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  For Gioia

Who taught me how to hold my own when I was the only woman at the table.








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Welcome to Honeysuckle street
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Who lives on Honeysuckle Street?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-one
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Last Song for the Soprano
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Free Story for You
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Song and a Snowflake
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Excerpt from A Song and a Snowflake
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Historical Note
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by and forthcoming
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Acknowledgements
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About Alivia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Welcome to Honeysuckle street


In a quiet corner of London, on the north side of the river, is a little street called Honeysuckle Street. 
Don’t bother looking for it now—you won’t find it on any map. But once, before progress was the catchword of the day, Honeysuckle Street cut a treelined path between two main thoroughfares. The street itself could comfortably accommodate two carriages passing by one another. The residents spent their days in each other’s company, or spotted one another on walks, or attended balls and gatherings together. A few errant children played games, and the odd elderly neighbour watched from behind twitching curtains, muttering about young people these days.
An enterprising developer had purchased the entire row on the north side of the street, cleared it and erected in its place five terrace townhouses. Five stories high, modelled on the Belgrave style and as similar on the outside as they were on the inside, which is to say, apart from the inhabitants, they were identical. 
Five villas, each four or five stories high lined the opposite side of the street, mostly built at some stage during the reigns of the past kings named George.
And king of it all was a grey cat with a white-tipped tail named Spencer.
Spencer lived at number 6, the house in the middle of the street on the south side. It was rumoured that the old lady who occupied the house had been a lover of the Russian Tsar. Others said she had made and lost several fortunes in the American West. Others said that she had scrimped every penny she earned as a washerwoman and made a sensible investment during the last financial downturn. No one knew for sure. She didn’t receive callers. She didn’t make house calls. 
She passed her time in the company of her beloved cats. At the end of each day, she stood on the porch and called them in. ‘Mittens! Georgiana! Jimmy! Spencer! And no matter if they were curled up in the last ray of sun, or stalking along a limb, the little cats would run at the sound of her voice.
All except Spencer.
When he didn’t return home, the old lady would wander the streets, calling and calling, ‘Spencer! Spencer! Time for tea!’ Later, when her hearing faded, she took to banging a pot with a spoon. When it suited him, Spencer would emerge, saunter his way to the house in the middle of the street, where the old lady would scald him but later, when sat by the fire, Spencer was still allowed to curl up and sleep on her lap.
When the old lady died, and unable to locate an heir, the authorities boarded up the old house. The furniture was pilfered. And after applying at kitchen doors, the kittens found new homes.
All except Spencer.
Spencer continued to patrol his street, hunting mice and chasing away noisier, bossier toms who might encroach on his territory. In return, the residents of Honeysuckle Street would find a scrap for him. Miss Delaney’s cook left him the joint from the roast on Sunday. Miss Hartright put out a saucer of cream each night after her aunt had turned in. Mr Babbage put out a slice of cold ham, and not to be outdone, Mr Hempel left out two. The Caplin care-taker snuck him a biscuit, and in the evening, Miss Abberton left the downstairs window ajar so that he could squeeze himself inside and curl up by the furnace, even though he always managed to get by cook and took the best chair in the parlour instead.
Each morning and evening, Spencer sat on the decaying porch of the house in the middle of the street, silently surveying his charges. He kept watch on their comings and goings, their petty feuds and their longing looks over fences. He knew them all, sometimes better than they knew themselves.
Welcome to Honeysuckle Street.






  
  Who lives on Honeysuckle Street?


