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			To my mum, Joyce, and my grandmothers, 


			Floss and Betsy.















			The Birdcage


			Prologue


			It has been months since my last entry, dear Journal. I am ashamed by my lack of industry, but I have had much on my mind. The death of my dear parents affected me greatly and I did not have the strength to write. Aunt Evelina’s insistence that I close up Eastdene Manor and move in with her in Clifton was something I did not welcome. Bristol is such a short distance away from Eastdene in miles but…oh…the dust and the crowds and the noise and the bustle. It was so utterly overwhelming and I spent goodness knows how many weeks and months in my room, unable to do anything for myself. 


			Aunt Evelina was so kind. She decorated the room in my favourite colours and with all my precious things from home and offered to take me out in the carriage on visits here and there, but I simply couldn’t. She even tried to tempt me out of my room with sweetmeats and other treats, as though I were her shy pet rabbit. I must have worried her terribly.


			In the end, I am glad I did not have the strength to resist Aunt Evelina. Bristol brought me something so wonderful that I still cannot believe it! I am married! Even saying the words makes my heart flutter so. And you, dear Journal – although it is doubtless silly of me to refer to an inanimate object like that – are the first I have even whispered that sentence to out loud. Yes, the thoughtless, carefree child that was Lillias Gilfillan is no more. She has been replaced by Mrs Lillias Strang – mistress of a home, possessor of a set of keys so enormous it is a chore to lift them, and cherished wife and helpmeet of the kindest of men. But, I get ahead of myself and must tell this properly.


			I am so happy that I let Aunt Evelina persuade me to attend Lady Summerscale’s ball – my very first one, in fact. I had not wanted to go, and almost…almost…pleaded a sick headache, but I could tell that Aunt Evelina was beginning to despair of my recovery and, after chiding myself for my ungraciousness, I pulled myself together and called for the maid to help me dress.


			A steady stream of broughams and landaus was arriving at Summerscale Hall at the same time as ours and we were conducted upstairs with a flurry of other ladies to the dressing room set aside for us, where a smiling maid helped me to rearrange my dress and added a pin or two to my hair. As we made our way back down the grand staircase, with its balustrades festooned with evergreens, flowers and swathes of gauze, Aunt Evelina and I headed for the refreshments room. Tea, lemonade, bonbons, iced sherbet, lavender biscuits, Florentines, ginger buns and brandy snaps were beautifully displayed. For the first time in a long while I felt hungry and I’m sure that pleased Aunt Evelina. Then we headed for the ballroom. Yes! Lady Clara Summerscale has her very own ballroom. Not for her the need to draw a cloth over the carpets and remove the furniture in the drawing room. Instead, the polished floor, smelling faintly of warm honey, reflected the light from the flickering globes hung at frequent intervals on the pale-yellow walls. The drapes, too, were yellow and the overall result was warm and welcoming, despite the large size of the room. At the top of the room, the musicians – a piano, a violin, a cornet and a violoncello – entertained the assembled throng. Aunt Evelina led me to a quiet corner where we sat on a cane bench and gazed about us.


			Elegant crowds ebbed and flowed around us, dancing, laughing, conversing. The ladies were dressed in dazzling shades of crimson, cerulean, magenta and emerald and I felt like an insubstantial wraith in my grey half-mourning, and then immediately felt guilty for the thought. 


			My heart had no sooner calmed itself when Lady Clara came over and bent her head to mine. “My dear Miss Gilfillan,” she said, “Please allow me to introduce Mr Arthur Strang, a very fine gentleman of my acquaintance.” I’m sure that I blushed as he bowed low over my hand and then turned to Aunt Evelina. As the band struck up a quadrille, Lady Clara took my dance card and filled in Mr Strang’s name. I shook my head in mortification, but Lady Clara insisted. I looked at Aunt Evelina who frowned and seemed about to say no, but even she found it impossible to resist Lady Clara. And, oh, I’m so glad she did! 


			The quadrille is a sociable dance and, as the demands of the dance separated and then returned us to each other, we positively bubbled with conversation. We discovered a shared love of nature, poetry and art. By the end of the dance, it was as though we had known each other for months instead of mere minutes. As Arthur returned me to my seat, Lady Clara laughingly snatched my dance card from me and filled every space with Arthur’s name, despite my protestations. “It is my ball, and so I will say what is and isn’t proper.” I could tell that Aunt Evelina was not happy, but what was she to do?


			So Arthur and I advanced and promenaded and turned and chassezed our way through two waltzes, a polka, a mazurka, another quadrille, a Caledonian and a jovial and energetic Virginia Reel that left me breathless and, doubtless, pink-cheeked. At the supper intermission Lady Clara spirited Aunt Evelina away to meet an elderly widow of her acquaintance and Arthur and I continued to share our hopes and dreams over tiny morsels of tongue and guinea fowl, trifle and tipsy-cake. Oh, dear Journal, after the death of my parents I feared that I would never be happy again, and here I was, having the happiest evening of my life.


			I don’t know what I would have done without Arthur. He put it so poetically, saying that mother’s death, coming so soon after father’s, had left me like a little boat that had lost its oars and was drifting on a stormy sea. I told him that he could be a rival to Lord Byron, but he simply laughed, in that self-effacing way of his, and lifted my hand to his lips, saying that he wanted to be my oars. He said it so shyly that I think I must have fallen in love with him there and then.


			Aunt Evelina was not pleased. She felt that our courtship was too rushed, and I too young, and a target for men who are in pursuit of my inheritance. As a result, she took against Arthur with no just cause. Arthur persuaded me that many girls get married even before they are sixteen. He told me I am my own person and that my inheritance is mine alone – I have the right to do with it as I wish, and that Aunt Evelina is a bitter old spinster. I laughed a little at that and then immediately felt guilty. She has been so kind to me, after all.


			Arthur wanted us to marry straight away, since he had to return to business in Scotland and couldn’t bear to be parted from me. He is so romantic, hiring a carriage and spiriting me away like that. We married en route – a small ceremony, but Arthur says we will have a big celebration on our first anniversary and invite all our friends. But no Aunt Evelina, he says! 


			Yes, Ardellen House is now our very own home. Luckily, Arthur knew it was for sale but wanted to wait until some money that he is expecting was released, but I insisted and Arthur finally laughed at my stubbornness and gave in. I was so happy to give him the money. I haven’t seen the house yet, of course, since we are spending a few days here in Gretna, but Arthur says it is a beautiful home and that I will be happy there. He says I am still too sad, sometimes, dwelling on the loss of my parents, and that I have him now, and must be happy. And he is right! How could I be lonely and sad, when I have him?


			Speaking of Arthur, here is the dear man now. We are soon to set off for our new home, dear Journal, and I will write more there.





