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would like to dedicate these pages to

The Nephews
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	Dear Reader
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	Emma M. Lion – Myself, obviously. Owner of Lapis Lazuli House.


	Niall Pierce – Photographer. Avenging Angel. More yet to…discuss.


	Young Hawkes – Vicar and Reprobate. Knower of things. Keeper of secrets.


	Duke of Islington – Accidental guardian. It was a corridor, not a closet.


	Archibald Flat – Still a General Plague on mankind. Must one endure?


	Cousin Matilde – Archibald’s older sister. Dragon of a woman.


	Lady Eugenia Spencer – Unyielding Aunt. Determined to rule us all.


	Damian Spencer – Errant cousin. Currently…I’ve no idea, actually.


	Arabella Spencer – Beauty of The Season, will become engaged…to someone.


	Parian – Valet, Butler. Becoming something of a chum.


	Agnes – Maid, Cook. Proud member of the S. S. C. S. S.


	The Roman – Still not seen in person. However, he thinks I’m lovely.


	Mary Bairrage – Good chum. Employed by telephone company and Prof. Fletcher.


	Jack Hollingstell – Confidence man…still in my debt?


	Roland Sutherland – Childhood nemesis turned gorgeous Sun God.


	Saffronia March – Artist. Family friend. Fellow St. Crispian.


	Ben Chambers – The Pirate. Ornery and insulting owner of The Hound.


	Lady Trewartha – Gracious Hostess. Lives in Baron’s Square.


	Reprobates Ten – Striker, Capper, Quality Jones, Sargent, The Boy, Mastiff, Charlie Cross, Odysseus, Night Watchman, & Mighty Nigel Hawkes.


	Mr. Penury – Banker encouraging me to find work. Soon.


	Mrs. Penury – My serious banker’s silent yet delightful wife.


	Professor Fletcher – Widower. Masculine. Cuts own hair. Terrible glasses.


	Victoria Braithwaite – New resident of St. Crispian’s. In mourning.


	Gibbs – Owner of The Cleopatra.


	Agnes Dowd – My nonexistent chaperone.


	Lady Sheridan – Aunt Eugenia’s friend. Society Matron.


	Charles Goddard – Tall. Skinny. Flagpole! My Unintended Intended. Sigh.


	Lord George West – Potential husband for Arabella. Mourning his sweet pea.


	Annalise Clifford – A friend in London.


	May Northgate – A friend in London.


	Lady Mariana – Islington’s elder sister.


	Margaret “Maggie” Revel – Islington’s scandalous younger sister.


	Jonathan Revel – Maggie’s wealthy, American husband.


	Countess of Ellam – From Norfolk, mother of the enchanting Lady Eloise Silver.


	Lady Eloise Silver – Mysterious, ethereal, unexpected beauty.


	Maxwell Stuart – January 31st 1861 – July 27th 1880







May 1st

When I came down for breakfast this morning, I found Agnes happily fussing over the stove while Parian ate his breakfast at the table, a cup of steaming coffee at his side.

“Good morning!” I said with all the conviction any May first deserves.

“Morning, Miss,” answered Agnes.

Parian did not look up, rather he mumbled a good morning at his plate.

“Has Mr. Pierce been in for his breakfast?” I asked. “I was hoping we might—”

Parian choked then, resulting in the need to hit his own chest with a closed fist.

I feel for the man.

I do.

Only, one would think he had discovered Pierce and I engaged in something far more nefarious than he, in fact, did.

Like operating a smugglers ring.

Or stealing our neighbours’ pets on the regular.

All this to say, there are worse things than a kiss.

Certainly.

“No breakfast for Mr. Pierce, Miss,” Agnes replied. “He asked for coffee and then a wagon came ‘round to gather his supplies. He’s taking photographs for the fair today. Mr. Flat has also gone, using the wagon that fetched Mr. Pierce to take his own trunks as well.”

