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A PAINTING


When the streets are at their darkest and quietest, a girl settles at a small desk in the cellar of a dollmaker’s shop. A bald china head sits in front of her and watches her with a vacant stare. She squeezes red and white watercolors onto an oyster shell, sucks the end of her brush, and adjusts the looking glass before her. The candle hisses. The girl narrows her eyes at the blank paper.

She adds water and mixes up fleshy colors. The first streak of paint on the page is as sharp as a slap. The paper is thick, cold-pressed, and it does not crinkle.

In the candlelight, the shadows magnify, and the edges of her hair are one with the blackness. She paints on, a single sweep for her chin, white for her cheekbones where the flame catches. She copies her faults faithfully: her widely spaced eyes, the deformed twist of her collarbone. Her sister and mistress are sleeping upstairs, and even the shushing of her paintbrush seems an intrusion, a deafening rally that will wake them.

She frowns. She has made her face too small. She meant to fill the page with it, but her head floats above a blank expanse. The paper, on which she spent a week’s saved wages, is ruined. She should have sketched the outline first, been less hasty to begin.

She sits for a few moments with the light and her picture. Her heart skitters; the doll’s face watches. She should return to bed before she is discovered.

But the girl leans forward without taking her eyes off the mirror and pulls the candle toward her. It is beeswax not tallow, pilfered from her mistress’s secret supply. She dips her fingers into the hot wax and makes a thimble. Then she runs her hand through the flame, seeing how long she can bear the heat, until she hears the downy hairs on her finger sizzle.



Part


ONE
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Surely something resides in this heart that is not perishable, and life is more than a dream.

—MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT, LETTERS WRITTEN DURING A SHORT RESIDENCE IN SWEDEN, NORWAY AND DENMARK (1796)

A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:

Its loveliness increases; it will never

Pass into nothingness; but still will keep

A bower quiet for us, and a sleep

Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.

—JOHN KEATS, “ENDYMION” (1818)



Silas Reed’s Shop of Curiosities Antique and New


Silas is sitting at his desk, a stuffed turtle dove in his palm. The cellar is as still and quiet as a tomb, aside from the slow gusts of his breath that ruffle the bird’s plumage.

Silas puckers his lips as he works and, in the lamplight, he is not unhandsome. He has retained a full head of hair in his thirty-eighth year, and it shows no sign of silvering. He looks around him, at the glass jars that line the walls, each labeled and filled with the bloated hulks of pickled specimens. Swollen lambs, snakes, lizards, and kittens press against the edges of their confinement.

“Don’t wriggle free of me now, you little rascal,” he mutters, picking up the pliers and tightening the wire on the bird’s claws.

He likes to talk to his creatures, to make up histories that have landed them on his slab. After considering many imagined scenarios for this dove—disrupting barges on the canal, nesting in a sail of The Odyssey—he has settled on one pretence he likes; and so he rebukes this companion often for its invented habit of attacking cress sellers. He releases his hold on the bird, and it sits stiffly on the wooden post.

“There!” he exclaims, leaning back and pushing his hair out of his eyes. “And perhaps this’ll teach you a lesson for knocking that bunch of greens out of that little girl’s arms.”

Silas is satisfied with this commission, especially given that he rushed the final stages to have it ready by the morning. He is sure the artist will find the bird to his liking; as requested, it is frozen as if in midflight, its wings forming a perfect “V.” What’s more, Silas has skimmed further profit by adding another dove heart to one of the yellowed jars. Little brown orbs float in preserving fluid, ready to fetch a good price from quacks and apothecaries.

Silas tidies the workshop, wiping and straightening his tools. He is halfway up the ladder rungs, nudging the trapdoor with his shoulder as he cradles the dove, when the consumptive wheeze of the bell sounds below him.

Albie, he hopes, as it is early enough, and he abandons the bird on a cabinet and hurries through the shop, wondering what the child will bring him. The boy’s recent hauls have been increasingly paltry—maggoty rats, aging cats with smashed skulls, even a half run-over pigeon with a stumpy claw. (“But if you knew, sir, how hard it is with the bone grubbers pinching the best of the trade—”) If Silas’s collection is to stand the test of time, he needs something truly exceptional to complete it. He thinks of the bakery nearby on the Strand, which made a poor living with its bulky wholemeal loaves, good only for doorstops. Then the baker, on the brink of debtors’ prison, started to pickle strawberries in sugar and sell them by the jar. It transformed the shop, made it famous even in tourist pamphlets of the city.

The trouble is, Silas often thinks he has found his special, unique item, but then he finishes the work and finds himself hounded by doubts, by the ache for more. The pathologists and collectors he admires—men of learning and medicine like John Hunter and Astley Cooper—have no shortage of specimens. He has eavesdropped on the conversations of medical men, sat white with jealousy in drinking holes opposite University College London as they’ve discussed the morning’s dissections. He might lack their connections, but surely, surely, one day Albie will bring him something—his hand trembles—remarkable. Then, his name will be etched on a museum entrance, and all of his work, all of his toil, will be recognized. He imagines climbing the stone steps with Flick, his dearest childhood friend, and pausing as they see “Silas Reed” engraved in marble. She, unable to contain her pride, her palm resting in the small of his back. He, explaining that he built it all for her.

But it is not Albie, and each knock and ring of the bell yields more disappointment. A maid calls on behalf of her mistress, who wants a stuffed hummingbird for her hat. A boy in a velvet jacket browses endlessly and finally buys a butterfly brooch, which Silas sells with a quiver of disdain. All the while, Silas moves only to place their coins in a dogskin purse. In the quiet between times, his thumb tracks a single sentence in The Lancet. “ ‘Tu-mor separ-at-ing the os-oss-ossa navi.’ ” The ringing of the bell and the raps on the door are the only beats of his life. Upstairs, an attic bedroom; downstairs his dark cellar.

It is exasperating, Silas thinks as he stares around the pokey shop, that the dullest items are those that pay his rent. There is no accounting for the poor taste of the masses. Most of his customers will overlook the real marvels—the skull of a century-old lion, the fan made of a whale’s lung tissue; the taxidermy monkey in a bell jar—and head straight for the Lepidoptera cabinet at the back. It contains vermilion butterfly wings, which he traps between two small panes of glass; some are necklace baubles, others for mere display. Foolish knick-knacks that they could make themselves if they had the imagination, he thinks. It is only the painters and the apothecaries who pay for his real interests.

And then, as the clock sings out the eleventh hour, he hears a light tapping, and the faint stutter of the bell in the cellar.

