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	1. Dorothea








Oh, Men, with Sisters dear!

Oh, Men, with Mothers and Wives!

It is not linen you’re wearing out,

But human creatures’ lives!

Stitch – stitch – stitch,

In poverty, hunger and dirt,

Sewing at once, with a double thread,

A Shroud as well as a Shirt.

But why do I talk of Death?

That Phantom of grisly bone,

I hardly fear its terrible shape,

It seems so like my own –

From ‘The Song of the Shirt’,

Thomas Hood (1799–1845)




1

Dorothea

My sainted mother taught me the seven acts of corporeal mercy: to feed the hungry; refresh the thirsty; clothe the naked; shelter the traveller; comfort the sick; visit those imprisoned; and bury the dead. Most of these we undertook together, while she lived. Then Papa and I buried her, so that was another one checked off the list.

A single merciful act eluded me: visiting those imprisoned. A lady in my position has ample opportunity to feed and clothe, but who can she call upon in gaol? Which of her genteel acquaintances is ever incarcerated?

I mentioned the difficulty to my father once, at breakfast. My words hung in the air with the steam from our tea; hot, uncomfortable. I can still see Papa’s grey eyes narrow over the pages of his newspaper.

‘Charity is not a competition, Dorothea. These “acts of mercy” – you do not need to perform them all.’

‘But, sir, Mama said—’

‘You know your mother was a …’ He looked down at his paper, searching for the word. ‘She had odd notions about religion. You must not take what she said to heart.’

We were silent a moment, feeling her absence in the empty chair at the end of the table.

‘Mama was a Papist,’ I told my toast as I buttered it. ‘I am not ashamed of that.’

Had I sworn before him, he could not have flushed a brighter hue. His cheeks went puce.

‘You are not scampering around prisons,’ he barked. ‘Never mind your mother – I am your father. And I say you are a Protestant. That is my final word on it.’

But Papa never really has the final word.

When I came of age, I inherited my own money from Mama to spend as I pleased. Papa could do nothing when I decided to lay it out in improvements for prisons.

Prison, along with Mama’s Catholicism, was attractive to me because it was forbidden, because it was dangerous. I sat on women’s prison boards, set up committees to help the poor wretches in Newgate and purchased pamphlets on Elizabeth Fry.

I cannot say these actions made me a darling of society, but I acquired friends enough for my liking: charitable spinsters, rectors’ wives. Far worthier people than the fashionable young ladies Papa wished for me to associate with.

‘How do you expect to find a husband,’ he said, ‘when you are always off on these squalid sallies to gaol?’

‘I am fair and I have an ample dowry from Mama,’ I retorted. ‘If any man is fool enough to be put off by a few charitable enterprises, he does not deserve me.’

So I won my way, as I always do.

Two years ago the Oakgate Charitable Women’s Society began a project to dismantle the old, sinking hulk that passed for a penitentiary in these parts and build a new prison. That was my chance. When the women’s wing was complete, the Society ruled it would be beneficial for lady visitors to call upon the inmates and improve them with edifying conversation. Naturally, I volunteered.

In my visits, I have seen many wretches. Desperate, friendless, craving comfort. But I have never met a criminal quite like her.

I was feeding Wilkie, my pet canary, this morning when the note from Matron arrived, informing me we had another one. I knew she meant the worst of all criminals: a taker of human lives. My blood began to hum. I ordered the carriage and dashed for my hat and gloves.

Anticipation dried my mouth as I rumbled along in the carriage towards the prison. One never knows what to expect with a murderer. When I was young, I used to imagine they all had compelling reasons to commit their deeds: a stolen lover; vengeance for a parent; betrayal; blackmail. This is a fallacy. Murder can have the strangest, most mundane of motives – or sometimes none at all.

I remember Mrs Blackwood, who maintained that she ‘never drowned those poor dear children, it was them that came and did it, they were always killing and they always made her watch’. Then there was Miss Davies, who told me she ‘bore no malice to the young black, never did mind his kind, but alas it was necessary for him to die, a sacrifice had to be made’. Most chilling of all, I think, was Mrs Wren. Yes, she had killed her husband. Did he beat her? No. Visit other women? Oh no, never. Had he in fact done anything to merit his death? Certainly, the brute – he had criticised her cooking. Not in general, no, just the once. It was enough. What wife would not kill him, she wanted to know.

Phrenology is the only answer to the behavioural patterns of these women. They are born with the propensity to kill. It is all there, mapped out on the cranium. If precautions are not taken, or the wrong organs become inflamed, they give way to vice. Our society is at fault in neglecting this essential science. Had we measured the heads of these females whilst they were young, we might have averted their crime by careful instruction and conditioning. Alas, I fear the cerebral malformation has now progressed too far. And if we cannot change their characters, what hope for their souls?

