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TO MADDY


Now you are in the book.










Chapter 1


Who is it that can tell me who I am?


King Lear


Leith, April 1883


The baby was howling blue murder. Jean could see that; she could also see that it was a girl baby, for the creature was naked as a mason’s nail.


What was a naked baby doing in a bawdy-hoose? For Jean could also note that they were both in her boudoir – a cradle of frills and lace that Hannah Semple often likened to a spider’s web. The woman had a damned cheek; Jean Brash, Mistress of the Just Land, did not remotely resemble a spider plus the fact there was not a man of woman born who had ever lain in that bed except for yon Italian lawyer ensconced unannounced and see where it had got him.


Thrown out on his lughole. Arrivederci.


The baby howled again. It was now quite purple in the face, which was a wee bit alarming, and Jean supposed she’d better pick the thing up.


Mind you, this was definitely not her baby, even though not long born by the looks, because Jean would surely feel the after-agonies of birth and there was no sign of any slidey placenta to say nothing of the nine months of watching your veins bulge out all over the place as if they were kale worms: surely she would remember that?


Queen Victoria was forever having progeny but that had stopped when her husband died. Albert, by name, was the source of such fertility. A sad loss.


To tell truth, babies were not Jean’s speciality. When they were at a distance, cocooned inside a perambulator, buried under protective layers, she could manage an appropriate cooing noise or even a guarded wave, but that was about her limit.


Anyhow, who’d want a bawdy-hoose keeper, even if the venue were the best in Edinburgh, waving at your child? Albert and Victoria for certain sure would have drawn the line.


Another howl, though it was more of a yowl this time, as if the poor wee mite were losing conviction.


She bent down, girded her loins, and picked it up. The thing went quiet immediately as Jean held it close to her breast after the manner illustrated in the best household magazines. It began nuzzling at the opening in her nightdress, mouth opening and closing like one of the exotic fish that Jean so admired.


But the fish were slouching in her garden pond; this was closer to home. A more insistent nuzzle. My God, was the creature hungry?


That would explain the howling of course but she had nothing to offer bosom-wise. She could go down to the kitchen below and get some milk and a sugar biscuit – that was always possible – but the baby had its head right inside the nightdress and was sucking at what she could only surmise was a nipple.


Her nipple.


The sensation made her feel a wee bit rubbery and Jean felt herself being drawn to the bed; that little mouth had a power all of its own, like a leech or a limpet, and her legs were turning to jelly as if she were wading through a peat-bog. She only just made it to the bed before collapsing on to the sheets, where she lay stupefied while the baby sucked and chewed. It must be getting something but God alone knows what . . .


There was a sharp nip of pain. Surely the thing didn’t have teeth already, or was it a vampire, maybe?


Jean looked down at the top of the baby’s head. A few strands of hair, dark in colour, stuck to the scalp. Sweat maybe had caused that, coming out of the womb was surely no joke; no, the thing couldn’t be a vampire. It was too small, too vulnerable. She felt an odd stab of tenderness to go with the nipping. Oh, to hell with it.


So Jean Brash just lay on her side and let nature take its course in the filmy paradise of her boudoir, the delicate gauze curtains moving gently in a breeze of sorts as they hung round the bed. Jean must have left a window open again, Hannah Semple was forever gnashing at her about that: you never knew, said the old woman, what might fly in unannounced through the gap.


Was that how the baby had got in maybe, planked there by the stork?


Once a madman who thought he was the natural son of Robert Louis Stevenson had come in through that window and damned near killed Jean, whipped her with his cane till the flesh wept blood and would have dealt the death blow but for an interruption that sent him back through the window and over the garden wall.


Divine intervention.


Or rather Hannah with a cut-throat razor when Jean, with her last remaining strength, threw an empty perfume bottle through a pane of glass to signal that all was not well in the boudoir of Madame.


Inspector James McLevy had tracked the madman down and the assailant killed himself inside a church, hurtled down from on high to hit the flagstones like a rotten apple.


But that was another story and the baby seemed to be asleep now. Jean surmised she’d better follow suit and therefore closed her eyes.


Enough was enough.


‘Mistress!’


Jean was jolted awake to find the indignant face of Hannah Semple glowering down at her like some Notre-Dame gargoyle with a grievance.


