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The Stitched Confession

Prologue — December 1888, East London

Fog clung to the cobblestones of Drury Lane like a shroud, thick with coal smoke and the sour tang of gin. Maggie Byrne stood in the alley behind the Gaiety Theatre, her breath curling white in the frigid air, fingers numb inside threadbare gloves. She’d been here since half-past eleven, waiting for the stage door to creak open, watching for the flash of a red ribbon—the signal that the coast was clear.

Inside her satchel, wrapped in oilcloth, lay a corset. Not just any corset. This one belonged to Lottie May, the theatre’s youngest chorus girl, barely sixteen and already coughing blood from the mercury-based skin lightener she used to “appeal to gentlemen”. Maggie had taken it in for mending two days ago. And tonight, she’d stitched more than repairs into its lining.

Using a needle as fine as a whisper and silk thread dyed the colour of dried blood, she’d woven a message into the inner seam—tiny, precise, and invisible unless you knew where to look:

The inspector is coming Tuesday. Burn ledger.

It wasn’t poetry. It wasn’t even proper grammar. But it was life or death.

Because the ledger—hidden beneath a loose floorboard in Lottie’s rented room—contained names. Names of women who’d come to Dr Hart for help when they couldn’t go to hospitals. Names of girls who’d swallowed pennyroyal tea and needed stitching after. Names of wives who’d begged for prevention, not judgement. And if the police found it, every one of them would be ruined. Imprisoned. Worse.

Maggie didn’t know most of them. But she knew what it meant to be hunted.

Her brother Seamus sat in Kilmainham Gaol right now, sentenced to five years for “inciting tenant unrest” after he’d refused to let their landlord evict a widow with three children. The only thing keeping him from being shipped to a penal colony in Australia was Maggie’s silence—and her usefulness. The Irish Women’s Mutual Aid Society had tasked her with passing warnings through the very garments she mended. A knot in the hem. A French stitch in the cuff. A red thread in the lining. Each one a lifeline.

And if she failed? If a single name was exposed?

Seamus would disappear across the sea, and she’d never see him again.

The stage door opened.

Maggie pressed herself into the shadows as a figure emerged—not Lottie, but a woman in a dark wool coat, hat pulled low, medical bag in hand. Dr Rosalind Hart. Maggie had seen her once before, weeks ago, tending to a dancer who’d fallen from the rigging. She moved with quiet efficiency, exhaustion etched into the lines around her eyes, but her hands—Maggie remembered those hands—were steady as stone.

Dr Hart paused at the edge of the alley, scanning the fog. Then, as if sensing she was watched, she turned.

Their eyes met.

Just for a heartbeat. Just long enough for Maggie to see the flicker of recognition—you’re one of us—before the doctor’s gaze dropped to the satchel at Maggie’s feet. To the corset peeking out.

Maggie didn’t move. Didn’t breathe.

Dr Hart gave the barest nod—so slight it might have been a trick of the mist—then walked briskly toward the street, disappearing into the gloom.

Maggie waited until the sound of her boots faded completely. Then she stepped forward, placed the satchel just inside the theatre’s lost-and-found bin, and turned to leave.

But as she passed a gas lamp, its weak light caught the glint of something tucked into the corset’s folds—a single red thread, knotted in a way Maggie knew well. The Mutual Aid signal was received. safe.

She touched her own coat pocket, where a similar thread rested against her skin.

Her hands stopped trembling.

She didn’t know the doctor’s name—not really. Only whispers: Hart. Widow. Works nights. Doesn’t ask questions. But in that shared glance, in that silent exchange of thread and trust, Maggie had seen something rare.

A woman who understood that survival wasn’t solitary.

That resistance could be stitched into the seams of ordinary life.

And that sometimes, the most dangerous act of all was to believe you weren’t alone.

She walked home through the fog, head high, heart pounding not with fear but with something new.

Hope.

And the quiet, stubborn certainty that she’d find that doctor again.

No matter how long it took.
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Chapter 1: The Atelier
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Spitalfields, East London — January 1889

Maggie Byrne’s hands never stopped moving.

