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The Earl’s Nightingale

She entered the shop quietly, as evening was falling. The proprietor didn’t bother to look up immediately. This sort of customer could wait. Anyone wanting to buy would come to his shop in broad daylight. Those who wished to sell came late, and quietly. A customer with money in pocket came stepping smartly, often laughing and always accompanied, especially if female. He’d barely heard a footstep, which meant slippers, not boots. A soft perfume wafted in as the door swung shut. A woman then. Alone, with something to sell, and likely a sad story to go with it.

The proprietor sighed, put down his pen, and prepared to deal with her. Business was business. If a man had no stomach for it, he might as well be a farmer—and not owner of a fine jewelry shop in the heart of London town, catering to the nobs, and priced to make sure of it.

He tugged down his waistcoat, rubbed his hands together, stepped forward, and looked at his customer. And was instantly sorry for it. She was lovely. Young, with a petal smooth complexion, fine features, and a plump shapely mouth that trembled and turned down at the corners, as though she was trying not to cry. That wasn’t a good thing to look at if a man wished to keep his head, and a businessman had to forget he had a heart. 

Glancing into her eyes was worse. Large and expressive, they shone gold in the lamplight, awash with unshed tears. The hood on her cape concealed her hair, and he realized she’d probably also used it to conceal that lovely face as she’d gone down the twilight streets. A respectable young female then, or trying to be.

He quickly glanced down at the paper-wrapped parcel she held in her arms. That was no better. She held it tenderly as a newborn. This was definitely trouble.

“May I help you?” he asked, hoping he couldn’t. He had a business to run. She was obviously on the road to ruin. He did not run a charity.

“Yes, if you please,” she said in a soft cultured voice. “I have an item I believe you might be interested in?”

“I’m afraid not. This is a jewelry shop. That is certainly no necklace or brooch,” he said jovially, eyeing her parcel, much relieved.

She smiled. He was devastated. She spoke, he felt hunted.

“No, of course not,” she said gently, “but I was told you also sell lovely oddments, objects of virtue? At least, Mr. Hale, down the street, said so.”

“Indeed, I do, but very few, very few, my dear. And they must be exceptional, even so. My clientele, you see, consists of persons of refinement who are interested in jewelry. While it is true that I carry the occasional jeweled comb or silver dresser set, ormolu vase or mantel clock”—he waved a hand at the row of fine articles on the shelf behind him—“they must be rare, in perfect condition, and rather magnificent, as you can see. I do wish I could help you but…oh, I say! Please don’t. If you unwrap that parcel it will take forever to do up again and I am closing soon, so… Ah…oh… Oh!”

She placed the item on his counter so he could have a better look. He put his looking glass to his eye. It was worth staring at.

A birdcage, or at least, a fanciful representation of one, ornate as Prinny’s own palace. It was all done in gilt wire, light as sunlight, with turrets and turns to it that no living bird could navigate. But the jeweled bird that sat on a perch in the middle seemed content. A lavish little thing, all over finely wrought golden scales, with a ridge of shining opal on its bright head for a crest and a spray of gold wire for a tail. The lamplight made its topaz eyes shine bright as the young woman’s living ones.

“Charming,” the proprietor muttered, examining it from every angle, “charming.” Then he fell silent, aghast at forgetting himself so much as to say so, since he knew he had just increased its price.

“But that’s not the whole of it,” the young woman said eagerly. She took a little golden key from her purse. Her hands were trembling, but she managed to hold the cage steady so she could insert the key in a slot in its base. She turned the key three times and stood back, holding her gloved hands together at her waist, like a little nun, waiting.

The bird turned on its perch. It lowered its head to one side, and then to the other, for all the world like any living bird on a May morning, listening for a worm. The proprietor was captivated as a child might be. When the bird turned again and opened its beak, it was all he could do not to clap his hands together. And when it sang, his own mouth fell open.

Because the bird whistled two true notes, two pure notes. Then the music box in the base of the cage began to play, and the bird whistled, in accompaniment, keeping the beat, clear as a bell. In a little still sane corner of his mind, the proprietor realized the birdsong was more a hooting whistle really, than a warble. And though the music box was appealing, he’d heard more elaborate ones. But together, the effect was enchanting, and he listened raptly to the duet, as the little golden bird hopped and fluttered and sparkled like sunlight on his perch, trilling a rippling song to the merry tune.

