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      It was not quite the meanest street of the lowest slum in London town. After all, the crowd of humanity that thronged the street, impeding traffic and overspilling from the crowded pavements into the cobbled road, clearly had change to jingle in their pockets and were obviously intent on buying some of the many goods and services being loudly hawked all about them.

      No, it wasn’t quite the meanest street. For even though the used dresses on the carts, loudly touted as having once adorned titled ladies, looked so well worn and weary that those noblewomen must have existed three centuries before, still their potential purchasers fingered the garments with a confident proprietary air, and made shrewd offers that never rose from empty purses or idle speculation. Similarly, those carts filled with thrice-descended gentlemen’s garments, the barrows loaded with displaced, chipped, and strangely mated sets of china, the wagons brimming with hats that had known so many heads that they had quite lost their own and sported mad and mischievous shapes, and the lines hung with quilts that had covered so many sleepers that now it took three of their number to comfort one, were all surrounded by interested, eager, possible customers.

      It was not the most degraded slum. There, there would be apathy and despair; here, there was custom and trade. It was also evident the citizens here had the money to eat. The scents that arose from the pavements even managed to transcend the natural ones emitted by such a press of closely packed humanity so clearly unacquainted with soap, so plainly unfamiliar with any quantity of water.

      However, the stench was not quite so unpleasant that the young servant in livery who rode on the side of the gentleman’s sporting curricle really had to hold his nose so high in the air as his master’s two chestnuts picked their way down the road. He certainly didn’t need to hold his free hand over that freckled protuberance as though he’d never encountered the like, especially since he’d been raised in just such a district himself. But now he wore a uniform, and acted in the heady position of tiger, or postboy, to his employer when he went out driving, and so rejoiced in the exalted duties of holding his lordship’s reins and watching his carriage whenever asked. And he had to have some response for the jeering, taunting, snickering packs of children who hooted and catcalled as they saw the expensive equipage creeping down their streets, and knew that his employer certainly wouldn’t countenance his doing what he itched to do, which was to leap down and plant each and every one of them a facer they wouldn’t forget.

      His master, driving the equipage, had no expression but cool polite amusement on his dark handsome countenance. But there was no way his tiger could hope to emulate that—his master was, after all, an original, a man among men, a complete object of worship to his youthful employee—and a fellow couldn’t mimic a god; it was enough that he was noticed by him. His master, after all, was the reason why no more than taunts reached the carriage, and no physical thing had touched them at all, although they’d traveled this day through districts where most men of property seldom returned with as much as they had set out possessing, in property or in person.

      For his master had more than a cold dark eye and a knowing manner, and any wise man would note it. He might only be in his third decade of life, and dressed in the latest fashion of closely tailored jacket, tightly knit buckskin inexpressibles, and high polished boots. But he wore an air of experience as well, and the garments were well cut enough to show the long lean body was thoroughly muscled everywhere, more than padding could simulate, and from far more than the gentlemanly pursuits of dancing, riding, or even sparring could account for. The hands on the reins were broad and strong, and though well tended, their clearly marked sinews and long thick traceries of veins showed that they were no strangers to hard work. His thick straight jet hair might be swept back from his high forehead in Corinthian fashion, the clear skin on his clean-shaven dark face might be scented with bay rum, his decisive chin might be graced with a deep cleft in the ball of the center of it to tempt the ladies to lose their good sense, but one look into the obsidian eyes beneath their strongly inverted V’s of black brows would warn any man to think twice about attempting to divest him of anything he wished to keep. No, his tiger thought proudly, a fellow wouldn’t fear driving through the teeth of hell with this master.

      But the other gentleman could not be more of a contrast to the vehicle’s driver. He was a young man, and the tiger, though several years younger, knew he had never been so young himself. For the curricle’s passenger, sitting straight on its high seat and looking with awe about him, made no attempt to disguise his blatant wonderment and enthusiasm as he watched this enthralling new world swirl past him.

      The young gentleman was either nearing adulthood or had already entered it—one could decide which was true from whatever expression his open countenance wore at the given moment. From the way he carried himself it was clear that he hadn’t had the time to grow used to his new-size lanky body and long limbs as yet. He was slender with fine straight light brown hair arranged fashionably about a long, pale, even-featured face that obviously had only recently lost the last of its spots. His eyes were a light pale blue and they gazed with wide unconcealed fascination on the crowds that milled about him.

      “I dislike ruining your pleasures, Theo,” the older gentleman said softly as he slowed his horses even more to avoid their marching over a merchant who took it into his head to follow a potential customer out into the road, waving a pair of striped trousers as an inducement to lure him back to his stall, “but I begin to think we should head back. I doubt you can find your needle in this haystack, especially since your recollection of her is sketchy at best.”

      “No, no,” the young gentleman replied enthusiastically, “I recall very well. Anyway, she don’t look anything like anyone I’ve seen here yet. She’ll stick out like a sore thumb, ’pon honor, I promise you.”

      A trio of brilliantly dressed young women chose that moment to shriek and pout and blow kisses and curtsy to the dashing gentlemen they suddenly spied on the high seat of the curricle, and then each decided to outdo the others in her entreaties to the fine gents to come down and have a closer look—by pulling up skirts, lowering bodices, and showing generous peeks of ankles and thighs. They drew an amused crowd of onlookers to watch their attempts at public seduction, and the driver’s face assumed an expression of sardonic resignation. But he flashed a white-toothed smile of regret to the trio, and though seated, made a sketch of a bow to them, which pleased the crowds enormously, and there were cheers of “Well down, guv,” and “’E’s a man of taste, all right.” As his equipage passed them by, the trio of flyblown sirens was even louder in their own regrets.

      “Theo,” the driver said coolly to the back of his young passenger’s head as they left the young women behind and the crowd dispersed again, “put them out of your mind and be grateful fleas can only jump, not catapult. Now, set your eyes back into their sockets, take a breath to get your heart started again, and tell me how any female could stick out like a ‘sore thumb’ in this place.”

      “That’s just it,” the young man said cheerfully, “she don’t look nothing like that. She’s old, for one thing, and her hair’s always all skinned back, and devil take it, Cole, she looks like what she is, a governess. Now, wouldn’t a governess stick out in a place like this? No one here even knows what a governess is,” he continued blithely, sweeping his hand to encompass the scene, “so since her landlady said she’s out shopping, why, let’s have a look about before we go home, since we’ve come this far. There’s a few more streets to go yet. And you were right, Cole: now I feel a dog for having reduced her to this. So let’s give it a try. I don’t see how someone like her can get on here. She’ll starve—why, this is the meanest slum.”

