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“With what wonderful wisdom has George Eliot 
told us that people are not any better because 

they have long eyelashes!”

Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Aurora Floyd
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Prologue

The heavy slop-pail bumps against Ruth’s leg as she walks down 
the path to the privy. 

She holds her breath, careful that its malodorous contents 
don’t spill over the sides. She wishes the master would lay off 
the claret. The wire handle cuts into her fingers as she takes 
quick, short steps over the cobblestones and, keeping her nose 
averted from her burden, she fails to see the sparkle of dew on 
the heather florets that line the path, and the dawn rain that 
washes the dust from the wisteria leaves. A feathery, cool mist 
lights upon her upturned face, as she espies the brick outhouse 
at the bottom of the path.

She admires its sturdy lines just as she always does each 
morning when she empties the household’s chamber pots. Much 
more handsome than the servants’ privy, set a long way into the 
orchard, within a rickety, splintered structure. And most certainly 
fancier than anything Ruth’s grandmother experienced when 
she served up at the Dodds’ farm—leant up against a tree, was 
all, according to the old woman. Ruth shakes her head at the 
thought.

But, despite its promise of gentility, the household’s privy 
retains the sour stench to be found around any outhouse. Its 
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pong mingles with the sweetness of the honeysuckles creeping 
up its walls, and the flowers’ rosy buds and thin, white tongues 
reach for her skirts as she brushes past to pull open the door. 

There are two seats, one for the adults, and off to the left a 
smaller hole for the children of the house. Ruth sees that young 
Miss Margaret is on the smaller of the seats, and she apologises, 
starts to back out, but stops herself. The girl’s small feet are bare, 
not in her silk slippers, and Ruth notices that her nightdress 
neatly covers her legs, and is not drawn up to her waist as would 
be expected. She pauses, confused, and steps closer, peering in 
the dimness.

There is a dark stain down the front of the Miss Margaret’s 
linen nightdress. 

Ruth feels bile rise to her throat, even as she reaches forward, 
and says, “Miss Margaret, have you had a nose-bleed?” 

The girl falls to the side, jaw slack, her head at an awkward 
angle, exposing a raw, livid slice to her throat. 

Ruth stumbles backwards into the fresh sunlight, the breath 
so heavily drawn from her body she thinks it will never enter 
again. She drops the pail, the master’s shit seeping into the 
earth, trickling a path through the pebbles into the last of the 
marigolds. 

Finally, after moments of what feels like a vacuum of riotous 
clarity—the stench of the outhouse, the shivering of the flowers, 
the horror to be found slumped on the privy—Ruth’s breath 
returns, and she opens her mouth so that what trembles forth 
as a forced, harsh screech, transforms into a piercing clamour. 
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Chapter 1

I peer into the mirror and run my tongue along the ridge of my 
teeth until it catches on the tiny chip in my right canine tooth. 

“Stop worriting at it, Heloise,” says Amah, lifting my hair from 
the nape of my neck as she brushes. “You can’t even see it.”

“Yes, but I can still feel it.” A reminder of that ghastly day. 
Each time my tongue catches on that chip, something slips in 
my stomach. I see the knife’s blade, as mottled as an old shilling 
piece. I feel the sting to my lip, the strain upon my limbs.

“Well, Sir Thomas paid you handsomely for clearing up that 
mess, so go to a dentist, have it fixed.” 

I know she’s not serious. She has that smirk on her face, 
knows I won’t have some hairy brute of a dentist gouge around 
in my mouth. I’ve seen the pictures. She wouldn’t either, the old 
mosquito. 

I bare my teeth again in the mirror. It’s true what Amah says. 
I can’t even see the chip. My teeth are bright and even. Maybe 
that Marie Duplessis was right—telling lies whitens the teeth. I 
smile, bunch my cheek so the dimple fades in and out.

“Stop admiring yourself.” Amah parts my hair down the 
middle, taking the left side of my hair to roll back from my face. 
Her hands are cold—have always been cold. I remember those 
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winter evenings in Liverpool when I was small, when she’d pull 
my bloomers up for bed, how I used to hop away from her chilly 
fingers. “Who do you have coming tonight?” she asks.

“Well, Hatterleigh, of course, and Cunningham.” 
“Naturally.” She twists the roll tight at the back of my head, 

and forces it into place with a hairpin. I’m sure my scalp curls 
away under the force of that hairpin, like potato skin under a 
peeler. “Who else will there be? Agneau hasn’t prepared all that 
food for only three people.”

“Well, the Pidgeons.” I smile, as I dust pearl powder across 
my forehead. Sir Henry and his daughter. 

Amah’s brow lifts. “I do not like them.”
“What are you talking about?” I think of dear Isobel Pidgeon. 

Of her sweet-serious countenance, of her pretty, flaxen hair. And 
her father, with his long face and kind eyes. “They’re two of the 
nicest people I know.” Of this I am certain. How many other 
respectable ladies would sit quietly in my house, conversing civilly 
with the notorious paon de nuit, Heloise Chancey? Of course, it’s 
because Isobel has travelled to many other countries with her 
father, seen things that even I’ve not experienced. She’s seen men, 
naked, except for long, long sheaths covering their cocks, and she’s 
nibbled on fried spiders, as big as my palm. But still, in London, she 
could certainly choose to act differently towards me if so inclined. 

