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Killing Moths



It was close to nightfall and Bonnie was killing moths in the bedroom that had once belonged to Mr Moncrieff’s dead wife. Mr Moncrieff detested the scent of cedar and camphor, and so the only way to be rid of them was by hand. Bonnie ground them against carpets and dressing tables, pulverized them against the rugs. It was a massacre, each insect obliterated in a small smear of white. When she opened the wardrobe, she saw that the moths had already eaten their way through the fur stoles. The fox brush looked like it had been peppered with shot.


It had been more than a year since Mrs Moncrieff had died and still the room hadn’t been touched: there, in the corner, was a browning globe on a stand which creaked when Bonnie put her hand to it, and on the dressing table was a lace collar, unwashed and yellowing with age. Bonnie paused, palms smarting, and placed the collar against her throat as she had done each time she had stepped into this room. She regarded herself carefully. But today she felt absurd, such a fine garment layered on top of her linen maid’s apron, like dressing a pig in a cravat. She dropped the collar hastily. The room seemed to hold its breath, as though Mrs Moncrieff was about to breeze in the door; as if she would snatch it back and slap her across the cheek.


Bonnie shook her head: Mrs Moncrieff was gone. It must have been Mr Moncrieff’s talk about the new cemetery that had dug its fingers into her, made her imagine ghosts. She stared out of the window at the vast stretch of distant pasture where the cemetery would be built. Soon that sloping, nettled land would sprout grand avenues, vaults, catacombs, a chapel in a Gothic style.


A moth rose up before her, pale as a bride. Bonnie gritted her teeth and resumed her work, opening cupboards and drawers and clapping out the moths, grinding them under her heels. She lifted the lid of an old mahogany chest, smacked a few creatures that fluttered out. There. Gone in an instant, turned to dust. She paused, looked closer. Bonnie already knew that there was nothing of worth in this chest, no necklaces or shell earrings. It was crammed with white silks in neat stacks. She should not linger. It was late and she still had to bathe Cissie and fetch her a chocolate, then warm Mr Moncrieff’s sheets with a pan filled with hot coals. But what were a few seconds? She reached towards the stack of fabric, shook one out.


It was a nightgown. She thought of the yellowed rag that she wore to bed, darned and patched, sweat stains circling the armpits, rusty streaks where her menses had caught her unaware. She held this dress to the light. It was cold, as fresh and bright as new china. Frilling at the collar, tightly drawn sleeves, a big fat ribbon around the waist.


Who could resist such a thing? It was the decision of an instant. She balled the nightgown into a bundle, slammed shut the chest, half-ran into the hallway.


Annette would be in the kitchen, slicing tomorrow’s bacon, old Manton by the fire, blacking Mr Moncrieff’s boots. A stag eyed her from the wall, marbles glinting in its sockets, antlers shadowed. She dithered for a moment, then raced down the hallway, up the servants’ stairs, to where her little room crouched in the eaves. She closed the door, unfurled the dress. There it was, clutched in her red, work-sore hands. Had Mrs Moncrieff – Josephine – worn this as she waited in bed for her husband each night? And as Josephine lay there, did she think about how everything outside the window – the woodland with its ice house and greenhouse; the copses where foxes sheltered; the jetty leaning into the Thames – was all hers?


Bonnie sat in her attic bedroom as the sun lowered, teasing the silk between her cracked fingers. She pulled it so tight that a thread snagged. She cursed. And then she laughed; it was her dress now, wasn’t it, and couldn’t she do what she wanted? It was nobody’s but hers. She could trample through mud in it if she chose, torture it on the fire, and nobody would know.


The damp on the wall shone in the dusk. Her heart quivered. She thought of the wind-up toy that Crawford had once bought for her and buzzed against her neck. A machine that, once started, could not easily be stopped.










Part One



CLEMENT’S LANE, ST GILES, LONDON


1839










Wanted



‘WANTED,’ Rex boomed as he read from a broadsheet, his fingers leaving sweaty imprints on the paper. ‘A respectable, steady, young girl as Dairy Woman. Must be well acquainted with making good butter.’ He glanced at Bonnie. ‘I can see her, sweating over a churn. Can’t you, Crawford? A sweet little rosy-cheeked maid.’


They were sprawled around the garret they shared at the top of the Angler, summer heat thickening the air so that it felt as dense as gravy. There was Bonnie, twenty-one, as green and pretty as an apple, swinging her legs and picking the greasy meat from a chicken carcass. Crawford sat beside her, watching her with small flicks of his eyes, his fingers circling her ankle. Rex sat a little apart from them, shadowed by the eaves: he was a wide, brutish man with the heft of a prizefighter. Sweat pearled on his forehead, his damp shirt abandoned on the floor, his task of weighing brass coffin plates briefly neglected.


‘It’s hot,’ Bonnie said, barely paying attention to what Rex had said. Everything seemed to shy away from the heat. Even the men who gathered in the inn below for the rat-baiting sounded muted, lethargy stiffening their conversation. The woodcuts Crawford had tacked to the walls – of a white turreted house and river views – curled at their edges. A wasp had expired against the glass, the gaps in the window plugged shut with scraps of linen. Still, the hot reek of the graveyards seeped through – Enon Chapel and the Green Ground, both bulging with the dead, no matter how much quicklime Rex heaped over the bodies to hasten their decay.


‘I can see it,’ Crawford said.


‘See what?’ Bonnie asked, turning the carcass over and prising out the soft sweet oysters.


‘You as a dairy maid,’ Crawford said, a little impatiently.


‘Me?’ Bonnie scoffed, licking the fat from her fingers. For a moment she imagined herself hunkered under a cow with a handful of udder, milk chiming against a pail. ‘In heat like this, the milk’d curdle in seconds.’


Neither man spoke.


