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Sarah Musk  

If you love authentic historical 

fiction with a heavy dose of 

atmosphere and realism, then you 

must read this book.  It is so 

exciting and gripping, I couldn't 

put it down.  

This is an incredible book.  I have rarely 

read a book which evokes a century so 

vividly.  The eighteenth century was a 

century famous for crime, deception and 

social injustice and Maria McCann 

portrays this so accurately it is almost 

breathtaking to read it. 

No mention is made of royalty and 

politics - the world described is very 

much under the public radar of the times 

- people's desperate, insecure lives  are 

what it is about.  It also concerns the 

difficult plight of women in the 

eighteenth century - at the mercy of men's bidding and inclinations. 

The two women in the book - Sophia and Betsy-Ann - although from very 

different backgrounds are more alike than it would seem at first.  They are both 

in love with the same man who presents a different face to each of them.  

Eventually they both realise his true nature and the chasm between their lives is 

bridged as they try to revenge themselves on him in differing ways. 

I also loved Maria McCann's consistent use of Georgian street language - 

although I did have to keep looking up what the slang words meant.  It certainly 

added an extra layer of authenticity to the story.  If you love authentic historical 

fiction with a heavy dose of atmosphere, then you must read this book. 



Ann Peet  

Gripping and atmospheric.  

The language is the most striking aspect of this rollicking historical novel set in 

Georgian England. I loved the two main female characters - Betsy-Ann, a card 

sharp and gin dealer living with a grave robber, and Sophia, a naive heiress 

who marries the charismatic but perhaps deceitful Edward. The low life 

atmosphere of London is vibrantly described and brought to life through its 

sights and smells as well as by the use of 18th century slang and archaic words. 

A real feel for the period, two strong women characters you will be rooting for, 

and an engrossing plot all make for a vibrant and satisfying read. 

 

Magdalena Vidgen  

Naturalistic portrait of the London underground in the XVIII 

Century. 

It took me ages to get into this book, despite the fact that historical fiction is one 

of my favourite genres. 

My first impressions were that it was vulgar, naturalistic and overdone in 

styling the language. Although, in principle, I appreciate the extensive research 

done by the author, the successful archaisation only works when the reader is 

able to understand most of the text, without the constant need of referring to the 

glossary every second word. It is an unnecessary complication and, in my 

experience, usually puts the reader off. 

The circumstances of the unlikely alliance between two completely different 

women were quite improbable, therefore the plot seems weak. Also the ending 

felt rushed and appeared too convenient. 

Having said that, it was an ambitious project to bring to life the notorious 

"underground" of thieves, prostitutes and grave robbers. We often forget that 

XVIII century was brutal and vile time for all who had the bad luck to be born 

poor.  

Overall, I would give this book two stars. 

 

 

 

 



Susan Walsh  

Of lovers, grave robbers and whores, you will find a strange mixture 

of them all within the covers.  

Life isn’t easy, so people will do what they can to survive. 

Lovers, fighters, grave robbers, pox ridden whores all feature in this period 

novel. 

Superbly written, Maria McCann has done herself proud. 

This book will take the reader on an exciting journey into the past where 

gambling will undoubtedly pay off, for those less scrupulous players. 

Welcome to the seedier side of a life of brothels, gamblers and grave robbers. 

Life can be made or broken by the turn of a card. 

Two very different class of women, have fallen for one charming rogue. 

You won’t want to put this down. 

10/10 to McCann for this. An absolute delight. 

 

Helen Skinner – http://shereadsnovels.wordpress.com 

‘Ace, King, Knave’ is a very entertaining and enjoyable novel set in a 

world of fraud and deception, where nothing is quite as it seems.  

Quiet, plain and suffering from 'a little weakness', Sophia Buller is thrilled when 

she receives a marriage proposal from the handsome, charismatic Edmund 

Zedland – but she quickly discovers that married life is not what she'd expected.  