This gave me pause. And a delightful daydream of Cousin Archibald removing himself from the house altogether. “His own trunks?”

“Oh yes, Miss. Mr. Flat has a booth.”

The full measure of an emotion filled me. But which?

Embarrassment? Apprehension? Dread?

I did not ask what he intended to do with said booth, but instead informed Agnes I would take my meal in the breakfast room. “You both are enjoying the fête all day I trust?”

Quick affirmations and a rush about Agnes helping the Society of St. Crispian’s Senior Servants, while Parian is assigned to what he referred to as The Muscle Crew. “Moving chairs, setting up exhibitions, taking them down after, and the like.”

“I’m certain they couldn’t manage without you,” I flattered.*

* Of course they could. I was attempting to bribe his silence with obsequiousness toadyism.

I have returned to my garret and finished preparing for the day. All is equanimity outside my window; a clement temperature and clean sunshine in place of last night’s rain. As for myself, I am of a similar disposition. The pocket I sewed into my grey-blue walking skirt is well-made, and I’m wearing a clean white blouse to keep me cool. Twisting my hair up and capturing its unruly self with pins, I’ve an old straw hat which I’ve tilted to one side before securing it in place, jaunt being all intent and purpose.

Having patted Tybalt on the head seven times and delivered a scratch around each of his ears for good measure, I am off!

Later

Agnes returned an hour ago. She looked a triumph of the chin-held-high variety, for all her baked goods had sold at the Senior Servants booth. Parian has yet to return as he remained to help the men dismantle the structures, after which they will all gather at The Cleopatra for drinks on the house. (As if they hadn’t already consumed several pints before the sun had set.)

Having spent my day—smiles, wonderments, arguments, confusions all—at Baron’s Square, I have given my final hour to the window seat of my garret. It is dark, only light from the gas lamps glancing off the lane. I keep tracing my left palm with the fingers of my right hand. I’ve been thinking of what she said, the old woman.

I asked them—when we sat in Islington’s garden—what they thought of fortunes and readings and premonitions, and if they were ever true and how one was to know when they were?

“Nonsense,” Islington said in a confident manner, before adding, “but not always.”

I’d frowned.

“Improbable and unrealistic,” was Pierce’s comment. “Or so one hopes.”

Again, not entirely dismissive.

“Hawkes?” I enquired.

Hawkes was half turned away from the rest of us, reading. His response: “Caveat emptor.”

“What the hell does that mean?” asked Pierce.

Still more than a little put out by the afternoon’s events, Hawkes turned the page of his book, ignoring the question.

Islington answered for him. “Let the buyer beware.”

I felt a full trembling go all the way up my back.

“Fata volentem docunt, nolentem trahunt,” Hawkes murmured.

Pierce and I looked towards Islington.

“The fates lead the willing, and drag those who are unwilling. More or less.”

“Is that what happened this afternoon, Vicar?” Pierce said, in a sardonic tone of voice. “Fate dragging the unwilling?”

Hawkes turned the next page of his book, saying nothing.

And I was left with my question only partially answered, and a feeling the Romani woman may have spoken truth.

It is not the twenty-third, but I light a candle anyway.

For comfort.

For curiosity.

And courage, I hazard.




May 2nd

I’ve lain in bed three quarters of an hour, interrogating my memory that yesterday was as remarkable and unsettling as it was.

And yes, upon further inspection, it proves to be so.

I am going to rise, wash, dress myself, and then write it all down before a scattering of details can occur.

The May Day fair began at ten o’clock and a vigorous crowd was expected—according to Islington—drawing not only we St. Crispians, but many from surrounding neighbourhoods like Chalk Farm and St. John’s Wood. Placing my spending money into my pocket, I locked the door of Lapis Lazuli House before setting off in anticipatory cheer.

