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AH, THE ASCOT RACES! What true scion of Albion can keep the thrill from his soul, the pride from his heart, the joy from the very innermost depths of his being, when he but observes the crowds of rich and well dressed beings who inhabit this most ostentatious, not to say pretentious, event each year? 

Well, for one, the charmingly nefarious Lady Abigail Farraday. 

“Gideon Fogg, you know quite well how much I despise going to Ascot!” she said. 

We were in the cellar of our landlady’s poky little house in Chelsea, in a small clear spot surrounded by veritable mountains of coals. Abigail had a most fetching smudge of inky dust on her aristocratic nose and her hands were absolutely filthy. I was not in much better condition, being also rather dirty about the hands, whilst the knees of my flannel trousers—fortunately, an ancient and disreputable pair kept for this very purpose—were so far beyond description that I will not burden your heart with one. Suffice to say, for one of my dandyish tendencies, I did not dare examine them too closely myself. 

Do not think, pray, that we scrounged in piles of coal as an amusement. The horror! We did, however, utilize certain secret cubbyholes in said cellar for our own purposes; to wit, we had a hiding place for certain valuables which we had not yet had time to dispose of. Our line of business, if you will, is relief. We relieve others far richer than ourselves of various unneeded bits and bobs, chiefly jewelry, gold watches and such. We have been known to go for bigger game, mind you. Once there was this enormous painting of a plump lady with rather less on than was suitable for one of her obvious years and position in society—but that is a story for a different time. Let us return to our dank, dark and dusty cellar.  

We were there to peruse our aforementioned series of cubbyholes, hoping at least one would offer up some overlooked bauble we could pawn or fence for a bit of the ready. But alas, the cupboard was bare; we were as bereft as Mother Hubbard’s poor dog. 

I had made up my mind. 

This fearful state of affairs called for stern measures. 

I gave Abigail my most pleading look. I clasped my hands as if offering up a prayer. I fear I even fell to one knee. I admit it; I have a weakness for the theatrical, even going so far, at times, as the histrionic. Sadly, a sharp bit of coal, on an otherwise clear stone floor and quite unnoticed until that instant, gave me a dastardly stab in the knee. I rose rather more quickly than I had descended. I also let out quite a ripe curse. 

Any other lady, I suspect, would have been offended by my words. 

Abigail simply helped me limp towards a convenient wooden chair propped against the wall.

Do not, I hasten to add, think Abigail less than ladylike; she is the epitome of grace and charm. But she was raised by her reprehensible grandpapa, Sir Agamemnon Farraday, whose daily language was of the juiciest. This has left Abigail with a complete disregard for cursing, not to mention a most impressive personal control of invective, both profane and obscene, and in several languages too. I once heard her give a Prussian count a dressing down which uncurled his mustachios and made the feather in his helmet look embarrassed for him. 

“There, now, Gideon,” Abigail said after she’d settled me in the rickety old chair. “See where your begging has got you? A tear in your trousers and a limp, I vow. When will you learn?” 

But Abigail’s reprimands were in her sweetest tones, and I could tell she was weakening.

This gave me the encouragement I’d been seeking. First, I sighed. Next, I rubbed my injured knee. “A pity I can’t afford a new pair,” I said, with the merest hit of a whine and as if the matter was of no real concern. 

No concern! I mean, I ask you, as one friend to another. What is more important than dressing well? And some have hinted my acting is not of the highest caliber!  

“But after all,” I continued, looking up at her piteously, “we shan’t starve. We have quite enough to go on with...for a few weeks. Enough for a loaf of bread and a jug of wine, surely, and the odd cuppa and streaky rasher. Do we not?”

Abigail snorted. Abigail’s snorts are far more attractive than most girls’ laughs. 

“For a few days, you mean, don’t you, Gideon?”

I knew I had her then.

But I was far too much of a gentleman to crow about my victory, so I pretended not to notice.

“We can always go down to Bartleby. I’m sure there are cabbages in the kitchen garden, and perhaps the hens are laying.” I kept my eyes on my wounded knee to hide my delighted grin.

“Gideon, are you smiling?” she demanded. 

I looked up at her. I even managed a tear in one eye; more difficult than you might imagine. You should try it sometime. “It was simply a grimace of agony,” I said bravely.

Abigail grinned in that delicious way which makes her eyes sparkle like emeralds. 

“Gideon Fogg, you old humbug! Come along now. Ascot is in two days, and we must visit your tailor.”

***
[image: ]


THUS, TWO DAYS LATER, we were at Ascot. With Abigail on my arm, I was in heaven, or as close as one of my habits and inclination may ever expect to reach. We were surrounded, enclosed, enmeshed, submerged in rich ladies and gentlemen, all dripping with jewels and gold pocket watches, all showing off their special finery in honor of the occasion, and all, each and every one of them, targets.

