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  Dedication


This one is for Rachel.

When I said I wanted to set a series in a street, Rachel said I needed a curtain-twitchy nosey neighbour who was responsible for one of the couples getting together.

Here they are.
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  Who lives on Honeysuckle Street?


June 1876 
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
Hazel
Number 4
Albert Abberton, retired
Lord Hamish Dalton, heir to Earl Caplin
Lady Iris Dalton, Director of Spencer and Co Travel
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
Elise Hartright, assistant to Lady Iris Dalton
Number 8
Dalton family town residence, currently being renovated for Spencer and Co Travel
Number 9
Benton Hunter, Diplomat, currently abroad
Number 10
Townhouse forming part of the Osborne dukedom, currently unoccupied






  
  Chapter One


9 June 1876 
Nine inches was the perfect length. Three inches the perfect width.
Phineas aligned his ruler with the edge of the page and drew a sharp red line along its length. He waited a moment for the ink to dry, then slid the ruler across so he could mark out the next column. He set the square edge against the bottom of the page. Checked its position. Readied his pen.
‘Babbage!’
Martins, the supervisor of clerks for the new accounts sector at Empire Savings and Loans, hollered at Phineas from the door, his head turning as he glared across the room. He strode between the desks and took each corner at an angular jerk. Clerks perched on stools cowered into their ledgers, all of them focusing hard on their numbers but tilting their heads just a little, no doubt to witness the approaching telling-off. All of them grateful that, today, it was not them.
Phineas pressed his pen against the ruler’s edge. Blood-red ink leeched from the nib onto the page as he dragged the pen along the wood. It really was an excellent piece of equipment. A ruler like this was stable. It had a smooth, flat base that didn’t shift with the pressure of his pen but still allowed him to see the existing margins without losing track of the other columns on the page.
It was also flimsy enough to snap with a determined flick, yet sturdy enough to plunge into a man’s throat without splitting.
Not that Phineas had much need for violence.
Not these days, anyway.
Martins tapped Phineas’s desk. ‘Beaverbrook tells me you were late.’
Phineas slid from his stool to stand in some form of contrition. He’d forgotten the difference between a conciliatory and a bored expression and hoped that his slight frown and set mouth conveyed some hint of penance. ‘I may, perhaps, have been delayed a little,’ he said. ‘The streets were busy.’
In reality, he had been at a board meeting for Spencer & Co. Travel. The damn thing had gone on for far longer than necessary. He probably could have antagonised Lawrence Hempel a little less. Then he might have arrived at the bank on time.
Martins crossed his arms over his chest, his flat palms tucked against his side, lifting his chin so that he could look down his nose. The man had been promoted from amongst the clerks a little over a month ago, and he seemed intent on lording his newfound power over his subordinates rather than using his experience at their level to ease their day. Yet, the light coating of dust on the tip of his boot showed he still buffed them himself at home, and his trouser hems had been tacked with an experienced yet inattentive hand, as they ran at an uneven angle. As Martins blustered something about managerial expectations, and punctuality is an indicator of commitment, Phineas gathered other fragments of information about the man. A black button that was a slightly different size to the others. A loose thread. A stiff collar. A perfectly trimmed moustache.
‘What do you have to say for yourself, Babbage?’
What did he have to say? In another life, another world, he would have so many things to say. He would look Martins square in the eye. He wouldn’t even blink as he delivered his assessment. They gave you a promotion but not much of an increase in wages to accompany the extra duties, but you took it anyway because you value status over quiet stability. The dust on your shoe shows you take a different route to work, which means you’ve moved. You no longer have your shoes cleaned by a boot-spit, and the smudge on your collar suggests you shine them yourself, at home. Your wife still sees to your laundry and mending, but she takes no care, as she’s exhausted from seeing to the extra work from the boarder you’ve taken on so that you can afford the rent on rooms over a shop on a slightly better street. The rose tint that saw her accept your proposal has faded, and she’s wondering what else there is in a future with you, as after three years there is still no babe. While you blame her, she can’t help but wonder—what if it’s you? And there’s one surefire way she can find out the answer, and he’s leasing your spare room…
‘Well, Babbage? I’m waiting.’
Phineas straightened as he met Martins’s hard stare. Martins’s nostrils flared slightly.
‘It won’t happen again,’ Phineas said.