January 1877 
Number 1 
Phineas Babbage, former Bank Clerk, Stock Market Investor
Rosanna Babbage, Heiress and Hotel Manager
Number 2 
Odette Delaney, Soprano
Number 3 
Lawrence and Wilhelmina Hempel, Hotel Magnates
and their children:
Rosanna (moved to Number 1)
Johannes
Elliot
Beatrice
Garnett (deceased)
Amadeus
Nova
Ottile
Thaddeus
Hazel
Number 4
Albert Abberton, retired
and his adopted daughter
Lady Iris Dalton, Director of Spencer and Co Travel
and her husband
Lord Hamish Dalton, Heir to Earl Caplin
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, Assistant to Lady Iris Dalton
Number 8
Dalton family town residence, currently being renovated for Spencer and Co Travel
Number 9
Benton Hunter, Diplomat
Number 10
Townhouse forming part of the Osborne dukedom, currently unoccupied






  
  Chapter One


17 January 1877 
Some said the cold helped.
Some said only heat.
Some claimed cod liver oil miraculous.
Some said to avoid temperamental foods. Others said only eat food with spice, food without spice, food that stayed heavy in the stomach, or food with no weight at all.
Don’t move too much.
Don’t stop moving.
But on days like today—when her shoulder ached, her back stayed stuck, and with red raging pain coursing through her—Florence was sure the only thing that would release her from her pain was death.
‘How long has she been bedridden?’ 
Florence pushed her awareness through the languid, laudanum-induced fog. That was a new voice. A voice she had never heard before. Which meant little here in London where every voice, except for her parents’ familiar tones, was new. A male voice. Stern, with hard edges. 
The side of the bed dipped. The back of a hand brushed her forehead. Cool. Efficient. 
A doctor. 
Another wretched doctor. 
‘Mrs Murray? Where is the pain at its worst?’
Florence hesitated, then forced her eyes open. A small part of her flinched with the fear that any inconsequential movement might cause more pain. The room, still grey with early morning, glistened, then settled. Everything was warm, too warm for this country, where the cold had become her fast companion since that first day they had stepped off the boat and into a snow-speckled city. Heavy coal smoke infused the air in her next breath. The stove pulsed molten orange in the corner. A stove lit in a bedroom was not a good sign. Only the very rich or the deathly ill warranted the expense of a fire lit in their bedrooms. And they were certainly not the former.
‘Mrs Murray? Can I turn you?’
Florence shook her head. ‘I’ve seen too many doctors. They never help.’
He chuckled. ‘Trust must be earned with you. That is not a bad thing. Doctoring is a noble profession, but not every practitioner is of noble intention. Speak with me, then. Tell me about the pain.’
Florence let her lids droop without closing them so she could study him through an imperious line. Once, she would have lain here demurely and tried to be a pleasant patient, but that Florence had lived a long time and too many remedies ago. What type of man had her parents brought in now? Somewhere between her and her parents in age, a little grey in his hair, a clean black suit… He rested weathered hands on his knees and folded his fingers into his palm. A wedding band glinted in the light. Was an English doctor better than an Australian one? He smelt better. That was a place to begin.
‘You wash your coat,’ she said.
He huffed, but did not smile. ‘I was a young assistant in Crimea. I do not hold to old traditions, and I certainly do not believe the blood and pus of past patients stuck to my coat is a help to future ones.’
A watch chain stretched across his waistcoat. She waited for him to consult the timepiece hidden in his pocket, but he didn’t. He just waited.
Telling him a story wouldn’t do any harm.
Maybe.
‘I was thrown from a horse and landed badly. Some years ago. When I was not a girl but not grown either.’ Florence rolled onto her side, away from him and the room, so that she faced the wall. A rustle of skirts, and her mother’s small, familiar hands loosened her chemise and exposed her back. ‘I’ve never been right since. The pain is almost constant.’
‘You could have broken your neck. Would that have been better?’ the doctor asked.
‘Some days, I think so.’ She spat her words at the wall. ‘Because then I would not have had to suffer at the hands of your profession.’
Perhaps she spoke with more venom than he deserved. After all, he lived here, three months of rolling sea and skies away from the place where a countryside bone setter had wrestled her body into some semblance of a normal shape. If they had stayed put, maybe she would have healed. But her father had loaded her into a sulky to return to the city. There, she had been sliced and poked by doctors who had made their diagnosis over why she wouldn’t heal, then put her back together with wire and splints.
