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      I have long been interested in researching my family tree, gradually probing at the boundaries of my ancestors to find out from where I came. The initial results were interesting, although not dramatic. My ancestors, on both sides of the family, were ordinary people, living useful, if unspectacular, lives. They were ploughmen and small farmers, soldiers and seamen, crofters, miners, servants and mill workers.

      I was quite happy with that, for I did not expect to find heroes, belted earls, pirates or politicians. My people were the glue that held society together, the hard-grafting people of the multitude. Or so I believed until my great-uncle Iain Laird died.

      He was a gentleman I did not know existed, and the executor of his will contacted my older brother, as his nearest relative, to sort through his belongings. There was not much to sort, and nothing of any intrinsic value, but among the worn clothing and battered furniture were three battered journals, tied together with strips of faded linen. As a librarian and an amateur historian, I pounced on the journals.

      Many of the journal pages were missing, and the language was antique, a combination of English, old Scots and period idiom. I found sections hard to decipher but utterly fascinating. Old Uncle Iain had also kept a collection of faded old letters, some in fine copperplate and others written in a script I did not recognise. Such treasure is more welcome to a writer than all the gold in the Bank of Scotland. Tam, my sainted brother, has as much interest in family history, or any history outside shinty and rugby, as he has in female fashion. He passed the journals and letters to me.

      From her utterly fascinating text, I compiled a patchy history of my distant ancestor, Una Luath. I used her journals to put the history in her words, writing in the first person, and apologise in advance for any historical inaccuracies, which are surely mine and not Una’s.

      In case anybody asks where the connection lies, the name Luath is Gaelic for Swift, a name my paternal ancestors seem to have adopted when they came to the Lowlands, perhaps to be more easily accepted.

      If people find Una’s story interesting, I will also translate and transcribe her second and third journals.
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      You don’t know me, and never will, for by the time you read this, I will be long dead and mouldering in my grave. You may have heard stories and rumours of me, no doubt distorted, exaggerated or completely fabricated, as family histories usually are. If so, my little account may surprise some of you, as it lights a different candle on some of the more shaded sections of my life, and mentions some influential Edinburgh people of my generation.

      Where should I start?

      Starting at the beginning seems best, so bear with me while I delve into my past and introduce you to a world that is very different from that which you are familiar. The first section of my life may seem tedious, so I will hasten over it and come to the part which guided me to my eventual criminal career. I will write my journal in chapters; after all, if it’s good enough for the Bible, it’s good enough for me, and easier to arrange than a year-by-year, day-by-day dirge.

      I hardly knew my mother. She died far too young, leaving my poor father with three children under six years of age to rear and feed. He may have been a good man; I do not know, for he gave me away as quickly as he could, and I don’t blame him, seeing the rogue I was to become. The woman to whom he gave me was typical of her time and generation, kindly enough in a rough way, but firm. Burdened with a brood of children and little money, she did her best by sending me into service once I could walk, talk, and think, and I have only vague recollections of her.

      In essence, I grew up in service, and my life really began as a servant of the Cuthills of Calton Neuk House. It is there that I shall begin my story, for it was events there that shaped the woman I became, God forgive me.
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      EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND

      OCTOBER 1788

      I remember the hanging as if it were yesterday, rather than forty-five, or was it fifty, years ago. William Brodie, the Deacon of the Incorporation of Wrights, and an Englishman named George Smith were hanged for burglary and murder. Brodie had tried to flee, but George Williamson, a King’s Messenger, tracked him down in the Netherlands and brought him back to Edinburgh to face justice.

      I did not know the details of the deacon’s crimes, only that they were heinous and set Edinburgh ablaze with speculation and rumour. The senior servants spoke of Brodie in hushed tones and tried to keep my innocent young ears from hearing too much. However, there was no attempt to keep me away from the actual hanging. Presumably, the occasion was intended as a warning to keep me on the straight and narrow path to salvation. My memoirs will show how effective that idea proved to be.

      Nonetheless, some of the details of the deacon’s death imprinted themselves on my memory.

      I remember the two condemned men standing on the timber platform adjoining the Tolbooth, with the ugly gallows behind them. There were rumours that Brodie designed the gallows on which he was to be hanged, and that may or may not be true. I do not know.

      I also remember the soldiers in scarlet and white splendour keeping back the watching mob. The soldiers appeared nervous rather than brutal, with their hair carefully powdered and drawn back from their foreheads, and their long Brown Bess muskets heavy in the autumn sunshine. Some looked very young, others aged and weary, perhaps veterans of the late war with France, Spain and the American Colonies.

      I heard the baying of the crowd as the two condemned men faced them. Some say there were forty thousand people gathered there to witness the good deacon and his companion dangle at the end of a hempen rope. Others say there were more. I do not know the truth. I only know that Edinburgh was packed with spectators, mostly the native burghers, or good neighbours as they liked to be termed. Others had travelled from all the airts for the free entertainment the judge had provided. I watched, open-mouthed, for I had never seen a hanging before. Such events were not as common in old Edinburgh as in other cities.

