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PRAISE FOR THE BUTTERFLY WOMEN [image: ]



Impeccably researched and beautifully told, The Butterfly Women is a daring novel that gives voice to the silenced women of early Melbourne – women who were maligned, judged and buried under layers of mainstream history. Weaving a marvellous and oft dark tale that doesn’t hesitate to expose class and cultural differences, as well as trenchant sexism, misogyny and racism, Madeleine Cleary breaks down an imposing door and, invoking the ghosts and monster of other places and times, beckons the reader to follow her into Australia’s hidden past. Go with her – you won’t regret it.

Karen Brooks

An elegantly written exposé of a forgotten female chapter of Australian history. Although we’re searching for a killer, it’s Melbourne’s forgotten heroines who leap off the page to command the reader’s attention.

Kyra Geddes

Stunningly good, a thoroughly enjoyable blend of Melbourne’s history.

Barbara Minchinton
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Rich and vivid, sepia-toned and lush, The Butterfly Women is a stunning exploration of women history tries to forget. Victorian-era Melbourne shimmers in all its grimy glory under Cleary’s deft pen as she weaves a murderous tale against the backdrop of the delightfully debaucherous Little Lon. These characters will pick up their skirts and nestle into your heart with every turn of the page. An extravagant romp through cobblestone streets, The Butterfly Women gives voice to those who were never listened to but who have always spoken.

Alli Parker

Equal parts fascinating, horrifying and illuminating, The Butterfly Women takes an up-close look at five intelligent women who are determined to catch a serial killer despite society’s belief that women are only useful as wives and mothers.

Maria V Snyder
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Description 1







The novel was written on the lands of the Ngunnawal and Ngambri peoples, but is set on the lands of the Wurundjeri Woiwurrung and Bunurong / Boon Wurrung peoples of the Kulin Nation. I would like to pay my deepest respects to their Elders past and present.



For the women who are nowhere, but everywhere
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The woman seated in Death’s shadow is the youngest of his flutter. She barely scratches the edges of womanhood. Bright eyes beneath a painted face. A face yet to be marked or weathered by time.

At his dresser, the woman’s gloved hands float around her silk dress, the finest she has worn in her short life. She repeats her thanks, again and again, ignoring the bowl of tainted water on the washstand and her filthy mound of clothes in the corner. The remains of another life.

Death lifts a brush, palming it across the woman’s scalp and down the length of her hair. Stroke after stroke, disentangling and unravelling. With deft hands, he grips his golden blade and severs a dark lock. The woman protests, but Death smiles at the hank of hair before tucking it in his pocket. He lowers the lamp’s wick. And as the shadows bleed a wailing begins, the sound mixing with the voices of the dead, her mother’s the loudest.

With her story nearing its end, he places a hand across her breasts and the blade at her throat. Like the others, she has no time to scream.






    PART ONE A CHILD of GOLD and WOOL


July–September 1863
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The rat’s pink nose twitches, its teeth sharp and red eyes gleaming, as it sniffs the prone body of Johanna Callaghan. Her blood mixes with the entrails of pigs recently slaughtered down an alley south of Little Lonsdale Street. When Johanna startles, the rat darts up the side of a crumbling wall and along the fence that marks the end of the butcher’s and the start of the motley lanes of Little Lon. A hunting ground for rats and men.

With shaking hands, she traces the swelling around her cheeks and eyes, running her tongue along a row of cracked teeth. She presses her ribs, feeling again the butcher’s blows, smiling because she’s sure she shattered the bastard’s nose. Her gaze on the butcher’s door, she mouths the well-known words of one of Granny Flannery’s curses.

Bad cess to you.

May you never prosper.

May you fade into nothing, like snow in summer.

A southerly moans and Little Lon shivers. Closing her eyes, Johanna succumbs. Dying is not so bad. Nineteen years old. One dead babe, lying forgotten in a faraway place. At least there will be no more pain when she enters His heavenly gates. No more shame. No more burning ambition.

How did she fall so far?

A distant bell strikes twice. She opens her eyes. The stars still shine, and shouts and cries emanate from another raucous night in the back slums. She could call for help. But then she has become part of the filthy fabric of this lane: the mud and entrails her cushion, the wide sky her blanket, the stench her perfume, and the flickering stars her entertainment.

A bubble of laughter expands and she releases it. She feels at home in this alley, cradled, its running water failing to wash away the rot and waste. She laughs again, before a sharp pain in her abdomen cuts it short. Breathing slowly through her nose, she hears a pair of boots squelch at the rear of the alley.

Johanna twists her neck and squints. A figure approaches, slipping in the dark, muddy lane, cursing while regaining his balance. Sliding towards her, the man nudges her body with the tip of his pointed leather boot.

‘Alive, thank Heavens. But what a filthy, pitiful creature,’ he says through the silk handkerchief he holds to his mouth. His navy-blue frockcoat and pink waistcoat are unmarred by dirt or dust. While his voice is familiar, she cannot place him, and the darkness and the handkerchief conceal his face. The gentleman lifts his trousers and squats, seeking a better assessment. ‘I shall help you, my dear. What is your name?’

‘Who goes there?’ a voice cries.

‘Constable!’ The gentleman nods to Johanna. ‘I’m relieved you are here. I just happened upon this poor creature who is in need of your attention.’

Johanna groans. If she survives her injuries, she will surely be arrested for vagrancy.

The constable peers into the gentleman’s face and smiles, though it’s restrained. ‘You shall return home this instant, sir, or I’ll be informing your brother you’re up to no good.’

‘Certainly, Constable. Would not wish for that.’ The gentleman mock-salutes before dropping a silver coin and a white marble near Johanna’s hand. Her fingers curl around them.

The constable, head shaking, watches the gentleman simper away. Heavy boots stomp the mud behind Johanna’s head. Hands grip her shoulders and, as she is dragged upright, pain again severs her lower abdomen.

‘Who left you in this terrible state?’ A large ruddy face peers down at her, and, this close, she realises the constable is a woman. The constable’s eyes soften as she traces Johanna’s swollen face, before eyeing the butcher’s shop. ‘You’re Cornwell’s new girl.’

Johanna manages a nod while studying the woman’s navy police uniform, mouthing the words on her badge declaring her to be Constable Jenkins. ‘I didn’t know there were any lady Joes.’ Johanna’s mouth feels numb.

‘There aren’t,’ the constable says drily.

Johanna blinks, her head spinning. ‘Then what are you?’

The woman sighs. ‘This is my husband’s uniform, but I personate him when… well, when he’s indisposed. In the dark, from afar, no one can really tell the difference. But of course, folk around these parts know me well. They call me Constable Mary.’

Johanna’s eyes brighten. ‘I’m not under arrest?’

‘No.’ She frowns. ‘I’ll help you.’

She shakes her head. ‘I don’t need helping.’