‘And I detest cows. Their slow, stupid looks.’ She glanced up from the chicken. ‘Why are you staring at me?’ She turned her chin from side to side, deliberately coquettish, enjoying Crawford’s eyes on her.


‘I’m not sure I’d call you either steady or respectable,’ Crawford said, and she cuffed him, so he leaned forward and kissed her. Her head filled with the scent of him – peppermint and pipe smoke – and the taste of salt on his mouth. He sucked the chicken fat from her finger, holding her wrist tight.


‘Beast,’ she cried, and tried to wipe her hands on his green jacket, but he pushed himself out of the way, chuckling.


She watched to see if Rex flinched, ready to savour her triumph at being closer to Crawford than he was. But Rex shook the paper, cleared his throat. Crawford stilled.


‘WANTED,’ Rex continued. ‘In a Gentleman’s family at Endellion House, a short distance from Richmond, a single woman as LADY’S MAID for a young girl of sixteen years. She must be accustomed to the care of fabrics, a competent dressmaker, and a good hairdresser. A thoroughly honest, respectable, considerate—’


‘Ah, but there’s that damned respectability again,’ Bonnie said, nudging Crawford with her toe, expecting him to grasp it, to tickle her. ‘You might as well tolerate me here. I’ll spend my days slowly roasting in this garret, being as devilishly unrespectable as possible. Won’t I, Craw?’


But Crawford didn’t smile. And as they both stared at her, she felt as though she were being cut up and weighed.


‘What is it?’ she asked. Rex looked away, but Crawford leaned forward again, his look so intent that it made the hairs on her arms prickle. Was this another of the small, careful tests he devised for her? She licked her lips, found them cracked and scabbed. He would dare her to take a bun from a distracted baker; he would hide from her in a crowd and watch her panic as she tried to find him. Little checks to see if she still loved him, if she was still entirely his own, if she still wanted to please him. Occasionally, these tests had become a way of drawing in money: Crawford would send her to coax gentlemen down an alley where he and Rex would be waiting to rob them. Each time she triumphed and he loved her for it. She raised her hand to scratch her wrists, her fingernails raking an insect bite.


‘A lady’s maid. You can’t mean it. Richmond might as well be the moon,’ she said, as airily as she could, glancing from one man to another, for any cue as to what she was supposed to say.


‘Didn’t you tell me you were a lady’s maid when we first met?’ Crawford asked, moving so close that she felt the whisper of his breath against her arm. ‘To a fine house on a fine street in – in – in May-fer.’


Rex guffawed; Bonnie winced, then forced herself to join in, laughter catching in her throat. ‘What a dolt you must have thought me.’


‘You might have been, though. A lady’s maid. Mightn’t you?’


Bonnie laughed again: it came out more as a cough. Rex’s amusement died away, his mouth set. Both faces were closed tight against her, and she had the sense that they had discussed this, arranged it somehow: these two friends who had known each other for years before she met Crawford. But arranged what? Anger spiked through her: Rex was never tested as she was. Crawford’s dog, a man had once called him, who would dance to his master’s tune like a terrier on a hot plate. But Crawford accepted his loyalty without question. And what was it they now wanted from her? She couldn’t fathom what the test was or how she might pass it. Agree that she wanted to be a lady’s maid, and she might fail – it would seem she wanted a new life, away from Crawford; disagree, and she might fail – she would be disobeying some secret, opaque wish he had.


‘I can see you with a pair of tongs, curling a little brat’s ringlets,’ Rex said.


‘What is this?’ she asked, swatting Crawford on the arm. She would have taken a pin to the room if she could, but it held, resisted, as unyielding as a leather balloon.


‘What is what?’ Crawford asked, coolly.


‘Crawford could write you a fine character,’ Rex said. ‘Thoroughly honest, respectable, considerate—’


The back of her throat began to itch and when she spoke, she was surprised to find herself on the brink of tears. ‘You want to—’ pathetic, she scolded herself, as her voice snapped and she felt the miserable seep of self-pity. ‘– You want to get rid of me. You want to put me out there, like a cow to pasture.’


‘Like a cow to pasture!’ Crawford repeated, and smiled. ‘My own sweet Bonnie? A cow? Even more entertaining than the thought of you as a lady’s maid. You’d singe the poor girl’s hair to cinders.’


There: the pin had found its place, and she might have heard the whistle as the room deflated, as Crawford reached for her hand and kissed it, and Rex discarded his newspaper and picked up another coffin plate and dusted soil from it. Albert Smith, it read, and she wondered what the man had looked like, who he had loved.


‘And besides, get rid of you? Unendurable thought,’ Crawford added. He hoisted Bonnie onto his lap and began to kiss the dip between her clavicles. ‘Be without you for an instant? I’d rather die.’ He lowered his voice, cutting Rex out. ‘One day I will buy you a castle with ten turrets, and a parrot that asks for a dish of strawberries. You will have your own palazzo.’


‘It’s getting late,’ Rex interrupted, standing suddenly, irritation creasing his brow.


It was true: outside, the crowd was growing restless, and Bonnie knew that soon they would process downstairs and the rat-baiting would begin. Rex had bought a new dog, a one-eyed fox terrier called Tiny, and he had staked five guineas on it. He hadn’t fed it in two days so it would do his bidding and massacre the rats in a desperate fury.


Crawford ignored him, even when Rex crossed the floor. It was all fine, Bonnie told herself, as Crawford held her close against him, and she rested her head on his shoulder. He began to stroke her hair. She wanted to keep him there, pin him to her. Surely, she had imagined the oddness of earlier. There was no test, no secret kept quiet from her. But as they took the old wooden staircase to the inn below, she let herself tip forwards, let herself see the panic on Crawford’s face as she fell, and he seized her round the waist, catching her.


‘Good God!’ he said. ‘Are you hurt? What happened?’