When the last note died away, the proprietor frowned. It was deafeningly silent. Quieter than in the morning when he came in to open the shop. Not just silent, but bereft now, because of the absence of recent delight. And darker, somehow.

“It’s by Mozart,” the young woman said nervously, when the proprietor didn’t speak at once. “A piece of light, I—I mean a light piece,” she stammered, “from his Magic Flute—the bird-seller’s song? Papageno’s. Apt, isn’t it? The bird sings the ‘Papa-papa-papa-geno’ part as the music plays.”

“Mmm,” the proprietor answered absently, scarcely hearing her because he was still staring at the bird in the cage as though he expected it to sing again. One little topaz eye seemed to wink at him. He blinked. “How much?” he suddenly said, turning to the young woman, all business.

“It’s not for sale,” she said.

“What?” he said angrily. “My dear young woman, let us have the truth with no bark on it. You came into this shop at this hour with that bird, you obviously wish to sell it. I tell you, such foolishness will not increase the price!”

She took a deep breath and held her hands together hard. “That wasn’t my intention,” she said. “But you see, I don’t wish to sell it, I wish to leave it for pawn. I—I have some pressing bills to pay,” she said, lifting her chin as though it were some great honor she was discussing and not the fact that she was a debtor. “I find myself temporarily in need of funds. I thought, if I could get a sum for it, leaving it here as earnest, I could pay you back in a month’s time—with interest, of course. 

“But by leaving something so obviously worthwhile”—she went on eagerly—“why then, if I had to forfeit—which I will not, I assure you—you’d have something you could easily sell, given your clientele.”

The proprietor stood still while his mind turned over the facts. He wasn’t a pawnbroker. But there was a possibility he wouldn’t have to act as one, even if he took the bird in pawn. He gazed at the young woman closely now, overlooking the lovely face and trying hard to overlook the enchanting figure her partly opened cape revealed. The cape was not new. The glimpse of her gown beneath showed it was fashionable—a year past. Her gloves were mended. A young woman fallen on hard times. Another thought intruded.

“You have proof the item is yours to pawn?” he asked.

Her head went back as though he’d slapped her. “How dare”— she checked—“…but of course,” she murmured. “Forgive me, you’ve every right. Yes, I do. It was left to me by my grandmother. And if I must, I can produce a copy of her legal will. It is mine.”

Not for long, the proprietor thought, eyeing the bird again. He’d give her a sum for the pawn of it. But that was all he’d have to pay. It would be sheer profit. He’d wager every cent in his till, and half that in his wall safe—that she could never come back to reclaim the bird. Noble persons sold their birthrights to him on a regular basis. Reckless young men, gamesters, wastrels, men and woman of good birth and bad sense, those of bad luck or mischance; he saw them all. It was why he stayed open so late.

His merchandise came and went in waves, like the tides. Goods came in at night, went out by day. Persons of fortune came in sunlight, to spend. Those of misfortune crept in by dark, to sell. And they never came back. In his experience, once a man began to sell off his estate, he never regained it. Or if he did, he never bothered to buy back what he’d sold, as though it was unlucky to do so, as though admitting it would bring back bad fortune. But it could also be because they seldom did regain their wealth. And a female was far less likely to come about.

“Done, then!” he said, and named a sum that made her swallow hard. It was too much, but he wanted the bird, he wanted it now, he wanted no glimpse of her eyes, or further discussion or twinge of conscience to disturb him.

“At how much interest?” she asked bravely.

The sum mentioned made her swallow again, but she lifted her head and said, “Fine. And a month’s time for me to pay.”

“No,” he said. Looking away from her dismay, he told her one truth, at least. “You must understand that I am not in the normal way of things a pawnbroker. I doubt a pawnbroker could give you the price I offer, because they’d have no market for such an item. I do. But Christmas is coming. I have the best chance to sell it now. In a month’s time, it will be a new year, then it will have to sit on my shelves for another twelvemonth. Surely you see that? Where’s the profit in that? So. A week’s time. Or I must ask you to take it elsewhere.”

He held his breath, not daring to glance at her, or the bird. If he didn’t sell it, he’d be glad to keep it. It had enchanted him, no doubt of it.

“And if you cannot raise the wind in a week, my dear,” he added, because he could not bear to see her leave with the bird, to leave it in some unworthy place, out of his sight, out of his grasp, “how shall you ever do so? Time is not the issue for you. Face it: if you can’t reclaim it in a week, it’s doubtful you can do so in a month. Time is a pawnbroker’s illusion. We all know Fortune either smiles or she does not, and time is of really little moment in the matter.”