      My Lord Cuthill was there, of course, foregathering with the unco good as well as the somewhat unsavoury to shake his head sorrowfully at the sins of Man, then turn aside to open his snuff box. He shook a healthy amount onto the back of his hand, sniffed and sneezed heartily. He successfully hid his smile, but I knew he secretly enjoyed every second of the day’s events. That was my Lord Cuthill; may he birl on Satan’s spit for eternity.

      Lady Lucy Cuthill was also present, but she did not concern herself with hiding her pleasure. Her eyes were shining with delight as the hangman placed the nooses over the condemned men’s necks. She smoothed her immaculate purple cloak, adjusted her favourite hat, turned aside for a second to speak to her friend and admirer, Mrs Paterson, and immediately returned her attention to the gallows.

      The ministers made their final pleas for the Lord to have mercy on the unhappy pair’s tainted souls, for Edinburgh justice had none for their bodies. The crowd were silent. I stared in fascinated horror, unsure what was going to happen, and My Lady drew in her breath in anticipation. Brodie untied his cravat, neatly buttoned his waistcoat and helped the nervous executioner to adjust the rope to the correct length. With that task complete, he stood back, halter around his neck, and folded his arms.

      “Now, there is a man who knows how to die,” an admiring voice came from the audience.

      Unable to help myself, I craned over my shoulder and saw a tall, distinguished-looking man in a rakish three-cornered hat. His companion, a plain-looking but kindly eyed woman, nodded.

      “William is showing his class even to the end.”

      George Smith, the deacon’s companion, was less composed, shaking violently as he spoke to the black-clad minister about the state of his eternal soul.

      I felt my heartbeat increase, responding to the tension in the crowd, and saw Smith’s hand open and a white handkerchief flutter to the wooden platform. The scrap of linen seemed to float in slow motion as Smith’s eyes opened wide, as if in shock. He began to speak, as if to deny his actions, but he was too late.

      The hangman stepped quickly back and pulled a lever at the side of the scaffold. The platform beneath the condemned men opened, and the crowd gasped with shock, glee and horror.

      The two condemned men dropped into infinity and swung gently, a sacrifice to justice, a warning to those who broke the rulers’ laws and the supreme free entertainment for the masses. The white handkerchief fluttered into the hole, wrapping itself around the vibrating rope. I might have heard choking sounds.

      My Lady Lucy stuffed a scented handkerchief into her pretty little mouth to stop her shouting in pleasure, casually cuffed me across the head and sent me to fetch her lap dog, which she had left in the carriage.

      “And hurry, Una,” My Lady ordered.

      I hurried. It was always wise to hurry when Lady Lucy gave an order, for she ran her house with a bitter-sharp tongue and a rod of whalebone.

      The dog was reluctant to leave its perfumed cushion for the outside world and snarled at me. By the time I subdued the damned thing and carried it to Her Ladyship, the crowd was dissipating, except for those few who lingered to touch the swinging corpses for good luck. How a hanged man could be lucky escaped me then, as it does now. More importantly, Lady Lucy had altered her position, and I had to thread through the crowd to find her, carrying her yapping lapdog.

      “Where have you been, Una?” Her Ladyship asked, giving me a less-than-gentle push.

      “I’ve been looking for you, My Lady,” I replied.

      “Don’t be impertinent,” Lady Lucy snapped, with a look that could freeze molten lava. She took the dog from me with soft expressions of affection. For the dog, not me.

      Mrs Paterson accompanied Lady Lucy to her carriage, lifting the bottoms of their coats from the mud and muck on the ground as Willie Aitken, the coachman, helped them board. Neither spared me a glance as Willie closed the door and whipped up the two matching grey horses. I trailed behind, keeping a sufficient distance not to be splattered by the filth the wheels and horses threw up. I was not miserable, for I knew no other life, and at least I was fed and adequately clothed, which was more than could be said for many people in the city.

      I was never allowed to sit inside the carriage, of course. That privilege was reserved for Her Ladyship and her friends, family and lapdog. That ugly little creature sat on a silken cushion while the more fortunate servants clung precariously to the outside. As a junior servant, I was not permitted that privilege.

      When a gaggle of ragged young children followed the carriage, and some jumped on the back for a free ride, I heard Lady Lucy’s sharp voice. “Whip behind, Aitken! Whip behind!”

      Willie obeyed, swinging his long whip so the lash flicked around the coach to dissuade the youngsters from their simple pleasure. The children jumped off and scattered, yelling abuse.

      I kept my distance, jogging to keep up with the carriage as Willie negotiated the difficult passage between the Old Town and Lord Henry’s property off Leith Walk. In these far-off days, the road down the Earthen Mound was only a path. It afforded splendid views over the boggy waste of the Nor Loch and the castle to the Firth of Forth and Fife, but was quite impossible for a carriage to negotiate.

      I hurried in the wake of the carriage over the North Bridge, then scarcely fifteen years old and still a novelty. With the carriage wheels continuing to throw up a spray of mud, horse droppings and other muck, I remained a fair distance back, looking over the bridge’s low parapet at the Fish Market and Flesh Market below. I wondered at the lives of all these good neighbours in the bustling town.