He hurries to the door. It will be a silly child with only tuppence to spend, or if it is Albie, he’ll have another damned bat, a mangy dog good for nothing but a stew—and yet, Silas’s heart quickens.

“Ah, Albie,” Silas says, opening the door and trying to keep his voice steady. Thames fog snakes in.

The ten-year-old child grins back at him. (“Ten, I knows, sir, because I was born on the day the Queen married Albert.”) A single yellow tooth is planted in the middle of his upper gums like a gallows.

“Got a fine fresh creature for you today,” Albie says.

Silas glances down the dead-end alley, at its empty ramshackle houses like a row of drunks, each tottering further forward than the last.

“Out with it, child,” he says, tweaking the boy under the chin to assert his superiority. “What is it, then? The foreleg of a Megalosaurus, or perhaps the head of a mermaid?”

“A bit chilly for mermaids in Regent Canal at this time of year, sir, but that other creature—Mega-what-sumfink—says he’ll leave you a knee when he snuffs it.”

“Kind of him.”

Albie blows into his sleeve. “I got you a right jewel, which I won’t part with for less than two bob. But I’m warning you now, it ain’t red like you like ’em.”

The boy unravels the cord of his sack. Silas’s eyes follow his fingers. A pocket of air escapes, gamey, sweet and putrid, and Silas raises a hand to his nose. He can never stand the smells of the dead; the shop is as clean as a chemist’s, and each day he battles the coal smoke, the fur-dust, and the stink. He would like to uncork the miniature glass bottle of lavender oil that he stores in his waistcoat, to dab it on his upper lip, but he does not want to distract the boy—Albie has the attention span of a shrew on his finest days.

The boy winks, grappling with the sack, pretending it is alive.

Silas summons a smirk that feels hollow on his lips. He hates to see this urchin, this bricky street brat, tease him. It makes him draw back into himself, to recall himself at Albie’s age, running heavy sacks of wet porcelain across the pottery yard, his arms aching from his mother’s fists. It makes him wonder if he’s ever truly left that life—even now he’ll let himself be taunted by a single-toothed imp.

But Silas says nothing. He feigns a yawn, but watches through a sideways crocodile eye that betrays his interest by not blinking.

Albie grins, and unmasks the sacking to present two dead puppies.

At least, Silas thinks it is two puppies, but when he grabs hold of the limbs, he notices only one scruff. One neck. One head. The skull is segmented.

Silas gasps, smiles. He runs his fingers along the seam of the crown to check it isn’t a trick. He wouldn’t put it past Albie to join two dogs with a needle and thread if it fetched him a few more pennies. He holds them up, sees their silhouette against his lamp, squeezes their eight legs, the stones of their vertebrae.

“This is more like it, eh,” he breathes. “Oh, yes.”

“Two bob for’t,” Albie says. “No less than that.”

Silas laughs, pulls out his purse. “A shilling, that’s all. And you can come in, visit my workshop.” Albie shakes his head, steps farther into the alley, and looks around him. A look almost like fear passes over the boy’s face, but it soon vanishes when Silas tips the coin into his palm. Albie hawks and spits his disdain on to the cobbles.

“A mere bob? Would you have a lad starve?”

But Silas closes the door, and ignores the hammering that follows.

He steadies himself on the cabinet. He glances down to check the pups are still there, and they are, clasped against his chest as a child would hold a doll. Their eight furred legs dangle, as soft as moles. They look like they did not even live to take their first breath.

He has it at last. His pickled strawberry.



Boy


After Silas slams shut the door, Albie bites the shilling between his front tooth and gums, for no reason except that he has seen his sister do the same. He sucks on it. It tastes sweet. He is pleased; he never expected two bob. But if you ask for two bob and you get a bob, what happens if you ask for a bob? He shrugs, spits it out, and then tucks it into his pocket. He will buy a bowl of boiled pigs’ ears for his lunch, and give his sister the rest. But first, he has another task to complete, and he’s already late.

There is a second hemp sack next to his Dead Creatures bag, which contains tiny skirts he sewed through the night. He is careful never to mix the two. Sometimes, as he hands over the bag at the doll shop, he is convinced he has muddled them, and he feels an arrow-quiver in his heart. He would not like to see Mrs. Salter’s sour face if she opened a bag of maggoty rats.

He blows on his little fists to warm them and takes off at a run. The boy zigzags through the streets, rickety legs bowed outward. He runs west, through the muck of Soho. Gaunt whores track his racing limbs with tatty eyes, just as worn-out cats watch a fly.

He emerges onto Regent Street, glances at the shop that sells sets of teeth for four guineas, taps his single tooth with his tongue, and then catapults into the path of a horse. It bucks and rears. He leaps back and masters his fear by bellowing at the coachman, “Watch it, cove!”

And before the man has had a chance to shout back at him or crack him with his whip, Albie has darted across the street, and crossed the threshold of Mrs. Salter’s Doll Emporium.



Mrs. Salter’s Doll Emporium


Iris runs her thumbnail down the seams of the miniature skirts, poised to crack the shells of any fleas. She picks at a loose thread, then knots it.

Even though it is almost noon, her mistress Mrs. Salter is yet to rise for the day. Her twin sister sits behind her, head bowed over her sewing.

“Flea-less, at least. But do take more care with the threads,” Iris says to Albie. “There’s a whole city of seamstresses who’d sell their newborns to pinch the work off you.”

“But, miss, my sister’s got influenza and I nursed her through the night. I ain’t even been able to go skating for days, and it ain’t fair neither—”

“Poor thing.” Iris looks around, but her sister Rose is preoccupied. She lowers her voice. “But you must remember you are dealing with a devil, not a woman, in Mrs. Salter, and fairness never has been a concern of hers. Have you ever seen her stick out her tongue?”

Albie shakes his head.

“It’s forked.”

Albie’s smile is so open, so free of artifice, that Iris wants to embrace him. His mucky blond hair, his single fang, his soot-stained face: none of these things are his fault. In another world, he could have been born into their family in Hackney.

She tucks the next stack of fabric into his bag, checks again that Rose isn’t looking, and then hands him sixpence. She planned to put it toward a new sheet of paper and a paintbrush. “To buy broth for your sister.”

Albie stares at the coin, hesitant.

“It isn’t a trick,” she says.

“Thank you, miss,” he says, his eyes as black as pin tops. He snatches it from her, as if afraid she’ll change her mind, and scampers out of the shop, almost barreling into the Italian organ-grinder, who swats him with his cane.