Constable Mary snorts. ‘You need a lot of helping, my dear. You’re not the first young woman I’ve found in this situation, and you won’t be the last. What will you do with these NINA notices going up all over the place?’

No Irish Need Apply. Johanna can read those letters well enough. She was so excited when the butcher took her, a freshly arrived Irishwoman, that she did not even blink at the measly salary.

‘I’ve decided I’ll be dying instead,’ Johanna sighs.

Constable Mary’s laughter is bright. It’s almost sweet and completely at odds with her stoutness.

‘You sailed halfway across the world to die alone in this filth? You’re not dying tonight, my dear.’

Cursing the prick of tears, Johanna massages the thumping ache between her eyes.

‘You’ll survive,’ the woman says, huffing, as she pulls up her trousers and squats to face Johanna. ‘Do you have family? A place you can stay?’

‘No,’ she says, glaring, swiping her nose with the back of her hand. She shudders, the stench of the alley returning, the sky and the mud no longer so inviting.

‘I happen to know a lady who’s looking for some help.’

Johanna leans forward. ‘Who?’

The older woman purses her lips. ‘You’re in no position to ask for details. Come, let’s leave this filthy place.’ She rewards Johanna with a short and sharp smile when they emerge from Casselden Lane. It’s late but there are always folk out, most giving Johanna and the constable a wide berth.

‘Papillon fronts Lonsdale Street, but we’ll be entering from the back.’

‘Pah-pea-what?’

‘Papillon. Pah-pea-on,’ the constable says slowly. ‘Madame Laurent’s house.’

Madame Laurent. Her name is well known in Melbourne, even to a recent arrival. Johanna’s former employer, Cornwell, ranted about the woman who owned so many properties, but she thinks it’s extraordinary.

‘Can I wash first?’

The woman assesses her appearance. ‘There’s a tap in Gorman Alley.’ Johanna regards her filthy hands and fingernails and tries rubbing them against her clothes. Constable Mary huffs. ‘That won’t do any good, my dear. What did you do to deserve a beating like that, anyway?’

Johanna frowns. ‘I didn’t deserve nothing. Cornwell was in a rage today, sporting a bruised eye, ranting about the sinful women of Melbourne. I told him he was profiting off whoring too, given he sells his meat to the whorehouses across the back slums.’ Constable Mary snorts. ‘He tried taking a swing, but he didn’t expect me to swing back. We got in a bit of a tussle and then he threw me out with the pigs.’

Constable Mary smiles. Then, glancing over at Johanna, she coughs, quickly reining her face into a tight expression. ‘Did you just admit to assaulting Mr Cornwell?’

Johanna’s mouth opens and closes. ‘But he hit me first! I was defending myself.’

The constable’s forehead creases. ‘And who do you expect a magistrate to believe?’

She folds her trembling hands beneath her arms.

‘I’ll keep an eye on Mr Cornwell,’ Constable Mary says, patting the girl’s shoulder. ‘But don’t go getting into the same trouble at Papillon.’

‘What about Cornwell?’ Johanna asks.

‘He’ll get his comeuppance one of these days,’ Constable Mary says, her eyes flashing. ‘Did you arrive at the colony on your own? Have you no family?’

Johanna ducks when a glass bottle is thrown from a second-storey balcony. ‘My family cast me out,’ she says, giving one big sniff. She does not say her family abandoned her after she gave birth to a baby girl, but Constable Mary looks at her with understanding.

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, her tone soft. ‘I know… a little of that. How did you come to Melbourne?’

‘I stole a cow.’

Her voice is incredulous. ‘A cow?’

Johanna grins, glancing up at the sky. ‘Wanda was my pa’s pride and joy. He loved that cow more than he ever loved me, so I stole her. We walked to Limerick and I sold her for a pretty penny. It got me to London and then on to Australia.’

Constable Mary regards Johanna. ‘You’re a good storyteller, girl.’

They turn into Gorman Alley. As the constable strides ahead, Johanna’s steps falter. Glass crunches beneath her boots. A sinewy dog growls from a darkened corner beside a half-collapsed hovel. A creature wraps around her ankle, and she jumps as the snake slithers into a stack of timber. At the end of the alley, she spots the back entrance of a two-storey house, bereft of windows. Above a red, paint-chipped door, a crooked sign hangs, with the faded image of a butterfly and red curling letters.

Papillon.

A man stands at the threshold, large arms folded across a wide chest. He straightens when he sees the two women but relaxes when he recognises Constable Mary.

‘Found another stray, Constable?’ the brute asks, wrinkling his nose. He emits a long, low whistle and Johanna glowers. ‘It reeks.’

‘Find Miss Bannon,’ the constable orders, and the man obeys with a shrug. As the door opens, music emerges, and a low thrum of voices. Unease gnaws at her, and Johanna eyes all the dark places she can flee, until a woman speaks. The musicality of her voice draws her closer.

‘Where in the world have you dragged this creature from, Constable?’ A woman stands on the threshold, her face half-lit by the flickering flame in the sconce by the doorway.

Johanna stares at her. Full pink lips, glossy black ringlets, dark eyes that shine with amusement. A low-necked bodice emphasises her full figure, encased in cascading layers of emerald silk. She has never seen anyone like her. Never seen any woman so per—

‘Girl, stop gawking,’ the constable says, poking Johanna’s arm. ‘Brigette, this is… What is your name, dear?’

She straightens, and even though her body is beaten and she reeks, her pride is intact. ‘Johanna Callaghan, ma’am.’

‘Johanna, meet Miss Brigette Bannon. Miss Bannon is Papillon’s gatekeeper while Madame Laurent is away… on business. Nobody enters without her approval. Brigette, this girl has gotten a beating by that bastard, Cornwell.’

Anger lightly dusts Brigette’s perfect features, but is quickly smoothed away. ‘And why would this be our problem?’

‘The girl is strong, and I know Madame Laurent is looking for a new servant. She’s got the Irish fire that I think she’ll appreciate.’

‘Oh?’ Brigette says, beckoning Johanna closer. She touches her chin, peering into her swollen face. ‘Her face is worse than a bruised tomato and she stinks to high heaven. Madame Laurent, as you know, likes a pretty face, even for her servants.’

Johanna’s stomach churns. ‘If that bloody bastard hadn’t set about me, I’d be looking a damned lot more presentable. I’ve been called pretty by plenty of people. Maybe not as fine as the likes of you, but I’m decent enough.’

‘Brigette,’ the constable says, before throwing a warning glance at Johanna, ‘she’s a little rough, but she has nowhere to go.’

‘With respect, Constable, we’re not a charity.’

‘I’m perfectly aware of that, but—’

‘You are also aware that Madame Laurent should return tomorrow after her business is dealt with.’ Brigette eyes the constable. ‘You are more than welcome to present the girl upon Madame’s return.’