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 29th September 1877





			“Are we nearly there, Arthur?” Lillias was tired but excited. The last few weeks had been exhausting and stressful, secretly and feverishly planning the elopement with the assistance of Lady Clara, lying to Aunt Evelina and dealing, for the first time, with her own finances. Added to which, they had been travelling from Gretna for the last two days and her bones ached from the constant bumping and rattling of the carriage on the rough country lanes. She wanted to get to her new home – a home which had cost them a vast sum of money and which she had not yet seen. Lady Clara had advised her that living in lodgings wasn’t the way for a young couple to start married life. 


			Arthur smiled at her lovingly and rested his gloved hand on her own. “Not long now, my little goldfinch. You will love it and, once we’re settled in, we’ll have a big dinner party to celebrate our wedding.”


			“We haven’t seen any other house for miles. I do hope I won’t be lonely.”


			Arthur kissed the top of her head, smoothing her hair. “I told you, you’ll soon make friends, you’ll see. And we’ll invite Lady Clara as our guest of honour to thank her for bringing us together, so you’ll have a good friend there.” 


			“And Aunt Evelina?”


			Arthur glanced out of the window as the horses slowed. “Look, we’re almost home.” They turned into a sweeping driveway, curving to the right. After another half mile, the silvery-white trunks of the birch trees opened out to reveal the house, square and solid and as though it knew its place in the world. Trees and house alike were sparkling in the mid-day frost and the sun shone off the windows, rendering them an impenetrable gold. The house would be even more splendid in a couple of months, when the birches were covered in their brown winter catkins. Each season would dress the house in new garb.


			“Oh! It’s beautiful!” Lillias almost couldn’t breathe, so strong was the joy that overtook her.


			“There, I told you, goldfinch.” Arthur opened the door of the carriage and breathed in deeply. “Ah, that air smells so crisp and fresh. It was dreadfully cramped in Bristol; it feels good to have space to breathe.” He put out a hand to help her out of the carriage, lifting her slight frame and twirling her in the air before placing her gently back on the ground. “We’re surrounded by magnificent countryside. You need fresh air and good, long walks to bring some colour into your cheeks.”


			“Just like yours?” Lillias laughed and gently pushed him away. “It’s not fashionable for a young lady to be brown as a nut and ruddy-cheeked, although I wish I could be as free and energetic and vital as you.” She took off one of her grey kid gloves and reached up to smooth his unruly light-brown hair, which was fast becoming a tangle of curls in the brisk Scottish wind. She lifted her fingers to her nose and inhaled the scents of sage and orange left by his pomade. 


			He swept her into his arms and strode towards the door. “Come along, Mrs Strang, let’s investigate our new domain, like the lord and lady of the manor that we are.” He kicked open the door and deposited her in the hallway, holding her shoulders and turning her slowly in a circle. Gas lamps lit the space, flickering on the warm, dark wood of the doors and staircase. The tiles under their feet were a hypnotic geometric design in shades of blue, terracotta and white. 


			The decoration in the house was dark and gloomy and Lillias excitedly voiced her plans to make it lighter and brighter as Arthur flung open the doors of room after room. “Arthur, we’re going to rattle around in this place!”


			“I doubt we’ll be alone for long, my dear.” He grinned as a blush spread across her face. “After all, I’m sure you’ll want a cook, a butler, a housemaid or two…”


			She flapped a hand at him. “Don’t tease, Arthur!”


			“A nurserymaid…” 


			Lillias’ face was mottled with pink, and she turned away from him, shyly. “Look at this grand room! This must be the drawing room. A calming sky blue and white in here, I think. These two windows are so glorious, looking out onto that lovely little formal garden at the side and the heather-covered hills crested with snow in the distance.” She spun on one foot, taking everything in at a glance, her usual timidity forgotten. “I want curtains of deep, Prussian blue velvet, to frame the scene. And the dining room shall be a striking vermillion and rich amber for walls, upholstery and drapes, with an enormous mahogany dining table in the middle. Such rich colours; the gas lamps and candles will cast a warming glow to make dinner parties so cosy and comfortable.”


			She continued with her plans in every room of the house, dragging Arthur behind her, protesting good-naturedly. “And where do we get the money for all this from, my dear? You know the situation with my business at present.”


			“Then we will use my money. Oh, just look at this little guest bedroom! This will be a veritable feast of nature. The delicate blue-green of a thrush’s egg, the violet of larkspur and vibrant marigold.”


			Arthur’s face darkened. “I can’t take any more of your money, goldfinch. It was bad enough having to borrow from you to buy this house.”


			“Nonsense, Arthur. We’re married. It’s your money too.” Before he could speak, she flung open the next door. “And this must be our bedroom. Oh, Arthur, I’m so glad you insisted on having furniture for this room ready for us. Look at this beautiful brass bed.” She ran her fingers over the smooth, shining walnut of the dressing table. “The walls will be that delightful fern green, sprigged with red and yellow flowers that Lady Clara has in her own bedroom.” She paused and became serious for a moment. “Are you sure you won’t countenance separate rooms for us? Lady Clara said that most married couples have separate rooms.”


			“You’re my wife and must share my bed. You’ll get used to it, I promise you. And what is this little room to be, do you think?” 


			“Oh, look at that view! We’ve saved the best until last. If you have no objections, I would love to have this for a little withdrawing room; a pretty little primrose-coloured bower where I can read, and sew, and watch out of the window for your carriage. Oh, I have the most delightful life!”





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 25th October, 1877





			“Overnight? At your Club? But…Arthur…we haven’t been apart overnight since we married.” Lillias sank down onto the little embroidered stool at Arthur’s feet and looked up at him.


			Arthur took his wife’s dimpled chin in his hand. “Then all the more reason why we should, my dear. After all, I don’t want you getting bored of me. And, sometimes, you can be a little cold to me. Perhaps a night apart every now and then is a good thing.”


			Lillias’ face registered her distress. “Oh, Arthur, no! As if I could ever be cold to you. It’s just…” She didn’t fully understand her own thoughts and feelings on this aspect of marriage yet, so came back to the thing that most immediately troubled her. Her bottom lip wobbled slightly. “It makes me fret so, being here on my own after the women from the village have left, waiting for you to come home. I don’t want to stay here alone at night.”


			Arthur laughed. “Is that it, my little goldfinch? Surely you’re not scared of the dark?” She pursed her lips and looked at him, eyes brimming with tears. Even the use of the pet name didn’t appease her. “See here, my dear, you mustn’t become hysterical.” He smoothed a stray tendril of her hair. “There’s no need for concern. I wouldn’t leave you entirely alone overnight. I’ve asked Mrs McLuckie to stay, and Ambrose and Nimmo will be here, of course.”


			“Nimmo?” her voice was suddenly sharp.


			Arthur tutted and shook his head. “Really, Lillias, I don’t know what you have against Nimmo. He’s a good man, and very useful to me. And until my funds have been released, we can’t even think about hiring more staff.” 


			“What is the problem with your funds, Arthur?”