New Oakgate Prison reared up from the horizon, its stone shining white as redemption. Scaffolding covered the unfinished male wing, but within it I discerned the contours and the gaps where the windows would eventually gleam. On the women’s side, we have them shaped like portholes, giving the place the feel of a great steam paddler. Saplings ring the high, iron fences. One day they shall grow and cover the exercise yard in green shade. It looks like a hopeful place, a place where perhaps all is not lost.

The porters opened the gates, which did not whine or clank but glided easily on their fresh hinges. As I climbed out of the carriage and arranged my skirts, another porter met me and marked my name off in his ledger. Then came one of our warders to guide me through the limewashed corridors I know by heart, straight to the office of our principal matron.

She was sitting at her desk. When I entered she rose with a clink, drawing my eyes to the leather belt about her waist and the keys suspended from it. They did not look like instruments of incarceration. They were polished, shining with the same spanking newness of the gaol. Her office smelt fresh, of wood and lime.

‘Miss Truelove. How prompt you are.’ She offered me a curtsey and another metallic jingle.

‘But of course, Matron. I am all eagerness to meet our new inmate.’

Her face moved into an expression – I am not sure what it was, but it was certainly not a smile.

Matron is one of those unreadable women who fade so easily into the mechanics of an institution: age indeterminate; features regular and without distinction; voice monotonous. Even her skull remains concealed beneath a starched cap, showing no discernible bumps. If I was forced to reach a conclusion, I would say she does not like me – but of course she offers no evidence, nothing tangible for me to base this on.

‘I must urge you to observe caution, Miss Truelove. This one is dangerous.’

A thrill chased up my spine. ‘Murder, I think you said?’

‘Yes indeed.’

‘Was it dreadfully grisly?’

‘No.’ Her mouth tightened, but her voice did not change. ‘Devious. She killed her own mistress. Slowly, by degrees.’

Not an act of passion, then. I yearned to ask how she committed the deed, but I reined in my curiosity. Matron is not like me; she does not question motives and hope for change. It is enough for her to ensure the women are fed and clothed – she does not appear to believe the prisoners possess souls.

‘A maid, I presume? What age is she?’

‘That is the worst of all. She is but sixteen years old.’

A child!

I had never met a child murderer. This would enhance my work greatly – to assess the tender skull and see if the criminal organs had already grown to their full extent.

‘Her name?’ I asked.

‘Ruth Butterham.’

I appreciated that plosive surname: it seemed to strike the air like a fist.

‘Perhaps you will take me to her cell?’

Matron obeyed in silence.

Our footsteps crunched on the sanded floors, stopping finally outside a barrier of iron. Such a large door, I thought, to keep a child in. The enamel plaque swung blank – Ruth had not been there long enough to have her name and sentence inscribed.

Matron creaked open the iron observation flap on the door. Holding my breath, I leant forwards and peeked through.

I shall never forget that first sight of her. She sat on the side of her bed, fully dressed, with a spiral of tarred rope on her lap. Her head was bent, her shoulders stooped, so I could not make out her height, but it seemed to me she was no more than the average size. Wiry black hair fell about her temples. The staff crop it short, to the chin. This helps keep the prisoners free of vermin and gives them the look of a penitent. Yet somehow the operation had the opposite effect on Ruth Butterham – she appeared to have more hair than an innocent woman, for it frizzed and expanded into a dark aureole around her head. I could not glimpse the criminal organs of the skull beneath. Perhaps the centre of Murder above the ear was engorged, but I would have to feel with my hands.

I did not despair of her letting me perform such an experiment. The picture she presented was one of tranquillity. Her hands moved smoothly as she picked at clumps of oakum. Certainly, the arms were muscular, but not in a menacing way, the definition of the biceps being a natural occurrence in those who work for their bread.

‘You want to talk to her, I suppose. We’ve been short on murderers, since the hangman took Smith.’ Matron did not wait for my response before she clanked her keys and let us in.

The girl glanced up as I entered. Dark eyes, framed by stubby lashes, tracked my movements. Her hands stopped their motion. The rope fell slack. I swallowed, feeling every tendon in my throat. How could she bear to hold the thing, knowing her life might end with such a rope around her neck?

‘Butterham, this is Miss Truelove,’ said Matron. She gave a sniff that might have been disapproval. ‘Come to visit you.’

I sat down on the one chair provided in the cell. Its legs were uneven; I had to adjust my skirts.