      I never heard anybody use the romantic term Auld Reekie for Edinburgh, or Old Smoky, to translate into more modern speak. It was reeking, though, with a permanent pall of smoke from ten thousand chimneys, particularly in the winter when the clouds and rain pushed the smoke down to street level. In summer, the smell was even more offensive with the piles of human and horse waste, but we were used to such perfumes. The Flowers of Edinburgh, as we called it, with wry humour.

      The carriage clattered down to the broad stretch of Leith Walk, where General Leslie repulsed the monster Cromwell and his invading army. Edinburgh has expanded terribly since my young days, but back then there were fields and parks and graceful properties much of the way between Edinburgh and Leith. One such property was Calton Neuk House, where I lived as a servant of Lord Henry and sometimes acted as the junior personal maid of Lady Lucy Cuthill, damn her black soul.

      Calton Neuk House was a fine residence, maybe half a century old, resting in the shadow of Calton Hill, with extensive grounds that bordered Leith Walk and a tall broken-glass-topped wall to keep out unwelcome intruders. Lord Henry Cuthill valued his privacy. He also kept a stable of horses and two carriages, with a dozen indoor and outdoor servants to service those needs he did not keep hidden from the public. As the most junior indoor servant, I was subject to the whims and fancies of everybody in the house, chased from morning to night and bullied by anyone who chose to alleviate their temper with harsh words or harsher blows.

      I do not know how old I was, although I will guess at thirteen when my life began to alter that autumn. I was slender, boyish even, without the benefit of good looks and not unduly unhappy, for I had known nothing except hard knocks and hard work. When hardship is normal, one does not long for luxury. I had a comfortable bed in Calton Neuk House, in a tiny cubby hole under the stairs in the basement, and I worked from before dawn until after dark. I only knew work; the woman who first looked after me drilled into me that people who don’t work don’t eat. I rather liked eating, although I seldom fully satisfied my appetite.

      On the day of Deacon Brodie’s hanging, I hurried down the Walk, for even though Lady Lucy travelled by coach and I on foot, she still expected me to be waiting for her when she arrived home. My Lady made no allowances and accepted no excuses for any failure on the part of her servants, or anybody else, and pity help anybody, man, woman or servant, who crossed her. I had no intention of risking her ire.

      With Calton Neuk House essentially a country mansion, I suppose I was a country girl, although I would not have recognised the title. People talk about the beauty of the countryside and the Romantic movement of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron and their ilk extolling the beauty of wild scenery and such like nonsense. Folk who lived there would not recognise the poetical descriptions. It’s utter nonsense, unless a blanket of wealth protects the speaker from reality. The countryside is full of mud and filth, with flooding in autumn, hard frost and snow preventing movement in winter, flies and drought in summer, and hard work and poverty all year round.

      No. Give me the bustle and conviviality of the city any time. I’ve lived in both environments, and I know what I am talking about. Isolated houses, from the most humble cot house to the grandest mansion or castle, can hide the most despicable evil; why else would so many castles have a resident ghost? They are gloomy with memories of cruelty and oppression.

      Isolation acts as a protective shield that does not exist in the raucous, teeming squalor of the city.

      Give me city life, where you rub shoulders with your neighbours every day, where everybody knows your business, or thinks they do, and you know theirs. Normally. A city is only a village writ large, a community of neighbours. In saying that, one can hide crime in the open, hide evil behind an open smile, and a convivial character can be as deceptive as a miser’s mask. Ask Deacon Brodie, for example. Or Lord Henry Cuthill and his tall, elegant and utterly duplicitous wife, Lady Lucy Cuthill; damn their black souls to the deepest pits of hell.

      I did not manage to return to Calton Neuk House before Lady Lucy’s coach and duly paid the price at the stinging end of her riding crop. That was another expected part of life and barely raised a comment from the other servants, although some enjoyed my discomfort. I did not complain; I had long since learned there was no point. I endured and carried on, but I did not forget.

      The following day, I accompanied Lady Lucy on a shopping trip to Edinburgh. The scaffold and gallows were gone, and only memories and gossip remained of Deacon Brodie. I do not know what happened to his body. Perhaps his friends buried it, or some medical man claimed the corpse for dissection. I later heard a rumour that the deacon wore a steel collar that prevented the noose from doing its job. People murmured that Brodie survived the drop and escaped to Paris. I hope so. He was a man of rare spirit, unlike the shopkeepers I encountered that day.

      Edinburgh shopkeepers are a strange breed. Or maybe they have an attitude that is common to shopkeepers everywhere. I did not know then, and I do not know now. That day, we did not use Lord Henry’s carriage, for he was engaged on some private business of his own. Lady Lucy kept a sedan chair for such occasions; a decorated contraption painted a brilliant purple and gold to highlight her importance. It had satin curtains and a padded velvet seat inside, with leather grips for the two hefty porters who carried the thing.

      I walked five paces behind. I do not know why Lady Lucy insisted on five paces, but she did, so five paces it was. We journeyed to a private dressmaker who kept court in a fine house in Ramsay Garden, with views down the Earthen Mound and a trio of stiff-backed servants who looked down their long noses at me.