			He took her chin in his fingers once more and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “It’s a business matter, my dear, very complicated. And I’m sorry if it means that you’ll have to wait for a maidservant, and a second cook, and housemaids, and an under-butler and footmen and whatever else and whoever else it is you want, but there it is.”


			Lillias drew back and raised a finger to touch the two deep lines that always appeared at the sides of his nose when he frowned. “I can help. Let me give you the money to do that.”


			He stood, suddenly, almost dislodging her from the footstool and caught her arm with a mutter of apology. “I can’t simply hold out my hand to you for a sovereign here and ten shillings there; it isn’t right.”


			“Then don’t. I’ll speak to my banker and get him to send you whatever you need so that you can deal with…all these things that need doing.”


			“Oh, I couldn’t possibly do that…” He turned away and walked to the window, hands in pockets. “Although…it would make sense. And I’ll ensure that you are paid back every penny once my business is completed.” He turned back to her and Lillias snorted and fluttered a jewelled hand at him. He held his own hand up in turn. “No, no, I’ll draw up a document immediately.” He strode to the desk for paper and pen and sat down to write.


			Lillias skipped after him, carefree once more. She placed a hand on his shoulder and planted a kiss on the top of his head. “And some paper for me, too, if you will.”


			He laughed. “Paper for you, goldfinch? And why would that be?”


			“Well, if we’re finally going to have a staff, we can have that dinner party you mentioned.” He laughed again and handed her some paper. “Besides, I thought I might invite Aunt Evelina to stay for a while. Now, don’t look so glum. She has my best interests at heart; she just needs to spend time with you and get to know you as I do.”


			“By all means, my dear. Do write to her. I’ll take your letter when I leave.” He continued to write for a moment, before handing her the document he had been working on. “Here you are. You need to sign it at the bottom.”


			She smiled brightly at him and waved her own letter. “Excellent. I’ll read it while you read this letter to Aunt Evelina.”


			“No need, my dear. I’m sure you’ve given her my best wishes.” He plucked the letter out of her hand and folded it into the envelope she had prepared. “Now, if you would just sign that, I’ll be on my way.”


			“Very well.” Lillias signed her name boldly across the bottom of the document Arthur held out for her, shifting his gloved hand from where it rested on the paper, to give herself room. As soon as she lifted her pen from the last flourish, he took the paper and waved it in the air to let the ink dry, before tucking it into his breast pocket. He then kissed her lightly on the lips and left the room. 


			Lillias hurried over to the large bay window and pushed the heavy velvet drapes aside. She watched him as he strode down the wide driveway, donning his coat in one fluid movement and stepping up into the carriage with a final word to Nimmo. She ran the gold tassel tying the curtain open across the palm of her hand, enjoying the soft feel of it, and watched the coach until it rounded the first bend of the drive. Then she turned away and surveyed Arthur’s office, tapping the tips of her fingers together thoughtfully, her mind already on how to make the room lighter and more welcoming for her husband. 





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 14th December, 1877





			Lillias paced her little primrose withdrawing room, her face set in a frown. It was the one place in the house where she felt as if she could be herself and that no one was monitoring her every move and judging her for it. Less than two months ago she had been looking forward to hiring a staff – a jolly, rosy-cheeked cook smelling of ginger and warm apples; an avuncular butler who would be at her side at dinner parties, gently and unobtrusively guiding her on matters of etiquette; a cheery and obliging ladies’ maid who would brush her hair and share her little secrets. Instead, Arthur had taken it upon himself to hire the dourest, most unfriendly household that he could possibly have found. Nimmo was bad enough, always looking at her with that sneer on his face, but at least he spent most of his time outdoors and she didn’t have to see him every day.


			Lillias had not wanted to seem ungrateful – Arthur wanted to take the burden off her fair shoulders, he had said; but she felt unhappy and alone. To make matters worse, she had now written to Aunt Evelina three times, and had not received the courtesy of even the shortest of replies. Lillias knew that her aunt had been displeased by the way she had left Bristol without telling her they were getting married, but she thought that an invitation to spend Christmas with them would have appeased her aunt a little. Perhaps she needed to be more apologetic. She would try once more. It might be too late now – Christmas was only eleven days away, after all – but she would write one more letter, full of love and gratitude. Yes, that was the thing to do. She would do it right now. 


			Arthur was out, so she went downstairs, let herself into his study and took a piece of the fine creamy paper with their address at the top. She took a pen from the stand and scored out Arthur’s name on the letterhead. She would get Ambrose to get one of the men take her down to the village and send it off to the post. And while she was in the village, she would enquire about hiring a girl she could train up as her lady’s maid, so that she would at least have one friendly face to look at. Ambrose would glower at her – as he always did – but this time, she decided, she didn’t care one ounce. After all, he might be the butler but she was the lady of the house and should at least be able to choose her own maid.


			





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 24th December, 1877





			Lillias put down her spoon and stared at Arthur. His flushed face was even redder in the light from the candelabra reflecting off the shining mahogany dining table. He was drinking too much port and she wanted to chide him on that, but his moods had been fierce lately, and she thought it best to keep her counsel. She weighed her words carefully now, but his most recent statement couldn’t be left without comment. “You’re going hunting tomorrow? But it’s Christmas Day. I thought…”


			“You thought what, Lillias?”


			His voice was sharp, and she flinched. When she spoke, it was in conciliatory and soothing tones. “I…I thought we could go to Church and then come home and spend a cosy day, just us, in front of the fire. You said we wouldn’t invite anyone so that we could spend our first Christmas together…And Mrs McLuckie is preparing pheasant and goose and an enormous plum pudding.” 


			“Oh, for heaven’s sake. It’s tradition, the Christmas Hunt. Besides, I promised McAllister I would be there; you know how important he is to my business success. I shall be out before you even get up and back in time for Mrs McLuckie’s feast.”


			McAllister. Another reason she didn’t want Arthur to go, but she couldn’t tell him that, for a reason she was unsure of, she didn’t like this seemingly charming friend who held so much sway over her husband. Arthur appeared to prefer spending time with McAllister to spending time with her. Perhaps she was just jealous. She didn’t want to cry, but the tears came anyway and with them came another thing that had been upsetting her. “And the tree. You haven’t said anything about the tree.” 


			“The tree?”


			“The tree in the hall. You haven’t said anything about it, and I spent so long today, decorating it while you were out. I’m sorry, Arthur. I don’t mean to be hysterical. I’m trying not to be, I promise. It’s just…” It was cold in the dining room and she rubbed miserably at the goose-flesh on her forearms.


			He stood up from the table and came around to her side, laughing, his mood undergoing a sudden transformation. “Come, come, goldfinch. Don’t cry so; you know I detest it when you’re sad. I’m sorry I didn’t say anything about the tree. It’s just that I’ve so much on my mind; things that you won’t understand, my dear.”


			“Business things, you mean. Oh, you know I don’t want you to worry about all that.”