      The young tiger smiled when he heard that, because it was absurd to imagine this might be the meanest slum. For there wasn’t anyone in the crowd who didn’t have at least the price of a meal or the coins for one of those heavy, succulent meat pasties, for example, which could see a fellow though an entire day, and half the night as well if he didn’t chew it well enough.

      It was true. A street away, the young woman who stood, irresolute, to the side of one of the barrows, locked in place even though she was continually buffeted by hurrying passersby, staring at a beef pasty as though the baker had miraculously heaped the crust up in such a way to spell out her own name, certainly had the money in hand to purchase one as well. But she held the coins in her hand until they grew as warm as the piping crust on the little meat pie, and yet made no move to let them cool in the baker’s wide stained apron pocket. For the rent, she was thinking despairingly, the rent surely needed the coins equally as much as she needed that pasty.

      When the baker turned to her with a wide gray-toothed smile, having let her look her fill until he decided it was time to make a sale, she smiled back and stepped back, and then melted away to be lost in the swirling crowd as though she’d never stood there longing so long for his wares. By the time he’d shrugged and turned to a livelier customer, who joked with him and gave him smiles and an opportunity to pinch her cheeks or any other portions of her dimpled person he chose, for a penny off a pie, he’d almost forgotten her, although he’d been plotting a way to give her a more extravagant discount. As a businessman he thought it only fair, since after all, she’d been more extravagantly lovely.

      He’d noted her all the while she’d thought herself unobserved, for he prided himself on being wide-awake, and never let an opportunity slip past him. She’d had masses of thick, wavy hair the color of his richest beef gravy, with bits of gold glinting in it in the sunlight, just the shade, he thought hungrily, of his own best chicken stock. Her eyes were huge and clear and of the lightest brown, near to almost gold as well. She’d been dressed soberly in blue, not expensive like a lady, he’d decided, but well, like an upper servant, almost prim. But she didn’t put off a fellow even when she didn’t smile, for her cheeks were jolly, round and pink, her lips pink and curved as well. Her figure was so trim, yet lavish where it ought to be, where he most liked it, that he quite willingly would have closed his stall for the entire quarter-hour, just as he’d planned, despite the trade lost as he made the trade he’d planned. But she was gone, and as a businessman he absorbed the loss, took stock of his less desirable new opportunity, and got on with business.

      The young woman appeared from out of the crowd again, quite unnoticed by the baker, for now she was all of three barrows down the street from him and so was obscured from his view by all the people walking, eating, and browsing at the other food stands. This time she looked quite wistful as she wishfully gazed upon a different vendor’s tray of mutton pies, still bubbling with juices as they simmered down to an edible, salable temperature on their rack. But this time too, she reckoned their cost, and knew again that they cost too dearly for her to contemplate buying.

      Still, she had to eat, that was clear. For, she argued silently with herself, what was the point of having two weeks’ rent money in hand if she couldn’t live to enjoy the rental of her room for that space of time? And she might find a position this very day, she thought, and so by the time that second week was done, she’d laugh thinking back on her unnecessary frugality today. Then, she suddenly decided, unconsciously stepping closer to one particularly nicely browned and softly puffing little pie, certainly there would be coins and to spare for such a treat.

      But though she withdrew her hand from a pocket of her skirts, it froze closed over her coins as she tore her gaze from the pasty and waited for the proprietress of the stall, a thick red-faced female, to finish with a customer, notice and then serve her. For, she then realized, she might not get a position this day or the next or the next, and those two weeks would come and then pass, whether she did or not. And, a silent voice scolded, she’d certainly be able to live out those weeks on her usual one meal a day. Then too, she well knew that by this evening, as usual, whatever was leftover merchandise would go far cheaper, since no butcher or baker fancied carrying home broken, stale, and unsold goods.

      The young woman sighed and put her hand back into her pocket, her resolute fingers still knotted tightly around the coins so that they wouldn’t be tempted by her frivolous nose or eyes to open up for such a strictly self-indulgent treat. So when the proprietress of the stall finished her transaction and turned around at last, pushing damp strands of hair away from her overheated face so as to better see her next customer, the young woman, in her embarrassment, dropped her gaze to the street at once, hoping she’d look as if she were searching for something she’d dropped there as well.

      And then she found it.

      It was as though she’d found a pirate treasure, and she stood quite still, not believing her eyes. It wasn’t a coin, which would have presented her with more of the problems she already had with those few coins she did possess, causing her to debate whether to spend it or hold it against the day when she had no more of its fellows. It was both more valuable and desirable to her just now than that. For what she saw was one orphaned, broken pasty that must have fallen from the rack and then rolled halfway under the rumpled meat-juice-stained cloth that hung over the table. Only one golden end of it peeked out from under the cloth, to hint at its presence, and it seemed no one knew of it but herself.

      It would be a simple matter, the work of a moment, to stoop, as though taking a pebble from a slipper, or picking up a dropped coin, or straightening a stocking. Then, casting one’s own shawl negligently over it, just as though the shawl had happened to slip off one’s shoulder as one bent down, one could scoop it up and carry it, still unnoticed, away.

      Had she done it at once, she would have done it. But her second’s hesitation brought the word “thief!” to her mind, and while she argued with herself that it was not theft to take something broken and forgotten, and that it was, moreover, foolishness to ignore such a gift from the gods, another self shrieked that it was her stomach making such ludicrous claims, for her conscience, which had been to Sunday school, knew better. Nothing was ever free here; anything dirty might be dusted off, anything damaged might be marked down a few pence. In a district where some squeezed out livings by culling burnt coal from the gutters, and others by foraging for cast horseshoe nails among the cobblestones, anything might be sold, whatever its condition. Anything free, like charity, was not only incredible, it was instantly suspect. Torn by such reasonings, she was, of course, immobilized.

      While a worn matron bought three pies with carefully counted pennies, and an old toothless fellow squabbled with the proprietress, claiming similar treats could be gotten at tuppence less each just up the aisle, and a bright-eyed young boy eyed the pies and the altercation knowledgeably, the young woman still stood quite still, and with the scent of pasties adding their own pertinent argument, debated the exact meaning of “theft” over and over with herself.

