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  For anyone who has held the hand of someone already gone. 
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  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
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