Even now, at half-past six on a bitter January morning, as frost feathered the windowpanes of her tiny atelier and the coal stove sputtered weakly in the corner, her fingers worked—unpicking a seam, rethreading a needle, smoothing a crease from a bolt of emerald silk. The rhythm was her anchor: inhale, stitch; exhale, press. Inhale, stitch; exhale, press. It had been this way since she was ten, sitting at her mother’s knee in County Cork, learning to darn socks before she could write her own name. Now, at twenty-five, it was how she kept her siblings fed, her brother’s memory alive, and her own heart from cracking open in the cold.

“Byrne & Thread” wasn’t much to look at—a single room above a chandler’s shop on Fournier Street, barely wide enough for two worktables and a rack of dress forms. But it was theirs. Hers and little Niamh’s and Finn’s. After their father died of consumption in ’86 and their mother followed six months later, Maggie had sold everything—the cottage, the cow, even her mother’s silver thimble—to buy passage to London. She’d arrived with three shillings, two children clinging to her skirts, and a reputation for “neat hands and a quiet tongue”. That had been enough to secure piecework from West End modistes. Now, two years later, she had regular clients, a loyal seamstress (old Mrs Gable, who came twice a week), and a secret: she was part of the East London Women’s Mutual Aid Society, a loose network of washerwomen, midwives, and tradeswomen who passed warnings, medicine, and money through the very garments they made.

A knock at the door startled her.

“Come in!” she called, not looking up from the bodice she was reinforcing.

The door creaked open. A woman stepped inside, swaddled in a heavy wool coat dusted with snow, her face obscured by a veil. But Maggie recognised the posture—the straight spine, the careful way she held her gloved hands—as soon as she spoke.

“I’ve come about the Thorne gown,” the woman said, voice low and precise.

Maggie set down her needle. “You’re Miss Vane.”

The woman lifted her veil. Ellis Vane stood there, older than Maggie remembered from the charity bazaar last spring, her dark hair pinned neatly back, eyes sharp but kind. She’d been introduced then as “a botanical illustrator of some note,” but Maggie had heard the whispers: She lives with that Thorne woman from Kent. They say they’re inseparable.

“I am,” Ellis said. “And you’re Maggie Byrne. Mrs Gable speaks highly of your work.”

Maggie flushed. “She’s too kind.”

“She’s accurate.” Ellis unwrapped a bundle from her arms and laid it gently on the nearest table. Fabric spilt out—deep plum silk, once rich, now faded and frayed at the cuffs, moth-eaten along the hem. But even in its ruin, Maggie could see its quality: hand-loomed, French, and lined with Thornfield’s signature ivory satin.

“It belonged to Isolde Thorne,” Ellis said quietly. “Her late brother’s wife wore it to the Queen’s Jubilee. It’s been in storage for years. Isolde would like it restored—not for wear, but for preservation. She believes it holds... memories.”

Maggie ran her fingers over the fabric. It was cool, smooth, and heavy with history. “It’s delicate. The moths have done damage.”

“I know,” Ellis said. “But if anyone can save it, it’s you.”

Maggie frowned. “Why me?”

Ellis met her gaze. “Because I’ve seen your work on the Gaiety costumes. And because I know you understand that some garments carry more than thread.”

Maggie’s breath caught. She’d been careful—always careful—to keep her Mutual Aid stitching hidden. Had Ellis seen something? Suspected?

But Ellis only reached into her satchel and pulled out a small envelope. “Payment upfront. And...” She placed a folded note on top of the gown. “A message from Isolde.”

Maggie opened it. The handwriting was elegant and restrained:

Miss Byrne,

This gown witnessed my brother’s happiest day—and his cruellest lie. If you can restore its dignity without erasing its truth, I would be grateful.

—I.T.

No title. No flourish. Just initials.

Maggie looked up. “She knows who I am.”

“She knows you’re skilled,” Ellis said carefully. “And discreet.”

Maggie nodded slowly. Then, on impulse, she turned the gown over
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