‘She broke her shoulder, her knee, and her leg when she fell.’ Her father. ‘We were some miles from the city, and a local man did his best. By the time we returned to town, she had started to heal wrong, and an infection had set in. The city doctors tried to fix her—’ 
‘They re-broke my shoulder,’ she whispered to the wall, and the pain bit almost as bad as it had back then. ‘Pinned my leg, used splints and plaster casts. But the pain stayed inside me, in all of me, even in the unbroken parts. They let my blood because they thought it might be bad, but it made no difference. And when my husband died, they told me the pain was my grief, and that it was my own fault I wouldn’t heal because I would not let him go.’ Florence hunched over as much as she could, to the point where the stiffness started, and kept her focus on the peeling edges of the faded pink wallpaper. If she closed her eyes, she’d see the memory, so she kept them trained on the wall. That way, she did not have to look at her parents or at this new medical man they had brought to inflict his knowledge on her.
The doctor walked his fingers over her skin, his pressure firm and needling. Florence flinched when he pushed too hard.
‘They used wire?’
A long pause, just long enough for a nod.
‘And the doctor had been trained?’
Had the doctor been sober? That might have been the better question.
‘The apothecary thought rheumatoid might have set in,’ her mother said. ‘He recommended these.’
One of them—probably the doctor, for there was no tenderness in the touch—pulled her chemise across her back and tugged the blanket up again. He moved roughly, but that was a comfort in itself. Many a doctor or their assistants chose an overly tender bedside manner.
Florence gritted her teeth as she sank to the side. She could stay here, stare at the wall, and let the three of them try to resolve the problem that was her. 
Damn that thought to blazes. 
Flattening her palm against the wall, she heaved herself onto her back and, with an almighty effort, onto her opposite side so that she could watch them all from her horizontal vantage point.
The doctor was holding her pills at arm’s length. He set the glass bottle back on her dresser, then tapped the lid.
‘Don’t take any more of these. Mercury will not help you. It may be making things worse.’ He picked up another bottle and shook his head. ‘Or these. I would like to look at your blood. Not let it,’ he said with a knowing smirk as she shied. ‘Just a small vial. We can tell from your blood if there is rheumatoid. I don’t think so, but at least we will know. Coming off the pills will not be easy.’ He addressed this last sentence to her parents. ‘If she cannot sleep, give her a little laudanum, but not too much. No point in treating the pain if she develops an addiction.’
Her parents muttered and mumbled something obsequious as the doctor tucked his coat over his arm and collected his bag. His enthusiasm was not pure self-aggrandisement, but it wasn’t free from it either. He tugged his hat with that common air they all shared—the mark of a man who paid respect but, deep down, considered himself superior.
‘Are you going to cure me, doctor?’ She pushed herself up a little, even though the movement made the pain grind like stone on stone. ‘I demand your honesty. My parents delight in deception, but I am tired of it.’
‘A cure? Not with pills or exercises. There are theories on surgery and antiseptic, and new procedures all the time. The only way is to operate to repair the damage. I have a friend, incredibly talented. He offers consults to many fine families. If I speak with him, I think he will be interested in your case. He likes a challenge. But surgery with a private physician comes with a fee.’ He scrawled something on a note, tore it from his book, and passed it to her father.
Florence closed her eyes against her father’s pathetic frown as her mother covered her mouth with a little oh. She sank into the pillow and used her good hand to pull the quilt a little higher, covering her head so she did not have to hear their stilted goodbyes.
He genuinely believed he had the solution that would grant her a better life, but it was all the same. Underneath his words lay the same diagnosis she’d been given since she’d first crunched into the dirt and the townsfolk had bent over her anguished, contorted body.
Broken. She was broken.