Iris watches him go and allows herself to inhale. He may be a filthy little urchin, but even so she can never understand why he stinks quite so foully of decay.
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The slender Regent Street shop is wedged between two rival confectioners. Due to slight fissures in the chimney, Mrs. Salter’s Doll Emporium is perpetually filled with the smells of boiled sugar and burnt caramels. Sometimes, Iris dreams of eating bonbons and plum jellies, perfect little cakes with flared pastry and whipped cream, of riding gingerbread elephants down to Buckingham Palace. Other times, she dreams that she is drowning in boiling treacle.

When the Whittle sisters were first apprenticed to Mrs. Salter—whether she is, or ever was, married is a mystery to Iris—Iris was mesmerized by the salon. Given her twisted collarbone and Rose’s smallpox scars, she expected they would be shut in the cellar storeroom. Instead, they were directed to a gilded bureau in the middle of the shop floor, where interested customers could observe their work. She was handed powdered paints and fox-hair brushes for decorating the dolls’ feet and hands and faces. Of course, she knew that the days would be long, but she marveled over the ebony dressers that ran the length of the room, their shelves crammed with porcelain dolls. It was warm and light too; candles sizzled in gold brackets, and there was a fire in the corner.

But now, as she sits at the desk next to her sister, clasping a china doll and a scuffed brush, she is struggling to stifle a yawn. It is a weight of exhaustion she never could have imagined, a drudgery greater than if the shop were a factory. Her hands are red and cracked from the winter cold, but if she greases them with tallow, the paintbrush slips from her grasp and she botches the doll’s lips and cheeks. She looks around her at the dressers which are not ebony but cheap oak painted black, at the gold varnish that peels from the brackets due to the heat of the candle flames, and her least favorite thing of all: the balding patch of carpet where Mrs. Salter paces daily, now worn thinner than her mistress’s hair. The sickly smell of confectionery, the airlessness of the room, and the staring rows of dolls, make it seem more like a crypt than a shop. There are times when Iris struggles to catch her breath.

“Dead?” Iris whispers to her twin sister, nudging a daguerreotype toward her. It is a small sepia image of a little girl, her hands folded as neatly as doves in her lap. Iris glances up when Mrs. Salter enters the shop and sits by the door, the spine of her Bible crackling as she opens it.

Rose tries to silence her with a look.

It is one of Iris’s few enjoyments, even if it does make her feel guilty: assessing whether the children in the daguerreotypes are dead. For a reason she can’t explain, she likes to know whether she is making a mourning doll, to be placed on the grave of a deceased infant, or if she is painting a plaything for a bouncing, living child.

Mrs. Salter derives the bulk of her income from this custom doll service. It is winter now, and the cold and its sicknesses doubles their workload, often tipping their working hours from twelve to twenty. “It is understandable,” Mrs. Salter will say in her customer-voice, “and indeed natural that you would want to commemorate a dear passed spirit. After all, as it is in Corinthians, ‘We are confident, I say, and willing rather to be absent from the body, and to be present with the Lord.’ Their soul is gone, and this doll is a symbol of the earthly vessel they left behind.”

Deducing whether the children in the images are dead can be a subtle operation, but Iris has learned the clues. Sometimes it is easy. The child appears to be sleeping surrounded by flowers. There might be a clear prop behind the infant, even a person holding them who is hidden to look like upholstery; or if there are other people in the daguerreotype, the exposure will blur all but one child, who is picked out in perfect, unmoving clarity.

“Alive,” Iris decides. “Her eyes are blurred.”

“Silence! I will not tolerate chatter,” Mrs. Salter barks, with the sudden flare of a lit match. Iris dips her head, then mixes a slightly deeper pink for the shadow between the doll’s lips. She does not look up, dreads inviting one of Mrs. Salter’s pinches, which are delivered to the soft inside of her elbow.

The girls sit side by side for the day, barely speaking, barely moving, pausing only for a meal of beef dripping and bread.

Iris paints the porcelain faces, threads the hair through the holes in the scalp, sometimes curls it with irons heated in the coals if the child has ringlets. Meanwhile, Rose’s needle rises and falls like a violinist. Her job is to add the finer, more skilled detail to the rough skirts and bodices that the slop sewers make through the night. Seed pearls, ruched sleeves, passementerie trimmings, tiny velvet buttons as small as mouse noses.

Even though they are identical, the twins could not be less alike. As young girls, Rose was always singled out as the real beauty of the two, their parents’ favorite, and she clutched this understanding like a treasure. Iris’s warped collarbone, a birth defect that causes her left shoulder to hunch forward, invited a protective kindness from her sister that only occasionally irritated Iris. (“I’m not an invalid, you know,” she would snap as Rose insisted on carrying any parcels, striding ahead as if expecting Iris to fall in line behind her.) They squabbled too, arguing over the largest roast potato at dinner, over who could skip the longest, write the neatest. They could deal blows of quick cruelty because they knew that with each fight, there would be a reconciliation: limbs overlapping as they sat by the fire, dreaming up details of their imaginary shop Flora, its shelves brimming with flower trinkets, wall brackets stuffed with irises and roses.

But when the sisters turned sixteen, Rose contracted smallpox, which nearly killed her. She said she wished it had when she saw the thick rash of boils covering her face and body, the cloudy roll of her blinded left eye. Her skin soon cratered and turned purplish, worsened by her endless scratching. Her legs dimpled with scars. “Why me? Why me?” she wailed, and then, only once, a hissed whisper that Iris wondered if she misheard: “It should have been you.”

Now, at twenty-one, their hair is the same dark auburn, but Rose wears hers as a penance, draped forward to cover as much of her pocked cheeks as possible. Iris’s is waist-length and gathered into a long, dense plait, her skin tauntingly smooth and white. They no longer laugh together, they no longer whisper secrets. They do not talk about the shop.

Some mornings, Iris will wake up and see her sister staring at her with an expression that is so blank and cold that it frightens her.
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Iris feels her eyelids begin to sink, as heavy as if they had been sewn with lead weights. Mrs. Salter is attending to a customer, her voice a melodious hum.

“Most delicate care is taken with each commission—pure porcelain from the northern factories—we are a kind of family—indeed, such honest girls, so unlike those squawking bonnet touters on Cranbourne Alley—immoral, the lot of them—”

Iris digs her fingers into her thighs to stay awake. As she lolls forward, she wonders if a few moments of sleep would really be so terrible—

“Lawks, Rosie,” she whispers, jolting upright and rubbing her arm. “I should wonder you require a needle with elbows like that.”

“If Mrs. Salter had seen—”

“I can’t bear it,” Iris whispers. “I can’t.”

Rose is silent. She worries a scab on her hand.

“What would you do if we could escape here? If we didn’t have to—”

“We are lucky,” Rose murmurs. “And what else can you do? Abandon me here, become a mollysop?”