It’s not the first time Johanna has had nowhere to go, and it’s possibly not the last. She’s ready to cast off, when the constable, sensing her shift in mood, plants an arm around her shoulder. ‘I’d surely take her home with me for the night than leave her on the street. You’ve heard the rumours, Brigette? About what’s been lurking in these streets?’

Johanna shivers, as Brigette’s forehead creases. ‘That’s just folk having a natter.’

‘What is it?’ Johanna asks, but the older woman pinches her side.

‘Fred confirmed it this morning,’ the constable says, lowering her voice as she leans towards Brigette. She whispers something in the woman’s ear that makes her eyes bulge.

Brigette, patting her heart, says nothing for a few seconds. ‘Truly? The horror is real?’

‘The bodies are. A second was found just this morning in the same condition. A young girl, a streetwalker.’

Somewhere, a dog howls, and Johanna’s insides tell her to be done with her bloody pride.

‘What skills do you have, girl?’ Brigette asks. ‘Have you worked in a house before?’

‘Just Cornwell’s shop for a week, but it felt like a lifetime.’

The constable groans but Brigette is not deterred. ‘What else?’

She straightens. ‘I was picking potatoes on my family’s farm from when I was just a tot, and I can kill and pluck a chicken faster than a pot coming to boil.’

‘Laundry?’

Johanna shudders. From the age of sixteen, she knew nothing save for the chemicals that stripped layers of skin from her hands and arms in the laundry at the Magdalene asylum. Prayer was her only respite. Her knees still ache from the memory of the chapel’s cold stone floor. She prayed for an escape, and when her baby was stillborn, half of her was glad.

She inspects her raw hands, prepared to say she will do anything, when Brigette notices her discomfort. ‘As it happens, Mrs Josie needs a kitchen assistant in the petite maison, and I can always use some general help around the house. Fifteen shillings per week plus board, but, for God’s sake, please wash before entering this house.’

Fifteen shillings plus board. Far better than Cornwell’s, but still a meagre amount. Her pride rises too fast. ‘Twenty-five shillings, plus board?’

Constable Mary frowns but Brigette looks amused. ‘Twenty shillings, which is more than fair,’ she says, her eyes glittering. ‘Take it or return to your mud.’

Johanna tilts her chin, a mixture of blood and dirt crusting over her face. She pretends to ponder Brigette’s offer before straightening. ‘That, I believe, will be acceptable.’

Brigette gestures to a tap for Johanna to wash up and leans towards Constable Mary. ‘Why, Constable, do I get the feeling I’m allowing a wolf into Papillon?’
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Madame Catherine Laurent manages to avoid gaol most of the time. She has much of Melbourne’s law enforcement and justice system in her skirt pockets, including Captain Nash, who oversees Victoria Police. However, Dr Howitt prescribed a month’s bed rest for Nash’s liver, and without the captain at the helm, Catherine has been dragged into the Police Court on trumped-up charges.

It was a newly minted constable fresh off the boat from London who arrested and charged her – for disorderly conduct and ‘owning a house frequented by thieves or persons’. The offence is laughable, and the presiding magistrates on the Melbourne Police Court are always stacked in her favour. Their leader, Chief Magistrate Barnes, a dear old man, loves to dress in her girls’ silken chemises and corsets on a Thursday evening while his wife plays bridge at the Temperance Society.

‘Barnes has gout,’ her lawyer advises, as they enter the bluestone foyer. Samuel Garrott, fresh-faced and driven, is destined to be the next Victorian Attorney-General, or so society says. She’s grateful he is on her side, and she pays the price, generally in the form of gold and a room at Papillon. ‘Magistrates Saunders and Kemp are away, so it’s just Magistrate Gardiner on the bench.’

‘Gardiner?’ she spits. For years the young, well-educated police magistrate, William Gardiner, has refused all her entreaties. Women, money, drink, men: nothing tempts him. The thought of his puritanical face leaves a bad taste in Catherine’s mouth. She grips Samuel’s arm. The charges carry a sentence of up to twelve months in gaol. ‘Can we move the trial date?’

Samuel eyes her. ‘It does not work that way, madam.’

A man claps his arm around Samuel’s shoulders. ‘I wish you all the best, madam. My brother is… well, he is strict in his application of the law. I would know.’

Henry Gardiner. He offers her a handsome, sorrow-filled smile. Henry, unlike his influential older brother, has been a regular at Papillon since joining William in Melbourne only a few months ago. He enjoys flirting with her girls, though admittedly has not gone much further, but he has quickly become a favourite, shouting rounds at Papillon and involving himself in all sorts of mischief. One drunken evening, he beat Timothy Cleary at a game of marbles played along Papillon’s passages, winning an annual lease on a little cottage next door. It was the talk of the town for weeks and, despite his lack of bedroom behaviour, he has been beloved ever since.

William Gardiner, on the other hand, while not physically repulsive, is austere in his engagements and attitudes. According to Brigette, Eleanor La Trobe – a relative of the old governor – has set her sights on him. What a sorry wedding night that would be, with William’s cold hands and Eleanor’s stiff drawers.

‘You needn’t have come just for my little trial, Henry.’ Catherine smiles for the show, but her insides are liquid.

‘I’m here to offer support to my friends,’ he says, nodding at them both. ‘My brother knows I’ll give him trouble if this farce of a trial results in a conviction.’

‘Will you just?’ A sullen voice emerges behind them. Catherine bristles as Magistrate William Gardiner glares at his brother. William is a brooding fellow, with eyes that match his thick dark hair, and a beard that is without any grey. He wears an expression so different to the happy laugh lines that crease Henry’s face. ‘I must admire your skills, Henry. In your short time in the colony, you have managed to befriend those of the lowest moral character. What would Father say if he could see the way you’re carrying on?’

Catherine snorts. She’s heard far worse.

But Henry flushes. ‘How would you know what Father would say? You were never around to know him.’

William’s face becomes a horrid, ruddy mosaic. If Catherine were not on trial, she would almost be enjoying this familial display.

Samuel clears his throat. ‘Your Worship, shall we commence proceedings?’

Nodding, William gives his brother one final disparaging look before entering the courtroom. There is a hardness to Henry as he watches his brother retreat.

Catherine smooths the blood-red layers of her crinoline skirts. The vaulted wooden room heaves with bodies, most of whom would be only too pleased to see her locked in a cell. She ignores Cornwell, her accuser, whose face is swollen and bruised. Brigette sits in the front row, alongside Mary and Josie, all three grim-faced.

‘You said you struck Cornwell twice, and only lightly?’ Samuel whispers urgently as they take their seats. ‘The fellow looks bloody awful.’

‘I only slapped him a couple of times!’ she says. She has no desire to return to the gaol’s laundry, where she would work from dawn until after sunset.