Martins grunted what he likely thought was a manly dismissal. He sounded like an old dog growling into a dream of better days. Then he spun and stomped from the room.
As Phineas slid back into his seat, the bank clerks around him settled back into their worship of the pen. They called them the kings of the clerks, and in their own way, he supposed they were. Paid a little more than other clerks, working in clean offices, and perched on stools that were their thrones—there was no chance of a maimed leg, like on a construction site, or a hand crushed between crates, like on a loading dock. This bank was smaller than Barclays or the Bank of London, but it still offered enough opportunities for promotion, which gave their trivial lives a little hope and aspiration. Something that they lacked as they trudged the distance between Clapham and here like a morose, conformist, black-suited army, only to drown in the mundane repetition of column after column.
Thank heavens he wasn’t one of them. He was just a man passing through, gathering information. And now that he was certain there was nothing else to learn here, it was time he moved on.
The other clerks sunk back into their ledgers, focusing on the mind-numbing tedium of tracking income, orders, and papers. Phineas flipped back through the pages of the ledger he’d been working on and scanned the columns before his eyes settled on a few inconsistent numbers. A four that should have been a six. A problematic two. He checked the company name at the front of the ledger, then scanned the room, searching for the clerk who was responsible for updating these accounts. No, it couldn’t be. He’d had such hope for the boy. Phineas inspected the pages again, scooped up the heavy tome, and folded it into the crook of his arm to cross the room. He slid the ledger onto Taylor’s desk.
‘Would you mind checking my figures, sir?’
Taylor paused mid pen-stroke. His ash and grey eyebrows furrowed. ‘I’m tired, Babbage. And it’s been a long week already.’
‘Just check my figures.’
His figures were fine, of course. Precise. Never a number wrong, never a sum out. There were no errors when it came to his calculations of pennies and pence. The phrase was code for an anomaly in the columns, a shuffling of money from one account to another, or an odd withdrawal. Usually an indicator that an employee, surrounded by all that wealth, had decided to take a little for himself.
Ever since the days of the Bank of London’s financial catastrophe, many banks kept a few men on the floor to oversee the books in a way that went beyond tallying columns. Sniffing out scams and swindles or unusual financial activity, they allowed the bank to deal with an indiscretion before it got out of hand. It wasn’t about the money—it was about maintaining public esteem and confidence. Men like Phineas and Taylor received no glory for their work, just a few more notes in their pay packet. But looking for signs of fraud did make the monotony more tolerable, and for Phineas, it also gave him an extra motive to keep his distance from his colleagues. He didn’t want to hesitate if he needed to rat out a man. 
Perhaps that was why he’d let himself become embroiled in the lives of his neighbours in Honeysuckle Street—it gave him something of substance to do and tested his brain instead of seeing him stuck in the paper-pushing tedium of columns and rows and margins.
Taylor leant forwards and studied the page, his gaze lingering on the suspect transfers. ‘Who?’
‘New lad, Robinson. Only a few pounds, but more than what most start with. He’s still young. A shake-up might be enough to set him straight.’
‘They all start small. That’s what gives them courage. You know the rules.’
‘Of course I know them. I wrote them.’ Phineas tapped at the column. ‘It’s too clumsy to be committed. His mother’s sick. Maybe a reminder that a long-term position will do her more favours than a short-term windfall will be enough to steer him straight? Look at the boy. Newgate would break him.’
And not just mentally. Physically, too. Robinson was all twig, his limbs as spindly as the legs of the tall stool he perched on. He took a sheet of blotting paper and laid it across his work with focused particularity. Given time, he’d make a good clerk, and if he found someone to share his life with, he’d likely not be too miserable about it.
Taylor watched the lad over the gold rim of his glasses, then rolled his eyes and sat back. ‘Make conversation with him before he leaves. See if you can nudge him into line. But one penny more, and I’ll report him up the line. Then they can deal with him.’
With a dutiful nod—as if he really was a clerk speaking with a slightly more experienced clerk, and not a bank-employed spy sniffing out fraud before it got out of hand—Phineas folded the ledger closed. He was about to slide it off the desk when Taylor thumped another tome on top of it.
‘My turn. Check my figures, Babbage.’
Phineas’s fingers brushed over suede leather as he traced the bright foil stamp on the cover. The Argonauts Trading Company must be an important client. A new one too, judging by the brightness of the marbled paper on the inside. Phineas flipped through the pages, scanning each row.