      I retaliated with a scowl that earned me a shake and a sharp rebuke from Lady Lucy.

      “Keep a civil look on your face, Una, and remember your place!”

      I remembered it. How could I ever forget?

      Mrs Drummond, the dressmaker, was prim, proper and in her middle years. She eyed me up and down disdainfully when I entered her abode, but smiled and curtseyed so low her chin nearly touched the highly polished floor when Lady Lucy glanced in her direction. Sycophancy reached its highest levels in my youth, with a certain type of person liable to grovel at the mere mention of their supposed betters. In this modern era of Queen Victoria and her handsome German husband, foppery had edged in, with people sneering at the traditional old Scots words, replacing our baxters with bakers and fleshers with butchers. I have as little time for the one as I do for the other. Be true to yourself and your blood.

      “Your Ladyship,” Mrs Drummond said from her deep curtsey. “You honour me with your presence.”

      I did not know the word sycophant then, but even as a youngster, I understood that I was in the presence of just such a person. Lady Lucy did not respond to the flattery; she already knew she honoured shops with her presence. Indeed, she honoured the entire world by existing.

      “How may I be of service to you, Your Ladyship?” Mrs Drummond asked, curtseying again.

      “I want a dress,” Lady Lucy told her coldly.

      “What style of dress do you desire, Your Ladyship?” the dressmaker asked. “If you care to step into the back, I have a fine selection.”

      “Ready-made clothing is for the lower orders,” Lady Lucy replied, glancing at me. “People like Una here.”

      “Of course, Your Ladyship,” Mrs Drummond agreed. “I was not implying you would wish anything from our collection, merely wishing to show you samples of my work.”

      Lady Lucy sighed. “Show me,” she demanded, waiting for one of the servants to open the door.

      I remained in the front room with the remaining servants, who eyed me silently. Neither spoke to me, although they glanced at my outmoded clothing, giggled, and concentrated on measuring and cutting a piece of material. I saw the taller and best-looking of the three periodically stopping to admire her reflection in one of the three full-length mirrors, or pier glasses, as I still termed them.

      I cannot pretend to understand the dressmakers’ art, or skill, or whatever one calls it, but I could see it required a lot of work. I watched for a while, as the longcase clock in the corner ticked away the minutes, and tried to strike up a conversation. I might as well have tried to rake moonshine from the Nor’ Loch. Both servants turned away from me, whispered to one another and continued as if I were not there.

      There is nothing more humiliating than to be ignored by people who consider you their inferior, and I stood in misery in that pristine room until Lady Lucy completed her business and returned.

      “Come, Una,” she said sharply, and nodded for one of the servants to open the door for her.

      I noticed that both supercilious servants sported bows at the backs of their skirts, neatly tied with shining red ribbon. When the women walked, the bows bobbed and swayed back and forth, as if they waved to the watchers. As Lady Lucy and I left Mrs Drummond’s premises, accompanied by Mrs Drummond’s unctuous expressions of service, I managed to loop the most snooty servant’s ribbon over the lower edge of one of the mirrors. We were in the street outside when I heard the most satisfying crash and a loud scream, followed by Mrs Drummond’s voice raised in anger.

      “Such a common woman,” Lady Lucy commented. “If she were not the best dressmaker in Edinburgh, I would not grace her with my custom.” She smirked. “I hope she does not expect me to pay for her services.”

      “No, My Lady,” I replied. With Lady Lucy, I would have expected nothing else.
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      EDINBURGH

      Six weeks after our trip to the dressmaker, Lady Lucy threw me a peculiar look, half speculative, half amused. “The Master wishes to see you,” she told me quietly. I wondered at the unusual expression on her face as I looked up from black leading the kitchen range to obey the summons. I felt Cook’s eyes on me and wondered what sin of commission or omission I had done to attract Lord Henry’s attention, or what unpleasant task he had in mind.

      “Hurry, girlie,” Lady Lucy ordered. “Don’t stand there gawping like a stranded salmon!”

      I was kneeling at the range, not standing, but the gawping part was accurate enough. “Shall I get washed, your Ladyship?” I asked, showing my hands, for black leading an iron range is a dirty job.

      “No!” Lady Lucy snapped. “Go as you are.”

      “Yes, your Ladyship,” I replied, rose to my feet, and scampered upstairs. Cook gave a strange little laugh while avoiding my eyes as I passed her. I was careful not to touch the china door handles as I knocked on the door of His Lordship’s study. I had only been inside the room once before, when the housekeeper was sick, and a senior maid sent me to dust and tidy up. His Lordship had thrown me out as quick as you like. The study was Lord Henry’s inner sanctuary, a place only he and the housekeeper frequented. The housekeeper, Mills, rarely condescended to notice my presence. If anything, she was more status-conscious than the Mistress.

      “Enter!” Lord Henry said in his jovial, rich voice. It was always “Enter” with His Lordship, never “Come in,” or “Who is it?” I often wondered if he had a small hidden window in his study to tell him who was at the door.