He paused, smiling at his jest to show he wasn’t such a bad sort. But he was anxious to conclude the business, pay her and let her out, so he could listen to the bird again. “I offer a fair price. The rest is up to you. I doubt you’ll do better in all London town. And so? It grows late…” He glanced at the docks lined on the shelf.

She bit her lip. Then she lifted her head again, her fine eyes sparking bright as any bits of topaz. “Done,” she said.

He counted out the coins quickly, before either of them could think better of it, scribbled a receipt, and showed her out, saying it was time for him to close shop. It wasn’t strictly true, but he couldn’t wait to be alone with the bird.

“I’ll be back within the week,” she said, casting a longing glance back at it.

“Indeed, indeed,” he said, hardly knowing what he said, so eager was he to be rid of her.

When she’d gone and a peek out his window showed no trace of her shadow on his street, the proprietor closed his curtains, locked the shutters and the door, and went to the cage. There was a moment of terror, before he realized she’d left the key on the counter, after all. He rubbed his hands together, and then carefully wound the cage and stood back, prepared for delight.

The bird tilted its golden head and went “Fweee,” rather sadly, and then hooted a “Whooo” that had nothing of music in it. The box groaned into play. But it sounded tinny this time, and the bird’s accompaniment, feeble. The proprietor frowned, and snatching up the key, wound the cage again, this time vigorously. Now the bird jiggled a bit, croaked a windy whoop or two, and then stood stone still on its perch, with not even a “Fweee” to say for itself. The music box tinkled a note or three, and stuttered out.

The proprietor stared at the bird. It looked more like gilt than gold now, the jeweled eyes like glass, the opal crest, muddy marble. There was nothing rare or vivacious about it at all now.

“Gammoned, gulled, and taken over the coals like a raw boy!!”

He stood alone in his dim shop, cursing, regretting assays not taken, mechanisms unchecked. A pretty face and a melting smile, and she’d unloaded an expensive piece of junk on him. Him—who should be the one gulling, not the plucked pigeon!!

He grabbed the cage, climbed a stepladder, and slammed the bird onto a shelf near the window. But carefully. He didn’t want to break it. He might yet be able to sell it during the fervor of the coming Christmas shopping season. He consoled himself. He’d paid so little he wouldn’t lose any money, it was decorative and he, an excellent salesman, after all.

But he was still grumbling as he left his shop. He felt a fool, and it didn’t help at all that when he looked back as he slammed the door closed, he saw the bird still rocking on its perch, and could swear he saw the damned thing’s eyes twinkling.

*

“Diamonds,” the rich tenor voice said. The proprietor’s head snapped up. The door swung open, flooding the shop with sunlight as two men entered. “No,” the voice continued, “no, not diamonds. Too much of a statement I don’t wish to make yet. 

“As for emeralds?” the gentleman went on saying to the friend who’d come into the shop with him, “No. Too passionate. The same for rubies. Sapphires…sapphires are for fidelity, again a thing I don’t want to even hint at right now. Pearls?” he mused, staring down into one of the cases. “Charming, but a father’s gift. No, not jewels, Simon. I can’t give any kind of jewels. They’re too personal for a gentleman to give to a lady—unless he’s willing to give her far more.”

The proprietor bustled to the fore, bobbing and bowing. One glance showed him the quality of these customers. The man who had spoken was a paragon of gentlemanly splendor. In the prime of his thirtieth year, perhaps; in the prime of his life, certainly. Tall, fit, muscular, yet elegant with it. His fitted jacket was flawlessly tailored, his tightly knit nether garments, perfection. His highly polished boots were as expensive as most men’s jewelry, and as for that, he wore none but one signet ring—obviously handed down through the centuries to him, as his name must have been. His linen was fine and clean, his carriage erect; his barber and valet had done him proud.

The proprietor was not in the habit of admiring men’s faces; it was their financial condition he always saw first. But even he had to admit the gentleman was attractive, with his lean clever face all planes and cheekbones, his eyes dark and knowing, the whole elegant effect capped by thick dark auburn hair brushed back from that noble forehead.

Women would catch their breath at seeing him. The proprietor considered the years of expensive breeding that had produced him, and caught his. The other man was not so impressive, but also obviously a gentleman born. The proprietor waited for a chance to speak, and sell.