‘The heat,’ she replied, her ankle stinging with pain. ‘I – I must have stood too quickly.’


His expression was clear: worry, fear. Proof that he loved her, that he cared for her.


She felt the nudge of a familiar whine she had never given into, never expressed, though it squatted everywhere they went. Why won’t you marry me? Their unknown children with his nose, her lips, a melding of them, not a seed blossoming on the sheets.


‘Hurry up,’ Rex insisted. ‘If Bonnie can climb down the stairs without throwing a fainting fit.’


Bonnie accepted Crawford’s arm. As she limped down each step, she found herself thinking about the advertisement again, wondering what it was about; if she had said the right thing, if she had passed whatever trial Crawford had devised for her.










Green Days



At the beginning, the trick with the gentlemen was Crawford’s idea. But as time passed, it had wormed its way into Bonnie so subtly that she scarcely realized that it was her who had begun to notice which gentlemen were worth their while. At the briefest glance, she could discern which shirts were loose-fitting, cheap Penny Lane cotton; and which were chalked and stitched by a tailor, starched by a housemaid. Even as she entered the inn, the trap door to the ratting pit yawning below, she found herself measuring up fobs as gold or painted tin, taking in the cut of the gentlemen who wore them.


They pursued their ruse a few evenings a week, leaving the shabby quarters of St Giles for the wide streets of Mayfair and Kensington. There, she, Rex and Crawford would saunter from inn to inn. Whenever a man blocked Bonnie’s way, whenever a hand slid down her side as though by accident, and whenever that hand wore a fat signet ring or was cuffed by a fine merino frock coat, Bonnie would nudge Crawford. ‘Oh,’ she would exclaim, nestling against the hand for just the briefest moment. She would turn and pretend to be flattered, delighted at the attention, when really her skin felt sticky and her waist ached from the pressure of his palm.


It took little time to reel them in, these hungry, sweating men with port-stained lips. When she saw she had them, she would nod at Crawford, and she would watch as he and Rex sloped out of the inn.


‘How stifling it is!’ she would exclaim to the gentleman. ‘I need some air.’ He would scarcely be able to stop himself, his fingers pawing at her as they left, his desire rising shamelessly. She would say, ‘No, sir, not here!’ and then, ‘Just this way, sir,’ and there, in the shadows of an alleyway, Crawford and Rex would be waiting.


It was easy to suppress her niggling unease as she led the men to the alleyways, to forget the harsh thwack of Rex’s bat, and the way the gentlemen begged and gibbered as gold and watches were pulled from them with a conjuror’s ease. These men, she told herself, would have pressed her head against the wall and forced themselves into her whether she’d offered it or not. She chose instead to remember the brimming thrill as she and Crawford raced through the streets afterwards, gold rattling, and how he would spin her round and kiss her and say, ‘The way he thought he had you! And his face when he saw it was you who had him—’ and she would know she had done what he wanted, and that, surely, counted for everything.


[image: Paragraph break image]


But that, of course, was not the only racket Crawford had. There was collecting the bets on the ratting, though he grumbled that the owner of the inn took a fat cut. Of some matters, Bonnie knew only snatches: the knocks that sometimes beat against the door in the middle of the night, the weeks he would spend away from her. She could always tell he was leaving by his clothes: his green velvet jacket brushed down, his hair slicked back, shoes oiled.


‘Where are you going?’ Bonnie would ask, and she would see Rex’s head angled with the same question. But Crawford would tap his nose and she would have no choice but to wait until he returned, clutching a blowsy bunch of roses or hyacinths, hanging his head in an exaggerated show of contrition. When she crossed her arms, he would pull her onto his lap. ‘Come now,’ he would say. ‘Don’t I love you? You wouldn’t love me if I was a little lapdog, if you knew everything about me, if you could drag me everywhere on a silken lead. You wouldn’t love me if you owned me.’


‘Is that so?’ Bonnie would say. ‘Is that so?’


And then there were the burial grounds. The Green Ground and Enon Chapel were small, privately owned squares of land. They were as foul and packed as any of the graveyards of central London, and Crawford managed them both, cramming in more and more bodies, fudging the burial notes and creaming off the profit. The fact was simply this, he explained: the city was overflowing with the dead and there was no ground left for burials. And wherever there was a problem, there was money in a solution. Money, he’d add, that lined a hundred pockets before it touched his own.


‘It’s leftover’s from another man’s plate,’ Crawford once said with something close to fury, his glass making circles of condensation on the table. ‘The owner of the ground’s making a fortune. Fifteen shillings a burial, and fifty interments a week.’ But Bonnie knew perfectly well that Crawford only registered thirty-five of those burials with the owners. Bodies were buried in sham ceremonies and exhumed, the coffins sold for firewood, the corpses thrown either into a burying pit or the vault under Enon Chapel, then slaked with quicklime. The cleaned bones were sold to a man in Liverpool who ground them down for fertiliser. Mourners must have known how it was: how couldn’t they? But they had no other choice.


Crawford brought home pamphlets about grave-digging and mephitic odours and studied them late into the night, and sometimes Bonnie would sift through them the next day, keen to share his interest. When the broadsheets carried articles about the construction of a new cemetery at Highgate and its aim to be a convincing token of a nation’s progress in civilization and the arts as Kensal Green and West Norwood had been, he had scrunched them up and hurled them across the room. ‘If I owned land like it, bodies would tumble in like coins, not be laid out in wide, pretty spaces.’ But later, when Bonnie unfurled the papers and studied the neat designs – a large turning circle, carefully dotted trees, numbered sections with arcing paths – she wondered if it was simply being cut out of things that angered him. If it was the idea that in this same city, men were sleeping in beds draped with silk and profiting from a grand cemetery, and here he was with his stinking pit, scheming and hoping, skimming off profits that were rightfully another man’s.