‘They used to be Abberton & Co.,’ Taylor continued. ‘Changed the company name last year and brought in a new board member. Some buy out.’
‘It was a takeover, and a bastard one at that. Are they in trouble? They deserve to drown for what they did.’
Abberton & Co. had been the company run by his neighbour Iris and her father, Albert. She’d hidden her father’s illness from the board and had gradually taken on the work herself. The board had only noticed when she’d been caught in a scandal, and when her father’s declining mental state had become known, they had voted to strip the Abbertons of their position, claiming that the company could not be associated with a woman with a reputation. While Iris had found her feet with a new business that Phineas and many of the neighbours on Honeysuckle Street were investors in, the loss must have been hard for her to take. How were those buffoons faring now, without her?
‘They’re not in trouble,’ Taylor said. ‘Quite the opposite. What do you know about them?’
‘Abberton & Co. were a trading company,’ Phineas explained. ‘Abberton imported high-quality goods and sold them to London businesses. He ran a tight business, but never a greedy one. He always said he was happy working in the middle.’
‘Argonauts are aiming far higher than the middle. They’re looking to open their own department stores, modelled on the Whiteley, only bigger. They’ll use all their export chains, but without a middleman. They plan on charging the same prices and keeping the profit. A modest share offer to the public to fund construction of the building, the promise of fantastical returns… the usual. They’ve asked the bank to sell on their behalf and extend their credit.’
‘Not using the Stock Exchange?’
‘They’re too small for the exchange. And given the offer, my hunch is that they’re hoping to encourage women investors who have a harder time finding a broker willing to represent them on the floor. And who might be excited by the prospect of shopping.’
It was a risky move, but if it paid off, likely to be highly profitable. It might elevate the company from its place as a wholesale supplier to a household name. If it paid off.
Phineas glanced over each page, searching for the telltale smudge of an erased number or a wobbly line that revealed a hesitant hand. For all their grim muteness, the numbers on the page held as many tells as an amateur at cards. But each number had been written with confidence, every sum was correct, every column ran straight. So precise it could have been his own work.
‘Who’s the new board member?’ Phineas asked.
‘Lord Richard, one of the Marquess of Hanley’s sons.’
‘Compulsory aristocrat?’
Taylor chuckled. ‘Likely.’
There wasn’t a board in England that dared to sell shares to the public without an aristocrat on the board. For reasons he’d never understood, the stamp of a noble increased public confidence and made investors more willing to open their purses. But then, the average man or woman didn’t see the books that he saw.
Phineas scanned the list of investors. The regular mix of toffs making side investments, pretending they didn’t need new money, and new money trying to make more money, in the hopes of impressing the old money.
Phineas slid his finger over the page in a snake trail.
‘Nothing out of place. Everything is in order.’ Phineas turned another page. Lists of income and expenses, withdrawals and deposits, taxes and wages. He flipped the book closed. ‘All in order.’
‘Nothing else?’ Taylor remained impassive.
‘Nothing.’
‘And yet?’
Phineas tapped the cover. And yet. ‘Too perfect. No one in here does work like that. Except me.’
Taylor leant back in his chair and nodded. ‘That’s it. Couldn’t quite spot it myself. It’s been nice working with you, Babbage. I’ll miss your eye, but more so your logic. Which way you headed? North? East?’
‘South. Very, very south.’
Back at his desk, Phineas lined up his pens, rulers, pencils, and inks like usual, as if it was just another day coming to an end. Around him, clerks tucked umbrellas under their arms. They were completely unnecessary beneath the blazing June sky, but every clerk in London brandished one like a sword, even Phineas. He gave his desk one last tap in a mute farewell.
Monday he’d send a note to say he was unwell. In a week, another letter, to ask for extended leave. A month later, he’d notify the managers that he was moving for his health. They’d barely remember his name by then. They barely remembered it now.
And he’d be long gone, with fathoms of sea and sky and land between him and this city.
Clerks filed out, eager to get home to their small dwellings over shops. The ledger sat unattended on Taylor’s desk. Phineas hesitated. He should at least find something to tell Iris, given that she was a stockholder in the company, to warn her of a problem if there was one. He opened the book once again, searching for some other clue. He flipped through the pages one by one but saw nothing out of place except for the overwhelming perfection.