Baron’s Square was almost unrecognisable. Bunting and ribbons adorned everything, including Perseus and our weeping Medusa, the latter having ribbons tied to every one of the snakes on her head. The midnight rain had left a green feeling about the place, but everything was nearly dry. There were games of all sorts, tests of skill, more food and drink than one could imagine. A man was juggling assorted (and odd) objects, there was a tent for having one’s fortune told, and a boxing ring on the ready—“There’s a champion boxer’ll be here all afternoon for the men to have a go,” Mr. Havers had said. “Gibbs said so himself.” As for said Gibbs and The Cleopatra, he had set up shop with a dozen round tables where patrons could sit and let the day pass.

I found Islington—wearing a light grey suit with a green waistcoat over his white shirt, hat held in his hand; not quite country fair, not quite London—standing with Lord Trewartha, who lifted his hat as I approached but explained he was on his way to speak with a man whose exhibit of venomous plants had been accidentally placed beside a game for children.

Islington was eyeing the masses before him, and it seemed he declared them good.

“You look pleased,” I said, imitating his appraising gaze.

“It’s come together better than I thought. The pony took sick, but we found another.”

“There’s a pony?”

He gave me an unwarranted side-eye. “For children, Lion.”

I was not disappointed.

I was mildly disappointed.

“Don’t overexert yourself today,” I said, trying to discern if Islington still looked a trifle peaked.

“There are enough rumours regarding my health, as it is. I will present a hardy front.”

“Even if it kills you?”

“Even if it kills me.” He saw me open my mouth and attempted to outmaneuver. “Don’t fuss.”

“It has only been a fortnight since you collapsed, Islington. And as dapper as your clothing looks, I can’t say you yet appear your usual self.”

Islington tsked. “I’m fine, Lion. Hawkes has already read me the riot act.”

“I wish I could have seen that.”

A dismissive sound. “My constitution is robust.”

“I know you think that by stating a thing it becomes absolute truth, but not even you can control everything.”

“Life would be very different if I could, I assure you.”

“Islington as God. How terrifying. Although I suppose you could have prevented our current tangle.”

“Yes. I would prefer not to be fielding letter after impertinent letter asking me exactly who you are and why you are my ward.”

“Oh dear.” I glanced again at his face. “How many have you received?”

“Between two and three dozen. I’ve only answered the one.”

“Whose?”

“My elder sister, Mariana.”

“Ah.”

Another side-eye from Islington; I must be gaining ground in my mimicry.

“And yourself?” he asked.

“You mean interrogating letters?” I thought of the newspaper clip marked with a black question mark. Ominous, sitting there in my desk drawer, waiting. (Not that I am overly disturbed. It could have been sent by any number of Reprobates.) I simply answered with, “A handful.”

“Sincere condolences, I’d imagine.”

I grinned. “Oh, every one.”

He laughed.

“I’ve not yet replied, as I can’t quite think of what to say,” I confessed.

“As little as possible, from my experience.”

“Says the man whose sister eloped with an American.”

He squinted in the midmorning sun. “Says the man whose sister eloped with an American.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Maggie? Nothing.”

“No, your elder sister.”

“That your father was an important friend of mine, and I would explain the whole in a letter before we meet at Stonecrop come June.”

It shouldn’t have caught me by surprise, but it did. “Will she be there?”

“Yes. She often visits in June with her children, but this year she’ll come alone. Mariana is expecting her sixth child and is in need of rest.”

“Six children! Goodness.”

“Hmm, yes,” he answered. “After five nieces, I’m somewhat partial to the idea of another. Although perhaps I shall wish for a boy. It would be so very convenient to replace my lout of an heir once and for all. Thankfully he is in Europe, which means I am spared that measure of insufferable indolence for the time being.”

Despite my curiosity, I vaulted over his comment back to the idea of meeting his sister come June. “Am I to assume you’ve told her I’ll be among the party?”

“Certainly.” Islington looked at me. “She is to chaperone the entire affair, per the rules of my being a Male Guardian, as laid out by one Lady Spencer. And,” he allowed, “society at large.”