The reek of Crawford’s burial grounds seemed to slip under her skin. She began to find herself raising her wrist to her nose and sniffing, wondering if she stank of it too. She had always loved summer for its greenery and bursting flowers, but she hated it here. It was a season of bluebottles swelling against the windowpanes, of air so thin that she could scarcely light a candle, of a stench as dense as soup. 


Every time she passed the grounds, she would try to turn away, but one afternoon she had found her gaze drawn back to it. There, rising from the soil, she had glimpsed an arm, faintly tattooed with the outline of a mermaid. That night, sleep eluded her. Crawford’s body was hot against her own, but all she could picture was that arm. Carefully, she dropped her hand over the bed frame, let it hang, slack: still her fingers twitched. She could no more picture herself out of the world than she could imagine the moon pinched out, the buildings crumpled and turned to wasteland. A woman’s laughter rose from the street below. Everyone was simply trying to live, to make their way through this life. The dust, glinting in the air, as though it too was alive and sparkling. It felt so unjust, so vulgar, that a person could simply stop existing. All these people she had known who had died: where had they gone? The elders from her church when she was younger, her brother’s friend who’d fallen into a stream when drunk, her own mother.


She had run between their graves as a child, careering over the raised bumps of grass, spires of Ely in the distance. She had fitted her fingers to the engravings on her family’s headstone and found her mother’s name: Jane Fairchild. Laundress. She had died when Bonnie was too young to recall her in anything but snatched fragments: the smell of the coke fire, the handkerchiefs and collars that hung across the kitchen like streamers, the hand that smacked her away from the rows of glowing irons.


Her mother had taken in laundry from Highwell, a vast stone mansion around which the entire village revolved and fawned. Her brother had worked in the grounds as a stable boy and, as Bonnie grew older, he had often let her ride the horses when the family was away. He had told her she was a natural, that she had the horsemanship of the finest gentleman, as she galloped up and down the avenues, sitting astride like a man. In those moments, she could believe she had become one of the Highwell family, but when Sunday came, the illusion swiftly dissolved. The Highwells had the pew at the front of the church and Bonnie watched as they processed in regally, little girls in their starched white pinafores, ladies dressed in velvet and silk. Bonnie itched in her darned woollen cape, her entire body craned towards them, aching with the desire to sit in that pew beside them, to make heads turn as she walked out.


‘But you are special,’ Bonnie’s sister had said when Bonnie confided this. ‘You’ll outdo all of us. You’ll be mistress of the rectory. Isn’t that enough?’


It was a fact that Bonnie had been told for as long as she could remember: one day she would become the rector’s wife. Every afternoon, while her sisters scrubbed soiled Highwell undergarments, continuing the work her mother had done, and her father weeded the Highwell flowerbeds, and her brothers shovelled Highwell dung, she walked to the rectory and took her seat with the rector in his library. A bead of white spittle sat at the edge of his mouth, saliva rasping with each breath.


He did not touch her. That was deliberate: he would not touch her until they were married. Was he not an honest man, a Christian? She was ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fidgeting in her darned frock. Each afternoon he schooled her, teaching her to read, to write, to eat politely, to pray modestly, to bottle fruit and attend to the accounts of the house, to check the work of the maids. One day, he would dictate his sermons to her and she would record them for posterity. One day, she would run his household. He had raised her, had he not? He had set her aside from her peers, from her own family, taught her to use words she had never encountered before, to write with the hand of a lady. She did not return from the gardens of Highwell stinking of soil and mulch and horse shit. She did not have the traces of the Highwell girls’ laundry grime bedded under her fingernails. The rector had made her special, built her mind. He was moulding a wife, just like God had crafted Eve from Adam’s rib. 


I knew you would be my wife the moment I christened you, and you turned your big blue eyes towards me. It was a sign from God. I knew you were special then: that was when I fell in love with you.


Lucky thing, that four-week-old baby, crying at the shock of the cold water, trickled on her forehead. Opportunities spread themselves open like books, like flowers. Her father delighted in it. He was a garden labourer, a drudge, and here was a rector who would have his daughter. Baskets of apples and pies and meat arrived from the rectory. In exchange, he sent the rector cuts of bacon, hacked from the carcasses of Bonnie’s beloved pigs, which the rector ordered to be cut and fried into titbits and which she refused to eat. ‘Your sentimentality does you credit,’ the rector said, cramming lardons into his mouth as her pen hovered above the page. ‘You will make a wonderful mother.’


‘I hope my children will not end up on your plate, Reverend, basted in butter,’ she had replied, and he had looked at her with quick annoyance.


Yes, she remembered that there was bacon sent as a gift. Bacon wrapped in paper, carried by a little girl in a blue dress with cleaned hands and a scrubbed face. Looking back, Bonnie recalled only a single, tremulous thought: that she would postpone the marriage as long as she could. An age was bargained over, reluctantly agreed: twenty. So old it felt unattainable. A time that would surely never arrive.
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The winters passed and Bonnie met each with mounting dread: fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, eighteen, nineteen. Each day, she skirted her mother’s grave on the way to the rectory. If my mother were alive, she told herself, she would not allow it. But the days ticked on. A date was set. Bonnie’s life was a piece of flotsam, tugged downstream: she was helpless to put a stop to what her father and the rector had put in motion. She endured the laughter of the village women as they measured her for her wedding trousseau and jabbed her with pins, just a small prick.


A week before the wedding, she and the rector were sitting in the library.


‘Might I cover your hand with mine?’ he asked.


She could feel his gaze as though he meant to burn her up.


He didn’t wait for a reply but slipped his meaty palm over hers, the liver spots quivering.


Cover. It made her think of a stallion covering a mare. The rector, pale as a grub, his cock a little boyish thing, flapping against her backside. Despite herself, she laughed, then flushed and cleared her throat.