“Flowers are too insubstantial and everything else I can think of too personal, or inappropriate. And so,” the tall gentleman said, addressing the proprietor at last, “what am I to do? I seek a gift for a young lady. Something…delightful. But not so delightful as to be mistaken for a gesture of commitment.”

“Of course, sir,” the proprietor said, “and the occasion?”

“Ah, well. The occasion is nominally Christmas. But as the lady in question will be out of town by then, and I want her to remember me, it is to be Christmas…with a hint of things to come…perhaps. You see the difficulty?” he asked with a white-toothed smile that made the proprietor’s heart swell, for it was almost as if this magnificent fellow was talking to him man to man, which he knew of course, was impossible.

“Indeed, indeed,” the proprietor said, thinking furiously.

“Nice brooch here, Elliot,” the other gentleman said, peering down into a showcase. “Looks like a spray of flowers. Awfully pretty, actually, ain’t it?”

“Diamonds,” the man he’d called Elliot said, gazing at the brooch, “but you’re right. It is handsome. I think I’ll take it.”

“So then, the problem is solved,” the proprietor said happily, rushing to pick up the diamond spray, because it was very expensive, and had just gotten more so.

“No, no,” the tall gentleman said with a laugh, “a different problem solved. You’ve an eye, Simon. I think they’ll be much appreciated.”

“Dash it, Elliot! I thought you said jewels were too personal, and diamonds too much of a commitment!” his friend complained.

“They are. And certainly would be for the lady in question,” Elliot said with a rueful grin. “But I think La Starr will see them far differently, don’t you?”

“Oh, aye,” Simon said. “You’re personal enough with her, after all. As who wouldn’t be—if he could afford it… So, you ain’t giving her up yet, neither.”

“No need, since I’m not shopping for anything…definite for the lady, after all,” his friend commented. “So. A trifle purchased—for a trifling purpose. But with another, more carefully considered trifle still to be suggested. So, my good fellow,” he told the proprietor, “what have you got for a young lady? A lady of discernment, who might be expecting more,” he added with a merry look to his friend. “But something so charming that when she sees it, she’ll not be too disappointed, even so.”

“Ha!” his friend said without a touch of laughter. “Not in this life. She’s expecting you to come up to scratch, so if it ain’t a ring, it ain’t going to be received in good part. Don’t give me that lifted eyebrow, neither. Everybody’s wondering. You danced with her at the last three assemblies, you’ve driven out with her in your phaeton, took her and her mama to the theater. You even had dinner at her house last week.”

“Oh?” the tall gentleman asked haughtily. “Dining with a lady is tantamount to a proposal these days? Or is it attending the theater with her that tied the knot? Now, I thought it was in the nature of an investigation, myself. I was unaware it meant I was pledging myself for life. Changed the rules since I last looked, have they?”

“You know they haven’t, but you know what she’s thinking too. Don’t know why you’re playing this game; she’ll slip through your fingers if you ain’t careful.”

“I know,” the tall gentleman said, suddenly serious, “the damnable thing of it is that I don’t know if that will really bother me that much. That’s the problem.”

“A looking glass!” the proprietor exclaimed, rushing back behind his showcases. “I have the very thing! A lovely thing it is, mother-of-pearl, with tiny seed pearls set around it, on a golden chain it would be very fine…see?”

“Very fine, very fine,” the gentleman mused, gazing at it, “but for an older lady, surely?”

“A…snuff box?” the proprietor said quickly. “Some ladies consider it quite the thing. Some use antique patch boxes for it. See, here I have a delightful one from the realm of Charles H?”

“Yes. Delightful for a hoydenish sort of female, which the lady is decidedly not,” the gentleman said, clearly growing bored, his quick eyes roving the shop, summing it up, preparing to pay for his brooch and leave for greener pastures.

“A vanity set in rococo gold? The back of the hairbrush is all repousse roses… A watch? If gold is too elaborate, then certainly a young lady could use… a lovely silver watch?” The proprietor began to despair, “…then what about a little posy holder to pin to her gown? Chased silver, with room for an initial on it? Perhaps a—”

“What’s that?” the gentleman asked, his gaze arrested.