‘It’s near nine o’clock in the morning, are you jist going to lie there lik’ a lump of coal?’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘You heard,’ replied Hannah, unmoved by the icy tones of the erstwhile sleeper. Then she was taken aback to see the said mistress turn and wildly shake the pillow beside her, turning it this way and that while scrabbling about in the bedclothes.


‘Where’s the baby?’


‘Whit?’


‘I had a baby visit, where is the thing?’ The pupils of her green eyes were dilated and swivelling from side to side uneasily.


‘I warned ye about them oysters last night,’ came the stolid response. ‘But you would eat a whole dozen.’


Late the previous evening, Jean had closeted herself in a side room with some male visitor that she herself had let in the front street door, and the pair had consumed twenty-four of the best pan-door shellfish plus a bottle of champagne between them before the fellow slid off into the night.


For sure it wasn’t Jean’s young lover: that mannie walked like a Highland bullock, this gent was light on his feet and skipped out like a spring-heeled lamb. The Mistress had been a touch thoughtful afterwards but at this present moment she was plain carnaptious. ‘Oysters be damned,’ she muttered. ‘I had a baby beside me.’ She gazed down and pressed the sheets with her hand as if trying to find a trace left by the strange arrival.


The two women looked at each other while a crow in the garden outside complained about some matter of corbie concern.


‘It would be a dream, Mistress,’ said Hannah soberly. ‘A dream of some kind.’


‘But why about a baby?’


Hannah had no answer to this as Jean felt round about her waist and then looked down reproachfully at her breasts, which were certainly full enough but not with anything resembling milk.


‘It was hungry. A girl.’


‘Weans are aye hungry.’


Neither woman had ever borne a child. Hannah had only met one decent man ever in her life and he’d been shot dead at a gambling table.


And Jean Brash? A bawdy-hoose keeper waddling around like a duck? Not much chance of that.


But behind the thought lay a darker one. Of her own lost childhood. The fear of what? A repeat performance?


She could not remember the baby’s face, just the little mouth opening and closing around her.


Jean rose from the bed, wandered over to the open window and looked out at the garden of the Just Land.


Spring had finally arrived after a dull, drookit first three months of the year, and the buds of bushes, trees and flowers were cautiously poking forth their heads like cave dwellers coming out into the light. Plookie Galbraith had mown the lawn yesterday and managed not to lose any limbs, which was a miracle in itself, so there was still the sweet scent of cut grass.


All was serene. Ornamental peacocks like debt collectors prodding beaks into the ground; the aforesaid exotic fish disturbed the surface of the pond, their sluggish equivalent of a salmon leaping mightily in the air as it launched upstream to spawn; her beloved roses also paying tribute with a wary budlike unveiling to the watery April sunshine as its rays dispersed a morning haze that still clung like a cobweb from the early dawn.


Had all inclined towards the window they would have witnessed a woman in her prime, red hair tumbling over the ruffed shoulders of a silk nightdress, green eyes to match the emerald tones of the cut grass and a skin smooth as the milk she had failed to collect in her dream. Pretty as a picture.


All was serene.


So why did this beauty feel a lurch inside as if the earth were crumbling beneath her feet?


‘We have a bawdy-hoose tae run, the girls are still in their scratchers, and you havenae had your breakfast.’ This from Hannah Semple, who was by no means pretty as a picture but keeper of the keys of the Just Land.


Jean nodded. Back to the real world.










 


Chapter 2


There was never yet fair woman 


But she made mouths in a glass


 


 


King Lear and his three rivalrous daughters lolled restlessly in the railway carriage, each with murderous thoughts in mind.


The train on its way from London to Edinburgh Waverly Station, a long journey through the night that was nearing its end taking at least treble the running time of the play itself.


Alfred Tyrone lifted a regal chin and reviewed the theatre company that occupied some of the compartment. He caught sight of a hawklike profile reflected in the carriage window, jet black hair long and straight, the nose also long, hooded eyes to flash emotion and a wide slash of a mouth that hid his least admired facet – small teeth, some of them slightly discoloured from the many cigars inhaled and, did he but know it, a little congested near the gums, producing an occasionally acrid odour similar to burnt cork.


Had he risen from the seat, Alfred would have measured over six feet to the naked eye and, aside from somewhat spindly shanks, proved himself to be a fine, upright figure of a man with a voice whose timbre could be heard from here to John o’ Groats.


Master of all he surveyed.


King Lear in clover.