      No one noticed her, save for the bright-eyed boy, who was in the habit of noticing everything. That wasn’t strange, for lovely as she was, the young woman was only one of the hundreds of persons loudly going about their business this pleasant spring morning. Food, clothing, furnishings, pets, papers, pots, rags, and even persons—everything was being vended on this teeming street. All manner of humanity pushed and paraded past. A wise man kept one hand on his pocket and the other over his heart, for if it were true that there was nothing new under the sun, certainly all of it could be seen here, and most of it was for sale. But still, it was decidedly odd to see the two elegant gentlemen in their dashing high curricle pulled by two blooded chestnuts, as they slowly turned the corner and hove into plain sight.

      “They must o’ come fer a taste of yer apple dumplings, m’pretty,” a harridan cackled as she pushed her penny at the baker’s wife she’d done business with for all of her life.

      “Aye, me dumplings is famous, luv, just ask m’ old man,” that equally ancient dame laughed, glancing down smugly at her formidable bosom before she dropped an extra biscuit into the paper for the compliment’s sake.

      “Hoo!” cried a clothing vendor, pointing a lady’s pink chemise at the vehicle in his glee. “Look who’s got lost! Eh, lads, Windsor Palace’s t’other way!”

      “Ain’t you the card though,” a triple-chinned owner of a soup-and-stew cart bellowed. “Never listen to ’im,” she shouted, to the pleasure of her customers. “I’m right ’ere, gents, ’er Majesty ’erself at yer service! Move over, Georgie, and give the gents some room.”

      But it was doubtful the gentlemen heard her disrespectful reference to their king, for even though the woman had a voice so loud it caused the surfaces of her soups to ripple when she roared at her own wit, they could scarcely hear her above all the laughter and talk and all the boastful, pleading, and promising calls of all the tradesmen crying all their wares together. Even the driver of the curricle scarcely heard his companion, close as he was, when he gasped and then when he gave a sudden shout.

      Certainly the young woman, mesmerized by the vision of the fallen pasty under the cloth, heard nothing but her own interior dialogue. The scents around her had turned mere hunger into something profound and painful in its intensity. She noted the pasty had suffered a few cracks and bruises in its escape from its rack, and as she studied the black stains it bore on its crust from its travels, she told herself that it would be best to leave it, if not for honesty’s then for her own health’s sake. Anything rolled on these well-trodden cobbles would be carrying plague at worst, stomach distress at best, she reasoned. Yet still she could not help but see that withal, it was whole, even damaged it was beautiful, and it was free and it was there for her taking. She stopped thinking then.

      She stepped closer to the barrow. She wavered. Then she inclined one shoulder, as if in a subtle shrug. She began to list very slightly to that side. And her arm, as though of its own volition, began to reach down and toward the truant, hidden meat pasty.

      And then she felt a firm hand clap on her shoulder and clasp it hard, and she looked up to see a man grinning down at her. If her heart did not precisely stop then, her breath certainly did, as did her brain, abandoning all its complex duties so that she could at least remain standing and not sink to the ground in a dead faint.

      The gentleman on the seat of his high curricle muttered a swift curse and threw the reins to his startled tiger. Then in one swift motion he was down to the ground, and seconds later at the side of the young woman who looked as though she were about to fall dead at the feet of his erstwhile passenger, who was now just standing and beaming at her companionably. The older gentleman put out his hands to hold the stricken young woman upright, but at his touch she seemed to come to her senses. He could feel her shoulders stiffen in his clasp and she wheeled about and gave him such a look of bright, blazing, wild indignation that he let his hands drop to his sides again.

      “I found her. This is Miss Dawkins,” the younger gentleman explained triumphantly, and then went on as she turned in amazement to face him. “We’ve been looking for you everywhere, Miss Dawkins. Your landlady said you might be out shopping here today. I say, don’t you recollect me?”

      The young woman shook her head, and then seemed to let out all of her breath in a long sigh. Her face, which had gone white as chalk a moment before, now blushed pink, but when she spoke, it could be heard that it was not pleasure or coquetry which had made her color up, but suppressed violence of feeling.

      “Ah yes,” she breathed in a low, well-modulated voice and refined accents, which could be heard clearly, since all those in the vicinity had quieted, the better to hear this interesting drama unfold. “It is Lord Malverne, is it not?”

      “Ooo ‘Lord,’ is it?” a middle-aged female whispered, poking her companion in the ribs, whereupon, “Aye, ‘Lord,’” he agreed, and the sound of the word repeated at once by most of the enthralled spectators set up a long low moan that the young woman could swear caused prickles to stand up on the nape of her neck.

      “Oh, good, you remembered me,” the young gentleman replied, oblivious, but then, seeing his former companion wince, he added hastily, “Oh, and this is my cousin, Lord Colin Haverford, Earl of Clune.”

      At this, an excited babble immediately broke out around the trio, and as the circle of interested parties grew, some even pushing to get closer to the players of the impromptu drama, the earl frowned and put up his hand. But before he could speak further, his young cousin, seeing his look of exasperation, went on to say hurriedly:

      “Ah, but here’s no time and place for introductions, you’re dead right, Cole. It isn’t a social matter. The crux of it is, Miss Dawkins, that I’m devilish sorry I got you your position lost, for I told them again and again that you wasn’t after me for my money or to marry me, and they wouldn’t listen, is what it was, you see. But I heard they dismissed you from your post—it was the earl here who told me of it, and made me see that it was bad of me not to set you up nice and right and tight again. So here I am, and if you’ll give me your hand on it, I’ll get you a new position, and everything will be fine again.”

      “Oohoo,” spoke up the baker who had once drawn his own designs on the young woman, and who’d just abandoned his barrow and shouldered through the crowd to see the show that he discovered was featuring her. “I’ve got a nice tight position for you here as well, lovey. And don’t care if you’re after my money, luv, you’re welcome to it, if you give me more than your hand on it, that is.”

      A great deal of laughter greeted this, and the earl said quickly in an undervoice, as he saw the young woman’s cheeks grow feverish, “Good grief, Theo, this is not the place to speak. Miss Dawkins, if you will be so kind as to meet with us, at your pleasure of course, we may yet remedy this matter.”

      “No,” Miss Dawkins blurted, and several onlookers applauded as a few others cried encouragement.