They all looked up at the shelf he was staring at. A trick of sunlight; a random beam had slipped in the window, touching a golden spark in the golden bird in its gilt cage, lighting it spectacularly. The topaz eyes shone out like beacons, the cage glowed richly gold, it was as if it were spotlighted there, high on its shelf near the window. It shouted its presence in the dimly lit shop.

“Oh yes!” the proprietor said, almost stumbling up the stepladder in his haste to reach the bird. “It’s lovely, to be sure. It has a mechanism. It’s supposed to sing, but sadly, it’s in need of repair…”

“Is that the key?” the gentleman asked, holding out one long slender hand. But his question was like a command.

The proprietor placed the key in his palm.

The gentleman found the slot at once, and wound it once.

They all stood, waiting, the proprietor with sinking heart. Because the bird was beautiful, but no man would give a young lady a broken toy, however beautiful. And because he was belatedly remembering the bird was not actually his to sell yet.

The bird turned its pretty golden head to the left, and then to the right, cocking it as though eyeing the tall gentleman. Then it opened its beak. And sang, charmingly. The music began to play, beautifully. The three men stood silent, and listened, raptly. Only when the bird fell still and the last notes died, did they speak again.

“Perfect!!” the gentleman said in astonished pleasure. “Who could not love that? It’s charming. Not intimate, nor insignificant, the perfect compromise, but more than that—memorable and unique. Why, if I didn’t have a lady to give it to, I’d take it for myself. Whatever… Wrap it, I’ll take it, or rather—give you the direction of Lady Georgina Lattimore, where I wish it to be sent, immediately.”

“Er, but,” the proprietor said, sweating lightly, “the thing of it is, I am not at liberty to sell the piece until the end of the week—”

“I’ll not need it by the end of the week,” the gentleman said firmly, “I need it now. Look here. If you oblige me now, you have an excellent chance of doing so in future. You’ll note I don’t ask the price. Not because I don’t care. I’ll pay a fair price for it, and now. Immediately. Yes, an oddity, to be. sure. But unlike most of my cronies,” the gentleman said with a sparkling look at his companion, “I pay my way as I go. It may be eccentric, but I’ll not be left in the suds like some others I could name. The Earl of Elliot does not have any creditors, you may ask anyone.”

It wasn’t the promise of future business, although that certainly set the proprietor’s heart pounding. It was the title. And, a look at the coins being placed on his counter. They were gold as the eyes of the young woman who had left him the bird. But he was rapidly forgetting those beautiful tearful eyes, because this gold was here and now, and a good deal more beautiful to him.

“Certainly, my lord,” the proprietor said, bowing, casting all inhibitions to the winds, exactly as so many women had done for his customer, the Earl of Elliot, “at once.”

*

The footman gave the parcel to the butler, who delivered it to my lady’s maid, who took it to her lady’s bedchamber. The lady’s maid waited in the dressing room until noon, when her lady opened her eyes to a new day. The maid showed the lady the parcel after she’d served her morning chocolate. And when she did, the lady screeched and leapt from bed and danced around like a mad thing, shouting, “Mama, Mama!”

Her mother came puffing down the hall, her hair still in curl papers, trailing lady’s maids, chambermaids, and footmen in her wake, all rushing to see what had caused the commotion.

“Come see! At last!” her daughter cried. “At last! A gift! From that jeweler’s down on Bond Street. You know, the one that costs the earth. It’s from Elliot! Yes! At last!”

Her mother saw, and then shooed all extraneous servants from the room, leaving only a pair of lady’s maids, and a chambermaid to clean up the mess of spilled morning chocolate.

“Yes, a gift,” the elderly lady sniffed, “and far too large a parcel to be a ring, my dear.”

“Oh fiddle,” her daughter said as she attacked the paper covering the parcel, “it’s a joke. Elliot’s a famous jokester. He’s probably taken the ring and wrapped it in yards and yards of paper, to tease me. I hope it’s diamonds and rubies, I do so love rubies and you always said they’re too old for me, but if I’m to be a married lady I can drape myself in yards of rubies,” she said as she tore the last of the paper off the box, and struggled with opening the string on it.

The young lady was fair, and only her youth saved her from being pallid to the point of insipidness, so perhaps her mama had the right of it. Because when she ripped open the box and lifted out what it contained, her face grew red as a ruby. And it didn’t suit her at all.

She held up the gift.

It was a golden cage, containing a golden bird on a perch. The young lady shook it hard, and turned it upside down and shook it harder. But no ring fell out, though the thing gave out a few chiming clanks. It clanked harder when she flung it across the room. It crashed against the wall in a cacophony of harsh notes.