      [image: ]Florence splashed another handful of cold water onto her face, then rolled her shoulder. The joints clicked, and the bone rubbed, but the swelling that had sent her to bed and made her parents call the doctor had settled. She stared at the gaunt woman in the mirror, skin pale, yet smooth from rest. At her faded freckles and the sweaty clumps of knotted auburn hair.
‘No maid today, Florrie,’ she muttered. ‘No mind. We can manage this.’ Then she grasped her brush and set about dragging the horsehair bristles over the tangles. It had taken years for her hair to regrow past her shoulders, as the surgeons had demanded her humiliation by lopping it off prior to surgery. No matter how bad it got, she would not have her hair cut again because of a little swelling and a fever.
Pain nibbled along her arm. She slowed until it settled, then continued brushing. Her parents, doctors, and surgeons… they all focused on the triumvirate of her broken shoulder, knee, and leg, but other parts of her had also been damaged, and on cold days, they all reminded her that they, too, suffered. Her ankle cried out that it had been twisted, and her ribs grumbled that they’d been cracked. Her wrist—thankfully her left one—insisted that she remember how it had borne the brunt of the fall yet had the grace to remain intact. All of her individual pieces made cantankerous complaints to one another until she paused, twisted her hair into a bun, and wriggled in a comb. Gradually, everything fell silent. By the time she had tugged off her chemise and replaced it with fresh linen, pulled the cord on the corset with the ties on the front, and wrangled her bodice and skirt to sit smooth, her joints had remembered that they were made to move and ceased their grumbling.
‘No more lying about,’ she chastised herself. ‘Not if we’re going to take on this city. We cannot draw castles from bed.’ And with one last nod at the mirror to confirm she looked like a healthy young woman so her mother would have no excuse to send her back to rest, Florence made her way downstairs.
Three, maybe four weeks had passed since their arrival in London. That first night, when the boat had sluiced its way through the icy Thames, had been a good one. She’d insisted on standing on deck as the yellow lights expanded into lit streets, while snow spun around her and settled along the ship’s rail. During one of her colder winters as a girl in Melbourne, she’d seen sleet as the wind off the Roaring Forties had turned the rain to ice—but never snow. Snow brought the same cold, but with a whisper, a gentle, frozen invasion that stilled the air and stiffened limbs. London had given them the most magical arrival, only to turn and slap her so hard she’d been struck immobile. For weeks, she’d only seen the city through a grimy window and through lids heavy with laudanum.
But not today. Today, a weak sun threw light across her bed, and she was up and ready to meet the world. The nausea and headaches had retreated as the blue pills loosened their hold. For the past two nights she’d slept without any tonics. Perhaps, in this city, this was who she would be. Not the weak girl, crippled by a buck from a skittish horse, but a resolute woman who became the very thing she wanted to be more than anything. Independent.
Florence walked through the small configuration of rooms that made up their new home. The living room, two bedrooms, and the dining room with courtyard-facing windows were cosy enough for the three of them, but she had no wish to sit and listen to her mother read announcements from the society pages today… or on any other day. Today, at least, she had the stamina to stay awake and plan an escape. She grasped the banister and tackled each step like a child might, left foot, right foot, left foot, right foot. Then she paused on the ground floor, just before the entrance.
That first night, before the pain had taken hold, Florence had wandered through their rented rooms while her father spoke of plans for his office on the lower level and made them promises of a proper home once he established himself. Her mother had said they’d moved to Paddington. ‘Not the same as Paddington in Sydney, mind, a much nicer Paddington. No riff-raff.’ In the weeks since, they’d had the hallway decorated with fresh wallpaper and hung framed pictures of her father’s more prestigious designs. The front room that faced the street had been furnished with some chairs and a desk—he’d meet investors in there, or potential clients. It was not a space for her.