His sister Bridget, who would not welcome the comment that she had been dealt a poor hand in the family queue for striking countenance – being thin featured, eyes set a smidgeon close together, skin somewhat dry and flaky, perfect casting for Goneril, malevolent older daughter of the King, but far from ingénue material – glanced at her brother opposite and wished to puncture his massive ego with a sharp hat needle or poisoned bodkin. They were twins by birth who did not remotely resemble each other and that, in some way, added insult to injury.


The six feet of length that served Alfred so well did Bridget no favours at all, emphasising that she was flat-chested, bony hipped behind the corsetry, and still a virgin. Almost. That was another story.


Alfred had always been the favourite, the beautiful boy, handsome man, the gifted one – not as gifted as he and the whole family thought but gifted enough, in their opinion, compared to her. An eagle to her dowdy pigeon.


She was, in fact, the more sincere actor, but he took up more space and gobbled up attention. Bridget was relegated to performances of ‘character’ though she had once heard Alfred describe them as ‘born spinsters’. Mind you, Goneril was no old maid. Perhaps she ought to take a leaf out of the character’s book?


One day she would kill Alfred, put out his eyes and, with them, play marbles in the gutter.


The woman sitting beside Bridget was rather pretty, fair-haired to the sister’s stringy brown tresses, and her own murderous inclinations were scattered like stray seeds in the wind.


Melissa Fortune – a name conjured up to replace the real one – had hitherto played the sweet leading parts of the company, tremulous innocence being her speciality. This was augmented by full lush lips and a slender willowy figure hinting at pliable corruption. However, now she was condemned to Regan, other homicidal daughter of His Majesty, and though there was the promised pleasure of male humiliation and other assorted cruelties that she might relish, Melissa had been spurned from her rightful execution because of that little bitch.


The fact that Cordelia, the heroic offspring of King Lear, dies in the play was of little compensation. Like a Gorgon, she would live anew at the next performance.


How dare she usurp the rightful queen?


The fact that Melissa was a shallow creature who lived her life in the manner of a skittery seabird on the surface of the deep ocean of existence and cared only for her own gratification, should not overlook that she might well be capable of inflicting death. Providing she did not break her fingernail.


Emilia Fleming, seemingly asleep, nestled beside Alfred, not at all overly close to excite gossip but near enough that he might be aware of a certain fragrance of sweet cologne, could sense the hatred from opposite and it excited her to the very bones. She loved hatred, looked down on love unless used as a tool, and adored their bastard child of lust.


Her body, though clothed to the latest fashion, was small and rounded. There was a rumour in the company she might be double-jointed, and dark hair with auburn tints tumbled down her face and neck, tendrils escaping as if wild and wanton, framing the gypsy cast of her countenance. Not pretty exactly; more sensual and spoiled, like a bruised rose.


It was said she came from Newcastle and there was the slightest tinge of that accent to her speech but the girl kept such history to herself.


The past is a shadow that haunts us; and can be no more shaken free than a shadow. In the absence of light, it still remains hidden. Biding time. And lurking under Emilia’s excitement of what might be looming ahead was a shuddering fear from what lay behind.


For a moment she swivelled round to see if he was watching – her lover, her killer-to-be. He had warned her that he might have to take a life or two in Edinburgh and her only response was ‘Can I watch you, Billy?’ Then they had laughed, neither knowing precisely what the other meant. And neither caring. Not yet.


Time would test whether this might offer pretence, like a role upon the stage, or a harder reality.


Until then, they would delight together.


Billy Musgrave saw her turn. He fingered his gold earring as a memory of her naked body danced across his mind. Double-jointed. Twisting like a corkscrew.


He had a gold tooth to match that earring and a grin like a basking shark.


The young keelie would have made a wonderful Edmund, the bastard son and arch manipulator of evil in the play, but was, due to his inability for stringing the Bard’s words together and even had he, a thick Leith accent rendering them incomprehensible to delicate English ears, relegated to that of the main stage helper.


In fact, stage manager, for Billy was clever with his hands and knew how to work effects and machinery. An unwitting disciple of Archimedes, he pulled levers and changed a world upon the stage.


As Billy gazed out the window at a sea he had never bathed in, being baptised in the Waters of Leith along with all the other wild boys of the parish, it must be said of him that, again like Edmund, his instincts for evil were impeccable.


At the front, where every leader of men should be, Alfred allowed a vision of Henry Irving to enter his mind and conjectured how the great actor would look fallen from the battlements in Hamlet to break his neck and lie there on the stage, all animal magnetism fled.