“Oh, damn him, damn him, damn him!” the young lady sobbed. “No ring, no pin, no—wait! No, only a key to the filthy thing,” she said, flinging the key after the cage. “The note! Perhaps it is a jest and there’s a clue to where the ring is in the note!”

She tore the accompanying note wide and read it aloud:

‘When this you see, remember me. When this you hear, Happy Christmas my dear, wannest regards, Elliot’ … Oh blast!” she raged, crumpling the note. “He didn’t even sign it ‘Frauncis’! Well, he’s not the only gentleman in the ton,” she said, sniffing. “He’ll learn, I’ll have a dozen other offers by Christmas. I might just accept one, and then where will he be?”

“Wherever he wishes. He hasn’t asked,” her mother said with brutal frankness.

“I’m sure he intends to. He’s just being difficult. Let him,” the young woman snarled. “I’ll be married by spring, and don’t be surprised if it is to him, even so.”

“My lady?” the little chambermaid said, pausing in her cleaning to gaze at the bird in its cage. “What shall I do with it, if you please?”

“Throw it in the rubbish, for all I care.”

“It ain’t ruint,” the chambermaid persisted, lifting the cage to look. “There’s a dent in its side now, to be sure,” she said, staring in at the bird. It still sat on its perch, and it seemed that the topaz eyes winked at her, “but it’s still a lovely thing, it is.”

“I said, throw it out!” the young lady roared.

“I know,” the chambermaid said, still on her knees, looking frightened, for it was not her place to speak and well she knew it, “But, if you don’t mind…” she persisted nervously, because now the lady’s maids—leagues above her in power—were frowning at her. “If you please, my lady,” she said in a rush, “would you mind if I gave it to my poor little brother for Christmas, instead? He’s that crippled, you see, he don’t get out much, and this would amuse him something wonderful, for I believe it’s got a music box in it too—”

‘Take it, take it, I don’t care what you do with it, just get it out of here!”

The girl raised the cage like a Grail and sighed. “Thank you, with all my heart. My brother thanks you too.”

“Get on with the cleaning,” one of the maids said. There was a smile on the girl’s face as she did. 

She wasn’t smiling the next morning. She scowled at the filthy little old man behind the counter where she’d placed the birdcage. She’d hurried to the dark, cramped shop as the sun rose and was fidgeting because she had to leave before it got much higher. A tear and tale had gotten her a half-day off, and she had to make good use of it.

“Wot? Think I’ll take that for it? Ho! Think again, you old skint!”

He laughed. “Aye, I think you’ll take it and be glad, luv, for where will you take it else? Besides, I’m fair, and you knows it. Now, one more time. Did you come by it legal?”

She frowned, but the money he had put on the counter disappeared into her apron pocket quickly. She gazed around his shop. “Three parts junk and one part priceless,” she muttered, eyeing the dusty stacks of books, the mounds of paintings, the random piles of objects.

“Aye, but none knows which is which—’cept for myself,” the old man cackled, “which makes it a waste of time for anyone to steal from me. And since I’m the only fair dealer in town, a complete waste to murder me. I do good business out of bad business. Again, is it yours to sell? I’ll buy it anyway, but I got to know.”

“Yes,” she said curtly. “My lady had a fit when her beau sent it ’stead of a ring. There’s a dent in the side, where it hit the wall. It’s fine elsewise…’cept maybe it used to play music, ’cause it has a key. But it don’t work no more, I tried. The wall didn’t do it any good. Ah, don’t look at me like that. I know she don’t give away ice in wintertime, but she was in a taking. I told her it was for my crippled brother, that’s why she gave it to me.”

He roared with laughter. “Why then, lass, your crippled brother thanks you kindly.” He pantomimed a mocking bow before he turned his attention back to the birdcage.

She saw him fiddling with it. “Well, at least you got something to play with, good day to you,” she sneered as she left his shop.

He didn’t answer. In fact, he hardly noticed her leave—while she was there to notice. Once she’d gone, and he was sure of it, he put the key in the slot in the side of the cage, and turned it.

The bird turned its head, and seemed to look at him. He held his breath. Its jeweled eyes caught the little light there was, and glistened. It opened its beak—and sang, while the music box played.