Florence continued down the hall to the room at the back of the building, where she longed to spend her first morning out of bed. For all her mother’s approving talk, this one small room was likely why her father had rented the place. South-facing windows set into the opposite wall ensured that, even on dull days like today, sunlight poured into the space. A small stove glowed in the corner, and boxes, some empty, some stacked with papers, sat scattered about, their disgorgement interrupted. Books lined a tall case by the door. It looked a little like the office in Melbourne, with its dark wood rafters and dangling gas lamps. She’d liked that office much more than the one in Sydney. Melbourne had been full of optimism and hopes, full of grand schemes and beautiful designs. Sydney, not so much.
Two slanted drafting tables had been set up on opposite sides of the room. His, as always, sat at a ninety-degree angle to the window so that he caught the best light. Hers, as always, was positioned further back and closer to the stove. ‘Your young eyes are better,’ he’d say, although he knew the warmth of the fire made sitting for long stretches easier for her to manage.
A large parchment of heavy cream paper almost filled her desk. Florence slid into the chair. The low end of the desk reached halfway across her chest—far too high for her to work at. When Father came in, she’d ask him to help her lower it. Her shoulder couldn’t manage the screws. She pushed the chair back and stood before the plan.
He hadn’t mentioned clients to her when he’d sat with her some evenings. Or maybe he had, and it had slipped from her mind through the fog of fever. He was working on a plan for a small home. A suburban development? New workers’ cottages? The drawing had his signature aspects, even in its simplicity. All on one level. Windows that faced south, larger rooms for living. A kitchen at the back that was connected to the house.
‘Bracknell Place.’ Florence let the name of the design fill the silence. He’d started painting. Maybe he thought she’d be laid up for longer. He hated painting and avoided it whenever he could.
A collection of brushes sat in a little glass jar beside a pot of water and powdered paints. Balancing on tip toes, Florence leant over the desk to reach for the rule pen. She preferred the sharper lines of the pen to a brush, and it offered more control. She adjusted the width of the nib, then mixed a little watercolour between the prongs.
‘I… umm…’ A cough. ‘Good morning.’
‘Coffee,’ she said, her eyes steady on the page. ‘One nip of sugar and a little milk. I’ll take a light breakfast when I have finished.’
This desk really was too high. How had her father managed to work at it? He was taller than her, but not that much taller. She wiped a drip from the edge of the pen and scanned the plan for a good place to start.
‘The darker green.’ The man beside her pointed at the paints, his finger spearing her view. A bright drop of tinted water trembled at the edge of her pen. Florence turned to look at the speaker, at this man who dared to instruct her at her work.
Buckles, buttons, suspenders, embroidery—there were so many details attached to him. So many fastenings and accoutrements adorned the otherwise plain black-and-white canvas of his clothing that her mind, still doughy from weeks of sleep, could not take them in all at once. And so she settled on the part of him closest to her—his hands. One tapped an uneven rhythm against his side while the other still extended into the space before her. A slash of black ink had settled in the crevices around his knuckles and spread outwards in a dark spiderweb. Florence leant back and studied him more intently. Bright stitching—red flowers and yellow bees—edged his waistcoat in a simple pattern, deliberate but imprecise, like it had been home-sewn. The circumference of his waist could have fit at least one and a half of her. A line of buttons, shell-white, led to a neat blue necktie. An ache bit her shoulder as she craned her neck to lock eyes with this tower of a man looking down at her.
‘I beg your pardon?’ she said. 
He gestured at the tray of paints. ‘I was using the darker green to colour the accents. It dries much lighter than you think it will.’ He flipped his hand from pointing to open. ‘I’m Johannes Hempel. I’m Mr Holt’s assistant. You must be Mrs Murray.’
Florence swallowed the urge to slap his hand away. ‘I am my father’s assistant.’ Fear, dark and twisting, wrapped around a bolt of jealousy. Her heart thumped once, hard and anxious, then started racing like it was about to leap from her chest. Little spots of pain flamed across her back. ‘I colour his drawings. I sit at the desk by the stove.’
