Garrison Black last year, so I’m rather scandal-proof at this point.”

      Both Eva and Pembridge stared at her with obvious surprise. His eyebrows rose in apparent reassessment, while her expression shifted to one of renewed fascination.

      “Garrison Black?” Eva leaned forward with avid interest. “The rather twisted one who⁠—”

      “The very same,” Rosemary confirmed. “So please, don’t feel you need to spare my delicate sensibilities.”

      “I’d very much like to hear more about that later, but for now, Mr. Pembridge, you simply must show us these letters,” Eva pressed.

      “Oh, I couldn’t possibly trouble you⁠—”

      “Nonsense!” Her tone brooked no argument. “You’ve come this far for help with the documents. A few nasty notes will hardly shock either of us.”

      Pembridge looked uncertainly between the two women, then sighed and reached into his jacket pocket, producing two folded pieces of paper with obvious reluctance. “They’re probably nothing, really. Just someone letting off steam.”

      Eva unfolded the first letter and read aloud: “‘Your luck won’t last forever.’” She frowned and moved to the second. “‘Those who meddle where they don’t belong always get what’s coming to them.’”

      “Rather vague, aren’t they?” Rosemary observed. “They’re not demanding money or telling you to change a specific assessment. It sounds more like they simply want you to stop interfering—but with what?”

      “Perhaps the writer doesn’t want you discovering something,” Eva suggested, studying the notes. “Or perhaps they want you out of the way entirely.”

      “In my profession,” Pembridge said quietly, “I learn things. Sometimes they’re things people don’t want anyone to know.” He knocked his knuckles against the wooden table automatically, the gesture so practiced it seemed unconscious.

      Rosemary’s attention sharpened at the dramatic phrasing. “Rather theatrical language,” she mused aloud. “Not exactly the sort of thing one expects from a disgruntled homeowner.”

      “You know,” Eva said thoughtfully, “the theater world is absolutely riddled with superstitions. They leave a light burning on stage at all times, and heaven help you if you whistle in the dressing room. It’s all rather dramatic, really—much like these letters.” She glanced at the threatening notes again. “Though I’m certain it’s nothing to worry about. People who write angry letters rarely follow through.”

      Rosemary glanced at the small clock on Eva’s mantelpiece and felt a jolt of alarm. “Goodness, I’ve completely lost track of time. I really must be getting on or I shall be late.” She stood, gently displacing Dash from her lap.

      “Perhaps I’ll see you at the theater later, then,” Eva said with a smile.

      “That would be lovely,” Rosemary replied.

      As Pembridge stood to bid her goodbye, his pocket caught on the chair arm, sending his rabbit’s foot and what appeared to be several other small charms scattering across the floor. He scrambled to collect them with obvious distress, muttering apologies under his breath.

      Desdemona immediately pounced on the fallen rabbit’s foot, batting at it playfully with her paws until Eva hurried over and gently shooed her away from the charm.

      “Now then, you naughty thing, that’s not a toy for you,” Eva chided with amusement while helping Pembridge gather his belongings.

      Rosemary knelt to help, noting the genuine fear in his eyes as he cataloged each recovered talisman. Whatever his reasons for such elaborate superstition, they ran deeper than mere quirk.

      “Here,” Eva pressed a small tin into Rosemary’s hands. “Biscuits for your friend. And do bring Dash around again—he’s made quite the impression.”

      Dash and Desdemona had apparently reached some sort of understanding. The cat now sat washing her paws while keeping one lazy eye on the dog, and the earlier tension had dissolved into what could almost be called companionship.

      The afternoon had taken an interesting turn. With her rapid topic changes and uncanny observations, Eva seemed odd at first, but there was a genuine kindness beneath the eccentricity. And Pembridge, for all his nervous energy and superstitious nonsense, clearly cared about preserving the neighborhood’s architectural heritage.

      Perhaps new neighbors weren’t such a bad thing after all, Rosemary mused.

      “Auf Wiedersehen,” Eva called cheerfully as Rosemary made her way to the door.

      “Auf Veeder—Vieder—” Pembridge attempted valiantly before giving up with a rueful shake of his head. “Goodbye, Mrs. Lillywhite.”

      On the footway outside Eva’s front door, a man walked past who could have been another of the Redberrys’ workers—built like a brick house and wearing a similar uniform—though he wore a flat cap pulled low and had a noticeable limp in his left leg.

      Dash launched into another round of barking. Here we go again, Rosemary thought wearily, but the man barked out a sharp command in German—”Schweigen!”—and to her amazement, Dash immediately fell silent and sat back on his haunches.

      Rosemary froze as well. A German command barked at that volume carried a particular echo for anyone who’d lived through the war. The moment passed quickly, but it left her distinctly unsettled.

      The man gave her a friendly nod and continued on his way, whistling cheerfully. Perfectly harmless, of course. Rosemary tried to commit the command to memory—something beginning with S—though she wasn’t entirely certain she’d be able to reproduce it. Still, it might prove useful the next time Dash decided to serenade the entire neighborhood.
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      Her thoughts still on Mr. Pembridge’s dedication to historical preservation, Rosemary paid special attention to the architectural details of the neighborhood as she followed the rest of the meandering route to Frederick and Vera’s.

      Victorian terraces lined the street, elegant sentries from an era when craftsmanship mattered more than expediency. Ornate cornices crowned windows like stone jewelry, while decorative brickwork created patterns that would have taken months to perfect. The wrought iron details—balconies with intricate scrollwork, gates adorned with climbing roses, railings that managed to be both functional and beautiful—had all been preserved and maintained with obvious care and considerable expense.

      But at what cost? Some of these grand homes had been subdivided into flats, their original purpose sacrificed for practicality as families could no longer afford to heat and staff such massive residences. Others, like her own townhouse, remained intact but felt cavernous for their current occupants. The irony wasn’t lost on her—she lived alone in a house designed for a large family, surrounded by empty bedrooms that had once been intended for children she and Andrew would never have.

      Andrew had loved their home’s history, had delighted in researching the original owners in the public records office, learning about every architectural quirk and period addition. He could tell the story of each room, from the servants’ bells that no longer worked to the dumbwaiter that had been sealed up during the war. But living alone among all those memories now felt
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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