The song was like true birdsong, the music box played soft accompaniment. The sound took the old man far from his dusty shop, back to the green fields of his youth, back to a sweet voice singing him a lullaby—the last sweet words any woman had ever addressed to him—while in the background, a murmurous wind rustled in the tree outside his window…

“Silly slut,” the old man said when the last notes died away, and he could breathe again. “Didn’t know what you could do, did she, my beautiful lad?” he cooed to the bird. “Well, but I do. Aye, and I know just where you belong.”

*

“Eliza! Enough. Pacing won’t move the clock any faster,” the fair-haired woman complained as her daughter kept marching to and fro in the parlor.

“I know,” the young woman with the golden eyes said, “it would already be tomorrow if it did. But how I wish it were time! I have the speech rehearsed. I know I must do it. I know how to do it. I’m ready to do it. But even so, I’m . frightened of doing it. But I will, I will.” 

“It’s not fair,” the older woman said sadly. “You’ve worked for the money, it should be in your pocket. I don’t make much with my sewing, but I’m paid the moment I deliver it. And what you do is so much better, so much more important—”

“…So much blather, Mother,” Eliza said, interrupting. She looked at her mother fondly.

With fifty years in her cup, Maria Dumont was still attractive. Still slender, with a lovely complexion marred by few lines of age—or trouble, which she’d had in plenty. Widowed, and thrust from her family long before that unhappy time, just because she’d wed unwisely. Eliza admired the soft fair hair that scarcely showed the encroaching gray. She had her mother’s features, but had inherited her father’s heavy mahogany hair. It was the only thing she had inherited from him, since when he’d died he’d only left the earth richer by three children.

“It’s just that your skills: being a good mother and a brilliant conversationalist, aren’t much in demand—for pay, that is. Though of course, you’re beyond price.” They grinned at each other. “I wish I could cook as well as you,” Eliza went on, “and I’d be happy to cope on so little money half so well. You can sew and embroider too. I can’t. And how you can sing! If I could sing like that I’d make our fortune on the stage.”

“Over my entirely dead body, of course,” her mother commented.

“Well, but the argument is academic—as am I now.” Eliza giggled, “I can’t sing; it’s all I can do to carry a tune on the harp. But that I can do, so I can at least teach to help keep our mediocre roof over our heads.”

They exchanged sympathetic looks. They hated their rented rooms on the outer fringe of fashionable London, so perilously close to terrifying London.

“So I teach,” Eliza sighed. “And since you sew like an angel—though I’m sure angels have better things to amuse themselves with—you do that. The only difference is that the tailor you work for is lower class, and so pays his debts. While most of my students’ mamas aspire to the upper class, and so feel they need not. But needs must when the devil drives. We need the money now. I’ll ask for it. And I’ll get it!”

This was said with far more confidence than either of the women felt and they both knew it. Mrs. Dumont looked out the window, and Eliza down at her toes.

She’d pawned the bird in the golden cage, and they were both suffering because of it. But if she hadn’t, they wouldn’t have been able to pay the rent. Because they’d needed money for her brothers too. A sum for Everett, to pay his fare home from school for the holidays. Somewhat more so they could send something fine to Charles, a man in the service of his country far from home deserved a memorable Christmas gift. The watch and fob the bird had helped finance was that.

But though the money had met their needs, they needed the bird. It was their last link to a better life.

“Grandmother said the bird would bring me happiness,” Eliza said, bravely. She neglected to mention that as she’d never actually met the lady—and had only gotten the musical bird and nothing else when her estranged grandmother had died last year—the gift of happiness hadn’t been very apparent. So far, Eliza thought, and said, more bravely than she felt, “Well, there’s the carriage pulling up, and there’s Mrs. Pomfret with her daughter.” She shuddered.

“And here I go,” she muttered, taking a deep breath. “I do think I deserve some reward for not forcing little Melissa right through the strings of the harp just for the pleasure of watching her being sliced into dozens of neat little slivers,” she said fervently.

“Eliza!” her mother said, half in shock, half in jest. 

“Well, it would be the only neat thing about her,” Eliza said bitterly. “I even have to wash down the harp strings when she leaves. The child is sticky as the inside of a wasp’s nest, she’s always eating, and it’s always something gummy. And she can’t play anything but spillikins, and I’ll bet she cheats at that!” she whispered harshly as she squared her shoulders and went to answer the door.