			He stroked her shining hair and kissed the top of her head. “I know, goldfinch, and I have another paper for you to sign later. Now, come and show me this marvellous tree.” He led her out to the hall. “I was in such a hurry to see you, my dear, that I didn’t even glance at it.” He laughed. “Although I have no idea how I could have missed such a monstrous twinkling thing.”


			The tree was enormous. “Ambrose helped.” Arthur raised his eyebrows. “I know, but I think he rather enjoyed it in the end. He decorated the top half of the tree and, look, he even made those little decorations with the holly berries. And Mary Grace and I wrapped all the bonbons and sugared almonds and tied them on with ribbon.” 


			Arthur’s face darkened at the mention of Mary Grace. “I still can’t believe you went behind my back and hired that pudding-faced creature. The girl doesn’t even know how to answer the door properly.”


			“She’s bright and she’ll learn.” She squeezed his arm. “Please let’s not argue. I want our first Christmas together to be perfect; that’s why I got upset about the Hunt and you not noticing the tree. I’m sorry for being silly. Look! Don’t the candles on the tree twinkle so?”


			 Lillias held her breath until Arthur’s furrowed brow cleared. “It’s a delightful tree, dearest. And I promise I’ll be home early tomorrow evening. We’ll enjoy your tree, and I will claim a kiss under the mistletoe that I see over by the staircase.”


			Lillias blushed and started to speak, but her response was cut off by the sound of carriage wheels on the driveway.


			Arthur frowned. “Who the devil’s this?” He strode to the door and flung it open.


			No devil stood outside, but, instead, Lillias’ Aunt Evelina Gilfillan.





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 25th December, 1877





			“Dante, Dorcas, come here.” Arthur’s voice was sharp and the whip cracked. They turned abruptly and came obediently to him, one on each side. Arthur leaned down to each in turn, scratching Dorcas’s smooth head and clapping Dante on the flank.


			Arthur refused to look back at the house. He knew Lillias would be watching from the window, wanting him to turn and wave as he always did, to send the dogs bounding towards the house to roll in the grass and make her laugh. He enjoyed that too, seeing Lillias’ fair curls bouncing as she tilted her head backwards, laughing; her pretty little face rosy and round. But he would not turn. Not this time. Not with that aunt of hers no doubt hovering at her shoulder and casting her coldness around the room. What right did she have to interfere where she wasn’t wanted? And what had Lillias been thinking to go behind his back and invite her?


			He cracked the whip against his boot and the dogs looked up at him, alert for sport, their breath steaming in the cold air. “Are we taking the carriage, sir?” Nimmo’s voice was hopeful. He had the guns and the supplies, and the moor was a fair walk. But Arthur wanted to burn off his frustration.


			“No. We’ll take the short cut over the brae and meet the rest of them by the stream.” Arthur could almost feel Nimmo’s disappointment. “One of the party will offer to bring us home, I’m sure. I need the exercise, Nimmo. Don’t you feel it, cooped up in there?” Nimmo didn’t respond and Arthur hadn’t really expected him to; he was a man who kept his words close and his thoughts closer. It was one of the reasons Arthur employed him.


			They strode silently up the slope and through the wood of Douglas firs, their breath condensing into wispy clouds with the exertion. The sounds of their footsteps and the panting of the dogs at their side were absorbed into the eerie silence of the snow that covered everything. The heavy canopy of trees protected them from the snow which started to fall again as they left the house, but the echoing crack of a branch breaking off occasionally under the weight of snow accompanied their passage through the trees. Arthur could feel his heart beating faster in anticipation of the shoot and, as always, it took his mind off his troubles.


			“How many are expected today?”


			“Six pairs of guns, sir, I understand.”


			Arthur nodded. McAllister would be among them, he knew. Lillias didn’t understand that these hunts were not simply sport but also a good opportunity to make contacts and transact business. McAllister was from a powerful family, well-connected in both society and business, and had his fingers in several pies, despite being roughly the same age as Arthur. He’d been good enough to let Arthur in on a superb investment opportunity – shares in the new Caledonian and Northern Railway. It was a certainty and his discount-house in Glasgow was pushing it heavily, he’d told Arthur. Shares in railway companies were a sound investment and could only increase in value as the railways expanded. McAllister had put several hundred pounds of his own money into this ambitious new venture and had persuaded Arthur to do the same, even loaning him money until he could come up with it. 


			It wasn’t the first time Arthur had borrowed from him, but this was a substantial sum. Lillias’ inheritance was a god-send. He hadn’t told her what the money was for because she didn’t understand business and would worry that he’d over-extended himself. He needed to get her to release more funds so that he could pay McAllister back. She would reap the rewards: he imagined himself showering her with gold coins and telling her to decorate the house with all the frills and furbelows she wanted. He smiled to himself at the thought, before bringing his mind back to the hunt. “And good shooting expected?”


			“Yes, sir. McDade over at Kellburn Hall tells me we can expect a few hinds.”


			Arthur smiled. “Mrs McLuckie will be happy if we bag one of those.”


			“Aye, sir, she will indeed. But she won’t thank us if we haul it home while she’s preparing her Christmas feast.”


			The anticipatory excitement of the hunt ebbed slightly as the mention of Christmas dinner reminded him of what awaited him on his return. He knew he would be able to talk Lillias around, but her aunt was a different matter. Damnable woman. He flicked his whip and it caught Nimmo’s boot. Nimmo glanced at him but said nothing and Arthur didn’t bother to apologise.


			As they emerged from the stand of trees, they were rewarded by the sight of a grouse, flying fast and low, the red flash over its eye still visible despite the early morning fog pressing down on the snow-covered moorland. The bird’s distinctive call was rather muffled, but the “goback, goback, goback” still caused the dogs to halt, pointing. However, the guns remained open in Nimmo’s hands and there was no urgency in their master’s step, so they relaxed and continued heading in the direction of the stream. Grouse was not the prey for today; wildfowl was for Boxing Day. Arthur could just make out a group of dark specks. They made their way over and the dogs sniffed and nuzzled each other as the men shook hands – master with master, servant with servant.


			As they set off across the moor the fog started to lift and Arthur’s spirits along with it. His luck was changing; of that, he was certain. His sweet Lillias had plenty of money and would be happy to give it to him. After all, he was her husband and knew what was best for them. And her shrew of an aunt would surely depart soon. Yes, today was set fair to be a good day. 


			McAllister offered Arthur a ride home in his carriage, hinting that there was a business matter he wanted to discuss. “You had some luck today, Strang. Not a bad day’s hunting at all.”


			Arthur laughed and clapped him on the back. “Not as good as yours. That hind is magnificent.” McAllister always seemed to have the luck of the devil; another reason Arthur was drawn to him.


			“Ah, a lucky shot.” McAllister gestured for Arthur to climb into the carriage ahead of him. Nimmo sat up front with McAllister’s man and the dogs ran on ahead, still bursting with energy even after the day’s hunting.