The cast would gather round to gaze downwards at the dying prince. How sad, thought Alfred, how desperately sad it would be. But of course, the show must go on.


He lit a cigar, tried to forget the perils of precipitate finance and puffed out a cloud of obscuring smoke as the train rolled on, taking them all to a terminal conclusion.










 


Chapter 3


I am even 


The natural fool of fortune.


 


 


The human ran, the animal followed, both hurtled onwards by terror – the boy, a lank, disjointed figure, sallow pockmarked face crunched in panic. All his life it had been like this; moments of promised joy broken by persecution and pain.


The small dog yelped and, as the pursuing footsteps grew louder and nearer, it darted away in front, little legs driving piston-like as the beast disappeared into the morning mist of the cobbled, twisting wynd.


Vinegar Close, in fact.


Leith was fissured by these conduits, narrow alleys that gripped close upon entrance like a hand around the throat or so many cracks in a chamber pot; slots of ambush gouged out of the damp walls of a warren of crumbling buildings that housed families ten to a room like a nest of insects, rustling and writhing together in the night. Near the harbour, salt air stinging the face, they resembled a giant hive that crawled with scuttling humanity.


One of which was Plookie Galbraith, whose large feet slipped and crashed his body against the mildewed wall.


Good that wee Raggie Biscuit got away, they cannae injure the beast now – he has his wee collar, that’ll save him.


But what such fragmented thought had forgotten was that in the absence of one target another might appear all the more enticing.


As Plookie lurched onwards, the side of a leather boot clipped at his heels and the boy fell flat on his face, wind hammered out of the body.


A primitive superstition: if he lay face down they would go away because if he could not see them, they would not be there. What you cannot see cannot hurt. Only God sees everything. And He never interferes.


The same foot flipped Plookie over as if he were a dead rodent.


Eyes held shut: it might still work.


Then a cruel dig at skinny ribs goaded him into vision. Bob Golspie. That was bad enough but standing beside his large hulking frame was Niven Taggart. Jack-a-dandy. Dressed well – a real gentleman you might think but that was as far as it went.


It was said the devil had almond eyes, slanty, cold and yellow. Niven was Satan’s double. He smiled thinly and ground the toe of his fancy boots deeper just below the ribs, forcing a gasp out of his victim.


‘Where ye goin’ in such a hurry?’ he asked.


‘I – I – didnae want tae be late.’


Bob Golspie laughed. With his broad flat face you could easy mistake him for an Eskimo. You could also think he was a fat cheerful soul but that would be a mistake. Yet at least his violence was casual, he would swat at you like a fly. Niven was just born evil. He could walk into a low tavern and folk would feel a chill in the backbone as his slight stiletto figure slid inside, a baleful spirit.


Plookie had seen the two of them waiting on the corner and shot off another way but he must have left a trail of some kind because here they were.


And so was he. Open-eyed.


‘Ye work for Jean Brash now, I hear?’


A casual question riddled with danger, Niven’s eyes like icy pinpricks.


‘Aye – I help wi’ the horses. And the grass.’


‘She must pay ye well.’


‘Not much.’


The toe dug in again. Plookie winced and tried to play daft. Bob laughed. Niven looked bored.


‘Empty your poche.’


Plookie sat up and did so, making a good job of it, turning the dirty pockets inside out. Some coins fell on to the cobblestones. Small change. Bob scooped it up.


‘Ye get paid every week?’


‘Not much. Shillins. Wee coin.’


Niven suddenly hauled Plookie up off the ground with a slim arm like a steel bar, sliding out from a hidden harness the large hook-knife that was his preferred weapon. Taken from a lascar seaman, it was feared amongst the street keelies as a hellish cutter; it could operate both at close quarters and from distance. He had a butcher friend who kept it sharp. Niven paid for such diligent labour by cutting up the animal carcasses – he had become quite an expert in dismemberment.


As he had proved to himself not ten hours ago on a moonlit harbour. Up and through.


The hook now rested just under the boy’s groin and Plookie tried to keep the fear from showing on his face.


Play daft. Play stupid. Pray to God.


‘Don’t mark him,’ said Bob quickly. ‘We don’t want Jean Brash tae know.’


‘How come?’


‘She has friends, Niven.’


‘Such as?’


‘Jamie McLevy for a start.’


The policeman was one person in Leith who knew the wynds better than any of the keelies and he was also a thing to avoid, like the Canongate pox.