And as she watched their hands, she realized that that small white hand was her own, that she had mastery over it. She slipped her palm free, watched the dart of his frown. Her mother was not going to burst out of her grave and save her. Her father would never understand. She had only herself.


That evening, she listened more intently to everything the rector said. Her mind swelled with all he had taught her: her fine script, the recipes for home medicines, matters both learned and practical. London. Wasn’t that where girls went to find work?


When the rector excused himself for a moment, she listened to the faint swish of him pissing in the neighbouring room and helped herself to two silver candlesticks, tucking them into her shawl. Then, when he returned, she pleaded a headache and rushed home, out to the lanes where the trees were stretching their fingers higher and higher.


She escaped that night, hitching a ride on a donkey cart to Ely, selling the candlesticks to a rag-and-bone man, and then buying a ticket for a London coach. It was breathless, how quickly it was all done. All the while, she trembled at her own daring and trepidation, her new life unfolding with each beat of the horses’ hooves. London. London. London.


Bonnie expected, somehow, that London would soon become familiar to her too, that she would tune herself to its streets, its alleys. But when she arrived, she found buildings so tall she could see only a scrap of sky, a pulsing tide of people moving with a certainty that cowed her. The reek of it, yellow and choking, smoke and decay and rot. Scorned out of house after house. A governess? No experience? No recommendation? Then: a lady’s maid? No experience? No recommendation? Then: a housemaid? No experience? No recommendation?


Frightened nights spent in doorways, under bridges, afraid to sleep. Soon even the rectory began to tug at her: the hot meals and fires, the view of the churchyard with its neat mounded graves. Generations of her family, each new name added to the stone.


But then a woman with smooth, pearly teeth seized her hand on a street near a tall cathedral. She could give Bonnie a bed for the night and a hot pie if she was a good girl, and Bonnie ignored the metallic taste flooding her mouth. Her establishment was called Mrs Pennyweather’s, the woman said, and she often took in destitute girls. Bonnie thought only of hot crumbling pastry, and when she was given the pie, she shovelled it in so fast she scalded herself. ‘We check our lodgers’ clothes for fleas,’ the woman explained after Bonnie had taken off her shoes, leading her into a room with a small iron bedframe, a stained mattress. ‘You’ll take them off here and put on this nightgown while we inspect them. I’ll be back to collect them presently.’ She shut the door behind her.


Bonnie’s tongue began to work the blister on the roof of her mouth, prising off the skin. Because she knew what place this was, what trick she had walked into, as blithe and dim as a country sheep; she saw the narrow window with its single bar. The room seemed to shrink, the rotting ceiling pressing down on her, but Bonnie gritted her teeth. There must be a way out. She ran to the chair in the corner and edged it against the window, aware of each small scuff of the chair legs, the tap of the frame. The bar was loose. Thank heaven, the bar was loose. She rocked the metal gently, each second a hammer in her ears, until, finally, it broke off in her hand. And then, gracelessly, like a worm blinded by the light, she shimmied through that narrow window, landing awkwardly in the street. It didn’t matter she had left her shoes behind. She began to run, hair slapping her back, euphoria pulsing through her. There was no God, she thought, and the idea lifted her. There was no God! She was alone in this world and she wouldn’t sink without fighting. She had escaped the rector. She had escaped Mrs Pennyweather. Bonnie laughed as she thought of the woman barging into the room, finding her gone. She laughed until she realized that tears were edging from her eyes, and she was standing alone in a street she did not know, in a city she did not know, and it was growing dark.


Ahead of her was an inn, lit with burning lamps. Bonnie hurried towards it, stockings soaked to her knees, a small cut on her foot. There was an empty booth by the fire and she sat there quietly, no money to buy a drink or scrap, hoping merely to heat up her bones before anyone shooed her out. It was ludicrous that she was already hungry again.


A man found her there, slid into the seat opposite her, a glass of steaming brandy in his hand. She would not be a fool, Bonnie thought; she would not make the same mistake again. But how intensely he had stared, a slight smile on his face, like she was a priceless artefact – a rare orchid, a fine silver locket. He was more handsome than anyone she had ever seen before, but his was a beauty so unattainable that it both stirred and repelled her. His eyes, almost black; his hair brown.


‘Who are you?’ he asked.


Who was she?


‘What sort of question is that?’ she replied, with more conviction than she felt.


‘Well?’


‘I – I’m a lady’s maid.’


‘Where?’


She scarcely knew London, felt only that she wanted to impress him. ‘To a fine house on a fine street in – in –’ she tried to think of a wealthy area, adding, hopefully, ‘May-fer.’


He kept looking at her. It was only when she noticed a teardrop-shaped scar under his lip that her chest began to stir. It made his handsomeness feel less oppressive. Later, he would tell her all sorts of stories about where he had got it: that he had caught it on the edge of a golden egg, that the Queen’s coachman had licked him with his whip. But just then, she had simply wanted to sit closer to him, to study that tiny blemish and press it under her thumb, to know a small piece of his history. There was so much she wanted to know about him.


‘Liar.’


‘What?’


‘You aren’t a lady’s maid.’


And then, suddenly, he stood up and vanished. Gone. Bonnie stumbled to her feet, searched the patrons for him, sifting through face after face. Something like grief crashed down on her. Why had she lied to him and so patently? She felt sure she had missed a chance – but a chance for what? They had barely spoken.


The evening was wretched. Bonnie stole an empty glass and nursed the dregs, to give the impression she had paid for it. Her joints would not warm up, no matter how pinked and rosy her skin grew from the fire’s heat. Gradually, she became glad he was gone. The truth was, he had frightened her. She had been drawn towards him so powerfully that she felt she would destroy herself, like standing beside a deep well and being overcome by the urge to fall.


