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"May-I-help-you, Miss?" said a voice near her ear.

Cassandra was startled to hear someone so close to her. She cleared her throat delicately but kept her handkerchief pressed to her face to hide her incipient tears. "Very kind of you to ask," she told the voice. "It is merely a speck of dust troubling me. I will be on my way momentarily."

She said this to be polite, even though it was not exactly truthful. She did have every intention of leaving, but she could not be on her way, for she did not know which way was hers. In plain words, she was lost, and was only inside this establishment because the surging crowd on the pavement had pushed her through its doorway.

"Trouble, Miss? We-can-fix-that."

Cassandra blotted her eyes one last time and lowered the handkerchief so she might thank the attendant for his kindness. "There's no need. I only stopped for a moment to—" 

The end of her sentence was lost when her uncovered eyes lit upon the speaker. She had assumed he was a pleasant young man, of the sort found in many commercial establishments, whose nature and demeanor were calculated to be pleasingly serviceable. It was to her astonishment to find the voice belonged to some sort of metal contraption. Cassandra thought it looked much like the round-bellied stove in her own home kitchen, where water was heated for bathing.

"Please-to-sit-here, Miss. As-long-as-you-wish." The voice had a tinny quality. Cassandra detected this easily now that she knew it emanated from a barrel-shaped mechanical with dual exhaust pipes behind. It spoke again. "If-refreshment-is-desirable, Miss, our-tea-room-stands-ready-to-accommodate."

Cassandra became suddenly mindful of the picture she must present. She had frozen, motionless from head to foot, upon the sight of the metal man, her mouth open in amazement, mid-sentence. Furthermore, her clothing was begrimed from her journey by railway and cab, her hem was bedraggled from traipsing over the uneven cobbled streets, and her gloves, once white, were streaked with shades of gray. She shuddered to think what her face might look like. 

Still flabbergasted by her circumstances, she pressed her lips together and formed an expression of socially expected gentility. "I will sit, thank you. Just until I finish blinking the soot from my eyes." A few strides brought her to a faded damask sofa, which sank comfortably under her weight. 

The seating area was graciously furnished with old-fashioned armchairs, well-tended palm trees in pots, and soft lighting from etched glass globes over gas jets. To one side was a reception desk with an ornate hanging sign. The lettering designated her place of refuge as "The Hotel Belladonna."

Rolling, rather than walking, the metal man followed along behind. It parked itself attentively a few paces to one side, awaiting any further behests on her part.

She was struck by how much the lobby resembled the back parlor of her home in the country, the room her family used during the daytime when there were no guests. The atmosphere was similarly comfortable, decorated with tufted-pillow furniture and all the trappings of graceful good taste. At home, the back parlor was in severe contrast to their company parlor, where her disagreeable stepmother had installed showy, brass-tacked furnishings, matched to sterile perfection, lacking both originality and refinement. The woman was an affront to everything that was heartening in a home. How could her father have chosen such a hat-rack of a woman?

So far her day, starting at dawn when she packed her Gladstone bag with the intention of leaving home for good, had not gone well. Finding suitable employment and lodgings in the big city proved more complicated than she had been led to believe, based upon the purported exploits of plucky young females from the pages of Girl's Own Paper and The Lady. Suffice to say, with her bag misappropriated, her letters of introduction dismissed, and traveling being difficult and expensive, her optimism was definitively quashed.

It took her but a few moments to decide upon action. She hailed the rolling boiler man before it could leave her vicinity. "Indeed yes, some tea would be most refreshing, now you mention it. Which direction did you say?" Her gaze followed the tin man's appendage, noting a hallway in the indicated direction. A profusion of signs showed the way to the tea room, solarium, exhibition hall, whist tables, seance parlor, spa facilities, and roof-top airship station. "Thank you, I will find my own way now."

And she was off. Her new persona, which she adopted at that precise moment, was decisive, sure-of-concept, and forward-thinking. Her late mother would be most proud of her inner resilience, she thought.

Unfortunately, her new persona was also wrong-footed. Once she turned down the hallway with the red runner rug, there were many doors on either side of the gently worn carpeting, but no more signs with emphatically pointing arrows. She continued walking, glancing back and forth, thinking she would come upon the entryway any moment, or be guided by the fragrance of Oolong and almond cake. Some of the doors were closed, but some were open, inviting her to look within. At one of these, she stopped and gawked.