“Of course I should not,” Iris hisses back. “I should like to paint real things, not these endless china eyes and lips and cheeks, and—ugh.” Without realizing it, she is balling her fist. She unfurls it, tries to think of the pain she is causing her sister. But her illness was not Iris’s fault, and yet she is punished for it every day, pushed out from any affection. “I can’t stand it here, living in the den of Madame Satan.”

Across the shop, Mrs. Salter’s head revolves as sharply as an owl’s. She frowns. Rose jumps and jabs herself with the needle.

The door slams in the wind. Iris strains her eyes through the grimy-paned windows. She sees the carriages rolling past and imagines the ladies cocooned inside.

She bites her lip, shakes out a little blue powder and dabs her paintbrush into the bottle of water once more.



Pups


Now, you naughty pups,” Silas says, the black wing of his hair falling forward as he takes his seat at the cellar desk, “I’m sorry it’s come to this. But if you hadn’t helped yourselves to Cook’s marzipan, things might have been different.” He laughs, pleased with the history he has contrived, and lines up three knives of varying sizes. The conjoined puppies lie before him, bellies up.

He thought at first of pickling the beasts, but instead he will make two specimens out of the pair, by both stuffing and articulating them. When he builds his marble-walled museum, the taxidermy form and skeleton will sit side by side in the entrance hall, guarded by stucco columns.

He wipes his forehead, which sweats even in the November cold. He flexes his fingers. The largest knife chills his hand.

He makes a small incision in the left puppy’s abdomen and tugs the fur with an even pressure. His breath is a thin whistle between his teeth. He is careful not to puncture the flesh and the organs nestling below it, all packed tight behind a purple membrane. He shifts an inch to the left so that the hounds fall into the lamplight, and then severs the pelt as far as he can, stopping short at the soft paw pads and the lozenge-shaped nose with four nostrils. The shadows make accuracy difficult, so he works more slowly, easing the smaller scalpel into the final cuts. As day turns to dusk outside, he detaches the fur in a single piece.

“All those guests, with no marzipan to go with their hothouse fruit and cream. Such mischievous pups,” he says, picturing them pristinely stuffed. If Gideon were to see him now—how he has improved in the fifteen years that have elapsed—but Silas swallows the thought. He is determined to enjoy this part, when the potential of the corpse lies before him, before its promise sours. The thrill is as fresh as it was when he found his first skull.

“Walk with me,” he said to Flick that day, as they left the pottery factory together, but for a reason he can’t remember, he ended up alone in the countryside.

It was then that he happened on the decaying corpse of a fox. He was disgusted at first, and cupped his nose, but then he saw that its fur was as red as Flick’s hair. The fox was perfect, fragile, each nugget of bone neater than a jigsaw. The creature had lived, breathed, and now existed in the curious liminality between beauty and horror. He touched its skull, and then his own.

He visited it each day, watching as maggots seized it, as its skin wasted and the intricacy of its white structure became apparent, like the slow bloom of a flower. He noticed new things each time: the surprising thinness of its thighbone, the laced webbing of the cranium. When he flicked it with his fingernail, it rang dully. Once the skull was entirely cleaned of meat, he wrapped it in cloth and took it for himself.

That summer, his skin coated in a thick paste of dust and sweat, he raked over each tuft of grass, each hillock, each copse and riverbank, until he had fifteen skulls. He set traps, whittled sticks into spears, and crept up on the old, slow rabbits, and pushed the air out of their throats with his fingers. They scrabbled and kicked for the first minute, and he often held his breath with them. Then they would limpen, and still he would cling on, just in case.

How neatly he arranged the skulls! He thought he would be content with five, ten, but he needed more. Each item made him happier and more anxious than the one before it. And now, he has this treasure. This furred, spidery beast, finer than anything he ever could have imagined as a boy, and he does not think he will ever want again.

His work is as complete as he can manage that day, and he has learned from experience that he will ruin the specimen if he continues without pause. It must be almost five o’clock; he yawns, decides to rest. He places the skinned pups into a tin bucket. Later, when he has boiled off the meat, he will assemble the skeleton with tweezers, glue, and wire as thin as thread.

He climbs the ladder to the shop, and then the stairs to his attic. As he pulls on his nightgown, he glimpses the shelf of stuffed mice next to his bed. Each is dressed in a tiny costume.

Silas picks up a brown mouse. He strokes its worsted skirts, the shawl he crocheted with the thinnest wool, the small round plate it grips in its paws. He places it back on the shelf and snuffs out the candle.

He is almost asleep when he hears a knocking.

He pulls a pillow over his head.

The knocking becomes a dull thunder.

“Silaaaas!”

He sighs. The impatience of the man! It’s a blessing Silas has no neighbors to disturb, and can’t he read the “Closed” sign?

“Ouvrez la porte!”

He groans, sits up, pulls on a jacket and trousers, lights a stuttering candle, and shoulders his way down the narrow staircase.

“Je veux ma colombe!”

“Mr. Frost,” Silas says, opening the door. A tall, slender man in paint-spattered rags stares back at him. He has a kind of frenzied magnetism about him, an entitlement and self-belief that leaves Silas torn between wanting to please or despise him. Louis smiles.

“There! I knew you were in. I’m here for my dove, if I haven’t frightened him off his perch.” He doesn’t wait for a reply, but bellows at a figure silhouetted in the alley entrance and beckons him over. “Here! Over here! Late, as ever.”

It is almost nightfall, and at first Silas struggles to identify the skinny man trotting up the alley, swerving the fetid mounds of vegetable peelings and cinder dust. He comes closer; his face glints off Silas’s lamp. Johnnie Millais.

“Goodness, Louis, what happened to your clothes? I wouldn’t dress my dog in that shirt.”

“A treat to see you, Millais, as always,” Louis says, entering the shop without either being invited or cleaning his boots on the iron scraper.

“It’s a bit of luck you’re still open,” Millais says, following him in, and Silas doesn’t contradict him.

“Silas’s arranged my dove. Where is he, then?” Louis lifts the lion’s skull with both hands and pretends to throw it at Millais. “Rar!” he says, with a snort.

Silas tenses, wishing he had the courage to ask him to put it down; instead he busies himself retrieving the dove from the cabinet.

“Heavens! It’s splendid. Just what I had in mind,” the artist exclaims. He seizes it, strokes its head. “If only my models would sit as still as you.” Louis presses a guinea into Silas’s palm, double what they agreed. “And Millais, you must buy a mouse for the corner of your Mariana. To add movement to that bare patch of canvas.” He lifts a stuffed brown mouse from a shelf by its tail and says, “I’ll take this too.”