Abigail looked wonderful in green. Her skirts were fuller than she usually wore and her petticoats, if I may mention such unmentionables, were more numerous. This was not because she preferred to dress so, but because they were working attire and thus fitted with a large number of quite invisible pockets. My own attire was the height of fashion. Our respective hats were dazzling, as is required during Ascot Week. In such a sea of fashion, no one gave us a second look. 

As is well known, the Royal Ascot Races date back to the days of good Queen Anne. In 1711, jockeys first raced the finest thoroughbreds for The Queen’s Plate, a prize worth a staggering—for the time—hundred pounds. Since then, the Races are held each year, but have become more about fashion than horseflesh. And in the last dozen years or so, horseflesh has begun to be replaced by tin and iron and steel, and horsepower replaced by steam.

The Steam Man Trials are the height of Ascot. Each year, new designs of steam-driven automatons are presented, examined, discussed, argued over, disdained, rated, bet on and raced. The winner, or at least the owner of the steam man which wins the final race, receives the Queen’s Cup, a gaudy oversized silver cup—plated, I do not doubt, and thus quite worthless for any real and useful purpose, i.e. for melting down or fencing. Still, the weather generally delights, the upper classes enjoy their outing, the engineering gentlemen who are the real focus of the occasion often acquire new sponsors, those of us who prey on the former have an open field, and general excitement ensues.

I leave it to my readers to decide whether they prefer the smell of oil and coal to the effluvia of horse manure. I, for one, prefer neither. The only odors a gentleman should care for are a lady’s perfume and a good cheroot. Abigail disagrees and insists that she enjoys both the smell of horse and of steam men. She has a brilliant analytical and engineering mind—you should only see her piloting her rickety old airship!—but she is also a bit of a traditionalist. Another effect of her grandpapa’s unorthodox child-rearing methods, no doubt.

As we strolled about, I was able to point out to Abigail no less than a dozen pickpockets of our acquaintance. Do not think, however, they were able to recognize us. I have a certain facility with disguise, as does Abigail. We both looked, I did not doubt, as if we belonged. Abigail, naturally, did belong. I, on the other hand, began my existence in the most wretched of places, a workhouse, and one of the most noxious and reprehensible which could be imagined or described by the pen of Mr. Dickens. I spent my first six or seven years in the horrible place, until my natural abilities asserted themselves. I picked the lock to the front door, escaped, stowed away on Sir Agamemnon’s airship, and was discovered, shivering in fear and hunger, by a young Abigail. The darling girl fed me her own supper and hid me in the hold. But that, again, is a story for another time.

Let us return to the joys of Ascot. At Abigail’s insistence, we could not go directly to work—the very reason we were there, recall you. No, no, dear me, no; we must give a pass to any number of pocket watches and likewise baubles. Instead, we must visit the steam men first, before all else. So we strolled through delightful clumps of trees and across lawns towards the renovated stables which housed the automatons. This year’s crop was most impressive; really, even I could see the engineers had outdone themselves. Abigail was fascinated as she examined them. As I believe I have mentioned, Abigail has a mechanical mind and understood at once what each frill and furbelow was for. I, on the other hand, found the hot bits and shiny bits and sticking out bits and sunk in bits and strange flat expressions on the steam men’s metal faces not only boring but, in some ways, oddly menacing.

The first one we investigated was the winner for the last two years, and widely rumored to be the favorite again this year. A strapping great thing, with a number&&&

One steam man in particular stuck in my mind. It had a large number ‘7’ enameled in red on its broad iron chest, and beneath it, in elaborate script, was the name ‘Aristotle’s Darling.’ Abigail exclaimed over its daring technology; she speaks engineerese with as great a facility as her other languages. The engineer chappie, who was dressed in the most regrettable dun-colored overalls and a bowler hat, was dazzled by her beauty and knowledge, and—as I have seen happen so often—went at once went into some esoteric explanation as he pointed out his innovations. 

I found the thing quite laughable, to be perfectly honest. Instead of two lower limbs, like all the other self-respecting men of metal standing at attention in their stalls, this one had the oddest arrangement one could imagine. Three legs, bent at the knees, had been welded—or soldered or braised or whatever one does to metal to make it adhere—at the upper extremity, what one would call the hip, into a sort of triple wheel-like affair, if you take my meaning. One of these was attached at each side of the steam man with a series of gears and cogs and what not. This gave it the ability to roll along with a sort of stride-like gait, with one metal foot on the ground while the others awaited their turns, as we could see when the inventor insisted on explaining to Abigail how the thing worked. She clapped her hands in glee and chattered away in admiration.

To me, the process looked uncomfortable, unworkable and unbelievable. 

I spent some time chatting with strolling toffs
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