‘She has her ain street folk as well,’ Bob continued. ‘Best leave her. She’s Queen Bee.’


Niven smiled. He had his own thoughts on that, yes, his own private thoughts as he pulled Plookie near enough that the boy could smell some kind of scent.


Did Satan wear cologne? Barber’s scent, maybe? Niven was clean-shaven, not a hair on his face, smooth, small featured like a baby. Till you got to the eyes.


‘How much does she pay ye?’


Plookie thought to lie then thought again. If Niven found out, he’d be a gutted herring. But how could he find out?


‘On the Friday. Seven shillings.’


Liar – it was ten. And he had saved. And hidden. One day he wanted a place of his own. Out of the wynds.


‘Every week. Ye come tae us. Give us half. Ye don’t cheat or I’ll rip your guts like a pig’s bladder. Ye get paid. Ye give us half. For safeguard. That’s fair, eh?’


Niven’s gang operated a system where they ‘protected’ the denizens of Vinegar Close and their surrounding area from a violence that the keelies themselves would mostly inflict and generate, though there were other invaders that might seek to intrude.


Other gangs.


It is a mark of humanity that no one seems to be able to remain where deposited. As a dog will mark out its territory with copious urine, so they cross invisible lines of conflict and then kick hell out of one another. Nations, tribes, Napoleon, Alexander the Great, or even a bunch of keelies in the wynds of Leith.


‘Fair. Aye, dead fair,’ came the gormless answer.


Niven looked narrowly at Plookie Galbraith. It was hard to believe that the boy was so glaikit a specimen as presented – otherwise how come he had lived this long?


Last night Niven had watched a man die. A single strike. A secret kept. No one knew but him. Something that would give him a name amongst them all was on the approach, but you cannot neglect day-to-day proceedings.


‘Don’t mark him, eh?’ he asked.


Bob nodded solemnly in response.


‘Whit about this?’


Niven jabbed the heft of the hook-knife sharply into Plookie’s midriff to double him over at the sudden pain.


While Bob laughed, Niven bent his face close again.


‘I’m watching you, Plookie. One mistake. That’s all I need.’


Wide-eyed fear. Don’t wet yourself. Only the one pair of trews for all weathers.


‘And one day I’ll be calling you for a deed tae perform wi’ Jean Brash. One day.’


The boy nodded. Mouth agape. Slaver if it helps.


Then Niven strutted off followed by Bob while the other straightened up slowly and tried to stop any sudden tears forming in the eyes.


All his life Plookie had been battered by people like Niven. His gangling frame had no strength and no violence of intent. All his life.


And now he had a chance with Jean Brash. He had not long ago stood out in the pouring rain for her to spot out a pair of killers she had in mind to track down, and the woman never forgot a favour. That’s what she had said anyhow.


Plookie had been summoned to the Just Land; auld Hannah Semple had glowered at him and Angus the giant coachman had shaken his head. But Angus was from Aberdeen; they were a miserable collection up there.


And Jean was unmoved. She had been working in the garden and was wearing an old coat that somehow managed to look graceful on her body. Or rather, as happens with beauty, she loaned out grace and the coat was indebted.


‘He will help round the place and especially with the horses,’ said she to Angus. ‘He likes animals.’


A whimper from below brought Plookie out of his thoughts. The dog had returned and rubbed itself as if in apology against his thin ankles.


Plookie bent down and lifted the animal up to lie against the side of his neck and nuzzle in for comfort.


Raggie Biscuit. A good pal. Mongrel tae the bone.


While the dog shivered gratefully, Plookie’s fingers threaded round its collar, a rough piece of cloth that he had fashioned himself. As long as that held, all was safe. He had put a wee bit of paper with the dog’s name inside and, greatly daring, had added the rider, belongs tae the Just Land.


For the first time in their lives, he and his pal had a chance. But he would have to find a way through the mess. He couldnae tell Jean Brash about the pain in his gut, about this persecution of the innocent – she would think him weak – not to be trusted wi’ the horses.


What did Niven mean, a deed tae perform? That did not sound right. Not right at all.


And how could Plookie find a way?


A church clock struck the half-hour and he tumbled the dog to the ground where it growled happily enough.


Time to go. They would pass a big bake-hoose where the foreman Tam Duncan aye gave Plookie a poke of raggie crumbled biscuits for the dog.


How it got the name.