“Ah.”

“Indeed.”

“We will bear our trial with grace.” I looked about, suddenly eager to change the subject. “This is a proper fair. Look at all the games and merchants. Do you suppose the lawn will recover from the crowd? Heavens, is that man eating fire?”

“It will take a month for it to again look presentable,” Islington replied, and we began to walk the perimeter. “Lady Trewartha is the one who always asks for a fire eater to be on hand. She says it gives her perspective.”

I laughed. “Has the St. Crispian’s May Day always been so…comprehensive?”

“Not when Traitors Road had province, which is why Baron’s Square has taken permanent ownership. We’re the committee that reliably makes money—and we donate the fireworks.”

Crossing through a gaggle of sprinting children, we came to a stop by Squire Mason’s house. There was a sign—surely not made by Pierce—which promised in purple paint, “Jubilant Photographs to Mark the Occasion.”

Jubilant, Pierce did not look. He was ordering a family of seven children and their frazzled mother into place, a cigarette in his hand, a scowl on his face.

I smiled.

Pierce glanced in our direction, waved, took a draw from his cigarette, and told the six-year-old he would toss him in the fountain if the boy didn’t stop pulling his sister’s plait. The boy stopped. The mother seemed ready to hand the entire brood over to Pierce’s discipline.

The mother seemed ready to hand herself over to Pierce, as well.

I tried not to look so very amused.

“On the count of three. Hold still now. One. Two. You there, stop twitching. One. Stop kicking up half the garden. One. Two.” Pierce ducked beneath the black curtain as he held up the pan. “Three!”

Flash.

Squeals from the children.

Audible sigh of relief from Pierce.

A reminder for the mother to write down her address so the photograph could be delivered.

And they were sent off.

A boy helping Pierce—one of Toff’s friends—carefully numbered the plate and set it in a specially made trunk on Pierce’s direction, then he brought out a fresh plate for Pierce to load.

“I have the feeling you’re going to exact revenge for my having asked you to do this,” Islington said to Pierce as we approached.

“Have no doubt,” Pierce replied, tossing his cigarette onto the ground and grinding it beneath the heel of his boot. “Only an hour in and already it’s mad.”

“You’ve been busy then?” I asked.

Pierce offered me half a smile with his answer. “This is the first break since we started. The Baron’s Square Committee, or whatever you call it, is subsidising over half the cost of the photographs.”

“That’s a lovely thing to do,” I said, turning to Islington.

“We thought it would be a novelty.”

“An expensive novelty,” I noted.

“We budget.”

Pierce grunted.

“It’s only until one o’clock,” Islington added, looking at his watch. “Then, after capturing a few photographs for the historical society, Pierce will be free to enjoy taffy making to his heart’s desire.”

I looked back at the pleasant melee of Baron’s Square. “Have either of you seen what Mr. Flat is up to?”

Pierce grinned. “Oh, it’s a winner.”

My stomach fell. “Please tell me I can still show my face?”

“He’s in front of General Braithwaite’s house, I believe,” said Islington.

Just then a young man and young woman approached to have their portrait taken. They looked at Pierce as if he was to pronounce their vows.

“Make it all end,” Pierce muttered before waving them in. “Here we are, stand here. You get one chance so listen carefully—”

And then Islington was picked off by a Mrs. Covings (also on the committee, it appears) who was fretting over the mess left by the pony.

“We have a boy for that,” Islington said, looking about the mad dash of the square.

“Please do come see where that boy is putting the…er…manure.”

Thus, being left to my own devices, I decided to wind my way through the masses to General Braithwaite’s house.

Cousin Archibald had secured himself a booth, and I discovered that he was not selling but exhibiting morning robes. There must be a law in Leviticus regarding the acceptable circumstances for the stoning of irritating relations or something very near it, but my Old Testament thoughts were brought to higher ground by the vision of Hawkes in conversation with the lunatic. Standing with his arms crossed, customary book beneath his arm, Hawkes was wearing an attentive expression, offering the occasional nod as Cousin Archibald showcased his Out and About Reminder—which he was wearing. A knot of people was gathered at the far side of the booth, staring at something between robes.