Curiosity will do you no good. You can’t keep getting involved in these people’s lives. It’s time to move on.
Phineas closed the book, clutched his umbrella, and set off home.






  
  Chapter Two


The first one had been the four-leaf clover. The second a teacup, followed by a frog. After that, the robin. Or had it been the fox? She had almost a dozen lucky charms now, and after the first few, she struggled to keep the order of their arrival straight in her memory. It had been almost a fortnight since he’d sent anything new. What might the next one be? Rosanna turned the last charm he had sent—a butterfly—on its link to better appreciate the pink enamel. It was so pretty. So perfect. 
‘Rosie! Are you listening?’
Rosanna jerked out of her daydream to look up at her father. He was leaning over the opposite side of the desk, looming over a large map of southern England.
‘Of course I am,’ she said. ‘I heard every word.’
‘So your suggestion is…?’ Her father raised a suspicious brow. Never one for indictments, Lawrence Hempel had a way of leading his children into the depths of their own lies or attempts to evade detection. When he suspected them, he never made accusations. He only fed them more rope to see if they would hang themselves on their own falsehoods.
Rosanna scanned the map. Before her thoughts had drifted, he’d said the words further expansion. They had two hotels in London, and one in York. This one, where they sat ensconced in the warm office, the original Aster, was the most luxurious and exclusive of them all. His hand half concealed Wales…
‘Brighton,’ she said with ready confidence. ‘It’s become increasingly popular as a holiday destination. The pier is a marvel. The fried fish is excellent.’
‘Not too popular with the middle and working classes? Toffs like to be ahead of the game, not alongside it.’
Rosanna drummed her fingers on the table. ‘It is popular with all strata of life, but old and new money like to be seen. If it were me, I wouldn’t want to go to all that hassle to holiday somewhere quiet, just to be with the same people I could meet at a house party. I’d want lots of people to see my new frocks and finery, especially if I were new to society and hoping to make an impression.’
Her father’s gaze narrowed. His lips moved as he muttered to himself while his finger traced first a line from London to the coast, then from Bath to Brighton. He knew every railway that fed in and out of the city, the small roads that were comfortable by carriage, and the inns along the way… every point of comfort, or possible discomfort, that might thwart a journey. He nodded, grinning as broad as a roof beam. While he’d let his children hang themselves, as a man raised roughly by the streets, he also appreciated a cunning mind that found a way of escaping when almost caught. Especially when the slip of the noose was handled with finesse.
‘I’ll make enquiries and begin canvassing suitable locations for renovating. Johannes!’
Rosanna’s brother, working on a desk in the corner, stayed hunched over the stack of cyan-coloured plans. He withdrew a pencil from behind his ear and, in a mimicry of their father, muttered as his fingers walked across the page.
‘Johannes.’ Rosanna leant across and lightly touched his shoulder, and he jolted as if scalded. ‘We’re going to look for a new hotel location. In Brighton.’
‘I was lost,’ he said, answering a question no one had asked. ‘Wait… Brighton? The sea?’
Rosanna smiled at her brother’s absent-mindedness, even as her father tutted and rolled his eyes. The two men were so similar at times. But while her father planned business empires, her brother was far more concerned with aged wood, clay, and days gone by. Two years her junior, Johannes loved buildings and architectural plans. He came into the hotel office to work on his designs and ideas, claiming Number 3 was too noisy to focus. His well-worn copy of John Ruskin’s Seven Lamps of Architecture was never far from his grasp, and he poured over it, seeking inspiration for his own grand designs. He preferred to carve a balustrade or hand-tile a mantelpiece rather than instal something produced in a factory. He relished the flourish on a window moulding or a well-crafted brass handle, but after devoting himself to his studies, he had yet to find a position with a firm that was prepared to take on the gentle giant and his passion for the mediaeval, the gothic, and the handmade. 
Johannes said he lacked opportunity. Father said he lacked bite.
‘I’d like you to take a train and scout Brighton to find a suitable property for conversion,’ their father said. ‘Put all that ridiculously expensive study to use. At least tell me how much it will cost to stop the right building from falling down once we start renovations. I want something old and grand and opulent. New won’t suffice. It should make the hobs think of their glory days, not remind them the world is moving on. Make sure you check the footings. I don’t have the patience for another Park Lane.’