‘Come on, wee man,’ said the boy, clenching his hand into a fist of sorts. ‘We have work to do.’










 


Chapter 4


When the mind’s free, 


The body’s delicate


 


 


There were moments when the Just Land gave birth to a curious innocence. Jean looked at the girls as they squabbled over the morning laundry of a bawdy-hoose and felt like a somewhat compromised mother hen.


The flock comprised eight working magpies plus big Annie Drummond who added weight as a peacemaker when Hannah came down too hard. Besides an ability to conjure a sentimental tune from the piano of an evening to the newly replete or yet ravenous clientele, Annie could also, like the best magician, make six cream buns disappear in a blinding flash.


Companions to the magpies but birds of a different feather were Lily Baxter and Maisie Powers, who plied their trade in the cellar depths, dishing out a variety of well-merited physical flagellation on the bare behinds belonging to various captains of industry. The two were prepared to lower their standards and insert the odd high court judge, surgeon or landed gentry, but for the most part preferred the exploiters of human labour as a target for painful remonstrance. Since God in his infinite wisdom allowed these capital fellows to wax and prosper, it seemed only right, to Maisie, that she redeem their wicked ways by, at times, prostrating them far from gently across the Berkley Horse, and then leathering hell out of them.


Upon request, of course.


Who knows why these fine and decent lords and masters wished to be punished – they led an exemplary life and other than a slight tendency to lay up treasures upon earth rather than heaven, were model citizens admired beyond measure by their impoverished workforce – yet for some reason they found the action of yoking pain to pleasure well nigh irresistible.


So they suffered and rejoiced. Shrived in blissful agony. Worth every penny.


And paid on completion to Mistress Brash. The horse, being a contraption of cuffs and wooden struts to hold the body in place, did not need payment or feeding.


Maisie was a sturdy, well-built harbinger of such ministrations, while her companion-in-arms, Lily, was a bundle of good-natured energy. Deaf and dumb from the womb, a grin never far from her face, she tiptoed through depravity as a child playing hopscotch – and every night entwined her pocket Venus of a body around Maisie before they drifted off to a well-earned respite.


Sister of Mercy.


This morning, in common with all the other girls, they were flapping the damp sheets at one another before pegging them out on the line.


It was Jean’s decree that no matter how wild the night before, after a strong breakfast round the big table in the kitchen where gossip mingled with the porridge, the girls decamped to the washing house where, fluttering fingers or not, the previously washed bed linen was put through a wringer the squeezing rollers of which at times put a thoughtful gleam in Lily’s eyes, and then, weather permitting, hung out on the rope to dry. This was the signal for all kinds of mischief but under Hannah’s stern eye, wherever a clod of muddy grass cuttings was thrown it had best never land on the sheets.


A practical side to all this: it was a chance for both Jean and Hannah to observe the morale of the troops, for, like it or not, they were an army of sorts, or perhaps more accurately, a family.


Each magpie was examined by the doctor every month and the clients were sheathed up like an Egyptian Mummy when the vital moment reared its head.


Plus the fact that no matter the shenanigans, one hint of violence from the client towards a girl and he was out on his ear, courtesy of an elegant escort from Jean, a twitch of the razor from Hannah or a boot in the behind from Angus should the fellow not take a hint.


Better pastoral care could not have been taken of these young women were they novices in a convent.


Yet it was a dangerous life, as Jean well knew from her own bitter past. She had witnessed violent and abusive acts with lethal results as she rose through the ranks of the frail sisterhood. One face in particular haunted her: a wee Inverness lassie, her face cut to ribbons by a jealous rival. She herself had been a young magpie then and had thrown her body over to protect the victim, but it was too late. This was not a Sunday school.


And so as their laughter rose to the sky along with the crows, the girls were keenly scrutinised for any tensions without or within.


The Dalrymple twins were, as usual, peas in a pod. An odd symbiotic pair that truly seemed to be the one person split in twain. They finished each other’s sentences and men without turning a hair.


‘Nettie Dunn is pittin’ on the beef,’ Hannah muttered aside to Jean. ‘Eats like a horse.’


‘Takes all sorts,’ replied her mistress sagely. ‘What was it that Dumfries farmer used to say?’


‘Ye want a cratur ye can find in the dark,’ recited Hannah.


While Jean smiled at the idea, the aforesaid Nettie turned with a face full of cheek to demand, ‘Mistress, when are we getting our pictures painted?’