I offered a prayer of protection for Hawkes myself and approached.

“Hello, Cousin.” I then glanced at Hawkes, who was not looking at me, rather studying a morning robe with a holy concentration. Uncertain if the balance of what had transpired between the two of us last Friday at Islington’s was a credit or a debt, I hesitated in my greeting. Then a wisp of words, the echo of a sentence spoken not far from where we now stood, when Islington shared what had been said after Hawkes pulled me from the fountain in February.

Only she blew into St. Crispian’s like a four-leaf clover, and I’ve trusted in that.

The thought came that if Hawkes had been willing to trust in our friendship like a four-leaf clover, I could trust in the mystery binding our lives—of which I understand nothing.

“Good morning, Hawkes,” I said, watching his profile.

“You see what I have to put up with!” Cousin Archibald complained, his face oily in the morning sun, the sparse hairs on his head askew. “A man can’t contribute to society without this Abomination coming forth.”

This caused half the people knotted around the end of the booth to glance my way, curious, perhaps, to see the human expression of abomination.

Hawkes tilted his head slightly and finally looked towards me, his eyes not quite meeting mine. “I see, Miss Lion,” he said, “you have a new pocket.”

I blinked. “How could you tell? I thought the folds hid it quite well.”

“You’ve a confidence that only comes with such an acquisition.” Hawkes, finally looking me directly in the eye, gave a soft smile. It looked like relief. Our conversation in the Rabbit Room, the letter from my father, the unanswered questions, could be managed between we two. Hawkes and I took a parallel breath. Then his smile slid into something stronger.

“Stuff and nonsense,” Cousin Archibald sneered in interruption. “He could see you were walking with your hand in your pocket. Unseemly! Women with pockets are a threat to the male sex.”

Really?

Cousin Archibald had at last uttered something I thought I should know more about.

“Do expound.”

“Why I—” came the sputtering and indignant reply. “You’ll infect us all!”

“Very dangerous,” murmured Hawkes. Then to Cousin Archibald, “As fine a collection of robes as I’ve ever seen. Thank you, Mr. Flat.”

And as Hawkes walked past me, his gaze met mine and he winked.

It was so unlike Hawkes and yet so Hawkesian.

Cousin Archibald glowered as if I was the reason Hawkes had gone, then turned to the gawkers at his booth. “Might I interest you in this fine 1873 model,” he said, picking up a purple and black silk morning robe. Polite dismissals, and then their attention returned to what I saw was Cousin Archibald’s map of St. Crispian’s.

“How clever of you, Cousin,” I conceded. “The entire neighbourhood will be charmed.”

“They come only for the map,” he sniffed. “Very few wish to see the robes. I am surrounded by vermin.”

“That you are. I, however, like that one.” I pointed to a robe of pale pink and sea green swirls embroidered over by vertical gold stripes.

If irate were a colour, Cousin Archibald would wear it well. He picked up the robe and placed it behind his booth. “This is a bespoke design of which your craven soul does not deserve a viewing. Move along.”

I wanted to retort that my inheritance had paid for said Bespoke Design but was determined not to ruin my day with the bleak reminder. “Craven soul,” I repeated instead. “I’m falling into disrepute at an alarming rate. I best go ask Hawkes to help sort out my immortal and—by your opinion—immoral soul.”

“The devil will do that before long,” was Archibald’s response.

As I left Cousin Archibald’s display, I glanced up at the windows of General Braithwaite’s house. Unoccupied, but for the pale face of Victoria Braithwaite looking down over the scene.

We locked eyes.

A friendly smile did not seem the thing.

Neither did walking away, leaving her to long hours of grief and solitude.

I lifted a hand in recognition.