			Arthur settled into the carriage and took out his timepiece – a handsome gold half-hunter that had been a gift from Lillias. He was later than he had promised, but a talk with McAllister would be worth it. He settled back into the seat.


			McAllister wasted no time in getting straight to the point. “I’m glad we have this chance for a talk. I’m afraid I have some bad news.” Arthur could feel his gut tightening. “That investment opportunity I put you in the way of turned out to be a bad business.”


			“Damn it, Douglas. I thought you said those shares were a certainty?”


			“Well, it looks as though I was misled on that front.”


			Arthur slumped in the seat. “Worth waiting until they recover?” McAllister shook his head, briefly. “Then I suppose I’ll just have to sell them and cut my losses.”


			McAllister shook his head once more. “I’m afraid not. They’re not worth a farthing.”


			“Nothing? Dear God…I…”


			McAllister’s eyes were hard. “It’s not just you, I was heavily invested myself, as you know. I’m going to need my money back by the end of January.”


			“January? How am I supposed to get my hands on—”


			“That’s not my concern.”


			“But—”


			“The end of January, Strang. The interest we agreed, too.”


			Despite the blazing fire in the grate and the candelabras on the dining table, the atmosphere was frosty. Lillias picked miserably at the cod in oyster sauce. This was not how she had imagined her first Christmas dinner in her new home. She had imagined chatter and laughter, smiling, flushed faces all around the long table, music and dancing and fun until the small hours. Instead, the three of them sat silently at one end of the table, not even looking at each other, let alone talking. Evelina’s back was rigid against the back of the chair, her lips were pursed, and she picked at her cod as though out of duty, rather than pleasure.


			Arthur pushed his plate to one side and called for the goose to be brought in. His voice was slurred, and Evelina looked at him a moment, before turning to Lillias. “Have you thought any more about what I said earlier?” 


			Lillias stole a quick glance at Arthur. “No, I…I haven’t had a chance to discuss it with Arthur, as yet.”


			Arthur reached for the carafe of red wine, filling his glass and taking a large slug. “Discuss what with me?”


			Lillias looked pleadingly at her aunt, but Evelina patted her mouth with the serviette, folded it neatly and placed it in front of her. “I have suggested to Lillias that she should employ the services of my lawyer and financier to handle her affairs.”


			Arthur put his glass rather heavily back down on the table. Lillias watched as the red liquid slopped over top, made its way down the side of the glass and pooled on the polished mahogany. “We do have bankers and financiers in Scotland, you know. It’s not the heathen country some of you English seem to consider it.”


			“I am perfectly aware of that, Mr Strang.” Evelina, it seemed, could not bring herself to call him Arthur. “I simply feel that it would be in my niece’s best interests for someone to assist her with her finances. Her inheritance was not inconsiderable. I’m sure that, had my brother thought that he and his wife would pass on so soon, he would have made provisions.”


			Lillias could feel her eyes prickling and she screwed up her napkin tightly in her hand.


			Arthur picked his wine glass up again, swirling the wine around and holding the glass up to the candlelight. The wine had not been decanted properly and small flecks of sediment circled as he brought the glass to his lips. “Are you saying, Miss Gilfillan, that I do not have my own wife’s best interests at heart? And that she needs to be protected from me by a banker some four hundred miles away?”


			Evelina’s back straightened further. “Indeed I am not. However, Lillias let slip this morning that she has invested certain sums of money in your…business…and that these sums are increasing and becoming more frequent…”


			She broke off as the serving staff brought in the roast goose and placed it on the table with a flourish, together with a roast pheasant covered in bacon, its jaunty tail feather sticking up as decoration. Plates of steaming boiled beetroot and onions, glazed carrots, braised cabbage and mounds of potato croquettes followed.


			Arthur picked up the carving knife. “My business affairs are precisely that: my affairs. And Lillias is my wife. I will thank you not to interfere.” With that, he plunged the carving knife into the breast of the pheasant. Grease oozed out and the head and neck, wired and placed on the dish for decoration, sprang up as if alive, before falling back onto the serving dish. Lillias covered her mouth and pushed her chair back, before rushing out of the room, sobbing.





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 2nd January, 1878





			Lillias perched on the edge of her aunt’s bed as Evelina Gilfillan watched her maid pack her things. “Do you really have to go so soon?”


			Evelina sighed. “I must, my dear. Your husband doesn’t want me here, it’s clear, and I don’t want to make things worse for you.” She looked at the pale face in front of her. “You know, Lillias, you’ve grown to look more and more like your mother since I last saw you.”


			“I miss her so much.”


			Evelina sank onto the bed next to her and took Lillias’ hand. “I know. So do I.” She smiled. “I remember when John first brought her home to introduce her to the family. I knew then that my little brother had made the right choice. She was such a sweet, innocent thing and she radiated warmth and kindness.” She laughed. “Why, I remember John’s dog changed his allegiance and used to follow her around all day once they were married. I believe we all felt a little like that.”


			Lillias dropped her head onto her aunt’s shoulder. “She always said you were like a real sister to her.”


			“That’s how I felt about her, too. And she loved you more than anything in the world, you know.”


			They were silent a moment.


			“She would have liked Arthur, I’m sure.” Lillias’ eyes were pleading, and Evelina looked away. “Arthur loves me.”


			“I’m sure he does, my dear.” She wasn’t sure at all, not one bit, but she knew it would do no good to say so right now. All she could do was look after Lillias’ interests as best she could. And that was one reason why she needed to go home. She also needed to investigate this McAllister who seemed to have altogether too much influence over her niece’s husband. Besides, she knew that she wouldn’t be able to restrain herself from telling Arthur exactly what she thought of him if she had to be around him for much longer; and that would just not do. Even though Evelina had been named in her brother’s will as Lillias’ guardian, that role had been snatched from her the day Lillias had married Arthur. Evelina felt that Arthur was, at the very least, weak and unprincipled, but she had absolutely no legal say in her niece’s affairs anymore. She would need to be circumspect. And she needed to get on with her nephew-in-law. However, there was absolutely no way that she could do that when she was under his roof, that was clear. At least she had arranged her own affairs in such a way that Arthur would not be able to touch the substantial capital amount, only the income, when the time came. 


			She took Lillias’ face in her hands. “You’re looking quite peaky, my dear. I haven’t seen the pink in your cheeks since I arrived. Are you sure you’re quite well?”


			“Just a little tired.” Lillias tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “Everything’s so new and different. I’m just getting used to things, that’s all.”


			Evelina was not convinced. “I’m not sure that Scotland in the winter agrees with you. Perhaps Arthur will let you spend some time in Bristol with me.”


			Lillias made a face. “Perhaps in a few months.” Evelina wasn’t convinced of that, either.