‘I don’t want to check footings. I want to create my own buildings,’ Johannes grumbled as he bent back over his plans and papers.
‘One must design pavilions before one can build castles. Brighton. Or find yourself steady employment and a means to support yourself.’ Their father threatened Johannes with homelessness at least twice a week, although they both knew he’d never follow through.
Johannes frowned, his sharp yet achingly precise mind working through a reply, one that might not form clearly in his mind until the moment had long passed.
Just go, Rosanna mouthed.
The office door opened. Rosanna sat on the far side of the table away from the door, leaving the lower half of the room obscured by the desk. A giggle entered, followed shortly by another. Unmistakably her younger sister Nova, eight years old, followed by Amadeus, Ammie for short, her ten-year-old brother.
Father’s sternness cracked in an instant. A playful grin tugged his lips. ‘Is there a ghost at the Aster, opening doors and sneaking into my office?’
The giggles became louder as they shifted from the door to behind the couch, but before Father could sneak around the table to intercept them, Mama came into the room. Her face drawn, her eyelids heavy, her blonde hair roughly pinned, she held little baby Hazel tight against her chest. The baby squirmed, squawked, then let out an ear-splitting cry. Father changed trajectory and met Mama at the door.
‘We thought we’d get some fresh air. And Nanny Abigail needed some peace so that the younger children could sleep.’ For all her subtle elegance and her soft meekness, Wilhelmina Hempel never apologised for interrupting her husband, and he never looked annoyed. No matter the moment, her arrival always shifted his body with relief. Like he had been waiting for the sun to rise, and now she was here, his day could begin.
Father eased the baby from Mother’s shoulder and tucked her against his own. The little bundle squirmed before calming against him with a snuffle. 
‘Probably just too much excitement.’ Father swayed a little, then kissed Mama’s forehead. ‘You should rest.’
Mama, her mouth still pressed into a worried line, brushed a finger against the baby’s cheek. ‘I’m trying to sleep when she does. Which is never.’
It had started like this with Garnett, all those years before. He was never quiet until silence was all there was. Rosanna had only been ten at the time. She had never known a sadness so suffocating and thought her entire body would break. Ever since, Mama never seemed able to settle into her babies until they could confidently toddle across a room. As if the danger had passed, rather than increased.
Rosanna startled as her sister bounded up before her. Nova held out a small white box tied with a thin pink ribbon. ‘You got a present, Rosie,’ she said. ‘I think it’s from your friend, Lord Richard.’
Rosanna took the box with forced composure, even though she wanted to rip the ribbon off and throw the lid aside. If she was going to be a lady, she needed to be calmer and control her impulses. Instead of fussing, she sat the box on the table.
‘If you marry Lord Richard, will I have to call you Lady Rosanna, or can I still call you Rosie?’ Ammie climbed over the back of the chaise longue from behind it and slid onto the seat.
‘If she marries a marquess, she’ll be a marchioness, not a lady,’ Johannes said.
‘He’s not a marquess, only his son. The third one. She would be Lady Richard, not Lady Rosanna,’ Mama said with tired patience.
‘I don’t care who he is, I’m not calling my sister lady,’ Ammie announced, slipping onto the floor with a bump.
Nova pressed her spectacles up her nose as she pushed her head into the small pocket of space between Rosanna and the table. ‘What’s your guess? I think it’s a flower. Ammie says a dog.’
Rosanna pulled the tie and unthreaded the knot. ‘It will be nothing so pedestrian as a flower. It will be something exciting, like a hot-air balloon, or a—’
Rosanna peered into the box. Nestled inside, snug against a white cushion and fixed with white thread, sat a gold charm. He ordered them from Paris, he said, from a little jeweller on the Champs-Élysées.
A daisy.
‘It’s perfect,’ she declared, and placed the box on the table.
‘But you said—’ 
Father, speaking low as he patted the baby’s back, looked at her brother. ‘Johannes, take Amadeus and Nova to see Grandpa Robert. He’s in the kitchen, stuck with a terribly hard task. He needs help.’
‘What’s he doing?’ Amadeus asked nervously.
‘It’s not for the weak or the faint of heart. I hear he’s been taste-testing new flavours of iced cream all morning.’
Johannes stumbled as the younger Hempels pushed past him to tear down the hallway, giggling and shouting out guesses of what flavours they might find before their high voices faded.