Later, just as the inn was closing, the man returned. He was holding a pair of pink silk slippers with slender ribbons – the sort of thing that might belong to one of the Highwell daughters. Wordlessly, he passed them to her, and as Bonnie reached forwards, his hand caught her wrist. His finger pressed against her pulse point. They had stood there, frozen, neither moving for ten seconds or more. Just her pulse thrumming against his fingers, so fast that he must have guessed she longed for him.


Later, in his garret, he went about it wordlessly, stripping her down until she lay naked on the bed, and she felt so entirely surrendered, as if her body had no choice but to yield to his. It was all new to her and the roughness of it shocked her – the violence of his thrusting, his teeth biting into her shoulder. But she found it was what she wanted, more than anything she’d ever desired before.
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In the morning, she was woken by a banging at the door. A man shouldered his way in, glared at her, and Bonnie covered herself quickly.


‘It’s only Rex,’ the man said.


‘You bastard, Crawford,’ Rex said. ‘You shut me out last night. You locked the door.’


Crawford.


‘I had company.’


Rex scowled.


‘Come now,’ Crawford said. ‘Come now. Be a saint and buy me a pastry. I feel like I haven’t eaten for days. Here’s a coin.’


When Rex had gone, Crawford fucked her again, dispassionately this time, as though she meant nothing to him. Afterwards she turned to face the wall, afraid she would cry.


‘Won’t your mistress want you home?’ he asked.


‘What mistress?’


‘In May-fer.’


‘Oh, very good.’ She felt desperate and suddenly furious. ‘You don’t know anything about me.’


He leaned closer. ‘Tell me, then.’


She obeyed him. It was all she had. Her whole life spilled out: her father and his flowers, the rector and the days learning her letters in the library, how she had chafed against the future these men had mapped out for her. Crawford listened, his thumb moving over hers, the inn creaking underneath them. As she spoke, he tightened his grip on her hand, as though she was worth something, as though she was precious. When she finished, he was silent, staring at her in the same way he had looked at her the night before.


‘You know exactly what it’s like,’ he whispered.


‘What?’


He balled his fist. ‘What it is to be raised in education alone. To be scorned as low, but to know you’re better than any of them. Always, to feel out of place.’


She squeezed his hand. ‘Yes,’ she said, then louder, ‘yes.’


‘I should have seen it in you,’ he said, pulling her back towards him on the bed, the covers still on her. He tucked her head against his chest, kissed her crown.


There was a sound on the stairs. Crawford glanced at the door. ‘Rex will be back soon, and how cross he’ll be to discover you’re still here. Won’t it be fun?’


They shared a smile, two conspirators.


Bonnie tried to echo the commanding way he had spoken, but her voice was tentative. ‘Tell me – about yourself.’


‘You don’t want to hear any of that,’ he said, lifting back the sheet so she lay naked before him. Her ribcage rose and fell. He bit her earlobe, her lip. ‘I was dropped here, last night, by a bird, and what a blessing that is.’


And Bonnie knew two things then. That his past was sealed against her. And that she was entirely his, and she would do anything he asked of her.










Tiny



The rat pit was set into the earth floor and lit by a circle of candles. A rickety staircase led back to the inn above it. Bonnie watched as a boy spread chalk over the ground of the pit so the rats would show against it. She did not look at the box in the corner, but she knew that a hundred rats were trapped inside, scrabbling and scratching against the wood, their pink, human-like fingers grasping for escape. She shuddered. The stink of them was suffocating: that particular animal scent of piss and shit, and above it, spilled beer and thick pipe smoke.


‘Ah sir. What can I do for you?’ Crawford asked, opening his pouch to take a bet from a man with clipped ginger whiskers.


‘What do you say, then?’ the stranger asked Bonnie.


She glanced at him briefly: gold fob watch, silk waistcoat, almost certainly tailored. ‘To what?’


‘Will the dog kill a hundred of them in ten minutes?’


‘Easy,’ she replied, without thinking.


‘Well then. I’ll trust the girl. A guinea she’ll do it.’


‘Will you now?’ Crawford said, frowning at Bonnie. She touched his arm in apology but he shook her off. ‘A guinea. A guinea! Well, sir. The odds are against you, so perhaps a lower bet might be more prudent, loath though I am to undermine—’


‘But the winnings might be high. I could triple it.’


‘Indeed, sir,’ Crawford said. ‘Indeed you could.’ 


She heard the clink of metal, coin bitten between teeth, another exasperated sigh from Crawford.


Bonnie settled onto their bench and watched Crawford out of the corner of her eye. She had simply spoken thoughtlessly; he would forgive her. Anyone could see it was hardly malicious. And Tiny might lose. Already, Crawford must have made back any loss she had caused him. He was in his element, dark hair curled around his ears, coins chiming against his purse, cheeks pink with the heat of it all. Three shillings she won’t do it, two then, one! Three shillings the dog won’t be wounded and turned upon! The benches were packed: foreheads glassy with sweat, mustachios wilting, wet rings blooming on shirts. A few women sat among them, paste jewels clipped to their ears and linked on cheap chains. There was no chatter, just the creak of benches as the crowd jiggled their legs in anticipation, the whining of the dog, the faint screeching of the rats as they clawed against their box.


Crawford sat down next to Bonnie. Rex nodded back at him, lifting the heavy wooden box as easily as if it contained nothing but air, and placing it into the pit. The crowd stilled, the benches tilting as everyone pressed forwards. He pulled the lid free, leapt back, rats writhing over each other, butting against the edge of the pit, nowhere to go. A man handed Rex the dog, and it foamed and barked, wriggling in his arms. Crawford raised his hand, the watch clutched in his fist. Rex dropped the terrier; a roar beat through the crowd. Even if Bonnie had not heard it – the scream of injured rats, the manic fury of the terrier as it snapped and tossed them in the air – she would have felt it in the crackle of Crawford’s body as he leaned forwards, his fingers clicking. But even through the blur of sounds and screams, she felt the unmistakeable bristle of being watched, as though someone was reaching out and running their fingers through her hair, down her cheek. She shifted in her seat. Across the room the ginger-haired man fixed his eyes on hers. She recalled the rector so abruptly she might still have been sitting in his library: the sickly scent of beeswax, the drawn shutters, the hot shift of his leg. Her quill, creaking on the page as he spoke.