      She was so mortified by the enraptured audience she’d drawn that she seemed to see the gentlemen through a fine red veil. When the young gentleman had accosted her, she’d been sure she was about to be arrested for the theft of a meat pie, and the only thought that she’d been able to muster was that it was amazing how a thief-taker could have known what her ambitions were before she’d even done the terrible deed. But a moment later, when the other gentleman had held her steady, her nerves had calmed enough for her to comprehend just who the original young man was. A sense of brilliant relief had flooded through her. Then oddly, she’d felt an immediate reaction which was the opposite of her original gratitude that he knew nothing of her nefarious designs on the pasty, for it was an overwhelming sensation of outsized affront that she experienced.

      He’d never voiced the denunciation she’d expected to hear. He hadn’t even thought of the crime he’d inadvertently aborted, so this anger at an accusation that was never made, except in her own mind, was, she dimly perceived even then, nothing to do with him. It was only her own guilt crying out, too loudly, for concealment, but it was no less profound for all that.

      Then too, as she at last registered just who the gentleman was, and began to remember all her grudges against him, he began spouting embarrassing nonsense that made her very real distress seem banal, and made her a figure of fun for the world to see. He had offered her a post, but then it was only right that he do so, for as he said, in all honor, he owed her one. And she needed such help badly; indeed, she had been entertaining little dreams of glory these past sleepless nights in which just such an apology and precisely such an offer were tended to her. But right now it wouldn’t have mattered if he offered her a throne, or a kingdom, or even a plate full of fresh meat pasties. All she wanted now was to be let alone, to be away at once from all the sniggering spectators, and the scene of her intended crime.

      “I mean…I meant,” she said in confusion, “we cannot speak now, not here, in this place. Please, you know my direction, can we meet later? Oh, we must meet later,” she cried, staring round at all the interested crowd. “Please.”

      Then she turned away blindly, pushed her way through the throng which had surrounded her, evaded the baker’s open arms, and fled into the crowds.

      The two gentlemen remaining might have found themselves in some difficulty, able-bodied though they were, if the crowd had decided the pretty young miss had a real grievance against them. But though the baker felt she should be avenged, a fair portion of the female audience held that she’d had a fair offer and given them a rare set-down, and so it was the gentlemen that ought to be supported. While they debated this theme, and fringes of the crowd shredded off to find better amusement, the two gentlemen returned to their curricle and drove off.

      “Old!” was all that the earl said, shaking his head.

      “She wore her hair differently,” argued his young cousin nervously, “and devil take it, Cole, but she was a governess. How should I know how old she was? Who looks at a governess? Damn it, I ain’t a queer nabs, and they ain’t like females exactly.”

      “Old!” the Earl of Clune muttered again, and though his face was black as thunder, so dark that even his tiger felt pity for his young passenger, the earl would not venture another word for all the ride home.
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      When the sky began to dim and the crowds to dissipate, beginning to head home to taverns or rooms or alleyways, and the vendors began to dispose of the last of their goods so as to lighten their barrows for the homeward push, the old, the destitute, the very young, and the infirm haggled for the last rags and crumbs. The young woman returned to the pasty barrow in time to see the proprietress auction off the last of her merchandise. But of the several pies offered, none of them was the one Miss Dawkins had almost carried off, for that one was gone, neither on the table for auction nor lying, where it had first enticed her, half-hidden on the pavement. Someone else had doubtless spirited it away. Seeing that, she was too dispirited to even bid on the other pasties, inexpensive as they were. For now that her temper had cooled, she could see that she had been punished for her evil intentions.

      Her desire for a free but ill-gotten gain had cost her dearly: she’d lost a dinner and a chance for employment together. And while she might have been able to afford the one, she very much doubted she could bear the expense of the other much longer.

      “’Ere,” said the weary proprietress, looking over the heads of the small collection of her last motley, ragtag customers to the lovely, sad, aloof young woman who was gazing at her so solemnly from a little distance away, as though she feared venturing closer. “’Ere,” she said roughly, gesturing with the small, cold, broken brown pie she held out in her work-reddened hand to her, “take it. That’s all right, dearie, pay me next time.”

      “What? Oh. Oh, no, thank you,” the young woman said, surprised, ashamed.

      “Don’cha want it?” the vendor asked, amazed.

      “No. That is…oh dear,” said the young woman, and then since she didn’t know how to accept charity any more than she knew how to look for it, she shrugged her shoulders and, smiling sadly, turned and walked away, with a great deal of dignity but little else, for the second time that day.
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      Miss Victoria Eliza Dawkins paused on the landing of the fourth floor of her lodging house to catch her breath. She was a young and reasonably agile female, but the stairs were steep and the stairwells seemed to grow increasingly narrow, winding more tightly around the core of the house as they ascended, as if the rooming house were the interior of some giant snail’s shell. But since even in times of broad daylight they were dim and dank as well, she started at a shadow and then quickly stepped up the last stairs to the last floor, where her own room hugged a corner directly beneath the eaves.

      She let herself into her room and bolted the door behind her at once, and then dropped her reticule upon a small dented dressing table and then sank to the only other article of furniture in the room, her bed, to regain her breath at last. It was a rule of thumb that the higher the floor, the lower the price of the room, and in her present financial state Miss Dawkins would not have scorned lodgings on the roof itself, directly under the chimney pots, if the rent had been small enough.

      Luckily, Mrs. Rogers, the landlady, had offered this one vacant room at an absurdly low price. And although Miss Dawkins realized it was closer to the heavens than most pigeons ever got, and though it was so small that she made sure the door was always bolted, since if she fell out of bed in the night she’d have been in the hall if it weren’t, and though the neighborhood was such that it was dangerous to step into the street on a cloudy day, still, the young woman counted herself fortunate to have found it.

      Because, unlike so many of her neighbors in this section of the city, Mrs. Rogers at least still clung to some rudiments of propriety. She allowed no females to conduct business in their rooms unless it was to do with sewing or knitting or handiwork that had nothing to do with bringing clients back to rooms for services rendered. She allowed no one to sleep in her halls, drunken or sober, and permitted no more than six persons to each room. And she always locked the main door at midnight each night. Although in this neighborhood this was only a symbolic gesture, Miss Dawkins appreciated it.