“She’s fragile—” Silas attempts, but Louis seems not to hear him, and crams the bird and the mouse into a satchel, head first.

Silas watches the two men run down the narrow passageway, Louis’s hands on the back of Millais’s shoulders, performing some kind of skip on each third step. His lamp picks out Louis’s ankles, the white flash of his wrist. It reminds him of Flick, her touch that he has not felt in over twenty years.

When they vanish into the darkness, Silas looks around his little shop, at its low ceiling, its small chipped dressers, which he has done his best to paint, and the corners of his mouth press downward.

“No more attacking cress sellers, eh,” he says. “Your new friend wouldn’t like it.”



The Painter


Despite her drowsiness earlier, Iris cannot sleep. The smell of burnt sugar is making her head ache, and a whisker of horsehair pricks her thigh through the mattress. She shifts, casts a sticky arm outside the counterpane and lets it cool. She tries to concentrate on being still and peaceful, to time her breaths with her sister’s. But her mind ticks. She wants to paint. She pictures the slim metal tubes of Winsor & Newton watercolors, the oyster shells on which she mixes them, and her own stock of sable-hair brushes, which she finally purchased after half a year of careful thrift.

She nudges her twin.

“But I haven’t seen the parakeet,” Rose mumbles, and Iris knows she will sleep soundly until St. George’s tolls five. Through the wall, she hears the locomotive groan and whistle of Mrs. Salter’s snores. She is as good as dead after her nightly swigs of laudanum.

When Iris can bear it no longer, she pulls herself free of the covers. The wooden boards squeak underfoot, and the latch of the bedroom door, which Iris keeps oiled, gives easily. She feels a strange compulsion to laugh, but stifles her rising giggle by clapping a hand over her mouth.

As she passes into the hallway, her nightgown whisked by a slight breeze, Mrs. Salter’s door is ajar, the light from her lamp casting the floor with a jaundiced glow. There is a stench of stomach acid. Iris is sure Mrs. Salter’s illness is caused, not eased, by her nightly battery of pills: “Mother’s Friend” for her gastric aches, “Dr. Munro’s Harmless Arsenic Complexion Wafers” to conceal her pimples. Iris tires of scrubbing the vomit-stiffened rug, her hands stinging with vinegar. Worse, of bearing Mrs. Salter’s slaps on days when her hallucinations crystallize into certainty that she is sheltering twin harlots in her house, and that Iris is on the brink of being seduced by a green-skinned gentleman with tusks.

If only the apothecary would lace her medicine with rat poison, Iris thinks to herself, as she tiptoes down the edges of the stairs where the creak is quietest.
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The cellar storeroom is small and cramped, damp staining the walls. The smell of moldy plaster blocks out even the slightest aroma of sugar.

Iris walks to the open dresser in the corner. It is stacked with baskets containing unpainted porcelain arms, feet, and heads. A cloth bag holds the bales of human hair, shorn off the scalps of South German peasants. Iris lifts this and takes out the top painting and her supplies, which are hidden below it. She carries them to the desk, sits.

The scale of her face is just as wrong as she remembered. At first Iris feels overwhelmed by a despair that she is not, and never will be, good enough. But when she peers closer, she finds a starkness that she likes, a brightness too. If only the head did not drift so absently at the top of the page, if only she could anchor it more. She is loath to cut up the paper; it is a small sheet already. Perhaps she can salvage it after all, find a way to fill the empty space.

The honest texture of her nightdress—white flannel with yellow stains under her armpits—scratches her neck. Before she thinks what she is doing, she stands and pulls it over her head. Her figure, on which the candlelight catches, is as pale and glossy as a minnow.

For a moment, she imagines her parents’ disgust at what she is doing, their unswerving emphasis on morality. But there is no risk of them catching her here; more alarming is the thought of Rose’s disappointment, or worse, Mrs. Salter stumbling into the room, her horror amplified by laudanum. The names she would call her (“whore,” “strumpet”), the real possibility that Iris would lose her employment, and with it twenty pounds a year. But she does not dwell on this thought; she mixes her watercolors, the chair cold against her thighs.

She stares again in the mirror, but this time she lets her gaze travel down, to her small breasts with their hard nipples. She chews her lip. Deformed. And yet: she wonders if there are traces of beauty in her.

She used to hate that collarbone twist, the way the bone had healed at an outward angle after it broke when she was born. It only affected her gait a little, but she would catch the children on her street exaggerating it (“Here comes the hunchback”), her sister rebuking them with only a hint of pity, risking their vehemence too (“The twin giantesses”). But in recent years, she has come to accept it as a part of herself that she would not change even if she could. It certainly does not deter the shouts of the street boys. Occasionally, they try to grab her waist as she passes. “Fancy a brush?” or “I’ve got a hunch you’re after a poke with my truncheon.” She will set her face (“Got a case of the morbs, miss? Cheer up!”), push past them, ignore their whoops. Rose, unmocked, untouched, undesired, will look down, and Iris will place an arm around her shoulder and remind her sister how much she hates the whistles, in a tone that feels too insistent.

She supposes that one day she will have to encourage one of the boys who stands on the threshold of the shop, twisting his cap, because marriage is a way out, though to where she does not know. She is twenty-one, after all, and it is not long until her beauty tips like cream. Her parents have written to her with word of a porter who is keen to call on her, but she avoided him when he visited.

But. Rose. She will never find a match; the best Iris can hope is to marry adequately, and support her sister through it. To leave her sister—she does not know if she could do it. They are twins, bound together, and her sister’s illness seemed both to tighten and unravel that knot. When they were children, and Iris sketched with a nub of coal on any paper she could find—butter wrappings, snippings of newspaper, offcuts of old wallpaper—her sister was fascinated by the way her pencil could echo the shapes in front of her. “Draw those scissors!” she would command, and Iris would oblige. “Draw me an elephant!” but she could never improvise. Now her sister turns from her when she tries to entertain her with a sketch.

Iris nudges away the thought, and mixes the right rosiness for the underside of her breast where the shadow falls. She runs the paintbrush along the page, watches the watercolor bloom on the sheet. She feels in control, as if her body is her own again, not a vessel for Mrs. Salter to use to scrub floors, not merely as a daily reminder to Rose of what she could have been. She feels a tremor of something that could be shame, could be satisfaction, could even be the cold.

She stares at her side. It is impossible to imagine a man’s rough hand gripping it. She presses her palm there, moves it to her breast and clutches it. She flinches and returns to her painting.