‘For heaven’s sake, this is a hotel. Remind them to be quiet? Please?’ Father looked to Johannes. ‘And ask Pierre to send up tea and coffee.’
‘Will do,’ Johannes said, then took off after Ammie and Nova at the same pace. He loved ices as much as the children, if not more.
Mama stifled a yawn against the back of her hand. Father guided her to the couch, and after a small show of resistance, she relented and settled against the cushions. By the time the tap at the door announced the trolley of tea and coffee, Mama’s eyes had closed, and her breath had settled into an easy rhythm.
Father gently eased back into his seat. He pressed a kiss against baby Hazel’s ear. ‘This marquess’s son seems quite taken with you,’ he said.
‘He does,’ Rosanna replied. She made busy at serving the coffee and tea, pouring his how he liked—strong, black, and bitter. She took her tea weak and with a slice of lemon, as a lady should.
‘Is that the life you want?’ he asked.
‘Why wouldn’t I want to marry a lord?’ She placed his coffee on the table before him, then settled into her seat.
‘I can think of a thousand reasons. But my reasons are not yours.’
How to explain to her father who’d had nothing, less than nothing, when he fell in love with Mama? Johannes was the only one of her siblings with the faintest of memories of those early days when life had been filled with less financial certainty but so much joy. When the Aster had rarely been full and never in demand. But as the years passed and the quiet hotel empire grew and life became more comfortable, her parents’ love had never waned. It had only grown stronger.
It seemed a cruel twist at times that she’d been raised to see what love, true love, should be, and yet have to negotiate a world where money twisted a man’s affections in the time it took for her to be introduced. Even her friendship with Elise—her friend whose reputation had been thoroughly ruined by her sister’s scandal—raised little more than an eyebrow in deference to Rosanna’s family name. Her first year in society had been a sharper education than any she’d endured at finishing school. She’d learnt how to keep interested gents at a distance while she waited for them to show a greedy hand. How to read a man who saw her dowry as his for the sponging off, and not as her own income for her own self. A man who might turn cruel once they said I do. And they always revealed themselves—with a word, a slip, a comment. She saw through them all.
But Lord Richard had been different. He sought out her conversation. He listened to her opinions. He enquired about her work with Father and asked about her siblings. She’d met him in the dining room of the hotel when she’d been discussing the menu with Grandpa Robert. The young lord had interrupted and suggested adding duck a l’orange in the winter, when citrus was at its best, and then apologised. It had all been so casual and enchanting. Small conversations had extended into long ones, and with her father’s begrudging permission, into chaperoned walks. A few days later, the gifts had started arriving. First, the bracelet had been delivered, glimmering against a soft white cushion with its thick gold links in beautifully crafted ovals. A week later, a four-leaf clover charm had been delivered, and when Lord Richard next accompanied her for a walk, he told her he’d picked it because it reminded him of how lucky he felt to have met her by chance.
Lord Richard, third son of a marquess, had a solid education, his own prospects, and he didn’t need her money.
Surely, of all the places to begin a marriage, that was as good as any?






  
  Chapter Three


Phineas clicked his pocket watch open, compared the hands to those on the large grandfather clock on the opposite side of the room, then snapped it closed. 
They were late. As usual, everyone was late.
His chair creaked as he leant against the carved back. The noise split the quiet of the former dining room, now transformed into a cluttered meeting space for Spencer & Co. Travel, located on the ground floor of Number 4, Honeysuckle Street, across the way from his own tower of peace. Footsteps tapped on the floor above while voices and laughter occasionally bubbled down the hall and into the room. The investors’ board for the boutique travel company met here every Tuesday morning to discuss business. Supposedly, anyway.
Phineas turned in his seat to check the door. One of the staff bustled past, singing, then paused.
‘Are you early, Mr Babbage?’ Gena, failed actress and housemistress of Number 4, leant into the room.
‘I am precisely on time,’ he replied with a huff.
‘Oh, I think you’re early. If you were on time, everyone else would be here! Would you like some tea? I’ve got the kettle boiling.’ Her apron tails flicked out of view as she hummed away.
Phineas drummed his fingers along the edge of the table and checked the clock again. They were all most definitely late.
Of all the streets in London, all the places he could have established himself while he carried out his search, what had possessed him to imagine this as the ideal location?