‘Have faith, madam,’ Samuel says, patting her arm, but the lawyer swallows.

When the crier calls the court to order, William Gardiner peers at Catherine from the bench. They lock eyes. He coughs, straightening his dossier, and gestures for her to take the stand.

In front of a sea of faces, she presses her lips to the leather of the Bible, relieved she does not burst into flame. A reporter from The Argus scribbles with vigour as William reads a list of her alleged crimes. She cannot help but smile as she glances at Brigette. Most of the men are ignoring the magistrate to ogle her protégée.

‘Is there something you find entertaining about your alleged crimes, Mrs Laurent?’ William asks. With the spell broken, the men straighten.

‘No, Your Worship.’ She bites back another response.

William nods and calls the prosecutor, Mr Symes, who wipes his red nose with a wet handkerchief. She eyes Samuel and shakes her head. Cornwell, of course, found one of the few lawyers in Melbourne who is not a Papillon regular.

‘I’ll put this simply, Mrs Laurent,’ Mr Symes says, feet hopping from one to the next. ‘One of your neighbours, the respectable butcher Mr Henry Cornwell, has accused you of playing music from your establishment on Lonsdale Street at an unseemly hour. He observed drunken persons in a state of terrible disorder and without means of support emerging from your establishment. When Mr Cornwell tried to protest with said persons, he was robbed of fifty pounds. On confronting you, Mrs Laurent, you were overheard to be uttering the foulest of language. This language has been submitted to you, Your Worship, but I shall not repeat it in this sacred courtroom. You then struck Mr Cornwell several times with your closed fist and chased him from your premises. Your neighbour, Mrs Maeve Ryder, has confirmed the allegations, and we can see the evidence in the state of my client’s bruised face.’

Catherine recoils. Maeve Ryder only recently opened the White Hart, a flash brothel at the bottom of Lonsdale Street. Catherine’s absence, even temporary, would be a boon for Maeve’s business. She searches for the older woman’s face in the crowd but cannot find it. She can understand Maeve’s motivations – business is business – but the butcher, Henry Cornwell… she meets his piggish, leering face.

He knows she did not cause those injuries. Brigette, whose birthday they had been celebrating and whose birthday Cornwell was ruining, held Catherine back from doing any permanent damage.

‘Mrs Laurent?’ Symes asks.

‘You may address me as Madame Laurent.’

‘Madame Laurent?’

‘Yes, love?’

The crowd chuckles.

‘What do you have to say?’

‘About what? You have not asked me a question.’

There’s a trickle of amusement. Symes reddens, and Samuel shakes his head.

‘At the time of the crime, would you please describe your whereabouts and activities?’

Catherine bites her lip. ‘When did this alleged crime take place, love?’

‘The Saturday evening past.’

‘Oh yes, Saturday evening past. It’s now… Wednesday, is it?’

Someone in the crowd chortles. ‘It’s Thursday.’

‘Oh, so it appears.’ Catherine taps her head. ‘What a foolish old woman I am.’

The reporter from The Argus laughs. Brigette smirks.

Unperturbed, Symes presses on. ‘Tell us what you were doing the Saturday evening prior?’

She presses a finger to her lips and shakes her head. ‘I’m an old woman, love, with a bad memory, so I barely recall what I ate for tea last night.’

‘Madame Laurent,’ William sighs. ‘Please answer the question.’

‘I’m happy to proceed,’ Symes says, red nose wiggling in an unpleasant face. ‘Are you employed, madam?’

‘I’m a landlady, Mr Symes.’

‘You own a good number of properties in the north-east of Melbourne,’ Symes says, consulting his paper, clicking his tongue. ‘You lease many of these?’

‘Is that a crime?’

Symes ignores Catherine and surveys the bench. ‘It is of note that a woman has amassed such significant property and, as such, has aided and abetted many disorderly persons in disreputable addresses. Surely this puts into question the legitimacy of such businesses.’

‘I object to this line of enquiry,’ Samuel says, his tone bored. ‘Madame Laurent has not been charged with aiding and abetting anything unlawful. You are conjecturing without fact.’

‘Sustained,’ William says. ‘Move forward, Symes.’

‘Certainly,’ Symes says. ‘In addition to being a landlady, are you the proprietor of the business known as Papillon?’

‘I am.’

‘And what business is conducted inside Papillon?’

There is a collective tantalising hush as the audience leans forward. Catherine winks. ‘We serve scrumptious cakes and tarts.’

Henry Cornwell launches to his feet amid the laughter. ‘This woman runs a whorehouse!’

‘Sit down, Mr Cornwell,’ William orders.

Samuel rises. ‘Your Worship, you must dismiss these vexatious allegations. Mr Cornwell has a record of unfounded accusations against Madame Laurent and her businesses, and these fabricated lies are frankly criminal.’

There’s a ripple of applause in the front row but it’s quickly snagged by William with a wave of his hand. Any hope Catherine has dips beneath the surface.

‘Continue, Mr Symes.’

‘Do you recognise this man?’ Symes asks, gesturing at Cornwell.

Catherine squints. ‘I don’t make a practice of speaking to men, sir. I have so much on my mind with all my properties.’

The room erupts with laughter. The crier calls for order.

‘You can return to your seat, madam,’ Symes says. ‘We will call upon the other witnesses.’

When she settles next to Samuel, he gives her a look, and she senses she will soon be sharing a berth in the Melbourne Gaol. She detaches from the rest of the proceedings, as Samuel does his best to quiz Cornwell on the origins of the missing fifty pounds and the lack of witnesses, and tussles over the legal grey line with Symes.

It’s not illegal to run a brothel in Melbourne. The law greys where a place of business becomes one of ill repute, a line Catherine toys with daily. As long as Papillon’s activities are conducted discreetly and behind closed doors, she and her girls stay firmly on the right side of the line. And with the promise of a night or two at Papillon each month, the police tend to look the other way. As Captain Nash says, the women must live and work somewhere.

He’s a fine man, Nash, when he is not ill from a disease caused by overeating, overdrinking or overfucking.

‘Your Worship,’ Symes concludes. ‘Who shall you believe? A man with a stellar reputation or this woman who has a record of managing properties of ill repute frequented by thieves and persons with no visible means of support?’

His words are flat and cold, an exhalation, as if he has issued them before. Symes, the gentleman widower, who will return to his stately house on Spring Street satisfied with his day’s work. He has no idea what battles Catherine has had to fight.

She stands, her chair scraping against the wooden floorboards, and signals to the magistrate that she wishes to speak. Samuel tries to pull her down but William nods. ‘I’m a discreet landlady, Mr Symes, but, as you are aware, many esteemed members of our society, possibly some of your own colleagues, are frequent consumers of my cakes and tarts. Are you accusing them of being thieves or not having any visible means of support?’

The reporter emits a sound that is a mix of disparagement and delight. Symes appears speechless as he ruffles his papers.