She has never asked Rose about what she witnessed her doing with Charles, “her gentleman,” as they called him. At the beginning, Rose chattered about little else, showing Iris with a blithe pride the gifts he sent: chocolate bonbons and a yellow canary (which flew up the chimney and died). They were fifteen, and he was supposed to rescue her from this grind of a life, pretty her up as his young wife in his modest townhouse in Marylebone. He befriended Iris too, and he told her he’d lend her some money to set up their shop when he and Rose were—he broke off at this hint of marriage. Flora would shimmer out of their imaginings and become real, and Iris turned to her sister to check that she didn’t mind this attention, her gentleman including Iris in his and Rose’s dreams.

He came to visit each Sunday when their parents were on their errands. Rose had always told Iris to stay in the upstairs room, but one afternoon the sisters had had a disagreement and Iris felt suddenly peevish at being shut away, kept apart from her sister’s secrets. She settled outside the door and spied on them through the keyhole. She watched how he sat down, pulled her sister to him, teased up her skirts, and undid the buttons of his trousers. Iris barely had time to draw breath before Rose straddled him, rising and falling with a practiced rhythm. Iris was horrified, enthralled, unable to look away, mesmerized by the contortions of his face, his hands that gripped her sister’s milky thighs. She wished for a moment that it was her with her petticoats hitched up, her twin who watched through the keyhole instead. It was all done so horribly easily, so simply, in the wooden chair that her grandfather had made.

Iris still does not know how Charles found out that Rose had contracted smallpox. The day after the boils pussed all over Rose’s face and body, Iris admitted him into the hallway and took a letter from him. “She’ll be so pleased to hear from you. It’s just a rheum, and she’ll be better in no time,” she lied, but he said little and left abruptly. The letter was not a billet-doux, but ended everything, and with it her sister’s boisterous laughter, her whispered confidences. When Rose screamed at Iris to be gone from the room, Iris took hold of the chair and drove it into the wall.

A sudden sound. Heavy footsteps.

Iris is so lost in the memory that she jumps, knocking the murky paint water over the desk.

She lunges for her painting, pulls it free before the liquid pools on to it. The footsteps have receded.

“Oh, heavens,” she mutters, holding her hand over her chest, and she could laugh with relief. How foolish of her! But the noise did sound so close, and so loud that she was sure it was Mrs. Salter on the stairs. It was nothing more than the confectionery apprentices back from a late night at a penny gaff.

It is only when she starts to mop the water that she notices the doll’s head. She curses. It must have been splashed by the jar as it fell. A gray watermark bruises its face.

“Oh, lawks,” she mutters, picking up the head and wiping it against her nightgown. It took her hours to paint. She scrubs at the china harder and harder, spitting on each cheek, but it is no good. The porcelain is stained beyond repair.

She grits her teeth, releases a bestial growl. To think, it was just somebody passing outside. And now—she looks through the high barred window and decides it must be midnight at the earliest—she will have to work through the night to paint another face.

Iris pulls on her nightgown, suddenly aware of the cold of the small room. She will not look at her picture. Obscene.

She is struck by a familiar feeling that there is something wrong deep within herself, like a tumor that cannot be lanced. She should destroy her painting, catch the paper with the edge of the candle.

But she stands, tucks it under the basket, and picks out another blank china head.



The Great Exhibition


It is Saturday morning and the bells are tolling. For the past fortnight, Silas has been so immersed in the construction of the puppies’ pale skeleton that he has lived on nothing but stale cake and weak beer. He craves a buttered brandy at the Dolphin. He peers at the clock; it won’t be open for several hours.

“Oh, hang it,” he says, and resolves to fill the time by visiting the building site of the Great Exhibition. He is uncertain how he feels about it: how can his small shop ever compare to one of the largest museums ever built? Such a showy edifice seems designed merely to diminish his achievements, and yet he finds himself watching its assembly almost weekly, longing for it to be complete.

His alleyway is usually deserted, but a couple of men are sprawled in the gutter-muck, one smeared with his own vomit, his breeches damp with piss. Silas stares at them for a moment. The shape of the head and shoulder looks so like Gideon—but he knows he is mistaken. He holds his handkerchief to his nose and brushes the wall of the passage as he steps past them.

Silas met Gideon when he first arrived in London in 1835, when Silas was living in a cramped shared lodging in Holborn, his room stacked with stuffed creatures and skulls. He had moved to the city in the hope of expanding his reputation beyond the drawing rooms of Stoke; besides, there was little point in waiting around after Flick disappeared. He had heard talk of a coterie of surgeons, of medical men fascinated by dissection and preservation.

It was not difficult to find University College London, and each afternoon Silas would watch through the bars of the railings as surgeons of great renown criss-crossed the pristine green square, the heavy doors slamming shut behind them.

At night, he would loiter in the cloisters around the back, knowing that soon the bodies would be brought in, but from where he did not fully understand. Sure enough, after a little waiting, a movement across the quad, a whinny of a horse, and a scrabble with a blackened carriage, the bounty would be carried through on wooden boards, draped in cloth. He would inch forward, crane his neck, long to be part of the lesson that discussed them.

Gideon approached him one afternoon. He was a medical student, thickset and with a languid air of privilege. He told Silas of the specimens in the dissecting room: the tumorous lungs in jars, the rows of syphilitic skulls, a pickled brain severed from an axe wound, the blossoming nervous systems shot through with wax.

“Of course, we gather these samples to understand life, to see how it can be extended. Your interest in preserving the dead is different, though still quite fascinating—”

Silas puffed out his chest, and as the days passed, Gideon sought out his company more and more frequently. He coaxed specifics of Silas’s collection out of him. Standing by the railings, Silas relayed details of his work on the sparrows and the rats and the field mice, confided his plans for a museum and the endurance of his name. He wondered at what point they had become friends; it seemed a moment that should have been accompanied by celebration, and yet it had happened without them realizing it.

“I think,” Gideon said, when Silas brought in a stuffed robin after numerous entreaties, “that the wayward lean of its beak, a phenomenon I have never seen in the wild, is its most remarkable aspect.” His mustache twitched, and he hid his admiration behind his hand. “A true scientific rarity. Indeed, I don’t ever recall seeing a robin with such a lopsided gait. A marvel, a marvel.”

Silas could have laughed. Gideon, a medical student, a gentleman, was impressed with his work. With him. And to have a friend like this, who chose to converse with him most afternoons, however briefly—it was an honor.

After that, he summoned the courage to ask Gideon for an “item for his collection,” and Gideon intimated that he had an absolute treasure in mind for Silas, one that would be the making of him.