      I opened the door with my elbow and stepped inside the room.

      “Her Ladyship said you wanted to see me, your Lordship,” I said, glancing at my filthy hands. “I apologise for my dirty appearance, but Lady Lucy said I should come as I am.”

      I looked around me. Lord Henry’s study was large and airy, with windows on two sides, one overlooking the extensive stables and the other the front garden. The walls were oak panelled, hung with hunting prints, and a glass-fronted bookcase covered the wall behind Lord Henry’s desk.

      Lord Henry looked me up and down, smiling benignly. “You may wash your hands and face here, Una,” he said, gesturing to a washstand in the corner of the room, on which stood a basin and ewer.

      “But Your Lordship,” I protested, “that’s your personal washstand.”

      Lord Henry smiled. “Wash your hands and face, Una. There’s a good girl.”

      As I was an obedient little servant, I did as His Lordship ordered, using the soap sparingly and very aware of His Lordship watching my every movement, still smiling. I was careful not to spill water on the washstand’s marble top.

      “Thank you, your Lordship,” I said as Lord Henry handed me a fresh towel. It was softer and more fluffy than the coarse material we used in the servants’ quarters.

      “I’ve been watching you, Una,” Lord Henry said, settling in one of the leather armchairs. “You’re a hard worker.”

      “Thank you, your Lordship,” I replied, with a quick curtsy.

      “Sit down, Una,” Lord Henry gestured to the second chair in the room.

      The invitation was so unexpected that I stared at His Lordship. I never sat in the presence of Lord Henry or Lady Lucy. His Lordship stood, stepped towards me, and gently took hold of my shoulders.

      “Sit down, Una,” Lord Henry said kindly, with his eyes smiling into mine.

      I obeyed, astonished. Lord Henry had never been truly unkind to me, but neither was he overtly friendly. He had always been a distant, slightly cold figure, although I had seen him genial with his peers.

      “There,” His Lordship said, smiling. “That’s better, isn’t it?”

      I smiled uncertainly, wondering what was happening. “Yes, thank you, Your Lordship,” I replied.

      “Pour us both a drink, Una,” Lord Henry ordered gently.

      I could not hide my surprise. “My Lord?” I replied.

      “Come, come, Una, don’t be shy,” Lord Henry said in a more friendly tone than I had ever heard him use. “Pour us both a drink. There’s a good girl.”

      I surveyed the array of decanters, bottles, and glasses that sat on a silver tray on the side table. I did not know one from another. “Which one should I pour, your Lordship?”

      “Claret, I think,” Lord Henry said. “Here, I’ll help you.” Rising with surprising grace for a man in his forties, he stood behind me, so close that I could feel his body heat. “This decanter, my dear, the one with the little label that says ‘claret’.”

      “Yes, My Lord.” I knew some of the letters of the alphabet, but not many. I traced the word, mouthing the letters of “claret” on the label hanging around the decanter’s neck.

      “Now we pour some of the contents of the decanter into one glass, and then into another,” Lord Henry demonstrated, leaning his hard body against me. “See? Isn’t claret such a pretty shade of red?”

      “Yes, My Lord,” I agreed, as Lord Henry lifted both glasses and pressed one into my reluctant right hand.

      “Have you drunk claret before, Una?” Lord Henry smiled into my eyes, holding my hand firmly.

      “Never, my Lord,” I admitted.

      “Taste it,” Lord Henry commanded, sat down, and sipped at his glass.

      I obeyed, as young servants do when their employers give an order. I did not like the taste and screwed up my face.

      Lord Henry laughed, but not unkindly. “You’ll get used to it. Drink it up, Una.”

      I choked down that glass of claret and the next glass that His Lordship kindly poured for me. As I was not used to drinking anything alcoholic, even two glasses had an immediate effect on me. I smiled at Lord Henry and sat opposite him, with the room beginning to spin around me. The world assumed a happy glow as His Lordship poured us a third glass. He watched me over the rim of his glass as I sipped the claret and then swallowed a mouthful.

      “That’s the way,” His Lordship encouraged.

      I smiled at his slightly distorted face. He looked more handsome than I had ever known him. He appeared younger, with bright eyes, high, well-defined cheekbones, a clean-shaven face, and a smile that shone.

      “A smart girl like you could go a long way in my employ,” Lord Henry said musingly. “You could become a senior maid, even the housekeeper, or beyond if you play your cards right and do as I tell you.”

      “Thank you, My Lord,” I said, beaming at my kind and understanding employer. To me, the housekeeper was nearly as important as His Lordship or Her Ladyship. Other servants pushed me out of the way and out of sight when the housekeeper appeared. I could never imagine reaching such a dizzying height or wielding such power.

      “You will do as I tell you, won’t you, Una?”

      “Yes, of course, sir,” I said, imagining a lifetime in Calton Neuk House, rising to housekeeper, mistress of all I surveyed in the servants’ quarters. And beyond? I could not imagine what His Lordship meant by those words. I had heard gossip in the servants’ hall of masters marrying servants, but Lord Henry could not mean that, surely? He was already married to Lady Lucy.