‘Enough,’ William says, when the room refuses to settle. ‘Your husband’s name is listed here, Madame Laurent. Where is he?’

‘John? Gaol, perhaps. Or six feet under,’ Catherine says, her smile tight.

‘I am sorry to hear that,’ William says.

‘I’m not,’ she says. Samuel kicks her beneath the table.

The magistrate weighs his words. ‘I cannot ignore that we have two witnesses, Madame Laurent. I’m not satisfied you’ve committed the crime of thievery, but I do find you guilty of disorderly conduct and intentionally causing injury to Mr Cornwell. However, given it’s been more than ten years since your last sentence, I’m willing to issue you with a fine if you agree to amend your ways. There are means by which you can decently support yourself other than… well… the cakes and tarts you mention.’

If the circumstances were not so serious, Catherine would have smirked at the magistrate’s discomfort. ‘Thank you, Your Worship, but by what means?’

‘Some form of women’s work? A respectable residence offering private lodgings? Washing? Sewing? Needlework?’

Samuel tries to catch her attention but the fire in her blood is rising. ‘May I ask what you pay your washerwoman, Your Worship?’

William scoffs. ‘How would I know such a thing?’

‘Well, I likely earn a hundred times more running a brothel than I would scrubbing your soiled breeches.’ She turns to the reporter. ‘You can put that in your rag.’

The courtroom erupts and Catherine knows that by the evening she will be well within the confines of the Melbourne Gaol’s bluestone walls.






HARRIETT [image: ] 17 July 1863



WOMEN’S MATTERS

By Miss Harriett Gardiner

There is nothing more becoming for a lady of fashion than a perfectly fitted bonnet in dark blue satin courting a low chignon. Mrs Draper’s Emporium on Collins Street has all your finest bonnets straight from the milliners of Paris…



Staring at the words she has just written for the social pages of The Argus, Harriett Gardiner’s soul withers. She should feel grateful for her position. The editor was looking for a woman of society who could provide social commentary to bolster the back pages of the daily broadsheet. But Harriett much prefers reading newspapers to engaging in society.

She glances out the window, the smell from the Yarra River’s boggy marshes wafting through the parlour, a train on its way to the tanneries of Richmond rattling her teacup. Searching for a distraction, Harriett flicks through the pages of today’s paper. Her eldest brother’s name snags her attention beneath the title ‘Madame Laurent Reveals True Colours’.


Madame Laurent then announced to the courtroom she would earn a hundred times more running a brothel than she would scrubbing Magistrate William Gardiner’s soiled breeches. Good heavens, how the courtroom erupted.



Harriett clasps her hands over her mouth, laughter escaping as she pictures her brother’s stoic face. When not at the Police Court, William spends his time trying to be a father to Harriett. Perhaps because he was sent to Cornwall as a boy to live with their childless aunt and uncle, and he was never allowed to be her brother in the same way as Henry was. William appeared during the holidays like an older, distant cousin, and after he turned eighteen he stopped visiting altogether.

But with the recent death of their father, Harriett, with her brother Henry, had no choice but to leave London and reunite with William in Melbourne at the edge of the world.


Magistrate Gardiner sentenced Madame Laurent to five months of hard labour.



Though she’s only been in Melbourne for a few months, Harriett knows of Madame Laurent. She often features in the articles of a reporter known as the Vagabond, who loves to reveal tantalising stories of the debauchery that occurs within the walls of Papillon. But it’s the Vagabond’s stories about the shadowy corners and back slums of Melbourne that have captivated Harriett’s attention. It’s an area both of Harriett’s brothers have warned her about. Little Lon. Melbourne’s St Giles. The slums of the new colony and the centre of vice and sin. She’s collected all the Vagabond’s articles.


THE SUCCUBAE

By a Vagabond

The dirty and raggle-tailed women of the lanes have reached the basest form of carnal desire, but I find I cannot look away from their predatory gazes. The succubae’s wares are poor. Rotting teeth, patchy hair, lesions on their faces and a desperation in their eyes. On speaking with them, I have learnt few have any sort of education and most carry the vernacular of the Irish.

Why do these fallen women dance? There are wicked spirits at play in Little Lon. I found my foot tapping to their fae-like beat, and I had to restrain myself from joining the whole rotten mess. Do not touch their forbidden fruit, fellow men, even if you think it may taste sweet…



‘Why do you look so glum?’ Henry asks, stumbling into the parlour. His eyes are bloodshot, and he smells awful.

‘I’m thinking about the plight of women in this town.’

Peering at the Vagabond papers, Henry stifles a yawn. She has told him she would like to better understand these women’s stories, but she knows he thinks her naive. After finishing David Copperfield, she debated with Henry that no one would choose to live that life, and given the right opportunities they would choose differently, but he remained unmoved. There are those who succumb more easily to vile and unhealthy forces, he said. There is no other choice.

Now, he rolls his eyes at her high-mindedness. ‘My God, and it’s not even yet past morning.’

‘It’s three o’clock in the afternoon, brother.’

His eyebrows shoot up in his handsome face. ‘Is it? It must have been a better night than I remembered.’

‘Were you getting into dreadful trouble?’

‘Absolutely not.’ Henry strolls over and yanks Harriett’s hair. He still treats her like a little girl, though she is twenty. Perhaps it is because she is the youngest, but she suspects it is also that he listened to far too many of their father’s lectures after their mother died.

Her death changed everything. Their father kept Harriett within the confines of the house, refusing to expose her to the ill vapours from the back slums, the miasmas, that spread disease from Soho to Greater London. Their father believed in the brittleness of women’s constitutions, leaving them more susceptible to corruptive and vile forces. He did not appear to mind that Henry spent more time outside the house than within it, but with Harriett, their father took no risks.

While very much unintended, it was thanks to their father she developed such an interest in newspapers. Each morning at the breakfast table, over his morning reading, he would lecture them. He would never let Harriett read any articles, of course, but made remarks that piqued her interest.

Vice and sin continue to run amok in Soho.

The foul airs and overcrowded hovels have ruined them.

Outside these walls, I cannot protect you from this filthy, rotten world, Harriett.

You are a gentle, delicate thing.

I cannot allow the world to devour you.

Naturally, she read them all in secret.

‘I was in the very respectable company of a lawyer named Mr Garrott,’ Henry continues. ‘But I did see something a few nights ago that would have interested your Vagabond.’

She offers him her full attention. ‘Oh?’

A half-smile plays on her brother’s face. ‘Perhaps I should not say. I would not wish to corrupt you.’

Glaring, she folds her arms. ‘You sound exactly like Father.’

Henry shrugs. ‘Father was horrid, but perhaps not always wrong on some things.’

‘Tell me what you saw!’ Harriett pokes Henry.