      It was true that the upper floors had not felt a broom upon their scarred surfaces for decades, and some of the windows looked like thin walls, it had been so long since a cloth had been taken to them, but then, Mrs. Rogers could scarcely be blamed for that, having over the years grown to a size which precluded her fitting onto her own stairways, and then too, some of her lodgers were not inclined to be fastidious. Still, Miss Dawkins had got herself a room with a roof, and a bed, and a door that she could close against intrusion, and it was extremely cheap. And it came with a bowl of gruel, available between seven and half-past each morning in the kitchen downstairs, if one could swallow it, all included in the price.

      It was not what Miss Dawkins was used to, in fact she shuddered to think of a person who might be used to such. But she prayed it was temporary, and as she sank back upon her lumpy bed she shivered just a little, for just a moment, because she’d allowed herself to wonder in that moment if there would not be a time, and soon, when she would look back at this meager refuge and wish she were lucky enough to have it back again. For it seemed to her that just as the stairs which brought her here today grew more constricted as they spiraled upward, so her life of late grew more convoluted as it relentlessly bore her downward. She was no stranger to London, since she’d been born and raised here for all her twenty years, although this section she found herself in now had been the stuff of myths to her for all her young life, and the persons she found herself among had been the sort she’d always been warned not to speak to in the streets. She’d not been raised to nobility, nor to excessive riches. But she’d lived in a neat, comfortable, safe section of town, with many luxuries, for her father had been an apothecary, and her mother from a family fortunate in their dealings in dry goods. There had been, some century past, a grandfather who was a younger son to a minor baron somewhere in the south. And there were tales of an ancestral female favored by the royal lecheries of King Charles, but as that could be said of almost any other comely lass of her time, the family had no pretensions, and little to show for it save for some warm apocryphal stories and a little antique brooch with half its seed pearls gone.

      The Dawkins family—Papa, Mama, Grandmother, son and heir Richard, and lovely little Victoria—had been content to live in unrenown and modest comfort. They may have existed in tastefully furnished, spacious rooms above their apothocary shop just city blocks from where noblemen squandered thousands on excesses like diamond buckles for their shoes, and the same number of streets away from impoverished wretches who could not even sell themselves for coppers, but the doings of either world, from either pole, were completely alien to them. In fact, those in the ton might have had more in common with those in the gutters than they did with Victoria Eliza’s family, for each of those other sets, it was understood by the scandalized Dawkins clan, countenanced, as they would have never done, illegitimacy, promiscuity, insobriety, and gambling from those within their ranks.

      In time, if times had been allowed to run their course smoothly, the family expected that one day Victoria Eliza might have caught the eye of some other worthy apothecary, or perhaps a young man at law, or even some youthful physician, and settled down with him (only if her eye had been similarly dazzled, for she had a fond papa) in pleasant, unremarkable bourgeois bliss. There might have been some difficulty with these expectations in time, for Victoria grew to be as clever as she was lovely, and with the education her doting papa brought her, she had been developing some rash and liberal fancies about a woman’s lot, but that conflict, happily, and unhappily, never came to pass. For when she was in her seventeenth year, Victoria’s papa succumbed to an infection of the lungs that none of his great jars and many vials of roots and powders and salves could cure.

      She had been at a respectable boarding school for young females of moderate means and aspirations all through the unhappy events, and when she came home for the funeral it was made clear to her by her grieving mama that she was to finish up her last year at the school. If she didn’t, she couldn’t complete all the schooling her father had contracted for and it would be a waste, and the Dawkinses disliked waste above all things. And also, in that way she could always earn her own livelihood as a teacher herself, if, heaven forfend, she should ever have to do so.

      When Victoria returned to London at eighteen years of age, with certificates of competency in three languages, passing aptitude in music, history, and art, and one for pretty behavior as well, in her hand, she was just in time to see to the sale of her home and her father’s shop. There might have been some truth to that story about the ancestor who’d been King Charles’s lady after all, since it appeared some reckless blood had been secretly percolating in the veins of the family down through all the years. For it transpired that all unbeknownst to his horrified family, Papa Dawkins had been making clandestine investments in all manner of schemes by which he’d hoped to make a great fortune and amaze and astound the world.

      He’d placed money on stocks for developing gold mines that produced sand, and had put good coin of the realm in schemes to dig diamonds from the rich soil of Surrey. It seemed there was no illusion he hadn’t been willing to back with his hard-earned money, if only the tale was told glibly enough. Mostly, it appeared he fancied himself a medical expert, and in his papers there were discovered dozens of patents for curing colds, removing stones without surgery, and manufacturing blood in bottles. What he had succeeded in discovering was a foolproof way to lose all his money, his property, and everything the family had owned, except for the antique brooch with half the seed pearls missing, for no one would buy that at all.

      It was odd, Victoria thought now, sighing and stirring on her bed, how inheritance will out. For if one saw how the themes of personality ran in her own little family, then it wasn’t too difficult to believe Papa had descended from some wayward lady no better than she should be. And although her mama had been a good, meek, indulgent woman, Victoria had always been closest to her grandmother, a fiercely independent managing female who’d run her son’s hapless wife as she ran his family, until the day she died, still shouting instructions, when her granddaughter had been thirteen. It was not surprising, then, that after Papa’s funeral, Richard, for all he was three-and-twenty and tall, straight, and stalwart-looking, had looked about, just as Mama had done, just as they both always did when tragedy struck, waiting for someone to take charge and tell them what to do. So Victoria, the only one left who was able to, did.

      Mama was told, of course, she mustn’t hesitate to take Cousin Beatrice’s kind offer, and that she must do so at once and without a backward look. Though a pinchpenny, Cousin Beatrice was well enough off, and lived nicely on the profits of her husband’s dry-goods store in Manchester. And if she were kind enough to take Mama in as a companion, and unkind enough to insist there was no room for her daughter as well, well, what of it, Victoria had insisted, it was a generous offer, and she could take care of herself. Mama, of course, used to having life ordered for her, went, though, despite all orders, with many a backward glance, and, despite all assurances, with many a reservation. But there was no help for it.

      Richard was urged, just as he wished to be, to take Cousin Josiah’s cousin’s best friend’s offer of employment, with an eye to eventual partnership, in an apothecary shop in Virginia, in the United States of America. It was the best of all the offers, and however many miles away the position, its opportunities stretched further. He might venture far, his sister reminded him, but his money would return by post with alacrity, to keep their tiny family solvent and perhaps one day buy them all freedom from worry again. So, with only a few nervous backward glances, he too went.