Betsy-Ann Blore is a woman of an entirely different background: a former 

prostitute, she now makes her living from selling gin and stolen goods, while 

dreaming of how life used to be with her previous lover, the cardsharp Ned 

Hartry. 

Two women living different lives...but with more in common than you might 

think. I initially found it easiest to empathise with Sophia, thrown into a 

bewildering situation which she is completely unequipped to deal with, but 

Betsy-Ann is a stronger character and she quickly became my favourite of the 

two.  Sophia's narrative and Betsy-Ann's each have a distinct feel, written using 

language appropriate to each woman's social class. Betsy-Ann and the other 

inhabitants of London's underworld use a slang known as 'cant', while the more 

refined Sophia and her friends use occasional French expressions.  The glossary 

at the back of the book was very helpful! 



 

The only thing that disappointed me was the ending; I had expected a more 

revenge-oriented conclusion and I think that would have been more satisfying 

than the ending we actually got. Other than that, I loved this book. 

 

Janet Lambert – www.beadyjansbooks.blogspot.co.uk/ 

This book owes a lot to Harris's list of Covent garden ladies (of ill repute) it's a 

bawdy, atmospheric trip back in time to the grimy days of 18th 

century London, when women had two choices, marry for respectability or eke 

a living ANY way open to you. Between these pages we meet two women, one 

from each end of the social scale. 

Sophia, eager to fall in love has found the man of her dreams and joy of joy, this 

handsome and rich suitor has proposed, her parents are delighted with this 

virtually arranged marriage and to her relief haven't put him off by warning him 

of the shameful little habit she feared would prevent her from ever sharing a 

marital bed. 

Betsy Ann is her social opposite, living amongst thieves and gamblers in the 

seediest part of Covent Garden she is a country girl brought down by 

circumstances, she is an ex-prostitute, living with a grave robber, dealing in 

rotgut gin and practicing sleight of hand with cards. 

Titus is a young black slave, serving in the household of Edward, Sophias 

intended. Loyal to his master he resents the new mistress almost as much as she 

is appalled by his seeming insolence and sloppy, unfortunate speech impediment. 

We are also introduced to the Bawdy house run by Kitty Hartry. 

These lives come together in a clash of cultures amidst the seething morass of 

London which contains the seediest of low lifes and those striving to achieve and 

maintain respectability. Sophia's husband is the lynch pin who holds this 

disparate bunch together and he proves to be a multi layered character. 

This book is provided with an extensive glossary of 18th century terms which are 

scattered throughout the dialogue like dried up raisins and bitter candy peel in a 

rich plum pudding. They made it rather difficult reading for me as I just had to 

keep checking and re-checking to see what they all meant, many of them were 

coarse and vulgar, they really helped make the narrative seem authentic yet at 

times I felt the author had used just one or two "dimber cove" too many. 

The story unfolds into a lavishly descriptive rollicking bawdy romp through the 



brothels and gambling dens of Covent Garden. A hugely enjoyable peep through a 

keyhole so degenerate you'd have to pinch your nose as you lowered yourself to 

peer through. 

It's a vivid and pungent tale told with panache and showcasing the 

skill of the detailed historical research undertaken. 

I must admit to a slight disappointment with the ending, such a boisterous novel 

seems worthy of somehow a touch more than it finally delivers, but this is just nit 

picking as the overall story really is gratifying in its own right. A superb 

celebration of bawdiness and deception. 

 

Cathy Small  

Never judge a book by its cover - this doesn't relate to the picture on the actual 

book but refers to the deception that runs through as a theme to this story and 

how it brings 2 women who are in very different social circles together to 

unearth the deception. Sophia and Betsy-Ann would never have met in normal 

circumstances, neither one of them understands each other’s world and doesn't 

like what they see when they arrive but there worlds are intertwined by one 

man running 2 different lives. We hear about the time when the class 

system really existed and delve into the lives of individual in these 

differing classes. The story takes us through Sophia and Betsy-Ann's 

attempts to uncover the truth and expose him for what he is with unexpected 

results. 