Grinning, Henry leans in. ‘I heard a woman laughing, and when I found her, she was lying bloodied and bruised in an alley in the mud outside a butcher’s shop. She clearly belongs to the Yarra Bend Asylum. It was the strangest sight I’ve seen, and I’ve seen some very odd things.’

‘What did you do? Did you offer her aid?’

‘I gave her a coin and alerted a constable.’ Henry holds up his hands at his sister’s expression. ‘What else could I have done, Ettie? The girl was filthy, and I was wearing a silk waistcoat.’

‘Have you made enquiries about her welfare? Did she live?’

‘I cannot enquire after every fallen waif in the colony, dear sister. I’d surely be overwhelmed by the task.’

‘You are a despicable being, Henry Gardiner,’ she says, gathering her parchment and staring out the window.

‘Harriett,’ Henry cries, striding over and settling at her knees. ‘Forgive your lout of a brother.’ He puts his hands together in mock prayer. ‘Please Lord, help me be more like William.’ His face slackens, becoming solemn and serious, and Harriett bursts into laughter. She can never stay angry at Henry for long.

‘No, you would not wish for that.’

Henry clasps a hand to his heart. ‘Who would want to be a bore like William?’

‘Don’t forget, Henry, that he is the one who allows us to live this idle life.’

Henry’s mouth tightens, all humour disappearing. William is far from wealthy, but unlike their father, who bequeathed his children his gambling debts, their brother is thrifty, and was clever to purchase some small parcels of land in Melbourne before the boom. ‘And he never lets me forget it. Isn’t disappointment an inevitable feature of us Gardiners?’

‘But if you only considered returning to medicine…’

His jaw slackens and she immediately wishes she could withdraw her words. He taps his closed fist on her desk. ‘Dammit, Ettie. I get enough from William, and now you too? I have no desire to return to a stuffy university. After all my years of being lectured by Father, I’m likely more qualified than those stodgy old fellows anyway.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she says, resting a hand on his shoulder. ‘I am certain you will find your path.’

Henry snorts, his earlier buoyancy returning. ‘And who says I have not already found it? You should turn to your own troubles, and not mind mine. You ought to find a husband and some friends of your own. We are both worried about you in this house, all alone with just your words for company.’

‘I get enough from William, and now you too?’ she repeats with a strained smile. Henry acts more carefree than William but, just as he did with their father, he often takes William’s side when it comes to matters relating to Harriett. And, as with Father, Henry uses Harriett to divert William’s attention from him.

‘Very pretty of you.’

‘You know that men do not interest me,’ she says. And indeed, they hold little appeal. Fat, rich and red-faced. With short, stubby legs and round bellies. Women she finds far more intriguing, and when she does emerge from her writing desk, she is always drawn to them. Slim waists, full skirts and soft skin. Light steps, gentle voices, quick eyes.

Men truly are the fortunate ones.

Henry clutches his heart. ‘But I am a man? Am I not interesting?’

She shakes her head. ‘You know my meaning. I do not desire a husband.’

‘You are not quite like other girls, are you, Ettie? Now… oh, shoot, three o’clock, did you say?’ He rises before Harriett has a chance to respond. ‘I was supposed to meet Garrott at the races. Don’t wait up, will you?’

She shivers as a southerly blows the window open, a sheaf of the Vagabond’s words fluttering to the floor. The foul air from Richmond’s tanneries and abattoirs has her reaching for her handkerchief, and she rushes to refasten the window. She hesitates, wanting to tell Henry to stay. Unease crawls beneath her skin.

Henry leans down and pecks her on her head. ‘See you soon, sister. Keep that window shut.’



Harriett’s bedroom is lit by a strange and unearthly glow.

Harriett…

A siren’s call. Caught in a dream, Harriett stumbles from her bed. In just her thin nightgown, she pads downstairs, her hair streaming. She yanks open the front door, hurrying into the night.

Harriett! The voice is more insistent.

She crosses Flinders Street, stumbling in the moonless night, the hour too early for gas lamps.

Come dance with me by the river, darling girl.

She sprints south into the scrub, clambering over train tracks, the land descending and turning soft underfoot. With the river just ahead, she trudges through marshlands, her breath heavy, her nightgown dragging around her ankles. She’s guided only by the light of a few stars and the belching of frogs.

You’re so close now.

A slick, furry creature brushes against her bare legs. The rat splashes away, its claws scraping her ankles.

‘Miss Gardiner?’ a voice cries several yards away. Her foot slips. Blood rushes to her face as she scrabbles to find purchase on the Yarra’s muddy banks. A hand grips her and pulls her from the riverbank. ‘What in God’s name, child, are you doing?’

She blinks. There is a reasonable explanation for why she’s standing half-drenched in her nightgown, but she cannot seem to rescue it. The voice, her mother’s voice, fades as a shiver rattles her body.

‘Miss Gardiner?’

It’s her neighbour, Mary Jenkins. Mary and her husband, Constable Jenkins, are bastions of propriety. Harriett tips her head up to the bright stars, questioning whether this is all a dream.

‘What madness has gotten into your head, dear girl?’

‘I’m sorry, I…’ Harriett cannot finish. Her earlier resolve, driving her to the riverbank, disappears beneath the surface. She blinks, regarding her matronly neighbour’s dark blue trousers and jacket, her calf-length boots, pewter buttons and hard hat. She stares at her own outfit, her mud-soaked nightclothes and hands, as a foul stench along the wind leaves her gasping. She grapples for something to cover her face.

‘Never mind,’ Mary says. ‘Come, let’s get you warm.’

Over a cup of steaming tea, and in borrowed clothes next to the fire in her neighbour’s kitchen, Harriett cannot stop shivering.

‘Do you often hear voices?’ Mary asks. ‘And walk in your sleep?’

When did she reveal that? Her skin itches. There is a tickle of something foul in her lungs.

‘No,’ she says. ‘Not since I was a child.’

If Mary had not found her by the riverbank, what might have happened? Would she have thrown herself into the Yarra’s depths? She once walked in her sleep when she was five years old, the day after her mother died. Her dead mother’s voice compelled her outside their London home and in the early hours, in mid-winter, a servant found her huddled by the door, calling for her mother. That was before William was sent away to Cornwall.

‘How did you discover me?’

‘I was awake, as I tend to be in the late hours, and I saw you wandering across the marshlands towards the Birrarung.’

‘The Birrarung?’

‘The Yarra River. Birrarung is the name the blacks use.’

Harriett mouths the foreign word. In her short time in the colony she has sighted the blacks about town: a few still in traditional dress, trading luxuriant possum-skin cloaks and intricately woven goods, and others in striking European attire. But there were fewer than she had anticipated. Upon enquiring with William, he explained that many avoided town, as they were more prone to illness. But of late she has seen references in the papers of a place called Coranderrk, a newly established settlement for the natives in Victoria, after one of their leaders petitioned for its creation. The settlement, of course, is being overseen by the benevolently named Central Board Appointed to Watch Over the Interests of the Aborigines.