			





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 5th January 1878





			Arthur stood in front of the window, his hands behind his back, rocking on his heels. Lillias paused in her embroidery to enjoy the sight of him. The low winter sun was strong and picked out the glints of red in his curls, giving the impression of a decorative and jaunty halo. She threaded the needle back through the white silk of the antimacassar she was embroidering with tiny blue speedwells. “You’ve been very quiet, recently. Is everything alright?”


			Arthur strode over and perched on the edge of the chair next to her. “I do have something I need to speak to you about, goldfinch.”


			Lillias carefully laid the needle down on her lap and placed a hand on his. “What is it?”


			He laughed and patted the hand that now caressed his. “Well, my dear, I’m afraid that you’ve been a little too willing to spend money, recently.”


			Lillias drew back, slightly, leaving her hand trapped between his. “Have I? But…”


			“Hiring that waif and stray from the village, for a start. The girl is always lurking uselessly underfoot. She spilled some of my best brandy yesterday.” 


			“You scared her when you barked at her. Mary Grace is still learning. Besides, she’s cheerful and she makes me feel…” Lillias trailed off before the words could spill out and anger him. He would be unhappy if she said that a servant girl could make her feel less lonely, purposeful…present, even. Sometimes as she moved around the house, she wanted to scream and shout, just to prove that she was there. But, of course, she didn’t.


			“And your insistence on all those presents and decorations and food, Boxing Day gifts for the servants, that new dress of yours.” He laughed at her stricken face. She had only done all those things to please him. “And you looked beautiful in it, my dear. But I don’t think you realise how much all these things cost.”


			“Oh! I’m sorry! You should have told me!” She made a move to stand up. “I have ten pounds upstairs in my withdrawing room. Let me go and get it for you.”


			Arthur held tightly onto her hand, leaving her standing awkwardly, one hand clutched in his, the other clasping her embroidery. 


			“Ten pounds, goldfinch? I’m afraid I need slightly more than that. I need you to sign another paper for me.”


			Lillias gripped the embroidery tighter, ignoring the sharp jab of pain as the needle pierced her finger. “I…Aunt Evelina told me I mustn’t sign any more papers. She said…”


			Arthur pulled her towards him and sat her roughly on his knee. “Aunt Evelina said what, goldfinch?” His breath was sour with drink and she wrinkled her nose, squirming in his lap.


			“She said…she said that her lawyer is coming up next week to meet with me. She wrote to him before she left and arranged it all.”


			“Oh, she did, did she?” Arthur stood up abruptly, tumbling Lillias to the floor, where she sat looking up at him. “And what right did she have to do that? You are my wife. Your money belongs to me.” Lillias’ eyes filled with tears and she struggled to get up, hampered by her skirt. Arthur bent down towards her. “You belong to me.” 


			Lillias drew away from him. Arthur had a temper, but she had never seen his face like this before. His dark brown eyes looked almost black, and his face was red and perspiring freely. The smell of his sweat, mixed with the sage and orange of his hair pomade, made her feel nauseous. She turned her face away and started to sob.


			“Oh, stop this hysterical nonsense, Lillias. These outbursts of yours are getting simply too much. It doesn’t become you.” His voice was weary. He reached out and struck her face with his open hand and she was so shocked that she stopped crying at once and lifted her hand to her stinging cheek. What had she done? Arthur was looking at his hand, as if horrified.


			She reached out and laid a hand on his arm. “Forgive me, Arthur.” 





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 7th January 1878





			Mary Grace cleared away the tea things, slopping tea from the delicate china cup onto the wooden floor. Mrs Strang hadn’t noticed. She was sitting absently looking out of the window, her sewing abandoned on her lap. A bracelet of bruises encircled her wrist, like purplish-blue pearls. Mary Grace cleared her throat. “Mrs Strang?”


			Her mistress started. “Oh! Yes, Mary Grace. What is it?”


			“D’you want anythin’ else, Mrs Strang?”


			“Will there be anything else?”


			“Aye. Will there be anything else, Mrs Strang?”


			“No, that’s all.” Mrs Strang turned to face her now and Mary Grace saw that one side of her chin was the same purplish-blue as her wrist. Mary Grace bobbed her head and picked up the tray to leave the room. “Oh, yes, there is something, Mary Grace. Could you please tell Mrs McLuckie that Mr Strang will be away overnight and I won’t be requiring dinner. If she could just send up some arrowroot pudding to my withdrawing room, I’ll eat there this evening.”


			“Aye, Mrs Strang.” Mary Grace bobbed her version of a curtsy once again and nudged the door with her hip to open it, looking back to see Mrs Strang bent over her sewing once more. Mary Grace shook her head and left the room, descending the stairs with great care. The china tinkled on the tray but didn’t topple or fall and she reached the kitchen with everything intact for once.


			She placed the tray on the big wooden table in the centre of the room. Mrs McLuckie chewed slowly on a mouthful of boiled ham, her currant-like eyes watching Mary Grace with an unblinking stare. Mary Grace loftily imparted the message about dinner.


			Mrs McLuckie snorted. “Arrowroot pudding for her ladyship, as though she’s some poor invalid who’s taken to her bed.” 


			“Aye, well, she didnae look well.” Mary Grace started to unload the tray and carry the dirty crockery over to the sink.


			Mrs McLuckie snorted again. “No’ well, indeed.”


			Not ill, perhaps, but even though Mary Grace had only been at Ardellen House for a few weeks, she could tell that something was not well here. She wished that Mrs Strang’s aunt had not left, and she wished that there was something she could do.


			“Did you see…” Mary Grace’s hand fluttered to her neck.


			The currant eyes narrowed. “Naw. And neither did you, if you know what’s good for you, lassie. Now, get me that nutmeg grater for this pudding.”





			Beau Rivage Private Asylum, 8th January 1878





			


			Doctor Carruthers-Browne leaned back in his chair and watched as his visitor continued to pace on the other side of the desk. The man looked as though he hadn’t slept for days and kept putting a hand to his temple and pressing his fingers along his eyebrows as if trying to push them into his skull. 


			“Do please sit down, Mr Strang,” he gestured towards the comfortable chair he kept for paying clients. “I have worked with lunatics who were calmer than you.” He smiled to show that it was a joke designed to put his visitor at his ease, but Strang continued to pace. 


			“Can you help me, Doctor?”


			Carruthers-Browne steepled his forefingers and brought them to his mouth, furrowing his brow and pursing his lips as though he was giving the matter serious consideration. It was a well-practised gesture, and one which was replicated in the life-size painting of himself which hung behind him on the wall of his office. Truth be told, he was giving the matter no serious consideration at all. There was no doubt that he would help. The only thing Carruthers-Browne was considering was whether he could increase the sum he had mentioned. No matter. There were always extras which could be easily justified. 


			“Of course.” His voice was just the right combination of authoritative and soothing; again, carefully cultivated to impress and reassure. “I can assure you that I have dealt with many such cases at my previous institution down in Surrey.” He hurried on before Strang could ask him the reason for his move up to Scotland. That wasn’t something he was prepared to go into. “Yes, very sad cases indeed, and many of them ladies of the highest quality. I can assure you that many families sought me out as an expert on hysteria and its symptoms and consequences.” However, it was clear that Mr Strang was not interested. 