At the time, he’d thought he’d struck gold. The combination of self-made men with working class sympathies living right alongside nobility with links to parliament and power, not to mention the independent women with connections and influence on both, had made him think that here, he’d be able to discover everything he needed to know. He would feel London’s pulse. In a city where a connection and a name counted more than a man’s own mettle, this place should have been the perfect base. He couldn’t pay the deposit to secure a townhouse fast enough.
The reality of Honeysuckle Street? A mishmash of neighbours who found themselves embroiled in scandal, nobles who suffered their privilege as a discomfort, and diplomats without tact. So many petty squabbles and embarrassments… and somehow, he found himself at the centre of every little thing. Aiding a scoundrel. Assisting in what might be interpreted as treason. A baritone in Petunia Hartright’s choir. In a neighbourly feud over windows. In friendships and squabbles. And now, on the board of a travel company, even though he hated going anywhere.
The sooner he finalised things and moved on, the simpler life would be. Today, he’d tell them he needed to sell his stake in the company. Not that he needed the money, but so that they wouldn’t be suspicious and weren’t left with a difficult loose end to tie off. Arley had caused enough upheaval. Then he could walk away, and the only weight on his conscience would be the one he’d brought to London—Imogen.
A nudge against his leg broke his thoughts. Phineas peered under the table. Spencer sniffed at his boot. The grey cat with the white-tipped tail usually prowled the detritus of what had once been Number 6, but since the building had been levelled years ago after that messy incident with the Hartrights—another debacle Phineas had somehow found himself part of—he spent more time lounging in parlours and stalking kitchens to find the best scraps. Phineas checked the door that led into the hallway. Quiet. He leant down and scratched between Spencer’s ears. The feline rewarded him with an easy purr. 
Independent. Taking what he needed. Giving in return only when it suited.
Wherever he found himself next, he’d be more like Spencer. He could even take Spencer as his new name, as a reminder to remain aloof. First or last?
There was plenty of time to decide.
A scrabble of voices bounced down the hallway. Phineas straightened in his chair and brushed the cat away. Finally.
Odette Delaney wafted into the room, as light as the melodies she was so renowned for singing. She lived in the large palatial villa directly opposite his own house, where her ostentatiousness made up for his reserve. Rumour and speculation always buzzed around Odette. This season, it was a Bulgarian prince who attended all her performances. As usual, nothing stuck, although her neck glinted with a new emerald choker.
Odette settled beside him at the table and Elise followed, sitting in the chair on his other side. Rosanna Hempel took the place opposite. ‘Father is an apology,’ she announced.
Phineas took a breath as a taunting greeting half formed in his mind.
Rosanna levelled him with a look. ‘Don’t start, Babbage. Not today.’
A flash of concern flicked through him. He almost inquired further, but stopped himself before he gave his worry voice. He needed to leave, not become involved. The entire point of provoking the friendliest man on the street was to avoid getting too close to him and his family. To stay aloof and not be bombarded with pitying dinner invitations.
When he’d first moved in, Phineas had barely taken a headcount of the Hempel brood. They had blurred into one, only distinguishable by their varying heights and hairstyles, always dressed with a touch of red. Gradually, the older children had emerged into adulthood through debutante balls or graduations, and only then had he bothered to learn their names. After a little over a year of sitting across the table from Rosanna, he’d learnt more than her name—he’d learnt her measure.
From a family established as reliable new money, and with an impeccable polish from governesses and finishing school, Rosanna would never be described as a society diamond but as a catch. For nobles scratching at the bottom of the family coffers, she had the potential to become a wife who would repair estates and not embarrass them, and for those with money and aspirations to move in better circles, she offered inroads to a new world with connections and proper etiquette.
He’d expected her to be plucked by some baron or even an earl in her first season. Yet, Rosanna had remained firmly unmarried for four years while continuing to hold her position on the society stage without a whisper of criticism. In clubs and coffee houses where he sat concealed behind papers and blank expressions, men spoke of her not as a has-been, ageing against ballroom walls, but as a challenge to be conquered.
Phineas met her penetrating glare. Fierce green eyes, almost black hair and sun-kissed skin. Without a doubt, Rosanna was not yet married because it didn’t suit her to be.
‘You have a new charm from Lord Richard?’ Odette asked in her light accent that sounded French to most people but wasn’t.