“It is a piece that even Frederik Ruysch would turn in his grave to possess,” Gideon whispered, when at last he handed over a small cloth bag. His upper lip convulsed.

Silas took it with studied calm and started to unwrap it, imagining the subsequent discussions he would have with Gideon, their heads bowed in a tavern. From the weight of it, a heart maybe, or—

“No,” Gideon said, stilling his hand. “Wait until you are home. It’s too splendid a treasure. If my tutors were to discover I had given it—”

“How much? I can’t afford a great sum.”

“You mustn’t think of it. After all of the”—Gideon paused—“pleasures I have received from your company.”

“I cannot begin to thank you.”

“You could acknowledge me in your famous museum? When it opens.”

“Of course! Of course.”

Silas nodded and smiled, and despite the tug of hunger to open the bag, he heeded Gideon’s instructions and ran home, swerving carriages in his haste.

He slammed the door behind him, turned the key, and tore the cloth off the parcel.

A half-gnawed chicken leg lay inside, along with two overcooked carrots.

Silas bit his lip to prevent himself from crying, only then understanding the mockery that lay behind each remark, each twitch of the mustache.
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Before he knows it, Silas is walking down a footpath in Hyde Park, his thigh cramping with fatigue. He casts back, and realizes that he remembers nothing of the walk, his mind empty after seeing the two drunk men. It is a familiar feeling; for as long as he can remember, he has swallowed occasional memories, like a daguerreotype before it is exposed to mercury fumes. He shakes himself, but no image appears.

But he should not worry. Here the air is less brackish, and a bird is singing. There is beauty. The skeletal trees are pretty, shedding the last of their summer greenings, and the dried twigs crunch like bones. A man elbows him, apologizes, and Silas moves on, following the crowd to the construction site of the Great Exhibition.

Silas has often visited to witness its assembly, paying the small fee to enter the confines of the wooden palisade. He cannot understand why the building will be dismantled from Hyde Park after a year. What is the point of a museum if not to preserve its objects forever? But as he stares up at the frame, at its cranes and pulleys silhouetted like vultures against the sky, he feels a shrinking within himself. It is magnificent. To capture and display so many products of industry, commerce, design, science—over a hundred thousand exhibits, he has read, and all under one huge glass roof—Silas does not know where to let his gaze settle. It is little surprise that Punch has nicknamed it the Crystal Palace.

All around him, activity bubbles. A foreman is bawling instructions as workmen in toppers haul on heavy ropes, while others whip the raw flanks of carthorses. Steam pants into the sky. The vast ribcage of the transept is winched up slowly, wavering in the breeze.

If only the organizers would ask him for a piece to add to the arts section. But nobody has approached him. Nobody has replied to his letters. And why not? Why is his collection not taken seriously?

He tries to brush away the webs of resentment, but his fists are tightly clenched. Low clouds gust across the sky. The black lungs of London fill and ebb. A horse bellows.

He will redouble his efforts. He will work harder, later, and perhaps one day he will open a museum even grander than this.

He sees a child dart forward and snatch a red handkerchief from a lady’s purse. He peers closer, recognizing that scruff of pale hair. The familiarity is a balm, a reminder that he is not alone in this roiling mass of industry. Silas smiles, and calls out, “Albie!”

But the boy does not hear him. And then Silas understands: he has been caught. A woman’s hand is on his wrist, the handkerchief a limp flag in his fist, and Silas slips on a piece of turf in his haste to hurry over, readying himself to play Albie’s rescuer, to beg her not to notify the authorities—but then he sees that Albie is laughing.

Silas looks at the woman more closely. She is as tall as a man and has her red hair tidied into a long plait. She is—Flick? Grown up, womanly. But it cannot be. This woman has a slight stoop on her left side.

It is as if a bell has been rung in an old house. Silas has felt the tremor of the wire as it runs deeper into the building, through walls and floors. He stands transfixed, watching as the vibrations set a series of smaller bells ringing.

He could not say what it means.



Pickpocket


Albie is hunkered down in a ditch in Hyde Park. As he strains on his haunches, his buttocks two grubby white moons, a group of men pass by. One of them stops, jeers, and throws a stick at him.

“Beat it, cur!” Albie yells, giving his cheeks a brief wipe with an oak leaf and pulling up his breeches. His shit steams in the air. He regards it with the same curiosity he reserves for all of his bodily waste. How do his ears know how to produce that sour-tasting orange gunk, and how does his nose know how to make that blackened gloop that he snorts into his sleeve?

He picks up the turd with two sticks and hurls it after the pack of retreating men, hiccups with laughter as they scatter, and then scampers off in the direction of the throng.
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It is a fine day to pick up a treat or two, well worth the hassle of scaling the palisade to get inside. The crowds are distracted by the construction of the great palace, the straining ropes, the cheers and jostling. Albie does not know what the building is for, and does not particularly care, but he stares at the metal frame, so huge that it towers over elm trees. The surrounding ground is little more than a mud-tub, scrambled from the turning circles of carriages laden with iron and scaffolds. He pictures himself returning when the glass is installed and hurling a brick at it, just to see the shock of the wealthy men.

He ducks now here, now there, a little thread stitching the throng together. He has a false hand tucked into his sleeve, and he uses his real one to loosen silk handkerchiefs from pockets. He leaves the pearl bracelets and the glimmering silver chains. While he would not admit it, he is afraid of being sentenced to hard labor, or of being bundled on to a ship bound for the colonies and leaving his sister behind.

These people, with their gold brocading and cloistered houses, wouldn’t even let him scrub their privies. And so, he grins as he unburdens them. There is a pawnbroker on Duck Lane who will take the goods for a ha’penny each, no questions asked, and before long he’ll have enough tin for a smart set of teeth. Sea-cow ivory—that’s his dream.

He plucks a red spotted handkerchief from a woman’s sleeve, and has just tucked it down his trousers when someone grips the plaster hand and shakes it free from his jacket.

“No—I didn’t,” he begins, but then he sees it is Iris. His relief comes as a throaty giggle, like a cat with a fur ball, and he throws her his most alluring smile.

“Hand it over, Albert,” she commands.

“Hand over what, miss?” She frowns, and he sighs. “Aw, miss, it’s just a thing, in’t it? And it’s a tough life. If you knew how hard—” But his line has lost its charm and he knows it. He gives the offending item to Iris, sees her return it (“Excuse me, ma’am, but I believe you dropped this—”), and avoids her eye. “You’re a right old spoiler.”

“Stealing things again, are you?” a man says, and Albie recognizes Silas, dressed in his neat blue cloak. “Thought you wouldn’t need it after the two shillings I gave you.”