She looked away without acknowledgement, pronouncing silent judgement on the square before leaving the window. Wishing the unwanted weight of it all to go away, I went in search of something to eat.

The Middle of My Day Went Like So

- Fate placed me at a table with three Reprobates, who bought me sandwiches and lemonade and amusements until we went in our own directions.

- Mr. Harper was sitting at a table for the St. Crispian’s Gazette, before him a stack of advertisements asking for brief submissions describing the various events of the May Day fair, to be printed in the June Gazette. Unpaid, of course.

“Miss Lion,” he said, looking up from a newspaper he was reading.

“Mr. Harper,” I replied.

“Do you also have something you would like to submit for the Gazette’s consideration?”

“No,” I replied. Then, slipping a folded advertisement into my pocket, I added, “Not yet, anyway. The day is still young, and I’ve yet to try hoopa and wellie wanging.”

A frown of consideration from Mr. Harper, followed by, “Then you best get to it, Miss Lion. Wellie wanging awaits.” And he returned to a serious reading of his paper.

Well!

- I spent a few hours playing nearly every game on offer and won a small fishbowl but not, as fate would have it, a fish. My aim was not so good as that. Poor Tybalt.

By the tired hours of midafternoon, my hands were sticky from the heat, I had lost my fishbowl, perspiration had gathered inside the brim of my hat, and I could feel a few stray locks of hair pressed against my neck.

While attempting to throw a cricket ball into a shallow bucket of water, I saw Pierce removing the sign announcing photographs. Marking the sun, I wagered he’d let it go an hour past what was intended. Pierce saw my final toss (I’d missed half a dozen by then) and waited as I quit the game. Forfeiting all hope of winning new bootlaces from the Philosopher’s Sole, I went to join him.

A perusal of my approaching person, and Pierce said, “Come sit in the shade.”

I walked past him and into the garden between the two houses—shade, glorious shade—sitting on the small chair near his equipment. The boy who had been assisting him was gone.

“I assume you’re finished for the day?”

I expected Pierce to begin packing as we conversed, per usual. Instead, he tipped a trunk closed and sat on it, resting his elbows on his knees as his hands fiddled with a bit of string. My knees and his hands were less than twelve inches apart.

It felt like much more.

It felt like much less.

“Your cheeks and chin are a bit red,” he said in response.

“Yes, well,” I removed my hat and began to fan myself with it, “as I intend to see the day through, I’ll have to remove my hat to balance the disaster.”

He smiled.

A lock of Pierce’s dark hair was falling across his forehead, his silver eyes looking especially bright in the afternoon shade. The moment was both comfortable and uncertain—a well-earned friendship having privately become more, finding itself in a public setting.

“So,” I said, tossing my hat onto a nearby shrub for safekeeping.

“So,” he replied, his silver eyes intent. We studied one another’s expressions as if they were pieces in a game of backgammon. Having decided we are indeed courting, I’m not certain either of us knows which piece is to be moved next.

I attempted normalcy.

Of sorts.

Despite the rapid fire in my chest.

“How did it all turn out? The photographs, I mean?”

“Fine enough,” he answered. “I was able to take some photographs out on the square for the historical society. Pleased whenever I caught a glimpse of you, as happens when you fancy someone.”

My goodness gracious.

As happens when you fancy someone.

I replied with levity before embarrassment too much embarrassment could get in the way, “I accept all comments of similar ilk.”

The smile that comes with releasing a quick breath. “Are you angling for a compliment?”

Yes. Under the circumstances.

“Niall, I have been told by Mr. Flat only this morning that I’m bound for hell. It was implied, at least. So, I am most assuredly in the market for a compliment.”

Pierce tossed the string between his fingers onto the ground and looked up at me. “I fancy you, and I shouldn’t worry about going to hell.”

“Neither should I worry about your being overly sentimental, I see.”

Pierce laughed.

“There you are,” said Islington.

I straightened with a snap, as if I had been found out
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