			“And having her committed as a lunatic would enable me to…take control of her affairs for a time? Until she’s better?”


			A-ha. Here was the crux of the matter. Carruthers-Browne now understood the situation. This was the best of all reasons in his book. A man who wanted rid of his wife due to an affair of the heart often changed his mind when the new fancy turned out to be imperfect. And a man whose concern about his wife’s health was genuine would ask whether she would be treated kindly, or how often she would get out into the garden or some other such nonsense. Men who were driven by financial reasons – whether through greed or desperation made no difference – were by far the easiest to convince. “Yes, indeed. Now, I will come down and assess your wife myself, of course. Do you have another physician who would be willing to certify?”


			Strang stopped his pacing and shook his head. “What do you mean?”


			Carruthers-Browne resumed his steeple-fingered pose now that he had his visitor’s attention. “Two doctors are required to certify in cases of insanity. I assumed that your local doctor…” He let the sentence politely drift off.


			“No!” 


			The loudness of the response startled Carruthers-Browne and he leaned forward in his chair. “I’m terribly sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.”


			“I’m sorry. It’s just that…well…I don’t want any of the local men involved. Or my wife’s family. It would…upset them too much.”


			“Ah. Of course, of course. Completely understandable. As it happens, I do know a man who has helped me out on many occasions. There would, of course, be an additional fee…” Carruthers-Browne was beginning to get an inkling of the sort of case this was, and his fingers tingled with anticipation at the additional services he could sell. He picked up a pen and made a note in neat, cramped handwriting. “Now, would a week tomorrow be a good day to come and visit your dear wife for a formal assessment?”


			Strang started pacing once more. “No! That’s no good. It needs to be soon. Tomorrow, preferably. The day after at the latest.”


			Carruthers-Browne feigned a look of shock. Yes, this was indeed just the sort of case he imagined it to be. “An assessment in absentia, so to speak,” he mused as if to himself. “Well, it can be done, of course, but it will cost slightly more, I’m afraid.”


			“I don’t care.” 


			Carruthers-Browne blinked. “Certainly, certainly.” He made another note in the large, leather-bound book in front of him. Perhaps this was a good time to test how far Strang would go. “Now, this is rather a delicate matter, but…when Mrs Strang is feeling better and returns, have you thought about how you will relinquish the reins on her finances?” This was none of his business, but he wanted to sew the seed in Strang’s mind.


			“What do you mean?”


			“Well,” Carruthers-Browne waved his hand vaguely. “In my experience, some gentlemen I have dealt with have experienced tremendous problems once the lady has returned home.” He had no idea if this was true. Anyone who left his care was immediately forgotten about since there were no more fees to be collected.


			Arthur shook his head, confused. “I thought…I want…”


			“Of course, you want Mrs Strang home as soon as possible. I completely understand. But… if you did desire her to remain here indefinitely, I want to assure you that that would be an option which many gentlemen have gratefully accepted.”


			He watched as Strang chewed this over. “Well, I don’t know…”


			Carruthers-Browne was satisfied. He would let that simmer a while. He was a good judge of character – particularly weak ones like Strang – and was certain that the old adage ‘out of sight is out of mind’ would apply here. He was quite convinced that there would be many years of fees forthcoming in this case. “Now, will you be bringing Mrs Strang to us yourself, or would you like me to send a carriage?”


			“A carriage?” Strang let out a tense laugh. “You make it sound like a jaunt.”


			“Well, we do like to make the trip as pleasant as possible for our charges, but she would be accompanied by either myself or one of my men and a nurse at all times. Discreetly, of course. That’s, as I say, assuming you don’t want to bring her yourself…”


			Strang’s face was pale, and his hands were trembling. “I’ve…I’ve told her that I’m arranging for her to go away for a month or so on a rest cure. I’d rather you came to collect her. She wants her idiot maid with her. I assume that won’t be an issue?”


			“We do have plenty of our own idiot maids, Mr Strang.” He smiled once more to show that this was another joke. “But no, it won’t be a problem. Several of our more refined inmates bring their own maids and manservants. I find that they can be quite…useful.”


			Strang nodded. “My wife has given her maid a few days to finish up some household tasks and take her leave from her family.” His face clouded. “You won’t…she won’t…be harmed in any way, will she?”


			The doctor was confused. “The idiot maid?”


			“Of course not. My wife, I mean.”


			Carruthers-Browne composed his face into the one he generally reserved for bereaved friends and relatives. Perhaps he had misjudged this Strang. “Not at all; she will be most comfortable here. And, as soon as she’s well again, she will be returned to you whole, healthy and happy.” He hoped it wasn’t too soon, paying patients of this quality were getting harder to come by. Strang’s next words reassured him, however.


			“No, perhaps you’re right.  It might best if she doesn’t come back for a while, Doctor.”


			





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 9th January 1878





			“A spa, Arthur?”


			“Yes, goldfinch. It will do you good. Your cheeks are so pale, these days and your lack of appetite is worrying. And you must admit, my dear that these hysterical outbursts of yours are increasing. A short break, recuperating in the best care, will do you the world of good.”


			Lillias raised her hands and pressed them against her cheeks as if not only willing them to turn pink, but also to try and hold back what Arthur called her ‘outbursts’. “But I don’t want to, Arthur. I promise I will eat, I promise. And a few walks in the fresh air, here, just like you said. Mary Grace can come with me. She can—”


			Arthur shook his head, firmly and held up a hand. “This is what I mean, Lillias. You are overwrought and need some peace and quiet.”


			“But, Arthur, it’s so quiet here. Can’t I stay with you?”


			“I’ve made up my mind, my dear. Dr Carruthers-Browne is coming to collect you tomorrow.”


			“Tomorrow?” Lillias could sense her voice rising. She needed to be calmer, to make Arthur see that she wasn’t hysterical. “But if I am to go, I shall need to pack, to…”


			“It is all organised, my dear. I’ve asked Mary Grace to prepare a trunk for you to take with you, with everything you might need.”


			“For how long?” Lillias couldn’t keep the fretful note from her voice.


			“For as long as required, Lillias. Until you are fully recuperated and I don’t need to worry about your health. You will enjoy it, you’ll see. After all, didn’t you tell me that your trip to Bath Spa after your parents’ death was beneficial to your health?”


			“Well yes, but—”


			“And didn’t you trust your Aunt Evelina to know what was best for you on that occasion?”


			“I did, Arthur, but—”


			“Then please, goldfinch, do me the courtesy of trusting the same of me, as your husband.”





			Ardellen House, Stirlingshire, 10th January 1878





			“But aren’t you coming with me?”


			Arthur turned away from her as one of the horses snorted and reared its head impatiently. “No, I’m afraid I can’t. I’m sorry, goldfinch, but we’ve already discussed this; you know how my business affairs are at present.” 