“Mrs. Pomfret, Melissa, do come in,” Eliza said as the broad woman in furs and her little daughter swept past her. Melissa headed straight for the harp in the front parlor Mrs. Dumont had just hastily vacated. Mrs. Pomfret marched after her daughter, until she was halted in her tracks. Because Eliza stepped in front of her.

“I should like a word with you, ma’am,” Eliza said, “if you please.”

Mrs. Pomfret looked affronted. She did that very well. Her frown said eloquently that in her experience, music teachers should speak after a lesson, and then only to praise. It was a terrifying frown that had quelled countless tradespeople asking for payment. It terrified Eliza too. But she had to be brave today.

“There’s a matter of back services for rendered payment to be settled,” Eliza said, and then scolded herself, realizing that in her nervousness she’d said it the wrong way around. But since she had managed to dumbfound Mrs. Pomfret, she pressed her advantage and went on quickly. “If you wish Melissa to have further harp lessons, I must be paid—and now, ma’am.”

“WELL!” Mrs. Pomfret said, swelling with outrage, for whatever the girl had said before, the last was clear enough. “I never! Nor shall I ever again. Come along, Melissa, we shall find a more accommodating teacher. The woods are full of music masters, young woman. We need not stay and be insulted!” 

“No, you need not,” Eliza said, almost entertained by visions of a forest filled with hungry, prowling out-of-work musicians—except she knew too well it was almost true, “then, I suppose, Melissa will not be present at the spring recital my students are giving?”

“I should think not!” Mrs. Pomfret boomed. “…spring recital?”

“Yes, the one the Saunders, the Cummings, Baron FitzWilliams, and the Frobishers’ children are performing in. So, that is too bad. But c’est la vie. Very well, good day, Mrs. Pomfret.”

“The Baron FitzWilliams, you say?”

Eliza had buried the baron in the middle, but as she’d suspected, Mrs. Pomfret heard it loudly and clearly. Eliza nodded. “Yes. One of my students, a charming child.”

“Ah,” Mrs. Pomfret said, “perhaps I have been hasty.”

When the last strains of the tortured harp had died away, and Mrs. Dumont felt it was safe to come out of the kitchen, it was to see her daughter alone, dancing like a gypsy around a little stack of coins.

“I did it!” Eliza caroled. “And after Mrs. Pomfret, the others can only be easier!”

“So you did,” Mrs. Dumont said slowly. “But Baron FitzWilliams? Whoever is he?”

“I haven’t the foggiest notion.” Eliza laughed breathlessly. “But the very idea of him opened the Pomfret purse, and with that open, the others will surely follow.”

“But a baron—”

“I said the recital will be in the spring. By spring, Mama, anything may happen. I may even meet a baron somewhere! But one thing’s sure. By the week’s end, we shall have our bird back, and by Christmas, enough to celebrate by having a roast bird for dinner as well. Grandmother was right. I’m sorry I never met her, but so glad she left the birdcage to me. It has brought me happiness! For when I get it back, I’ll never be intimidated by any of my pupils’ horrid mamas again.”

Mrs. Dumont frowned. Surely, that couldn’t have been what her mother had meant. That poor lady had obviously finally been permitted to forgive her daughter for marrying her music master so many years ago. Or at least, to forgive her granddaughter for being born to such a union. For although she’d never dared get in touch with her, she’d been allowed to leave her unknown granddaughter something.

It had only been a musical bird, but the note had been warm, and specific. Her mother had been a weak woman, Mrs. Dumont thought now, dominated by her husband and his family. She’d also been a woman of fancies and fantasies, since, unlike the daughter who had run away, it was the only way she could escape their domineering. But she’d never been a fool. Surely, she’d meant a truer, lasting sort of happiness?

Mrs. Dumont shook herself from her reveries. She was getting as bad as her poor lost mama. For what sort of nonsense was this? As if a mechanical songbird could bring happiness!

*

Frauncis, Earl of Elliot, sat in his drawing room, trying to decide what to do with the rest of his afternoon, and far less urgently, with the rest of his life. He’d planned to take a lady for a drive in the park today, but that lady had definitely snubbed him last night. It still astonished him. He’d seen the Lady Lattimore at the assembly, began to cross the room to her, and she’d turned up her nose and then turned away from him, as though she hadn’t seen him at all. He might have thought she was shortsighted, but her mama had turned crimson and given him an agonized apologetic glance, which was high coin from such a high-nosed hatchet-faced lady.
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