      I sipped at the claret. I was more accustomed to the taste and was beginning to rather enjoy the red liquid.

      “Come closer, my dear,” Lord Henry said, patting his knee. “Sit here, and we’ll get to know each other better.”

      “My Lord?” I was confused, grateful, and flattered, but even through the alcoholic haze, I was sufficiently sensible to know that something was very wrong.

      “Come here, Una.” Lord Henry’s voice altered slightly. He had put an edge to it now, and his eyes were different, out of focus. He reached across to fondle my still immature breasts. I pulled back, spilling the remaining contents of my glass.

      “My Lord,” I protested, suddenly afraid. “I am not that sort of girl.”

      I was speaking the truth. Oh, I had heard the older servants talking about such things in the evenings, but that was all talk. I was not that sort of girl, and I was unsure what that sort of girl was, or what she did. I was a very naïve little child. Five years later, even three years later, I would have welcomed Lord Henry’s attentions, jumped into his bed, played the two-backed beast with the best of them, and twisted the randy old pervert around my pretty little finger. But it was not three years’ time; it was 1788, and I was thirteen, or perhaps twelve. I left my seat and backed away in alarm. I must have dropped my glass, but I do not remember doing so. Other, more important matters commanded my attention.

      “Come here, girl,” Lord Henry commanded in a voice like brass. “Do as you are told!”

      I stifled a scream, glancing at the door. To escape Lord Henry’s unwanted attentions, I’d have to pass His Perverted Lordship, and he had long arms and looked very alert. I remained where I was, with my back pressed against the bookcase. The candlelight flickered in the draught my movement caused, sending darting shadows on the panelled walls.

      “I told you to come here, girl,” Lord Henry ordered, lowering his voice. “I won’t hurt you.”

      I shook my head, hoping that Lady Lucy would come in to rescue me. Lord Henry rose from his chair and very deliberately placed his glass on the side table. “If you won’t come to me,” he said, good-humouredly, “then I must come to you.”

      I slid along the glass front of the bookcase, my heart pounding, mouth open. When Lord Henry reached for me, I ducked under his outstretched arm and darted to the door. I heard Lord Henry laugh as I jerked the door open and nearly fell outside. To my intense relief, Lady Lucy stood a few feet away, quietly examining an oil painting of some haughty-looking man in a long green coat.

      “My Lady,” I gabbled, rushing to her. “Please help! It’s His Lordship.”

      “What about His Lordship?” Lady Lucy asked, smiling more sweetly than I had ever seen. “Has he finished with you yet?”

      “Finished with me?” I asked as Lady Lucy took hold of my arms.

      “No,” Lord Henry hissed. He stood at his study doorway, casually leaning against the wall. “I haven’t started yet.”

      I heard his sharp, confident footsteps and felt his hand on my shoulder, no longer gentle.

      “Is she proving uncooperative?” Lady Lucy asked, standing in my way with a slight smile on her face.

      “Very,” Lord Henry replied. “She is not doing as she is told.”

      “I’m sure we can convince her,” Lady Lucy said, and casually slapped me across the face.

      I started, then cringed, backing away. I looked along the corridor, hopeful for a maid, the housekeeper, or any other servant who could help me. There was nobody. The corridor was strangely empty and the house hushed, as though holding its breath to hide what was happening inside.

      “Bring her in,” Lord Henry ordered. I felt, rather than heard, the tension in his voice.

      Lady Lucy slapped me again, backhanded and hard, with her rings drawing blood high on my cheekbone. I was terrified but also angry. Until that day, I did not know what passion of anger was in me. I learned after Lady Lucy’s second slap.

      It was an uncaring, searing hot rage that rose from somewhere within me. Unheeding of the consequences, I threw myself at Lady Lucy, clawing at her face with hooked fingers. She stepped back in surprise, caught my wrists, and held me tight.

      “She has spirit,” Lord Henry sounded surprised.

      “The little bitch attacked me,” Lady Lucy said, shaking me as a terrier shakes a rat.

      “She is indeed a little vixen,” Lord Henry replied, taking hold of the hair of my head. “We’ve got a cure for her.”

      Although I struggled with all my might, an underfed young teenage servant has little chance against two well-nourished adults, especially as Lady Lucy was as tall as most men.

      “Where?” Lord Henry asked, twisting my hair in his fist until I thought he would scalp me like the savages in the Americas.

      “In the stables,” Lady Lucy decided, watching me through wide, smiling eyes. I realised my Lady was enjoying herself.

      Even now, looking back, I shudder at the memory of that day and the succeeding night. It was undoubtedly the second darkest day I ever experienced and heralded one of my most miserable nights. It also changed my life. Everything that happened subsequently was related to that day. That period coloured and influenced every action I took and decision I made in the future. Writing this brings back too many memories. I cannot pen all that happened, but I may give details later in this autobiography, if that is the right word for what I am attempting to write.