Even standing, Florence had to tilt back to meet his gaze. He must have been at least a foot taller than her, and broad as a bear. He had dark hair, close-cropped and neat, and was clean shaven. A delicate dimple imprinted his cheeks, soft and kind against the firm lines of his jaw. His hand, still extended, would have swallowed hers had she deigned to rest it in his palm.
‘Johannes.’ Her father’s voice carried through the office from where he stood by the door. ‘The order from the stationer should be ready. Will you collect it today? There’s talk that it might snow tomorrow.’
The imposter lowered his hand. ‘Yes, Mr Holt. I’ll finish these when I return.’
For a mass of a man, he moved with a measured grace. His every step was deliberate, like he understood how much of the world he occupied and wanted to limit his intrusion. When the thud of the front door echoed down the hallway, Florence dared to look at her father. He pressed his mouth into a thin line, and his sharp eyes dug at her. Only a small raise of his brow betrayed any softness.
‘We spoke about this. On the boat.’
‘You spoke about it.’ Florence flicked the edge of the house plan with her thumb. ‘I don’t remember agreeing.’
‘There is nothing to agree to! My assistant is my choice! No good will come from this, for you or the practice.’ He spun from calm to thunderous like the flip of a coin these days, as if he only had the capacity for two emotions and had left the rest of them—happiness, gentleness, hesitation—in the southern hemisphere.
‘Can’t I at least try to be my own woman? Many others have made careers for themselves, lived independent lives. Things may be different here.’
‘Other women have fathers with fortunes or their own dowries or dead husbands who left them with enough money to pay for six feet at Rookwood Cemetery. You have none of those things.’
‘It’s a bigger city, always changing. That’s what you said. I had hoped it might afford the opportunity for proper study. I could still help you, and in time, I might be able to join the practice in my own right—’
‘This city will not accept a woman at the drafting table, even one who traces and colours as well as you. This is not Ballarat where I can make excuses for using you as my assistant. Nor is it Sydney, where every woman has more freedom, although I wish I had been stricter. Things might have gone differently for you.’
There was the rub. He had given her too much autonomy when it came to courting, and she’d been dazzled by charm and chosen badly. So badly that, after the building accident that had taken George from her, she’d had no choice but to return to her parents’ home. After his business partners had claimed their debts, she’d not had any money left for flour for the larder, let alone enough to pay a maid to help her on bad days.
‘I loved George.’ She still had to swallow the knot of grief to say his name, and today it stuck so firmly in her throat that her voice came out weak and thin as thread. ‘He loved me.’
‘He gave you nothing but debts and a broken name,’ her father snapped. ‘Go upstairs. Your mother is writing calling cards. If you are well enough to paint, you are well enough to seal envelopes.’
Florence stroked the paper with her fingertip, caressing the dry, thick parchment. Her skin tingled just touching it. Her next breath weighed so heavy that it sent a ripple of pain over her shoulder. She crossed the room, only for her father to catch her by the elbow near the door.
‘I am happy to see you up. Do you think this doctor can help you? If we can pay the surgeon, might he have a cure?’
Florence brushed his hand away. ‘If you won’t let me sit at the table, what does it matter?’






  
  Chapter Two


Johannes nuzzled into his scarf as a small flurry of snowflakes brushed past him. Flecks of ice clung to his woollen coat, and when he stretched into his leather gloves, he tugged sharply to close the gap between wrist and coat sleeve. At the edge of the court, in the small alley that led onto the main street, he threw a glance over his shoulder towards the front window of the office. Snow had already collected on the window ledge and along the top of the painted wooden sign that read Holt - Architect. He searched the dark glass with an off-handed hope that the woman with eyes the colour of a cyanotype might be lingering there, but she did not prove so indulgent. The window remained empty and opaque, except for the curtain drapes gathered at its edges.
So that was the elusive Mrs Murray.
