


Years ago, while researching for another novel, I came across an interesting article in 
a Victorian-era newspaper that described the effect the Pretty Horsebreakers had on 
marriage-minded misses who were in London for the season. It seems that, in an effort 
to be noticed by the throngs of eligible gentlemen who gathered to watch the famous 
courtesans riding in Hyde Park’s Rotten Row, respectable young ladies were beginning to 
copy the Horsebreakers’ style. This article, and others like it, served as partial inspiration 
for The Siren of Sussex.

I could easily imagine a young lady who turned this fad to her advantage. A daring young 
lady who was already an exceptionally talented horsewoman, and who had the power and 
presence to get herself noticed…if only she had a sufficiently stylish riding habit.

Enter Ahmad Malik. I first wrote about Ahmad and his gift for dressmaking in my Parish 
Orphans of Devon series. He and his cousin Mira have been stuck in my mind ever since, 
both because of their personal histories and because of my own. Their heritage is my her-
itage, and I’ve often felt the way they do, disconnected and a little lost, not entirely certain 
of my place in the world. 

Ahmad and Evelyn are each grappling with this in their own way, struggling to determine 
who they are and what they truly want in a society that’s changing rapidly around them. 
You see, the Victorian era was more than inflexible rules and staid traditions. It was an 
age of advancement and innovation, filled with people who broke the stereotypical 
Victorian mold.

That’s how I envisioned Ahmad and Evelyn. The two of them, bold and determined in 
the true spirit of the era, forging a new path, first alone and then together, as they move 
forward with strength, optimism, and love—such love!—into a bright and better future. I 
sincerely hope you enjoy their journey!

xx Mimi Matthews



Inspiration for the fashion in 

The Siren 
of Sussex

TOP: Green Cloth Riding Habit, Godey’s 
Lady’s Book, 1871 via Accessible Archives

Gauntlet cuffs give this riding habit a bit of 
roguish flair, just as on the green cloth habit 

Ahmad designs for Evie.

RIGHT: Lady’s Riding Habit, Les Modes 
Parisiennes, 1860 via Thomas J. Watson Library, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art

The distinctive silhouette of an 1860s riding habit.



LEFT: Ball Gown, 1864 via 
The Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine

The gauze overskirt on this silk ball gown 
inspired the diaphanous gauze overskirt 
Ahmad creates for Evie’s first ball gown. 

BOTTOM: The Shrew Tamed (aka The Pretty 
Horsebreaker) by Edwin Henry Landseer, 1863

Landseer depicts the pretty horsebreaker 
not only as a beautiful, fashionable woman, but 

as an equestrienne in total harmony with her horse.



LEFT: Day Dresses, Le Bon Ton, 
1862 via Thomas J. Watson Library, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art

Fashionable day dresses of the 1860s were 
often ruffled, pleated, and lushly embellished.

BOTTOM LEFT: Ball Gown, Le Monde Elegant, 
1862 via Thomas J. Watson Library, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art

The floral garland that drapes this fashionable ball gown 
was one of the inspirations for the rose-festooned skirts of 

the ball gown Evie wears at Cremorne Gardens.

BOTTOM RIGHT: Day Dresses, Le Bon Ton, 
1862 via Thomas J. Watson Library, 

Metropolitan Museum of Art

Rich fabrics, textures, and colors could be as 
luxurious as the costliest trimmings.



1.
Evelyn and Ahmad are both a mixed-race 

couple and a cross-class couple. Once 
married, what challenges do you believe 
they’ll face because of their differences? 

Which of these challenges do you 
think will prove most difficult for 

them to overcome?

2.
Evelyn uses her skills as a horsewoman to 

make her mark in the fashionable 
world. How else might a Victorian lady 

distinguish herself in fashionable society? 
How far could she go before she 

sacrificed her respectability?

3.
Evelyn takes umbrage at being labeled a 

bluestocking, despite the fact that she ex-
hibits many of a bluestocking’s stereotypi-
cal traits. Did labels like bluestocking help 
or hurt Victorian women in their quest for 

individuality and independence? Did it 
make them more or less likely to strive for 

what they truly wanted?

4.
Ahmad began his dressmaking career 
by making gowns for the prostitutes at 
Mrs. Pritchard’s gentlemen’s establish-
ment. Do you think this helped him be-
come a better dressmaker? If so, how?

5.
Both Evelyn and Ahmad use fashion as a 
means of self-expression. How did fash-
ion help ladies of the Victorian era ex-

press their unique personalities? Do you 
think this form of expression was

reserved for the rich?

6.
Throughout the story, Ahmad is shown 
to have great respect for women. How 
much do you think being raised by his 

unwed aunt shaped his views? How did 
the tragedy of his mother’s death influ-

ence his conduct with Evelyn?

Discussion Questions



7.
Ahmad mentions having to negotiate an 

uneasy peace with himself in order to live 
and work among English people. How 

does he use his dressmaking to symboli-
cally reclaim the spoils of colonialism? Do 

you believe this is an effective strategy?

8.
In order to secure her younger sisters’ 

future, Evelyn embarks on a London 
season. Is her quest to find a wealthy hus-
band misguided? Would it have been bet-
ter to let her sisters fend for themselves?

9.
Spiritualism was all the rage in the Victo-
rian era. What do you think fueled soci-

ety’s passion for all things occult? How do 
you think fashionable people used 

séances and crystal gazing to further 
their own social agendas?

10.
Ahmad makes the decision not to sue 

Lady Heatherton for her unpaid dress-
making bills. Was this decision truly the 

right one for his business or do you think 
he should have taken her to court?

11.
Becky Rawlins does “piecework” (free-
lance sewing paid on a piece-by-piece 

basis) in her rented room above the rag 
and bone shop. Was this sort of work 
better or worse than working in the 

workroom of a fashionable shop, sewing 
for dressmakers like Madame Elise? 

Did it help women to gain a measure of 
independence or do you think it 

was exploitive?

12.
In the Epilogue, it is revealed that Ahmad 

has been engaged to make mourning 
clothes for the queen. Given England’s 
history with India, do you feel this is a 

moral conflict of interest? Should Ahmad 
have refrained from doing business with 

the queen and her court?
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