 

Jill Peters  

‘Ace, King, Knave’ is like glimpsing behind the scenes of Georgette Heyer 

Regency romance, experiencing what really went on behind the scenes in the 

lives of the unprivileged.  

Reading ‘Ace, King, Knave’ is like glimpsing behind the scenes of Georgette 

Heyer Regency romance,  experiencing what really went on behind the scenes in 

the lives of the unprivileged and those who skirted on the peripheries of society.   

Once I had persevered and immersed myself into the language of the 

time, I found the detail of life at the time absolutely fascinating. 

Maria McCann certainly knows her social history and subject and has the 

ability to transport her reader to the era, with a spellbinding story of retaliation 

by two women on one man.  The two women in question, Betsy-Ann and Sophia, 

are complete opposites but they share the common factor of blinding love for the 



enigmatic Edward. Edward betrays them, they put their differences aside, 

jointly seek his downfall. 

I thoroughly enjoyed ‘Ace, King, Knave’, would recommend the book to others, 

particularly with an interest for the period. It was excellent and I will definitely 

be looking forward to reading more books by Maria McCann in the future. 

 

Rebecca Whymark  

Intriguing, worth a read. 

This book is not one I would have picked up normally. I struggled to get into it 

as the language used is not the familiar everyday language we are used to. 

However I did enjoy it to a point. I wasn’t keen on the language used and the 

fact that every time you came across a word that wasn’t familiar you had to 

check in the back for its meaning. It was good having the glossary there but it 

did mean that you had to come out of the imaginary world you were in to 

understand a point. Worth a read if you like historical fiction type 

books but unfortunately it was not for me. 

 

Jennifer Moville 

Everything can happen behind closed doors. 

You can do what you like, you can be who you want to be 

Sophie has married Mr Zedland. But she finds out things she never knew about 

him, secrets in his life. Their marriage is not all what it seems. 

 In Covent Garden Betsy Ann finds out her marriage is also a lie as a life OS 

secrets begins to unravel. 

Both women set out to discover the truth - their lives entwine and a brilliant 

book comes to life in the streets of London in the 1700s. 

 

Kerry Bridges -  www.iamalwaysreading.wordpress.com/ 

Two Victorian women are united in exposing one man, but who knows the real 

story...  

Sophia is married to Edmund Zedland and Betsy-Ann was the lover of Ned 

Hartry.  When Edmund takes Sophia to London, it appears that Ned and 

Edmund may actually be the same man. 



I am not one for spoilers but I have to say, this book took such a terribly long 

time to go anywhere, that I can't remember what I should and should not 

reveal.  In either case, fear not, it won't ruin the story for you - there isn't one! 

This terribly long and tedious novel is set in Victorian London.  Sophia is a 

young lady who is madly in love with her new husband, Edmund.  After the 

wedding, Edmund and Sohia repair to Bath where Edmund has business to 

conduct.  Sophia becomes suspicious that he is out all the time and when they 

suddenly need to go to London, she starts to worry about what Edmund's 

business really is. 

Meanwhile, Betsy-Ann is the common law wife of Sam Shiner who won her in a 

card game from Ned Hartry.  Betsy-Ann has had enough of Sam, so when she 

sees that Ned has returned she resolves to tell his new wife exactly who Edmund 

Zedland really is. 

The trouble is, by this time, I could not care less.  The book is so long and 

repetitive and there are just pages and pages where nothing happens.  Sophia's 

mysterious "weakness" is mentioned once in passing and then has no bearing on 

the story at all.  All the characters are completely depressing and miserable and 

have no redeeming features at all; I didn't like any of them and I didn't care 

about any of them.  The back cover calls this book "exuberant" and 

"vibrant".  I am very much afraid that after promising much, this 

novel delivered very little of the sort. 

 