      Suffice to say, His Lordship had his pleasure with me in a dozen different ways, and Lady Lucy watched, smiled, and offered comments and advice. I had one brief, transitory moment of satisfaction when I left my mark on Lord Henry’s face as he relaxed after one session, and I scraped my fingers down his cheek. I was only sorry I had short, stubby nails, suitable for a servant’s manual work, but I saw the raw blood flow and heard his gasp of pain. Lord Henry’s blood was the only bright spot in that darkest of periods.

      His Lordship took instant revenge, helped by Lady Lucy. I may forget many things, but never My Lady’s smiling, taunting eyes as she held me for Lord Henry’s attentions. Those events still return to me in nightmares. Usually, I try to forget, but I can never forget Lady Lucy’s gloating smile, Lord Henry’s grunts, the humiliation, the fear, my tears, and the pain.

      I also remember waking with my head and body glued to the ground by frozen blood the following morning.
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      LEITH WALK, EDINBURGH

      “Who the devil are you? And what are you doing here?”

      I heard the voice as though from a great distance. I opened my eyes, not knowing where I was or even who I was. I lay in an icy puddle, with blood fixing my head to the ground and blood congealed on both legs, my hips, my mouth and various other places. I felt myself shivering and realised I wore nothing but my skin.

      I struggled to sit up, yelped at the pain in my scalp, even as I instinctively covered my person.

      “You’re a wee bittie late for modesty, my lass,” the owner of the voice observed dryly. “It’s all right, I’m no danger to you. What happened to your clothes? Or do you make a habit of lying naked and bloody in the street?”

      I shook my aching head, still confused about where I was and how I got there. “No, I don’t,” I replied, trying to cover all my parts with inadequate hands. “Who are you?”

      “I asked first,” he responded, with a trace of humour in his voice.

      My questioner was a man of middle height and wide shoulders, with a face that a tough life had battered with experience. He was weather-tanned, scarred and defiant. Yet despite the hardships he had evidently endured, the man possessed the brightest, most innocent hazel eyes I had ever seen, framed by long lashes such as any fashionable woman would have craved.

      He looked me up and down as I sat on the chill ground, too scared to move and in pain in all parts of my body.

      “You’ve had a rough time,” the man said. “There has been bad work here.”

      I nodded. My encounter with Lord Henry and Lady Lucy had left me torn, bloodied, bruised and humiliated. I wanted to curl up in a ball and hide, but instead, I was exposed to the public gaze.

      “You look as if you could use a drink,” the man told me.

      “No!” I recoiled further, desperate for the man to leave me so I could find somewhere to hide and work out what had happened to me. To add to my misery, a fine rain began, the insistent, persistent Edinburgh drizzle that turns everything grey, dreich and gloomy. I had been crying, and the tears returned, seeping from my already red-rimmed eyes. I could hardly see out of my left eye, and realised it was bruised and swollen.

      “No drink then,” the man agreed solemnly. “How about a cup of hot chocolate, a bowl of soup and a seat beside a warm fire?”

      I closed my eyes. Heaven could not have sounded more appealing. “I’ve no clothes,” I said, glancing down at myself and pulling myself even tighter together.

      “I noticed,” the man replied, with those marvellous hazel eyes sparkling. Slipping off his cloak, he lifted me gently from my puddle and grunted with a mixture of disapproval and sympathy when he saw my torn and bruised person. He draped his cloak around me. It was warm from his body heat. I hugged it closer, luxuriating in the warmth while still shaking with cold and fear.

      “It’s not perfect,” the man said, “but better than nothing.”

      “Thank you,” I said meekly, still keeping my distance, for I distrusted his show of kindness. The last man who acted kindly had proved himself a monster.

      “It’s all right,” the man told me gently, noticing my fear. “You’re safe with me. What’s your name?”

      “Una,” I said, after a moment’s hesitation. “Una Luath.”

      “Well, how do you do, Una Luath,” the man said gravely. “I am Mungo Kerr.” He smiled, bowed and held out his hand.

      I curtseyed in return, with the movement causing me stabbing pain in various places, and shook his hand, holding the cloak in place with my left hand. When I felt the latent strength behind his hard, calloused palm, I knew this man was used to manual labour.

      “Good morning, Mr Mungo Kerr,” I said. I still felt confused, as though I was living through a nightmare.

      “At your service, ma’am,” Mungo said. “Now, let’s get you somewhere warm and dry before you catch your death.”

      I had prayed for death the previous day and night. I had pleaded for release and prayed with every word I could imagine. Nobody had replied. Nobody had helped. I knew I was on my own in this world of pain and suffering.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked. My experiences had already altered me, and as we walked up Leith Walk, I searched the ground for a weapon. A stick would do, or a rock; anything that I could use if this man, Mungo Kerr, proved less friendly than he appeared. I determined that no man and no woman would ever treat me badly again. I had seen Deacon Brodie swing, and I’d rather hang than repeat the experience Lord and Lady Cuthill had put me through.

      Walking was painful. I winced with every step, trying not to cry out loud. When I stumbled over a loose stone and nearly fell, Mungo clutched my arm to steady me.

      “I’ve got you, Una,” Mungo said, his voice a deep bass rumble.

      Mungo’s grip was comforting rather than threatening. “Why are you helping me?” I asked, still suspicious.