‘Does “Birrarung” mean something?’ Harriett asks.

‘The river of mists. Quite fitting, don’t you think?’

Harriett clutches her borrowed shawl tighter. She never understood why William chose a house opposite the marshlands, given mists are a carrier of disease.

Mary snorts. ‘It does carry a foul scent, doesn’t it? But rest assured, dear, the air is better here than in London. Fred and I have lived here for twenty years, and I’ve had naught but a cold.’

A knot of worry untangles.

‘I think what happened tonight is understandable,’ Mary says. ‘You’ve recently arrived in a strange land and you’re still adapting to a new world. It happened to a good friend of mine too.’

‘What did?’

Mary smiles, glancing out the window. ‘I suppose this is the hour for a ghost story, and neither of us shall sleep the night. My friend swore she heard the Banshee on the ship that carried us to Australia.’

Spluttering, Harriett returns her cup to its saucer. ‘The Banshee? The wailing woman in folk stories?’

‘It is rather far-fetched, isn’t it? My friend believes the Banshee resembles a little girl. Some of the Irish believe that when the Banshee wails, she opens a passage to the next life, allowing those nearing death to hear the voices of their dead loved ones. They say it helps with the passing from this world to the next, and the Banshee allows the dying person to tell their story.’

Harriett leans forward. ‘Do you believe it?’

‘I guess one never knows until they are approaching death. My friend is convinced.’ Mary winks.

‘But she did not die?’

‘No, she did not. It was years ago,’ Mary says. ‘The tides changed that day, and we all survived.’ Harriett blinks in confusion, rubbing her eyes. ‘You should go home and rest, my dear.’

‘I like stories. I do wish to hear it.’

‘You may visit me anytime,’ she says. ‘Come, let’s get you home.’

‘Mrs Jenkins…’

‘Please call me Mary, dear.’

‘Why… why are you wearing Constable Jenkins’s uniform?’

Mary sighs. ‘I have for many years.’

‘But why?’

Mary hesitates. ‘Fred sometimes is not very well, and we need the monthly income.’

‘You personate the constable?’

‘Yes, I become him. And I must say,’ she says, her eyes gleaming. ‘I think I do a much better job.’

‘Have you ever been found out?’ Harriett asks, pulling her chair closer, renewed with a wave of energy.

‘On my beat, the people of Little Lon know, of course. But they protect me now,’ Mary huffs, her breath misting. Little Lon. The place Harriett’s brothers warned her about. ‘Captain Nash himself caught me one evening.’

‘What did he say?’

Mary shrugs. ‘He said we’d lost too many policemen to the goldfields, and if I discreetly kept things in order on my husband’s beat, I could continue.’

Harriett’s eyes sparkle. ‘He gave you his blessing!’

‘Certainly not. He gave Constable Jenkins his blessing, and over time, the other constables have grown more accustomed to my presence. But if I was ever publicly ousted, Nash and the others would deny it.’ Facing the younger woman, she winces. ‘You write that society column, don’t you?’

‘I won’t write of it,’ Harriett reassures her and Mary’s face relaxes. ‘Why do you do it? Why take the risk?’

‘I… we do need the income. But I also think it’s important.’ Harriett nods but a yawn escapes. ‘I think you best go home, dear.’

At the door, Mary hesitates.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘I’m afraid of frightening you more tonight, but I feel obliged to tell you.’

‘What is it, Mrs Jenkins… Mary. I’m well enough, I promise.’

Mary hesitates again, before nodding. ‘I will tell you for your own safety. You must not leave your house at night in this town, Harriett, not without your brothers. I know you were walking in your sleep, but you must be cautious, as the lives of a few young women have been taken this past month.’

Harriett’s eyes burn. ‘Taken? Do you mean killed? There’s been no mention in the papers.’

‘No,’ Mary says, eyeing Harriett warily. ‘There has not. The women, mostly streetwalkers, have so far been from the rougher parts, from near Little Lon and the like. From my beat. We believe murders have been committed, and that the author of these crimes is at large.’

Harriett stares at Mary. ‘But why haven’t they been reported?’

‘Nash thinks it will not assist.’

‘But there are detectives on the case?’ Harriett asks.

Mary weighs her words. ‘You must understand, dear, since gold was found, the number of policemen in this town has dwindled while our population has boomed. Finding men skilled in the art of detection is a feat. And it is difficult to get their attention over the murder of a few streetwalkers.’

Harriett shakes her head. ‘But these poor women deserve more than silence and inertia.’

Mary smiles as first light, a shadow of pale orange, inches across her neighbour’s verandah. The wind has changed again, the air now cool and fresh.

‘Your brothers said you were different,’ she says, squeezing Harriett’s hands. ‘It’s been a trying evening, so you should rest.’

Later, lying awake while William stirs downstairs, she makes a decision. She, Harriett Gardiner, reporter at The Argus, will hunt down the murderer.






JOHANNA [image: ] 17 August 1863


Johanna peels potatoes with a deft hand while Betsy unstacks the goods she’s gathered from the Eastern Market. She enjoys the mindless task in the afternoon, even if it is under Mrs Josie’s militant gaze; it allows her mind to wander.

She’s been working at Papillon for a month, but Johanna is yet to lay eyes on its owner. Madame Laurent was supposedly out of town dealing with some legal issues. But when Betsy and the other servants finally got over the fright of Johanna’s bruised face, they told her the truth: ‘legal issues’ meant gaol time.

Betsy bumps Johanna’s hip with her own. ‘I got some news.’ Twice weekly, Betsy collects their groceries from the market. And twice weekly, she returns with much more than a sack of vegetables. ‘Mr Louis swears more than ten girls have got themselves killed.’

‘Ten!’ Johanna drops her potato, relieved Mrs Josie’s head remains buried in the pantry. She lowers her voice. ‘But only a few days ago you said it was three?’

Betsy gives her a knowing look. ‘Mr Louis told me he heard it from Lizzie Toohey in the Black Eagle, who heard it directly from a detective. The bodies were found washed up at Sandridge with their stomachs spilling out.’

Johanna recoils. ‘I thought they were found in Magdalene Lane?’

Betsy shrugs. ‘Mr Louis said it was Sandridge.’

‘And the police think it’s just the one person doing all these killings?’

‘The Joes do, but folk are still saying it’s the Headless Coach.’

Johanna has heard whispers of a strange rattling in the lanes of Little Lon on the nights the women have been found dead. The Headless Coach, folk say. The Dullahan. Granny Flannery used to tell stories about the Dullahan, on those long January nights. The coach’s spoke is made of a dead man’s thigh bones. His pole a man’s spine. The lamps two headless skulls, going clickety-clunk. The headless rider clutches his severed head in his hands and his whip goes crack! When the Dullahan stops for you, my child, your life has winked out.