      Victoria went through the only door open to her. She went to Mrs. Valentine, known to the family through her patronage of their shop. She was a draper’s wife who lived in London and had a beautiful, precocious daughter who needed polishing. It turned out she needed a thrashing more, but before anyone could discover that, she’d decamped to Paris without either baggage or benefit of clergy, with a dissolute young man she’d met at Vauxhall, departing precisely three weeks after she’d met Miss Dawkins. Therefore, Miss Dawkins, of course, had to depart the day after that.

      Fortunately, Master Edward Richmond, age seven, and known to the Valentine family through their draper’s shop, was in need of strong discipline, being a great trial to his mother due to his waywardness and passionate spirit. But unfortunately, as Miss Dawkins soon discovered, so was his father. And so it was not long before she found herself in need of a new position once again. That was how she discovered the Misses Parkinson, Employment Counselors, and that was how she found her next post.

      Now, of course, even the estimable Misses Parkinson seemed unable to help her, though only just this morning Miss Lavinia Parkinson, senior counselor, had condoled with her and then added pithily that she ought not to worry, as it was only to be expected that there be many a slip till a good tight fit was found. A governess or companion, after all, she reminded Victoria, could look forward to twenty years or more of employment with the same family if she suited. Although sometimes luck played a hand, Miss Parkinson had said wisely, seeking such an adoption by a family was much like finding any other kind of permanent position in life, such as housekeeper or wife, and so it took more than luck, it took patience and time as well. Victoria tried to find some comfort from that advice, reminding herself that it was given by a shrewd, experienced woman who ran one of the best employment bureaus in London.

      But for all her experience, though Victoria was not to know it, the redoubtable Miss Parkinson had been dreading her interview with Miss Dawkins. Very little could discomfit Miss Lavinia Parkinson, but, as she told her sister later when they were having tea, just the sight of that lovely Miss Dawkins entering her chamber distressed her. In fact, the first glimpse that morning of that slender child, she vowed, looking at her hopefully with those great slanting golden eyes of hers in that sweetly smiling face, had fair sent chills through her, she moaned.

      Because the stunning ones, she’d sighed, were the devil to work with. If they weren’t being molested by members of the household after they’d finally been placed, like that poor Miss Hastings frequently was, they were turned down roundly when prospective employers got one look at their pretty faces, like that lovely Miss Robins had been for so long. And though she’d heard remarkably cheerful rumors of Miss Robins’ magnificent change of fortune just this spring, this Miss Dawkins, she’d groaned, almost upsetting her tea in her exasperation, now had a far greater problem than just a beautiful face and form to handicap her.

      But at least, she’d exclaimed, oversugaring her tea in an unconscious effort to sweeten more than her cup, she’d given the child hope by telling her it might take time. And it was only true, she told her sister, as that lady snatched the sugar pot away before Miss Lavinia could unwittingly do herself an injury by drinking pure syrup due to her distress, that in time, anything might happen.

      But for all she’d nodded at the sage Miss Parkinson’s every syllable, Miss Dawkins seriously wondered at how much more time was left to her now that she had to count her hours and her funds together, as if some giant meter were running, charging her so much per breath, so much per moment. She’d sent the lion’s share of her earnings for the past two years to Mama for safekeeping, though she knew all too well that share was scarcely enough to keep a cub in comfort, just so that poor Mama could look at the reckoning whenever her own duties became too onerous, and have some hope for the future. For though Mama’s letters claimed she lived comfortably enough with Cousin Beatrice, Victoria could read between the lines and tell that a steady diet of toads was never nourishing to the spirit, and that a dependent in that household might dine well only if she remembered to take her daily portion of humble pie.

      Richard had not contributed anything as yet to the family, but then, he was saving up for the partnership and at least his letters showed great promise. She couldn’t apply to her brother for funds, would not apply to Mama, and, Victoria thought, rising from her bed in agitation to gaze out her window at the rooftops, even her modest hopes might prove too expensive for her to indulge in any longer.

      This morning Miss Parkinson had encouraging words and some clever ideas, but Victoria knew words and ideas were not sovereigns or pence. Worst of all, enough time had passed so that they’d both known neither words nor ideas counted for anything when there was no reference of good character for an employment counselor to work with. For Miss Parkinson had at last to admit that Miss Dawkins was in the most unenviable of positions, since few sane persons would take a strange young woman into the very bosom of their family, into the entrails of their household, if that person had no avowal of good character from her last employer. For all Miss Parkinson couched it in tenderer terms, it was becoming clear to Victoria that a person without such a reference was simply unemployable.

      And it was that blithe young gentleman that had accosted her this morning after she’d left the employment bureau unemployed again, and been reduced to contemplating theft because of it, who had lost her last post and that reference for her.

      The two young daughters of the Colfax family had been neither beautiful nor wayward; they were two stodgy, plump, and uninspired little girls, and though teaching them was neither challenging nor thrilling, it had paid very nicely. Blessedly, the gentlemen in their family could not have cared if the new governess had resembled a gorgon or an angel. It wasn’t due to their superior morals. Mr. Colfax was a very successful ironmonger with investments far more interesting to him than any female could be. Two sons were safely away at school, and the one adolescent youth at home, like so many rackety young gentlemen, clearly regarded governesses with such loathing that he would never note their age or physical condition. Mrs. Colfax had aspirations to the Quality, as well as another adolescent daughter who she hoped might help her achieve those aims, and schemes for the child’s brilliant marriage took up all her time. Victoria had been governess in the Colfax establishment for all of seven months and it had seemed bidding fair to become a permanent post.

      Then she had done a small favor for a friend of the young gentleman of the house and lost her position, her good name, and any chance of an unexceptionable reference for it.

      Young Lord Theodore Malverne was a noble youth, and though James Colfax was a cit, they had a commonality. Not only were they of an age, they’d discovered they shared the same cultural tastes. For they both frequented the same gaming hells, taverns, and bawdy houses. When they finally noted this amazing coincidence, they were convinced they were soul mates and spent increasingly large amounts of time in each other’s riotous company. Lord Malverne’s noble clan frowned when they noted it, but waited resignedly for the new university term to begin in the autumn and hoped the young man might lose his taste for wild oats even before then. It is doubtful Mr. Colfax noticed it more than he regarded anything going forth in his household, except expenditures, but Mrs. Colfax certainly did and was in ecstasies at how her clever boy was rising in the social world.