Ruth looked me full in the face. Not impertinent, precisely, but curious. I must confess to a twinge of disappointment. She was a plain creature, almost masculine, with a strong jaw and eyes set too far apart in her head. The nose was curiously flat. Flat nose, flat mind, they say. But then I have noted that murderous thoughts seldom trouble the pretty and the fashionable.

‘I don’t know you,’ she said.

‘Not yet.’ I tried a smile – it felt rather foolish. She did not speak with a child’s voice. Hers sounded tired, harsh. Something in its depths caused the hair on my neck to prick up. ‘I come to visit all of the women. Especially those with no kin.’

‘Well, you can suit yourself, I suppose, a rich woman like you.’

She began to pick at the rope again. As her hands moved, her eyes drifted over the mug, trencher and Bible neatly laid on the windowsill. I noted how deft she was, how continually handling the oakum had stained her nails and the creases in her fingers black. ‘Perhaps I do have the liberty to come and go as I please. But I do not attend for my own amusement. I come for you. To offer some comfort.’

‘Hmm.’

She did not believe a word of it. Perhaps there has been no kindness in her short life.

‘I’ll stand outside,’ said Matron. ‘The observation hatch is open. No funny business, Butterham.’

Ruth did not deign to reply.

The door clanged shut, and I was alone with the child murderer.

Strange to say, I have never called upon a prisoner who had more self-possession. Grown women like Jenny Hill have sobbed on my shoulder, or begged me for mercy. Not she. This was no weeping girl, no child in need of mothering. The more she picked at the rope, the more it seemed to resemble a pile of human hair in her lap.

She killed her slowly, by degrees.

I shook myself. I must not leap to conclusions: not all silences are sinister. After all, the crown of her head looked enlarged beneath that fuzzy hair – it might be that her organ for Dignity was overgrown. Or that she had never known the meaning of the word comfort. How could I expect her to turn her thoughts upwards and repent if she had been starved of sympathy? She needed to learn what it was to have a friend. She needed me.

I cleared my throat. ‘Matron calls you Butterham. It is the way of the staff here, I believe. But I should like to address you by your Christian name. You do not object to my calling you Ruth?’

She shrugged. The muscles on her shoulders pulled at her serge gown. ‘If you like.’

‘Do you know why you are here, Ruth?’

‘I’m a murderess.’ No pride in the title – little shame, either. I waited, sure of more to follow. But she just went on impassively picking, with none of that torrid explanation or madness I have come to expect.

It chilled me.

‘And who was it that you killed?’

Her brow clouded. She fluttered her short lashes. ‘Oh, I suppose – a great many people, miss.’

I was not prepared for that. Were there others the police had not discovered?

The blasted rope dust irritated my eyes, making it hard to think. Perhaps Ruth did not know the exact allegations against her? We have had instances where the enormity of a prisoner’s deed wipes their mind of the incident. Had she suppressed the memory of killing her mistress? Did she merely parrot the keepers when she told me she was incarcerated for murder? I decided to tread cautiously.

‘Indeed? And are you sorry for what you have done?’

Two yellow teeth worried her bottom lip. ‘Yes. Well, I mean, it depends, miss.’

‘Upon?’ I could not prevent the note of incredulity that crept into that word. ‘Are there qualifications for remorse?’

‘Some I never meant to kill. The first, they were an accident.’ Her voice hitched, the first crack in her facade. ‘Then there were others … I tried to stop. I tried to stop it, but it was too late.’ A sigh. ‘I’m sorry for those ones. But … ’

‘Yes?’

‘There were a few …’ That strong chin jutted out, took possession of the face once more. ‘A few I hated.’

My tongue itched to call Matron back. If what Ruth said was true, there were more murders the police should be made aware of. Yet to ‘peach’ on her, as the prisoners say, so early in our acquaintance would ruin any chance of gaining her trust. I would never get my fingers on that scalp and prove what she truly was.

‘So … you do not regret killing the people you disliked?’ I reproached.

Her dark eyes pinned me. ‘What do you think?’

She unnerved me, yet I had a small glimmer of hope. Her expressions of hate were reassuring in their way; proof that she had acted in passion and was not a cold-blooded killer, as I had first apprehended.

Her fingers worked of their own accord while she watched me: scratching, tearing. Skilful, in a frightening way.

‘I wonder they have employed you thus,’ I said at last. ‘Picking is a dirty business. Would you not prefer to make shirts or knit stockings? I am sure if I spoke a word to Matron, she would let you into the sewing room.’

A quirk at the corner of her mouth. Not a grin, exactly, but bordering on it. ‘Oh, Matron wants me in the sewing room all right. Had to fight her tooth and nail to stay in here. Don’t you think it’s rum? They lock me in this place, search everyone who enters in case they slip me something. Then, casual as you like, Matron tells me to go to the sewing room!’