Twelfth verse. Let us see if the vine flourish, whether the tender grape appear, and the pomegranates bud forth –


Stop. Lighter. Press lighter. What has this bird ever done to you?


The man did not look away even when she stared right back at him. His fob shone in the candlelight. How cavalierly he had handed over a guinea, as though his pockets were full of them. She tugged Crawford’s sleeve. They would run laughing through the streets tonight: they would weigh the watch in their palms, and the gentleman would return home embarrassed, beaten, forlorn. How pleased Crawford would be; how delighted with her.


‘Him,’ she hissed.


Crawford did not reply. His eyes were fixed on the pit. The muscles in his neck were tight as he craned forwards, his fingers absently shredding a piece of paper. Tiny tossed more rats and Bonnie winced at the crunch of skulls, the snap of necks.


She nudged him, harder this time. ‘Craw.’


‘What is it? I’m—’


‘Him. Don’t look.’ She spoke quietly, knowing she was observed. ‘The gentleman who placed the bet. With red hair. He’ll be easy.’


A pause. ‘You’re sure? But here? He’d know where to find us.’


She spoke with more conviction than she felt. ‘I’m sure. He’ll be too humiliated. And that way, you can reclaim the three guineas I lost you, and more besides.’


‘Well.’ He squeezed her knee. ‘My little terrier.’


A cry went up, a groan. Crawford leapt to his feet. ‘Eight minutes, twenty seconds!’ he declared, tapping his watch. ‘A hundred rats in less than ten minutes!’


The pit was stained, bloodied. A few tiny ribcages still stammered and fluttered. Rex began to sift through the rodents to see if they were all dead and Bonnie saw how neatly, how slyly he broke the necks of those still breathing, dispatching them as cleanly as his dog had. He lifted the terrier, exalted, decorating her neck with a silver collar. ‘A little champion!’ he declared.


As Bonnie rose to leave, she still felt the gentleman’s eyes on her. She noticed that he waited for her to climb the steps ahead of him. As she passed him, he brushed his hand against her fingertips, so lightly she might have missed it.


‘Barbaric,’ he whispered. ‘Isn’t it?’


Bonnie kept her head down and smiled.










Barbaric



The trick was not to seem too interested. Bonnie leaned on the sticky counter, ordered an ale. It was warm, the glass grimy, but she drank it so fast that her throat burned. She could sense the needling of the gentleman’s gaze as he stood apart from the crowd. Crawford handed her a second glass and she dabbed the sweat on her forehead.


‘Him,’ Crawford hissed to Rex. ‘There, find him in the mirror. Don’t let him see you. There are winnings that are rightfully mine in that waistcoat pocket.’


‘Not here?’ Rex asked, shaking his head. ‘Never here. We leave to find them—’


‘That vagabond’s not escaping with a penny of my takings,’ Crawford said, holding up a finger to silence Rex. ‘It was Bonnie’s idea and—’


‘Of course,’ he interrupted bitterly. He let out a short laugh. ‘Of course it was.’


‘Oh, Rexie,’ Crawford said. ‘Your jealousy does you a discredit.’


He spoke glibly, laughing, but he moved his arm around Bonnie. Rex’s face soured, and Bonnie saw how their situations were exchanged: before it had been Rex, crowing over the advertisement and her confusion. She kissed Crawford’s cheek, held Rex’s eye. They were like a pair of plants tilted towards the sun, with no room for both to flourish.


Crawford glanced at the gentleman’s reflection in the mirror. ‘He’s dying for you, Bonnie. He’s desperate. I’ll wager you’re the prettiest thing he’s ever seen.’


He looked at her, appraising, and she knew it excited him to see other men desire her so forcefully; other men that he knew she despised.


‘Nod when you need us.’


Crawford and Rex walked away and the red-headed man moved in as easily as a hooked trout. Bonnie’s dress clung to her, a slim line of sweat working its way down her back.


He stood beside her, his breath sweet with pipe smoke, the little gold chain glinting tantalizingly in the lamplight. She took a long glug from her glass and waited for him to speak. Crawford had bought her a sherry this time, dry enough to knock a gasp from her.


‘You reside near here?’ he asked.


An abrupt, stilted beginning. ‘Oh no. In this pit? I should think not.’ She looked at him. His eyebrows and whiskers were neat, speckled with grey, his chin purpling with the rash from a cut-throat. An invisible hand would have soaped his jowls that morning, scraped the ginger dregs of stubble into a bowl. ‘Yourself, sir?’


‘Hyde Park.’ He puffed out his chest, and she saw that was all he had wanted: to be asked the same question in return, to peacock. ‘The big new terrace on the north side. Polygon Street. It’s a glorious spot. You might even know it. Ours is the biggest house in the street – it has these magnificent Grecian pillars. Gilding on the ceilings. No expense spared.’


Bonnie watched the way his nose twitched as he spoke, the wide pores stretching and compressing. She kept her voice bland. ‘How fortunate you are.’


‘Fortune doesn’t come into it,’ he said with a derogatory wave of his hand. He trailed his finger down her arm. The nails were stained with tobacco. ‘But forgive me. I mustn’t deprive your – husband – of your charms.’ He stretched out the word, gesturing at Crawford, who’d found himself a seat at a booth.


‘You must mean my brother.’