      “Let’s call it my Christian duty,” Mungo replied.

      When I stumbled again and let out a small cry of pain, Mungo frowned, with his queue bouncing at the back of his head. “This will never do, my young friend,” he said. “Permit me.” Before I could protest, he lifted me bodily and placed me over his left shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

      I yelped as he rearranged his cloak to cover me. “Lie still now, little one,” Mungo ordered cheerfully and set off at a rapid pace.

      Feeling more undignified than afraid, I allowed Mungo to carry me, not that I could have done anything about the situation anyway. “Where are you taking me?”

      “You’ll see,” Mungo replied cheerfully. “A warm fire, hot chocolate and a bowl of soup.” He strode along the length of the then only half-built Princes Street, with the water of the Nor’ Loch grey and forbidding under the drizzling rain and the castle looming overhead on its great rock. A flight of geese whirred past, calling eerily.

      Rather than enter one of the beautiful houses in Princes Street or clamber up the great curve of the Earthen Mound, Mungo slipped onto a narrow, winding path in the weeds and thorn bushes beside the loch. In my undignified position, I could only see the path as Mungo tramped beside the muddy shore.

      “Where are you taking me?” I wailed, fearful that Mungo intended to ravage me and dump me in the loch. I had experienced enough of the former and did not fancy the latter, for all my praying for death the previous night. I remember that a bird was calling, the sound melancholy in the gloom.

      “Not far now,” Mungo gave me a reassuring pat and turned to the right. I could not see where we were, only a blur of dripping vegetation and a narrow, twisting path beside the leaden-grey water. After a few moments that seemed like hours, he stopped, lifted me gently from my perch and deposited me on the ground. He held me securely until I regained my balance. “Here we are, Una.”

      I looked around, partly in fear, partly in wonder. Tucked into a small copse of silver birch trees and surrounded by what seemed a wall of tangled bramble and nettles was a strange cot house. Fifteen yards in front, the iron-grey waters of the Nor’ Loch lapped gently against a bed of slightly swaying reeds.

      Ignoring the loch, I turned my attention to the cottage, and a bigger contrast to Calton Neuk House would be hard to imagine. I had never seen a building like it before. Built of odds and ends of timber and stone, thatched with reeds from the loch and with a low chimney, it seemed to be part of the surrounding vegetation. Yet, simultaneously, it looked invitingly cosy, as if it were welcoming me inside.

      “Do you like my humble abode?” Mungo asked. “Welcome to Lochside Cottage.” He gave a long, low whistle that ended in three short notes. A moment later, somebody inside the cottage replied with the same three notes followed by the long, low whistle.

      “Halloa!” Mungo called, quite softly.

      “Halloa,” the reply came in a distinctively low woman’s voice.

      “Isabel!” Mungo stood outside the cottage. “I have brought a guest.”

      The cottage door was painted green and brown, rounded on top, with an ornate, if slightly battered, carving of a Celtic cross. I wondered at its origin and how Mungo had transported it to the loch when the door opened, and a woman appeared.

      “Is this another of your waifs and strays, Mungo?” The woman was about forty, with a broad red face to suit her red dress and hair. She smiled at Mungo before transferring her attention to me.

      “This unhappy wee chicken calls herself Una,” Mungo said cheerfully. “I found her lying in an icy puddle on the Walk, naked and hurt.” He emphasised the last word. “She needs a woman’s attention, Isabel.”

      Isabel looked concerned. She stepped closer, her eyes darting over me from the crusted blood on my head to my bare feet. “How did that happen, Una? Who hurt you?” Her voice was the most musical I had ever heard.

      I felt immediately safe with this woman. “Lord Henry Cuthill,” I said. “And Lady Lucy, his wife.”

      “You mix with bad company.” Isabel glanced at Mungo. “Aye, Lord and Lady Cuthill of Calton Neuk House. I have heard the rumours. You don’t have to tell me any more until you are ready, Una.”

      I nodded, feeling the warmth from inside the cottage as I pulled Mungo’s cloak tighter about me.

      Isabel smiled with her eyes as well as her mouth. “You are safe now, Una. Come away in,” she pointed a stubby finger at Mungo. “Gentlemen will remain outside until called for.” She looked directly into my eyes. “My name is Isabel. Nobody will hurt you when Mungo and I are here.”

      I nodded again, believing her.

      Isabel led me inside Lochside Cottage.

      I can describe every inch of that homely little place, from the huge bed that looked like it belonged in Holyrood Palace to the collection of keys that lay on a home-made table. I could not imagine what the keys were for, as the door did not have a lock, but there was so much else to see that my attention soon wandered. I realised the cottage was larger than it looked, with an extension at the back, while objects of every description sat in the corners or hung from the crazy roof.

      “Let’s have a look at you,” Isabel said, closing the door firmly. “Come near the fire so you don’t get cold.”

      The warmth of the fire was welcome. I realised I was still shivering as I stood close to the sparking heat.

      “Not too close, sweetheart,” Isabel said. “You don’t want to burn yourself. Let’s have that damp cloak off you. It’s all right. I won’t hurt you.”
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