			Lillias saw nothing but distress in his face and felt a huge wave of love for him. Things had been difficult these last weeks and she knew that she had only made them worse with her hysterics, her fretting and constantly feeling ill. Poor Arthur was having to bear the brunt of her childishness. And he was doubtless right. She had been feeling unwell of late and off her food. Perhaps a change of scenery would be good for her. She needed to be brave now, and she forced a smile. “Of course you can’t. I’ll be fine with Dr Carruthers-Browne and Nurse Rintoul. And you’ll send Mary Grace in a week or so. We will get on splendidly.” Her voice wavered slightly, but she attempted to keep her smile bright and relaxed.


			Arthur strode over and hugged her to him. His breath warmed the top of her head. “Goodbye, Lillias, goodbye. Don’t…It…I…”


			He trailed off and she drew away from him, placing her gloved hands on either side of his face. “Tears? Oh, no, that will never do! I’ll write to you every day and I will be back in a month. And I’ll be your chirpy little goldfinch again, I promise you.”


			He nodded, without saying anything further. He turned to Carruthers-Browne. “You will take care of her, won’t you, Doctor?”


			Carruthers-Browne helped Lillias into the carriage. “Of course, Mr Strang. Your wife will have rest and nourishment and the banishment of all cares and worries while she’s with us…however long that takes.”


			Lillias stayed the doctor’s arm as he was closing the door. “A month, Arthur. I will be back in a month, I promise you.”


			The gatehouse was small and unimposing, almost hidden in the trees at the end of the driveway. In the neat garden heartsease and pansies, still vibrant and plentiful even at this time of year, carpeted the beds. The carriage stopped at the gates. Nurse Rintoul, who had been entirely silent and almost motionless for the last six hours, opened the door of the carriage to speak to the gatekeeper. Lillias leant forward to catch the faint, sweet smell of the early daphne growing up the side of the iron railings.


			Carruthers-Browne smiled. “Ah, you like the flowers, Mrs Strang?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “Then you’ll be delighted when you see the grounds. We have the most beautiful gardens, with many varieties of rose and, my favourites, the rhododendrons. You’ll enjoy strolling there in late April when they start to flower, I’m sure.” Lillias opened her mouth to remind him that she wouldn’t be there in April, but he continued. “And we have the most charming glasshouse. Many of our patients gain great benefits working in the grounds – gardening is such a boon for the unquiet mind.”


			The carriage set off up the driveway, which curved up and round. Lillias had not considered the others who might be here. Arthur and the doctor had stressed the tranquillity of Beau Rivage, and how she would be able to recuperate and rest, and she had somehow not thought about other patients. How foolish. She felt her lips twitch and Carruthers-Browne appeared to take that as encouragement to continue to extol the virtues of Beau Rivage. “But, of course, it’s not just about beauty. We are quite self-sufficient here. We grow wheat, oats, barley, vegetables of all descriptions. We have an apple orchard and a walled garden where we also have variety of other fruit trees. And,” he gestured towards the slope down to the river, “we have four wells. Four! Can you imagine?”


			The house finally came into sight, topping the rise. It was an imposing four storey building, with a stone staircase leading to a sturdy oak door set into the square, battlemented tower that was the centre of the façade. The two front corners were marked by smaller towers and Lillias could see two more such towers further back, behind the sloping roof. 


			“Isn’t it magnificent? Beau Rivage Asylum sits on around a hundred acres. The Lunacy Commission in England recommends one acre of land for every four patients. We have one whole acre per patient.” He sighed happily and sat back, still smiling and nodding.


			Not a spa – an Asylum. Lunacy. Is that what he thought she was? A lunatic? She must be.


			One hundred lunatics.





			Beau Rivage Asylum, 11th January, 1878





			Nurse Rintoul stopped short as she stepped out onto the patio of the sheltered courtyard and looked at the bowed head of the woman sitting on the lawn. The woman’s back was straight and still, her figure well-proportioned and her abundant grey hair was coiled and braided and expertly swept up on top of her head, kept in place with a shining tortoiseshell comb. Her dress, although clearly two decades out of fashion, and faded through frequent wear, was well-made and neat. Nurse Rintoul scowled and moved towards the seated woman. Damnable thing that she was. The nurse’s lip curled into a sneer. “Binnie.” The word was snapped out, but the seated woman did not look up. She simply continued with the task that kept her eyes and hands busy. “Henrietta Binnie, why are you not in the laundry?”


			No response. The hands were industrious and moved fluidly and smoothly without registering the interruption in any way. “Don’t just ignore me, Binnie. It’s eight o’clock. You should be at work in the laundry rather than fiddle-faddling around in the weeds.” 


			Again, no response. The hands continued to twine and twist as the delicate chain of violas gained in length. Nurse Rintoul glanced at her pocketwatch. She was due in the receiving room in ten minutes to assist Doctor Carruthers-Browne in formally admitting the new inmate. She kicked out at the small feet in their scuffed black boots that pointed skywards as the woman worked. “I refuse, Binnie, I refuse, I tell you.” The nurse placed her fists on her hips, knuckles white with hardly repressed anger. “I will not call you by that ridiculous name. I will not humour you as some of these other ninny nurses do. Now, get up and into that laundry before I am forced to drag you there.”


			Henrietta Binnie twisted and threaded another viola onto the stem of the previous one, holding up the chain and surveying it from every angle. Purple, yellow, white, violet. There was a pattern there for anyone who cared to look for it. Nurse Rintoul didn’t care to look for it. The violas were plentiful here, always sheltered in the courtyard from the snow and the worst of the frost. Henrietta Binnie’s thumb nail sliced a precise half-moon into the stem of a new viola as a low growl started in Nurse Rintoul’s throat.


			The doors to the patio grated open once more. “Ah, Henrietta; here you are. I believe you’re on laundry duty this morning.”


			“I think you’ll find that I have this under control, Nurse Welsh.”


			 “I’m sorry, Nurse Rintoul, I didn’t realise you were already here. I thought you were on admissions this morning. Perhaps I can walk Lady Bermondsey to the laundry.”


			“Lady Bermondsey, indeed. Why do you insist on humouring these pathetic delusions? I swear the idiot woman looks down on us, just because she used to be a nurse herself once. Well, she came to us from the poorhouse and if she ever gets out of here it will be back to the poorhouse.” 


			Nurse Welsh smiled pleasantly. “To you, Nurse Rintoul, it’s a delusion. To Lady Bermondsey here, it’s just a matter of fact.” She turned to Henrietta, who was now linking one end of the chain of violas to the other. “Shall we go, your Ladyship? I believe the sheets and aprons are awaiting your expert attention.” She held out a hand and Henrietta took it, smoothing out her dress as she stood. The frost on the grass had transferred itself to the back of her skirt, turning it a shade darker, but the cold and damp didn’t appear to bother her.
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