The room seemed to be a library, with bookcases everywhere and grouped tables and armchairs for reading and conversing. On one wall there was a ladder for reaching upper shelves, and upon the ladder was a lady, clinging to the rungs. She must have slipped, for behind her was a gentleman, holding her in place. Which would have been perfectly ordinary, Cassandra told herself, if the pair had not been unabashedly unclothed and, furthermore, intertwined.

It was not that Cassie was entirely innocent of such things. In particular, she recalled an afternoon of riding out with a neighboring squire's cousin. Not to mention she'd often overheard the dairymaid with the stable hand, and occasionally peered behind the stacked hay to watch. However this interaction was more like a cow and a bull. Perhaps because they were fully in the altogether. Before she reproved herself for staring, that grievous social sin, she noted there were more people, also in the buff, but in different configurations, some on the floor and a particularly vigorous couple on a royal blue velvet ottoman. Resolutely she resumed her search for the tea room, all the while pondering how all the sundry parts might fit together. She concluded it was well within physical limits.

The next open door revealed a trio of ladies, apparently engaged in some discussion of household cleanliness. What an intriguing use for a feather duster, she thought. Both its feathers and its protruding handle.

The next door she passed opened suddenly and one of the boiler-bodied robots backed out, its appendages encumbered by a great silver serving tray. Cassie hailed it. "Pardon me, good sir, could you possibly direct me to...the...tea room?" Her voice trailed off as the attendant spun in place to face her and she saw what it carried.

The salver was oval in shape, chased silver in appearance, and large enough to necessitate it use both hands to carry it. Upon it were shallow bowls of root vegetables, several bundles of silken ropes, and a basket of what appeared to be linen wrappings for a mummy. Ginger root, she identified one dish by its scent. The carrots and parsnips were peeled, and their glossy green topknots were quite perky, looking something like pony tails in the way they hung over the edge of the platter. The robot tilted its head in the opposite direction from which she had been heading.

"Much obliged. I seem to have gotten myself turned around." Indeed her head felt quite turned by what she had seen so far. A certain giddiness had been brought on by the sight of the couplings. And triplings. Likely the participants didn't notice the doors were open. Things are done differently in the city. She knew that much from reading the Sunday newspaper, although how much differently was a surprise to her. Sternly she reproved herself that it was rude to stare. She would be mightily disappointed with herself if anyone mistook her for a bumpkin.

At the next door, she kept her eyes forward, intending to pass by without peeking. That was her intention anyway, but a rising moan drew her off task. She wondered whether the masks were for anonymity or to deny culpability.

A few steps onward she caught sight of the Tea Room in the next wing, clearly labeled with gilt-edged black letters on painted glass. Two bright orbs flanked the entrance, glowing from piped-in gas. This hotel was indeed at the cutting edge of technology, even if its furnishings were venerably aged. There was a podium recessed into the entryway and directly behind it, a contraption in uniform. "Welcome," it greeted her in a chipper tone, its brass faceplate fashioned in a permanent pleasant smile. "Table for one?"

Cassandra bristled at its wording. She was well aware she was a woman traveling alone, which made her suspect in the eyes of many. To be sure, she would have suspected herself too, in the past. However today she was a modern woman with the fortitude to make her own way in the world. She straightened her backbone and set her head squarely upon her shoulders, thinking she looked very much the match for the Queen's own guard. Upright in her propriety and assured in her self-esteem. "Yes, thank you," she paused barely a moment, considering the uncertainty of meals when traveling, and added, "With tea, jam, and seed cake, please."

With her mind preoccupied with appearing upright, she forgot to act sophisticated when the mechanical head separated from the podium, revealing it had a broomstick body and a series of exposed gears designed for locomotion.

"This way, Miss, I will seat you now."

Cassandra regained her composure and followed. She noted how when the broomstick moved off, another head emerged from the podium, ready for the next guest. So resourceful.

The tea room was a graceful affair, with tables clothed in immaculate white and armed with a full complement of porcelain and cutlery. Mother would have approved of their thoroughness. The thought made her blink rapidly, but she boxed up her nostalgic tears for later. If only Mother were to see her now, she would have been proud of how Cassandra took all the minor setbacks in stride, assuring herself that a new avenue would avail itself to her
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