      Then one day, an evil day that had dawned as clear as any other, with no premonitions of disaster, a day unfortunately unmarked for her by comets or rains of frogs, young Master Colfax bearded Miss Dawkins in the schoolroom and asked a favor of her. There was nothing remotely immoral or immodest about the encounter. The only ones who noted it with any emotion were his two sisters, who were pleased at having been woken from their slumbers in time for tea, for they’d been listening to their governess read them a history lesson and they had the uncanny ability, Victoria had noted, to doze like fishes, with their small bland eyes wide open.

      Young James Colfax had a friend, he explained, and at this utterance he’d guffawed, as was his wont after any statement, and then waved his friend, who’d been hovering in the hall, into the room. Victoria had often seen young Lord Malverne running tame about the Colfax household, but had never spoken to him before and so was impressed that this young blade was at least as glib and conversational as the heir to this house was not. Charmingly, respectfully, and shyly he’d told her a tale and asked her a favor.

      The lady of his dreams was, he explained, not only modest, virtuous, and entirely lovely, but also, alas, entirely French. No matter how he sought to make his feelings clear to her, he failed, for, he’d admitted ruefully, he couldn’t get his tongue around frog-talk and hadn’t his grades this term shown it! But his best chum, Jamie, had said his sisters’ governess, Miss Dawkins, was whizbang when it came to jawing foreign language and a rare hand at knowing poetry and such too. The long and short of it was, he’d said bashfully, looking at his booted toes, just as he’d avoided her gaze all the while, could she copy out a poem in French for him, something to do with love eternal and that sort of rubbish, so he could give it to his lady and convince her of his intentions?

      It was such a small thing, she agreed of course, a trifle amused, and a little touched by his youthful amours. She would have been much less so if she’d heard what the young nobleman had said cheerfully to his boon companion as they left the room.

      For, “If this don’t bring LaPoire around to my bed, Jamie, I swear I don’t know what will!” he chortled. “Between the garnets and the poem, I’ll have her by next midweek, see if I don’t!”

      “A crown you don’t, Theo, ’cause I heard the Duke of Austell’s got his eye on her, and your paltry garnets and cat yodel in French don’t stand a chance against one look from him,” his friend claimed, and before they’d even gotten down the stairs the wager was laid, though two days later it was forgotten. For by then, of course, the female in question had bestowed her expensive favors elsewhere, courtesans being notably more prone to be more prone for mature, handsome, wealthy noblemen than for callow young swains, however noble, and who, moreover, exist on modest allowances from quarter to quarter.

      So when Miss Dawkins, having sought and discovered a tender touching little sonnet to do with hopeless love, roses, nightingales, languishing knights, and hems of virtuous ladies’ skirts, and having copied it out in her fairest hand, and signed it with encouraging best wishes, and sealed it, addressed to Lord Theodore Malverne, finally delivered it to the gentleman, she was surprised at his attitude. For he looked at it, said, “Oh, yes,” stuffed it into his pocket with a cursory thank-you, and went whistling out of the house. Miss Dawkins was a little put out by his cavalier attitude.

      But that was nothing to compare to his mother’s reaction when she met with his valet, whom she regularly paid an extra sum-to keep track of her eldest son, and discovered the missive that had been sent to him that he’d obviously been carrying close to his heart.

      “Who,” his mother demanded a week later, as she pounced on him as he was on his way out to a late dinner with his cronies, “is Miss Victoria Dawkins?”

      The young gentleman looked blank for a moment and then said cheerily, remembering, “Oh, m’ friend Jamie’s sisters’ governess.”

      “Governess?” shrieked his parent. “And what have you to do with her?”

      “Why, she’s a very good sort of female, Mama,” her son answered earnestly, frowning in surprise at her wrath and wanting to set matters straight. “Always glad to do a chap a favor. She’s devilish accommodating, actually,” he mused, and then, being a fellow of few words, at least for his parent, added three more, “Good night, Mama,” and went out the door.

      Miss Dawkins went out the door of the Colfax domicile not a day later, with a great many more words at her back. Lady Malverne, stung into a vast uncharacteristic disregard for social station, had deigned to come to the Colfax home, and while her amazed and gratified hostess poured tea and plumped pillows and tittered in nervousness and excitement at her guest, she had waved about the paper with the fateful sonnet and delivered herself of her grievances against the cozening, conniving, social-climbing villainess of a governess, a servant, who’d been casting out lures to her foolish boy. An hour after Lady Malverne left with a sigh of great vindication, Miss Dawkins left with no recommendation.

      That had been all of five weeks ago. First Victoria had gone to Mrs. White’s, a respectable lodging house in a decent area, but after a week’s time she’d realized with sorrow that it had grown quite beyond her touch. The following week she’d stayed a few streets further down the social ladder and the town, and at last, two weeks past, she’d engaged this room. She’d been aghast at her circumstances then, and now only hoped she could afford to stay on just a few weeks more.

      Now the long dim twilight of late spring was upon the rooftops of London and Miss Victoria Dawkins realized, with a little jolt of surprise, for whenever she relived those horrid moments she quite lost touch with actual time, that it had grown too dark, too late, to walk these streets in safety in search of her dinner. Only the sort of female Lady Malverne and Mrs. Colefax had taken her for would do so alone at his hour, for then they wouldn’t be alone for very long. She shrugged and turned to her table; the biscuits she kept in a tin there would have to do for her evening meal, and would, she thought in an attempt to cheer herself up, be far more economical as well.

      It wasn’t quite so bad, Victoria rationalized. There were, she knew, always the charitable institutions, the workhouses, the river. No, she thought, squaring her shoulders resolutely, nothing so dramatic; there was, after all, always the possibility of seeking quite different employment, if she could only overcome her own wretched dignity. She could ask to assist some honest tradespersons, like the bakers and barrow mongers she’d seen today. There were, she told herself bracingly, avenues she hadn’t even explored as yet.

      And as for those other roads, those other proposals for employment that had so frequently been called to her, or whispered to her by males in the streets, and certain females of the district who’d offered to assist her to enter that quite different, quite old, lucrative profession that flourished here in this neighborhood, why, they didn’t bear wondering about. She knew herself well enough to realize, almost to her regret, that some things would simply not be possible for her, even the river being more possible and preferable, for there were some matters of dignity she accepted that she could never learn to surmount, even for her life’s sake.