Rosanna suppressed a smile. ‘A daisy,’ she said, and extended her hand across the table, the trinkets at her wrist tinkling.
An uncomfortable prickle ran down Phineas’s spine. ‘Lord Richard? The Marquess of Hanley’s spare?’ he asked with less finesse than he’d like.
‘Third son.’ Rosanna twisted her wrist while Odette gasped and tapped at each charm. ‘Not that it’s any concern of yours.’
Phineas forced his face into a mask of composure as his mind searched and stumbled through the threads to make some semblance of sense of them. The new board member for Argonauts, the company with the perfect ledgers—that had been Lord Richard, hadn’t it?
‘How did you meet Lord Richard?’ he asked, hoping he sounded nonchalant.
‘He stays at the hotel,’ she quipped. ‘Because it’s the best in the city.’
‘No, no, no, no, no. This can’t be happening.’ Puffed and frazzled, Iris, the Viscountess Dalton, their company head and the brains behind everything, marched into the room and thumped a box onto the table. A thick wad of brochures spilled across the polished wood.
‘Iris, it’s not so bad.’ Her husband, Viscount Hamish Dalton, heir to the Earl of Caplin, followed her into the room.
‘Not so bad, Hamish?’ She swung to face him. ‘Not so bad? Austria. The tour is to Austria. Austria–Hungary, to be precise, but with a focus on Vienna. Art, Architecture and Arias, it’s called. Travel by sea and train, visit some old churches, listen to music, look at paintings, and return within a week.’ Iris snatched a brochure from one of the stacks and shook it out with such force that the paper snapped the air. She held it out without looking, as if she’d read it a million times before. ‘Australia. It says Australia.’
‘There are only a few letters different…’ Hamish offered. ‘Just the two, really. An A and an L.’
‘And thousands of leagues and a lack of marsupials in where the trip will take them! People will notice.’ She threw the brochure into the air, then fell into the vacant seat at the head of the table. Her assistant, young Elise Hartright from Number 7, snatched the paper as it floated down. She folded it and placed it on top of the pile.
Hamish knelt beside his wife. He pushed a stray curl from her forehead. ‘Iris, you need to sleep.’
Iris shook her head. ‘There’s so much to do, and no time to have them reprinted.’ Her voice petered out into an exhausted whimper. She hung her head, her body hunching with the effort.
As if none of them were there, Hamish knelt on the ground and pressed his cheek against Iris’s. Her face contorted with grief before she leant into him. She bit her knuckle as she scanned the room.
‘Sleep,’ he repeated, this time more gently. ‘These aren’t due to go out until tomorrow. We’ll work something out.’ Hamish rose, yet kept hold of Iris’s hand. He turned to the group. ‘Albert’s been having bad nights. He mostly remembers Iris, but not always the rest of us. Iris is doing her best, but it takes its toll, and… and together, we’ll come up with some solution.’ A slight panic contorted Hamish’s expression as his gaze flitted across the empty seats to the few investors who’d bothered to turn up. ‘That’s what we said a few months ago. We stand by one another, no matter what. Didn’t we?’
‘I can fix it by hand. I have excellent penmanship,’ Phineas said, just as Rosanna said, ‘I can correct them.’
Their sincere tones petered out awkwardly as they turned to one another in horrified realisation. They’d spoken at the same instant. He took a breath, ready to withdraw his offer, but the light in Iris’s eyes stilled him.
‘Maybe I could rest for a few hours. Elise might help, too. If you all work together, it will be so much faster. You could be something of a… a…team even.’ She looked from Phineas to Elise and Rosanna, a tired smile curving her lips. ‘Gena will chaperone, if required,’ she added, almost as an afterthought.
‘I’d like to see him try anything that requires chaperoning,’ Rosanna mumbled.
And that, apparently, was the end of the meeting. Odette left amid a flurry of excuses about princes and testing acoustics. Hamish helped Iris from her chair and led her from the room. At the door, he glanced over his shoulder and mouthed a silent thank you.
Phineas flopped back into his seat. With one sentence, he’d fixed himself more firmly to this place. He should be packing. Scratch that. Should be burning his papers.
‘How lovely to be doing something together,’ Elise said. She pulled a high stack of pamphlets from the box and placed it before Phineas.
‘Delightful.’
‘Fabulous.’
Rosanna glared
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