‘Betsy and Johanna,’ Mrs Josie says, making the two girls jump. ‘What are you two discussing that appears more important than your duties?’

Betsy’s face turns as grave as a funeral. ‘It’s the murdered women.’

Mrs Josie stiffens, wiping floury hands on her apron. Papillon’s head cook is a slight, graceful woman with deep grooves etched in a sun-worn face. Mrs Josie has known Madame Laurent longer than anyone, and all, Brigette included, straighten when the cook enters a room. She was a former Mauritian convict, the others say, arrested by the British in Port Louis for trying to free Creole slaves and steal from the Empire. She is definitely not a woman you want to needle to anger.

‘What news, then?’ Mrs Josie asks.

They exhale in relief. Betsy hurriedly relays the information. ‘And I heard from Grace, who heard from Mr Kamali who swears he heard the Headless Coach’s wheels last night. He tipped his oyster barrow over in his haste, and all the little ones got a free meal.’

Mrs Josie shakes her head. ‘The town, even Mr Kamali caught up in this Irish ghost story.’

‘But how else do you explain the rattling?’ Johanna asks.

‘Nobody knows what happened to those poor girls,’ Mrs Josie says. ‘But all this idle talk won’t answer it. Betsy, you best go report to Brigette in the grande maison. The only thing we can do is carry on and practise caution.’

Returning to her potatoes, Johanna’s guts churn. What is apparent is that women are disappearing from the back slums without anyone seeing anything.

‘If only Madame Laurent were here…’ Mrs Josie says, worry colouring her cheeks. ‘This won’t be good for business. This town has changed too much, too quickly, and not for the better.’

‘Where is Madame Laurent’s husband?’ Johanna asks.

Mrs Josie surveys her like she is a stinking rat beneath the wheel of a carriage. She holds up her large steel knife. ‘I’ve no wish to speak of John.’

‘Is he dead?’ Johanna asks, tempting fate.

Mrs Josie shrugs, her knife slashing the wooden chopping board as the poor onions disintegrate. ‘I hope so. But if he’s alive, he’s probably a bushranger or a drunk or in gaol, like most men in this town.’ She glares at Johanna. ‘Those potatoes won’t peel themselves.’

Though its owner is still a mystery, Johanna is becoming well acquainted with Papillon. From the street, the main house is shabby and understated, a deliberate ruse to obscure her secrets. During the day, she is an elegant coffee house, selling cakes and tarts and other sweet delights, mostly to men who visit from nearby Parliament House or the Police Court.

But at night…

At night, it is the most extraordinary house Johanna has ever seen.

Papillon opens her arms wide to those who can pay for the embrace. Suites with tables of walnut and mahogany or antique bronze, leather and satin upholstery, crystal chandeliers, portraits of naked figures in golden frames, marble washstands, windows draped in brocatelle, and floors covered in Turkish and Wilton carpets.

Johanna wonders, not for the first time, what it would be like to be its madam.

On her first morning, Brigette gave her a tour of the grande maison, naming each of the pieces of furniture and their origins. She must never touch the Worcester or the Wedgwood and must avoid entering the drawing and dining rooms at night. She must not be seen or heard. She must be like a mouse.

Recalling her family’s dilapidated farmhouse in the backwaters of County Clare, with its sunken roof and earthen floors, it’s difficult to imagine how one woman has amassed so much wealth.

‘Madame Laurent is in business,’ Brigette explained, when Johanna asked. ‘Women around this town, especially those who have been here as long as Madame Laurent, own many properties.’

The comment lit a spark inside her, that indomitable ambition her father tried and failed to beat out of her. So she relaxed into her chores and let her mind wander, imagining walking through the doors of this house not as its servant, but as its owner.

Each morning, Johanna rises well before dawn to light the fires for Mrs Josie in the petite maison, the smaller cottage at Papillon’s rear, which houses the kitchen and the servants. She scours the pots, stoves and pans from the previous night, washes the vegetables, plucks the chickens, sweeps the floors and helps prepare breakfast. In the grande maison, she dusts the furniture and changes the sheets, curious at the slightly sweet smell. In the afternoon, she assists Mrs Josie with dinner preparation.

She does not mind the work, and the food is better than the slops the butcher gave her, which he would not even feed to his pigs. At around eight o’clock, when Papillon starts to welcome its evening guests, Johanna follows the asphalt path in the walled garden to her cot in the petite maison, slips under her blanket, and falls into a deep and dreamless sleep.

She is under no illusions about Papillon, especially after those first few weeks. While she tries to keep to herself, the other servants, about a dozen of them, cannot help but whisper the house’s secrets. This kind of house, they tell her, does not make its money just from selling coffee, cakes and tarts for the lunchtime rush.

Her favourite part of the day is when she glimpses the dressed girls. They glide down the grand staircase in a gust of perfume and laughter, dressed in silks and satins, their hair curled, and cheeks and lips rouged. She knows from Betsy what a dressed girl can earn, and it makes her twenty shillings a week look like small change. She wants what they have, she has come to realise, as she enters their rooms in the mid-morning to light their fires and leave behind fresh towels and coffee.

Sharing a bed with a man is not unfamiliar to Johanna. Earning coin would make the act even better. Afraid Brigette would laugh at her, she has not raised it. She has enough self-awareness to know that a girl like her works on the streets or in a crib in Little Lon, not in a grand house like Papillon.

A few of the dressed girls are friendly. One of them, Diana, cries out Johanna’s name when she enters her room that morning. As she places a tray of coffee and cake on the buffet, Diana holds her in rapture. ‘Thank you, my dear Johanna.’

She bends to pick up Diana’s discarded silken chemise and a man’s bow tie. ‘Why are you so pleased this morning?’

‘Oh, no particular reason.’ She winks, whistling as she throws off her bedclothes and walks naked across the room. In the early days Johanna would avert her gaze, but she’s grown used to Diana. She’s one of the oldest dressed girls, closer to thirty than twenty, and the others whisper that her days at Papillon may be limited. Men no longer seek her company as they once did, more willing to move to the next bright young thing.

‘Did you find a man last night?’

‘Perhaps,’ she says, as Johanna helps her into a fresh chemise.

‘Will you see him again?’

Diana chuckles. ‘Oh, Johanna, how little you know of matters of the heart.’

‘Are you in love?’

‘All will be revealed soon, do not fret,’ she says, smiling.

She is glad for Diana – the question of her future is a heavy one, and Johanna is a romantic – but later, she asks Brigette about her.

‘A word of advice, Johanna,’ Brigette sighs. ‘Be wary of the words men use. I’ve known a few women who have been caught by them and none have had happy endings.’

Even so, Johanna cannot help but feel a little excited for Diana.
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