‘Why should she not? Do you not find sewing a wholesome, industrious occupation?’

For an instant, her face lit up with humour. ‘Oh, miss!’

‘What is it? I do not understand you.’

‘It’s in the sewing room that I’m most dangerous!’

Perhaps she was a trifle mad, after all. I decided I would leave off telling Matron about the other murders until I was quite sure they had taken place. It would be mortifying to be fooled by the ravings of a delusional prisoner and have Matron snickering behind my back.

‘Sewing is not dangerous. There is a small risk, I grant you, with needles and pins but they are careful. They always have an attendant to supervise. You cannot really hurt someone with a needle, Ruth.’

She cocked her dark head. I felt gooseflesh, skittering over my skin.

‘Can’t I?’




2

Ruth

If I’d been born a boy, it never would have happened. I never would have picked up a needle, never known the power I possessed, and my life would’ve gone down some other path. I might have been able to make my way in the world, to defend my mother. But instead I shared the fate of all girls who are poor of pocket: I was tied to my work, like a needle tethered by thread.

You can live your life through a piece of sewing; that’s what people don’t realise. You can ply your needle with any emotion in the human heart and the thread will absorb it. You can sew with tenderness, you can stitch yourself from panic to calm, you can sew with hate. Sewing in a fury never got me anything except tangled skeins and botched seams, but you can do it. Better to wait for hate. A slow, measured hate. No one can tell it’s there, simmering in your fingertips, except for you and the needle.

People say hate is a wasted emotion, a destructive force you can do nothing useful with. They’re wrong. I’ve gripped rage, I’ve wielded it like a weapon. But look at your face, miss. You’ve never hated one of your fellow creatures, have you?

It takes someone special to make you feel it for the first time. A person you would love, if they’d only let you. But their scorn shrivels you up, like a crape gown in the rain. They show you an image of yourself, and it’s weak and loathsome, even to your own eyes. Yes, it takes someone with a peculiar talent for cruelty to make you hate them like that.

Someone like Rosalind Oldacre.

She was a doll of a girl. Long, blonde curls. When she walked, it was with poise, a maturity far beyond the rest of us. Of course the teachers adored her. I could tell you about many things she did to me, that year when I was twelve, at Mrs Howlett’s finishing school. But there was only one that really mattered.

It happened on an afternoon in early autumn, when the days began to close in. The school bell rang and we all poured out into crisp, cool air. Already the moon bobbed above waves of grey cloud. Braziers burnt in the square. I scurried across the cobbles, watching the other girls peel off into the side streets.

Going home ought to be the best part of the day, but for me it was a time of heightened awareness, where every sound and sudden movement made me jump. It was the time I needed to run.

There was a passageway opposite the school, at the other end of the square. If I could make it through that quickly, I’d be safe for the rest of the evening.

Sometimes I was fast enough.

Not that day.

That day Rosalind was already there, lurking in the shadows that filled the passage. I stumbled to a halt beside a brazier as I caught sight of her. A bonnet concealed her blonde curls. Beneath it her expression was stiff.

‘Butterham.’ I’d always liked my name before, but now it sounded shameful, inappropriate on her rosehip lips.

Other girls trailed at her heels, their faces turned into a confusion of shades and hollows by the flames in the brazier.

‘Let me pass,’ I begged.

‘You’re poor, Butterham. You were made to take orders, not give them to your betters.’ The dusk heightened her looks but it was a terrible beauty, a frightful one.

‘Let me pass!’

‘I do not see how I am stopping you.’

Her slender frame didn’t fill the passageway. I might slip past her, but there were others behind, their eyes shining in the gloaming like rodents’ do. A gauntlet of girls. Dare I run it?

I launched myself forwards and tried to shove through but Rosalind caught me, her fingers sharp at my waist. ‘Not fast enough, not strong enough! I would not employ you. How ever will you earn your bread?’

Girls massed around me, penned me in. Something hit my nose and pain fizzed to the back of my throat.

Rosalind was right: I wasn’t strong, then. I couldn’t push my gabbling words through my lips, let alone break free from her grip.

Hands scuffed at my bodice. Material ripped. ‘You are not a lady, you shouldn’t be wearing these clothes! You belong in the gutter, Butterham. You’re a rat, a beast!’

They hooted. Cold air rushed inside my smock as they exposed my corset, my shift.

‘Look at this,’ Rosalind laughed to a girl behind her. ‘Tight lacing. She’s trying to be fashionable! You’ll never get a good silhouette, Butterham. Not with these corset bones.’ Her fingers nipped at my waist, tight, tight. ‘Cheap. What are they, cane? Goose-quill?’