Albie stiffens. He doesn’t like the man creeping up on him. That clean, medicinal smell; it turns Albie’s stomach. All the same, he decides not to correct the miser that it was only a bob he coughed up. “Iris thingummy,” he says, attempting to feign an upper-class accent, but it sounds Irish. “This is, I mean, meet Silas. Dunno his surname either, as a matter of fact.” Iris smiles curtly. “I sews slop for her at Salter’s doll place.”

“On Regent Street?” Silas asks, and Iris nods.

“And I bring Silas dead things.” He considers strangling the air for dramatic effect, and thinks better of it, glancing back to where Iris stands. She looks faintly repulsed. He feels a sudden urge to laugh with her about Silas, but he can’t catch her eye.

“Oh.”

“My collection,” Silas explains, “will be famous one day.”

“Well, I look forward to visiting it,” she says, but her voice is flat and almost mechanical, and Albie can tell she is barely listening. She is searching for somebody, and she waves her farewell. He watches the back of her bonnet disappear into the crowd.

Albie shrugs, and tips his cap at Silas. The man is looking into the distance, grasping his collarbone in the place where Iris’s twists.

“Sir,” Albie says to him, deciding that the man really does only have half his wits. “Her neck thing. It ain’t a contagion.”



The Great Expense


Iris slips through the crowd, away from Albie and the man with him. She wishes she was shorter and could vanish beneath the toppers and the bonnets, that she wasn’t so easy for Rose to pick out.

She looks about her for any sign of her sister. No. Good—she has escaped her.

Iris closes her eyes. When she opens them, she will see the scene afresh. She will imagine it is a wide canvas in front of her, each detail perfectly mapped, a study in perspective.

She looks up. The towering iron frame seems to touch the edges of clouds. The steam looks like the smoke of the Napoleonic battle scenes she has seen hanging in the National Gallery, but this is more vivid, so unlike the brownish pictures she remembers. She would like to paint with the colors she sees before her, to portray the world like a stained-glass window.

She imagines the frames of this museum filled with red and blue and green panes, like stepping into a vast kaleidoscope. But it would be too dazzling; already this has a grandeur unlike anything she could imagine. If men can make this, if they can encase elm trees and conquer nature on this scale, then what might she be capable of? There are times when she feels as unimportant as a louse, and then there are moments when she feels as if she could take off into the sky, and free herself from the trappings of home and the shop and even, she thinks with a sinking within her, her sister.

“Isn’t it magnificent?” she says to a woman next to her.

“Quite marvelous,” the stranger replies with unexpected warmth. Iris feels a rush of love for this unfamiliar human, and for all of the people pressed around her. Everyone, with their worries and their joys and their loves and their frustrations, their tears and dreams and laughter—they are all gloriously alike.

She starts to run. She dashes toward the open fields of the park, her red plait bouncing against her back. Her feet are kitten-light, the grass soft underfoot, but she has barely reached the first avenue of trees before she is forced to stand still, her breathing shallow. A shard of whalebone pierces her hip, her ribs packed tight by the frame of her corset. Her fingers sweat in their lace gloves.

She hears a sound behind her, a called-out name, and she knows who it is without turning around. She wonders why her sister insists on following her everywhere, what she could be hoping to find. Iris’s life is duller than tarnished silver; besides, the hypocrisy rankles. Her sister would have accepted her gentleman, had he offered, without a backward glance at her hunchback.

“Oh,” Iris says, pretending to see Rose for the first time. Her sister’s hand is held out in agitation, dirt on the hem of her dress. She moves with the elegance of a lady, as if on castors, and from this distance Iris can almost believe she is as beautiful as she ever was. Iris thinks of her own gawky walk that she has caught in window reflections, the hunch of her shoulder. “Thank heavens, Rose! I’ve found you at last. We’ll be late for dinner. Mama will be fretting.”

“But you ran away from me. I saw you. I thought you’d left me—”

And her sister’s face is so bereft, so lost, that Iris despises herself.
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The clamor of the omnibus from Hyde Park to Bethnal Green; Iris’s arm nudged away from Rose’s. A brief tutting, a smell of sour laundry. They sit at the table. Iris’s father coughs into his sleeve.

Iris tries to chew the suet pudding, but she swallows a lump of meat whole. She can hear the food turning over in her sister’s mouth, the sift of her breath. When she can bear the sound no longer, she says, “I’m looking forward to seeing my favorite jolly minister tomorrow—”

“I am delighted you find his sermons so edifying,” her mother interrupts, with a look of warning.

“Oh, indeed—” Iris pauses, her fork halfway to her mouth. The gristle on the kidney glints, the fat yellow. She tries to catch her sister’s eye, to make up for earlier. “I have always felt that an over-indulgence in the communion wine is a clear sign of a strong religious bearing. The minister’s desire for the blood of Christ cannot be sated.”

She glances up, and Rose smiles for a moment, but then starts rubbing her hand against the pits of her chin. Iris stares instead at the polished china spaniel on the mantelpiece, a cheap gimcrack meant to ape the clutter of a higher-class household. It is just like her parents: their pathetic attempts to share the habits and morals of a society to which they don’t belong. Other shop girls, she is sure, do not have parents this imposing, this concerned with moral ruin.

Her mother sighs. “Iris, please. I suppose you thought that was amusing?”

Iris sees her link her arm through Rose’s, a battle formation that was drawn up on the day of the letter from Charles, the day of her sister’s illness. Iris never could understand it. Her sister treated her as if it was she who wrote the letter, disappointed her prospects, ruined her face with those raised boils. After that, she could never fix matters, as if she had forgotten overnight how to console her sister, how to amuse her. She remembers how things were before, when they designed their imaginary shop with its flowered wallpaper and frames of pressed roses. She loves her sister; of course she does. And yet—

Iris tries again. “The Great Exhibition was quite splendid—”

“The Great Expense, more like,” her father says, with a splutter of a laugh as if to encourage his audience to appreciate his wit. Iris smiles obligingly.

“Mrs. Salter says that the worshipping of commodities will be the downfall of society,” Rose adds.

“She should know,” Iris says before she can stop herself.

“And what, pray, does that mean?” her mother asks.

Iris does not reply. She dabs the napkin against her chin. Brown gravy on gray linen.

“Iris ran away from me,” Rose blurts out. “I was so afraid. One moment she was there, and then I could not find her at all. She just vanished into the crowds. It is hard for me to see sometimes with my—” She does not finish the sentence, merely lowers her good eye.

Tattle.

“Is this true, Iris? And why? You used to be so fond of your sister, and now—running off from her, abandoning her in a crowd—”
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