Huddling into his coat, he tramped through the shadowed alley and into the bright street. Grey clouds hung low over the city today, and it would be dark by the time his workday ended. The calico cat who always perched on a barrel outside the fishmongers mewed as he passed, and he scratched its head. A little further along, a newspaper boy shouted the morning’s headlines into the crowd. Ice built thin bridges between the cobblestones, and as the night cart lumbered by, Johannes held his breath before exhaling a puff of mist into the morning chill.
A week into his employment with Mr Holt, he’d almost forgotten the comment that his employer had made in passing—that he would be occupying the rooms above the office as his home along with his wife and widowed daughter. Mr Holt had followed the information with a warning that Johannes was not to venture beyond the ground floor but ought to confine himself to the lower rooms. Not an unreasonable request. Johannes had been so elated to obtain a position in a practice he would have confined himself to a broom closet if Mr Holt had asked it of him. Anything to be finally given the chance to apply himself, to step into his own, to set out on a path of his choosing.
Mr Holt must have been in his sixties, and Mrs Holt looked about the same. Yet the widowed daughter appeared to be closer to his own age, a few years beyond twenty. When he’d stepped into the office to spot her at his desk, surprise had stuck him in place by the door. And as she mixed the water with the paint powder and reached across the parchment, that surprise had morphed into curiosity, then admiration. She adjusted the prongs of the nib pen with confidence, studied the plans with a keen eye, moved with deft purpose. Had Mrs Murray been trained by her father? If she had, why did she not work alongside him? Johannes had never known of a woman architect before, but if his life on Honeysuckle Street and watching his sister Rosanna work alongside their father had taught him anything, it was that a woman could conquer most things with ambition and a little encouragement.
But then, it had also taught him that a woman who stepped too far beyond the confines the world placed around her always had to pay some kind of price.
Johannes ducked out of the path of a messenger boy running at full pelt, then moved beneath the stationer’s stretched canvas awning. On the threshold, he shook the ice from his coat. The bell over the door jingled as he stepped inside, and even though it wasn’t much warmer in here, the dry air and rich aniseed scent of ink made it feel cosy. 
Behind the counter, Mrs Papel clapped her hands together. ‘Mr Hempel! How lovely to see you. I’ll get the menus. They’ve come up a treat. Your sister has an eye for design, no doubt about it. Is she well?’
‘As bossy as ever. I thought she might become a little quieter as she approached her confinement, but not Rosie.’
Mrs Papel slid a large parcel wrapped in brown paper onto the counter, the name of the family and the words Hotel Aster written across it in proud, swirling ink.
‘Would you like to check them?’ she asked. ‘Your sister is very particular. Never wrong, though.’
‘No, never wrong.’ He laughed. Wasn’t that the truth about Rosie. ‘Would you mind if I collected these later? I’m here for Mr Holt, the architect. I’ve started as his assistant.’
‘An architect?’ She turned back to the shelves and scanned the parcels. ‘Well, I never. I just assumed you’d join the family business.’
‘Doesn’t everyone,’ he said, a little grumpier than he should be. His father had, after all, gifted him his education. Even if he never stopped reminding him of it. ‘Thank you,’ he said, as she placed the smaller package onto the counter. Johannes tucked it into the crook of his arm and headed back into the cold to trek the path back to his workplace.
As he stepped out of the alley and into the courtyard, the door to the office opened. A bundle of lace and frills emerged first—Mrs Holt. After her, tucked into her woollen coat and as lovely as she’d looked in the office, came Mrs Murray.
‘We shall start with my old acquaintances, the Wilsons. Then we can cross over to Lambeth and see if the Andersons are still resident in London. Never burn a bridge, Florence, one never knows when one might need to cross it again. I never thought we’d return to this city when we set off decades ago, and yet, here we are. Oh, Mr Hempel. Back from an errand? It is so good to have you doing these things for Mr Holt, he is so busy, and heaven knows, Florence isn’t up to the task—’
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