      The worst part of all of this, Victoria thought, rising and wishing there were enough room to pace in her tiny room, was the silence. Anything, she thought sadly, would be easier to bear if one could only speak of it to someone. The last person she’d had coherent speech with was Miss Parkinson, and that was hours before, and since she didn’t wish to be bothersome or considered an object of pity, it might be a day more before she ventured back to the employment office again. Even a little caged bird’s company would be welcome, she sighed, but then, she thought, perversely cheered by the dreadful idea, she doubted she could afford the seed for it. Tomorrow, she decided, she would rise in time for Mrs. Rogers’ gruel, and try to eat it as well, and have a chat with its creator, even though she knew it would be all to do with bunions, the price of giniver these days, and what a terrible curse problems of wind were to females of a certain age.

      Her next morning’s activities decided, Miss Dawkins sat upon her bed again, and leaning over her dressing table, began to compose an encouraging letter to her mama, filled with all the brilliant job possibilities she was considering. She’d already written and given Mama to understand that since she’d not decided as yet, it would be best to write to her in care of the Misses Parkinson, for she’d known that if she’d divulged her present address her mama would have fainted on the spot. She was describing a splendid illusionary position of companion to a kindly widow that she’d been offered, when she heard, incredibly, a tapping upon her door.

      Victoria waited a moment to be sure her ears were not playing tricks, and a second longer to be sure it was not the wind. Then she took the two steps to her door and said at once, before whoever it was changed his mind, “Who is it?”

      “Ah, miss,” a very youthful voice replied hesitantly, “our mum was wishful to know if you’d care to come next door and have a bite of dinner with us, us being neighbors and all.”

      Victoria paused only long enough to promise the deity her future strict obedience to all the commandments and any others he might have thought up since and cared to add, she was so stunned and grateful, and then she drew the door open.

      There was, she remembered, a large and confusing family, comprising mostly children, occupying what Mrs. Rogers euphemistically called a “two-room suite” just down the hall from her, between the consumptive old man’s room and the old woman who wore three sweaters, as she had come to think of the other tenants who dwelt on her floor. This lad who stood before her in her doorway looked oddly familiar, until Victoria realized that she must have seen him a dozen times, along with his siblings, as they flashed up and down the long stairwells as they went about their business, as frequently and effortlessly as though the stairs bore them along on silent, swiftly moving runners.

      He was about eleven or twelve years of age, she decided, as she thanked him and then threw a shawl over her shoulders to do courtesy to the invitation. The wise blue eyes in his thin face declared he was done with childhood, in the manner of all the older children who dwelt in this midden, but by his size and smooth face it was obvious he was not yet near to manhood. He had pale skin and light fair hair, damp and obviously combed so recently that it still bore regular even furrows from a comb’s teeth. He was dressed neatly if shabbily in threadbare nankeens, frequently darned hose, and a jacket that his thin wrists eloquently declared no longer fitting.

      “My mum,” he said conversationally as he led Victoria down the dim hall, after reminding her to bolt her door behind her, and waiting courteously for her to do so, “isn’t feeling up to par just now. So she’s having a bit of lie-down in the other room, but,” he said at once, as gallant and cool as though he were handing her into a castle rather than his shabby attic rooms, “we’d be pleased at your company, and my mum says to go ahead with dinner, and p’raps she’ll see you later on.”

      The room Victoria entered seemed at first stare to be filled entirely with children. But that was because it was such a small room, and the children were so similar in appearance. There were, she saw after only seconds, only three others: another boy, both a little darker and smaller than her escort, an even smaller girl, blond and fair as her bigger brother, and when the doll the child had thrown over her shoulder wriggled and cooed, it could be seen that it was an infant of indeterminate age and gender.

      The other children stood very silent and large-eyed and seemed to be awaiting Victoria’s judgment of them, so she said at once, “How do you do, I am Victoria Dawkins, and you…?”

      As her escort, who promptly named himself Alfie Johnson, introduced her along the line to his siblings Bobby, Sally, and then, dismissively, to Baby, Victoria began to take note of the other features of the room. Mrs. Johnson might be sleeping in the other room, but this one obviously served as bedroom as well, for there were two sad little heaped-up mounds of coats and shawls serving as bedclothes on the floor that still clearly bore the imprints of small curled-up bodies, and as Victoria watched, Baby was deposited in a wooden crate lined with similar castoffs that was on one end of the long table where dinner had been set out.

      For all her attempts at politeness, Victoria’s gaze was relentlessly drawn over the heads of her youthful hosts to that promised repast. A ragged but surprisingly complete cornucopia of a cold collation awaited her. The cracked dishes bore an assortment of foodstuffs, a wealth of victuals, an oddly lavish sampling of all that she had coveted this morning at the market: bowls of stew, assorted breads, slabs of fried fish, several pasties, half-puddings and whole ones, and a truly prodigious array of cakes and sweet breads and cookies.

      The children remained very still, and seeing only one chair, Victoria was about to ask where she ought to sit, when she saw one particular item of food upon the table that caused the words to catch in her throat. There was no mistaking it. She’d gazed so long and hard at it this morning, it had precipitated such a maelstrom of feeling, that she didn’t doubt she’d see it in her dreams for all her days. But tonight, certainly, there was no mismarking that peculiar jagged crack in its crust, that odd pattern of soot on its browned side where it had kissed the paving stones. Seeing that damaged mutton pasty was like seeing the face of an old lover who had never loved in return; it was embarrassingly unforgettable.

      “Aye,” her escort, Alfie, said, grinning at her reaction, “thought you’d remember it. Well, it’s yours, miss,” he said expansively, “and it’s only fair. For you saw it first. I wouldn’t have twigged to it without you. And that one at least, not like the rest of this lot, took no planning at all to bring in. Naw, it wasn’t no trouble to me at all in the getting, and never the least danger to me once it was in m’ pocket.”

      “But that is to say,” Victoria gasped, bewildered, “do you mean to imply that half of this…feast is stolen?”

      “’Course not!” Alfie snapped, looking so wounded she could have bitten her tongue off in dismay at her rash accusation. “’Alf of it nicked indeed!” He sneered. “Do you think I’m a flat? Why, every blessed bit of it is!”
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