Amah simply nods, with that irritating look on her face, as if 
she thinks she’s the bloody moon goddess, Chang’e. “Who else 
will be here?”

“Maurice Cosgrove.” Hatterleigh’s friend from his time at 
Oxford. I feel warmth in my face. I lean forward so that Amah 
tuts, and pour myself a glass of sherry. Sweeping aside the curtain 
of hair that still hangs across the right side of my face, I take a 
sip. Then another. “And some of his cronies. His admirers really.”
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Amah coils the remaining hair back. “Ah. So tonight it is a 
meeting of your friends who think they’ve mastered the world.” 

I frown. “They’ve explored some of the world, yes.”
“Explored. I can think of other words.”
“Well, do so elsewhere, please. I rather like these people.” 
Amah breathes out through her nose, a sniff of derision. 

“At least they’re a bit better than those pretty poets you have 
around—with all their languishing and posing.” She scrapes more 
hairpins into my scalp, securing the second roll.

“How on earth would you know?” 
Her mouth twists to the side again. “Sometimes I watch 

through the peacock tail, when I have nothing better to do. 
Although the stench of their cologne reaches all the way to my 
room.”

I have another sip of sherry, and watch as a dappled blush 
rises to my chest. It resembles the first moments a tincture of 
carmine bleeds into a bowl of water, clouding it crimson. The 
blush is from the wine. It often happens with those first few 
sips. But I know it’ll fade within minutes—definitely within half 
an hour—which is why I often have at least one drink in my 
boudoir before my guests arrive. Amah has told me that the same 
happened to her grandfather when he drank too much rice wine. 
My great-grandfather. I pick up the locket that was once his, that 
has found its way to me after all these years. It’s now attached to 
the pearl choker I wear most days. 

“He used to wear it on a gold chain,” says Amah, nodding 
towards the gold dragon on the underside of the jade. “My 
mother had earrings made from the same gold.”

“Where are they?” I tilt my head with the question but Amah 
tugs it back into line. She loops my remaining hair into a chignon 
at the nape of my neck. 
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“Lost them.” Her mouth is set firm. I don’t ask her to tell me 
more. I know she’s lost a lot. More than she will ever admit.

She helps me clasp the choker around my neck as I gaze in 
the mirror. I don’t like how Amah has done my hair tonight. It 
makes my face look wide. 

“What’s wrong?” Amah stands behind me, arms crossed.
I tease at the hair flattened to the top of my head, try to 

encourage a little more height. “Nothing.”
“It’s the same as that picture you showed me in the magazine,” 

she insists. Of course she’s right. She’s done a superb job as usual. 
But I don’t like it. 

I angle my face from side to side. Maybe if I accentuate my 
eyes a little more. Or rub more rouge into my cheekbones. 

Amah rolls her eyes, takes hold of my head to pull pins out. 
“I’ll start again.”

I duck away, laugh. “Don’t be silly. Pass me that bunch of 
cherries I bought the other day. Or the pheasant feathers I wore 
to the play on Saturday night. It just needs a little decoration.”

Amah’s face softens. “Good idea. Your guests will be here 
before long anyway.”

I watch her as she rummages through the trinkets, hair 
pieces and pomades on my dressing table. Her hands are tiny. 
Her fingers are thinner than mine, taper at the tips. I must have 
gotten my long fingers from my father. 

I take another sip of sherry. Poor Amah. How bored she must 
be. What does she do with her time when I’m entertaining? I feel 
an urge to take her downstairs with me, to have her sit on the 
sofa with my friends. Surely they will find her stories enthralling? 
And how wonderful it would be to share her. But my thoughts 
snag. She’s not simply an oddity at the fair, nor an exotic artefact 
from the East. And I think of how stiff my guests might be, of 
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their shocked whispers as they climb into their carriages, how 
insufferably polite the Pidgeons would be to her. It can never be. 
And Amah would never agree anyway. 

Like most people in London, my guests do no realise she is 
more to me than a mere lady’s maid. They don’t realise I carry 
Amah’s blood. How could they? I take great pains to hide it.

Amah’s hand brushes some pins aside, and she picks up the 
newspaper. “Ghastly Murder at Stoke Newington,” she reads. 
She mumbles over a few sentences and then reads aloud again. 
“The house was locked and secured as usual by the housekeeper, 
but found opened upon the morning. A way was evidently taken 
through the drawing room…”

“Appalling, isn’t it? Their little girl was found in the privy. 
Murdered.”

“Sir Thomas isn’t involved, surely?” Amah’s voice is sharp. 
“He doesn’t want you to stick your nose in?”

“No.” I dab some colour onto my lips. “Not at all.”
Amah reads from the paper again, and nods. “Ah. Well, that 

is good. They will use real detectives this time.”
I catch her eye in the mirror. It’s just like the old wasp. Right 

when I start to feel a little sorry for her, she stings me in the 
neck. 
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