I screwed up my courage and spat in her face.

All at once, she dropped me. My cheek hit the cobbles with a crack. Before I could gather my wits, her black, pointed boot flew towards me. Pain exploded in my ribs.

‘You see? They are really very weak supports.’ The girls gathered about her, each a malicious shadow. Row upon row of dark feet. ‘Cane bones are useless in a corset. How long will it take for them to break?’

It took longer than you’d think.

[image: ]

The streets were winding down for the evening by the time I dragged myself up and back towards home. Gone were the milkmaids and the fruit mongers; in their place lay orange peel and heaps of manure. No running boys, no clattering wheels. Only the sellers of second-hand clothes shambled by, and the pie man – I couldn’t see him but I smelt him, rich and meaty through the coal smoke.

The refuse of market day lay on the cobbles and I, the refuse of all things, walked over it. Hateful, unwanted. My feet pattered across puddles, around horse dung, and every step was agony. A cold, fearful sweat had coated me from head to foot, leaving salt crystals to rub raw beneath my shift.

I had a cloak – too short for me, but still serviceable – which I used to cover my bodice. I didn’t want Ma to see the footprints and the rips. Even so, I couldn’t conceal my limp. I couldn’t control the sharp intake of breath every time a snapped corset bone poked into my skin. As for my bonnet, I dragged it behind me on its broken ties.

If I didn’t get inside the house and upstairs without being seen, I’d have to tell my parents everything. That would be more painful than another beating.

Our house was modest, hunching in a terrace of identical siblings near the river. Three rooms up, two down, and an ash privy behind. Many had it worse. When I pushed open the battered, unvarnished door and stepped inside, the air was clean, if chill. Ma sat in the window, syphoning the last rays of the sun.

My ma was always marooned in a sea of material: cheap linen, cambric, wads of muslin. Sometimes I fancied it sucked the colour from her, leaving another grey streak in the black hair, another cloud in the blue eyes.

I crept towards the stairs.

She didn’t hear me come in. Her focus on the eye of her needle was complete. I watched her lick the thread and slot it through the tiny hole in one smooth motion.

My foot creaked on the bottom step.

Ma jumped. ‘Ruth?’ Rising stiffly to her feet, she stared across the white expanse of cotton separating us. ‘Whatever happened to your bonnet?’

Was it too late to run? I took another step up, but she was already fussing about the linen, pushing aside piles to make her way over to me.

‘Nothing, nothing happened,’ I said hurriedly.

‘It doesn’t look like nothing! Your bonnet is crushed! I told you to mind it, we cannot afford another.’

Why did she care about the bonnet? It was I who needed sewing together.

She grabbed the hem of my cloak, pulling me back towards her. ‘How could you be so careless? I have nothing to replace the ties, let alone the time … You’ll just have to wear it like that and look foolish. Perhaps then you’ll learn to keep things nice.’

It was too much. On top of all the pain, Ma scolding! My eyes began to prick and sting, as if I’d taken every pin from Ma’s cushion and rammed them through my pupils. ‘I’ll never have nice things. Never!’

‘What do you mean, Ruth? This was the best—’

‘No!’ I yelled. ‘Everything I wear, everything about me – it’s ugly!’

A beat.

‘Ugly!’ A mother’s indignant horror, high-pitched. But I was too quick for her – I saw. I saw the second before her expression changed. It was in her eyes, red-rimmed and bloodshot: shame. She had known, all along. ‘What put a wicked thought like that inside your head?’

My tears came gushing out. I cried, in those days.

‘Oh, Ruth!’ She took me into her arms. Those infernal corset bones scratched against my bruises like claws. That, and her familiar scent of linen and faded rose petals made me cry even harder. ‘Forgive me. I didn’t think … Was it the other girls? Did they do this?’

Of course, it never would have happened to Ma: petite, elegant Ma. I’d failed her. Failed her with my eyes too far apart, my blunt chin.

I sobbed.

‘My poor darling.’ She took out her handkerchief, the one with the monogram in the corner, the only one left from the old days, and dabbed at my face. ‘You sit down and cry it out. I’ll fetch you some supper.’ She stroked my hair behind my ears. ‘Don’t worry, my Ruth, I’ll fix your bonnet. We’ll find a way.’

She sat me in the chair with the shiny seams and a moth-eaten antimacassar: the best chair in the house. Not that it was comfortable to me, sitting bruised in a broken corset. Placing the handkerchief on my lap, she disappeared into the kitchen.

Pots rattled. Trying to steady my breath, I picked up the handkerchief
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