The man smiled a yellow grin. ‘Brother. Indeed. Well. I should wonder that he brings a girl as fine as you to a place like this. I have a daughter around your age and I would be horrified to see her here.’


Already, he had nudged himself closer, his thigh resting against her dress. The air caught in her lungs. She drank down the sherry. ‘As fine as me?’


‘Well.’ The man looked uncomfortable. ‘You’re – you’re no wretch.’


The lie curdled. She knew it was better that he saw her as low and pitiful: he’d do things to her that he’d never dream of doing to a girl like his daughter. She was a worthless thing to be had and discarded, serving her function as cleanly as the maids who scrubbed out his pisspot. And yet, she wanted him to see her differently. ‘My brother and I had a different life once. Different prospects. We had a fine house in Sussex, but it was lost to us when my father married again.’


‘A shame,’ he said, his eyes glazed. She could hear the breath snagging in his nostrils. The time was now, surely.


She glanced over to where Crawford had been sitting at the booth. He was gone. His glass was still on the table. He and Rex must already be waiting in the alleyway. As she pressed herself closer to the gentleman, she almost stumbled. His face was blurred, meaty. She had drunk too much. How had she let it happen? The oddness of the day began to needle her: the strange silence when Rex had read the advertisement, the careful way Crawford had watched her. She had to see this through, to have it done with. All she had to do was bring the man outside.


‘I need some air,’ she said quickly. ‘It’s hot.’


‘Isn’t it,’ the man agreed. She led the way and he linked his fingers through hers.


Outside, the flies were ferocious, as fat as bumblebees, settling on Bonnie, buzzing about her face. The crowd had thinned and it was deserted in the alley, the gas lamp stuttering. She turned and he bore down on her straight away, so suddenly she could scarcely breathe: his mouth covering hers, his hands pulling at her waist, sinking into her buttocks, grappling with the fabric.


‘Wait,’ she said, wrenching free, and he paused, panting. ‘Not here. Not—’


She looked around. A rat was dragging something across the path, a bone of some type, skinned of meat. Soon, it would be over with, her job done. Rex would be waiting down the passage, Crawford crouched in an alcove nearby, ready to box in his victim, to swing a bat into his chest and rob him of his coat, his fob, the guineas in his purse. She walked down the alley, turning towards the narrower passage, trying not to stagger, her feet scarcely obeying her. The sherry had been the mistake. Too much, too fast, and the day so hot.


‘Wicked,’ the man whispered. He was panting, already reaching for his shirt, untucking it. ‘Wicked, wicked wretch of a girl.’


She turned the corner, her heart pounding. It was dark, unlit by lamps, and at first she thought she must be mistaken.


The passage was empty.


She stared wildly about her, at the wall and its ghostly shapes: the drainpipe, the heaps of old potato peelings, a rusted tangle of old metal.


‘Wait,’ she tried to say. ‘I just – I—’


She put up her hands as though they were simply making conversation, as though his wide shoulders were not already hemming her in and she wasn’t taking small steps backwards – steps that she knew led nowhere.


The sherry and ale thickened in her, as though she was swimming through something dense and syrupy, and she raised a hand to her face.


‘Please. I – I don’t want to.’


Like the plaintive bleat of a child.


She could smell the sweet stench of his breath. Barbaric he had said, when they had walked up the stairs, and the word spun in her mind. Barbaric. She felt like she had as a child, the dark fear that swamped her when she paddled in the deep mill stream, her brothers daring her to swim out further and further. Her hands, sculling her away from the banks, contrary to every instinct. Wet slippery things brushed against her legs. Monsters with clacking jaws, the ghost of her brother’s drowned friend. How frantically she’d kick her legs. ‘The river creatures enjoy the taste of little girls,’ her brothers whispered from the edge. ‘Just like our Reverend.’ And it had driven a terror through her so sharp and fast she thought she might have died.


The man lunged for her, stronger than she could believe, spinning her round, seizing her thighs so sharply she cried out. She felt the hard brick against her chest, slimy from pots emptied from the shuttered windows above. She strained for the sound of hurrying footsteps, for Crawford’s cry as he burst down the alley and ripped the man off her. But she knew that there was nobody to save her. It was coming as swift and sure as sleep. Already he was wrestling with her skirts.


‘I’ll shout,’ she tried, desperate, but her voice was so quiet it was almost a whisper.


‘No, you won’t.’


And she realized that he was right. It would be worse to shout and have nobody hear her: just another penniless girl in an alley – mattering so little.


‘Be a good girl,’ he hissed.


The rector, leaning over her. The rasp as he sucked spit into the corner of his mouth. Good girl. His hand over hers, guiding the quill. The slow horror of it, his cold fingers. To have and to hold. To love and to cherish.


The man’s face grated against her cheek, pinning her there. She could not breathe. She reached below her, scrabbled. She grazed something hard – she fumbled for it. It was simply a stick, a child’s plaything like her brothers might once have used to fight one another. What was it she intended? It was laughable, surely, but what else did she have? Because as she stood there, a single certainty beat through her: that she had not yielded to the rector or Mrs Pennyweather, and she would not again. All those men in all those inns who had tried to help themselves to small parts of her, who had not cared what she wanted. And when she wrenched herself around and raised the stick and the man chuckled and reached to snatch it from her, she let him; and he stumbled backwards because he anticipated resistance. He was about to catch himself, about to stand upright, when she saw her chance. Her mind was bright and unclouded, glorious—


He was off-balance when she knocked him, hard in the chest. He fell fast, no time to shoot out a hand, and his head collided with the sharp edge of a brick. A wet crack of bone, like hands clapped together.


And there he was, lying at Bonnie’s feet, his arm at a jaunty angle. His blood pooling darkly on the ground, his mouth a little open, a caught fish in mid-gasp.
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