‘Ye’ll get damn all paintit except your impudent neb,’ Hannah retorted. ‘Get back tae work!’


The girls giggled and did so but Nettie had raised a sore point. Against the old woman’s strenuous advice and warnings of doom, Jean had agreed to let a female painter shortly enter the hallowed portals and depict the magpies in portraiture.


Sketches and more detailed drawings, not obviously of the girls in full flow but on the wing as it were. Resting after honest toil or preparing to later engage in same. There would be, however, no trace of a patriarchal hand. Or face. Not that the clientele would welcome that event.


Seeing their lustful faces framed in a gallery might not add much to familial or conjugal bliss should the good wife be on hand.


The fact that the painter in question was daughter to a man of the cloth cut no ice with Hannah. Was the woman, Sarah Baines, though teaching art at a fine girls school in St Andrews, not of a Sapphic mode?


At least the Mistress had described her so; Hannah had quite a few other words that came to mind.


And was she not also cheek by jowl with the headmistress of that same school, one of those women who were aye bursting to get equal rights for their sex?


As far as the old woman was concerned, if that’s what they wanted, they could damned well work for it the same way she did. Ye get nothing for nothing.


But Jean was intrigued by artistic notions and furthermore, on the nothing-for-nothing principle, had been promised by Sarah that a certain bawdy-hoose keeper might likewise be immortalised, and if the drawing proved true then further emblazoned in oil. Full length, of course, fully dressed, and dignified as hell. A lady of fashion. Mistress of all she surveyed.


And was she not embroiled deeply in the arts already as regards a rough-hewn sculptor, Jack Burns, who was forever trying to persuade her to model as a naked goddess? He had seen then worshipped at the unclothed human version and therefore proposed a deification of sorts.


For some reason being chipped at in effigy by a stone chisel in a draughty studio where the only warm place was a small coal fire if you discounted Jack’s narrow wee palliasse on the floor and even then you needed two bodies at full tilt, did not inspire a similar inclination in Jean.


So she kept art at arm’s length and the warm circulation of Mister Burns close to hand. Allowed him to visit her private room in the Just Land at times yet only for a candlelit meal and he never stayed the night.


Her bed was her own nest. The odd newborn baby might drop in now and again but that was in dreamland.


At arm’s length is aye the best, let folk too near and they’ll tear you limb from limb.


Though art was an insidious wee devil and there was something else in which she had recently invested so this afternoon she might take Mister Burns on a little trip.


The city of Edinburgh itself was going to celebrate this spring by a festival of sorts where many cultural recitals would be enacted with the mooted high spot a gala performance of King Lear – ‘buggerlugs’, as Hannah pronounced when Jean described the rough plot of the play to her. ‘The man’s an eejit.’


The notion of hard-earned bawdy-hoose money going anywhere near arty-crafty pursuits would have given the old woman a fit of the sulphur jaundies, so Jean had kept this secret for the moment though later on this day she might slip away to see the investment for herself. Hannah notwithstanding.


Yet despite any such caveats, trade was good, culture in the air, the birds were on the wing and surely nothing could go wrong?


Except that Jean had heard rumours from her people on the street that there was trouble, bad trouble, mooted between the keelie gangs and possibly something planned in Leith that had little to do with art.


That would be a criminal act. A criminal act would involve James McLevy – on the side of justice.


And somehow her name had become involved, even though she had made it her business to carefully separate herself from a previous life outside the law.


This included, if you were to believe vile rumour, fire raising, insurance swindles, pocket-delving of respectable citizens, justifiable blackmail and, to top the bill, arsenic poisoning of a certain violent procurer, evil swine, and business partner, by the name of one Henry Preger.


A malevolent bastard who deserved to die, yet surely not by the fair hand of Mistress Brash?


But that was long ago, this was now.


Her visitor of last night would have wished to involve Jean in a felony of some proportion but she had hushed him there and then with the following advice.


‘Don’t even tell her. Don’t even begin. Leave it lay. Drink your champagne. You look handsome as a prince, Erik my bonny fellow – stay that way and get back on the boat.’


Hannah heard the same rumours as Jean and had carefully sharpened the edge of her cut-throat razor.


While Maisie Powers, despite her usual rough housing with Lily, had a deep worry nagging about her wee brother Richie who had an easy smile but wicked ways. He was going to the devil – a process easy to begin and hard to stop for the small of stature – and hanging out with some nefarious keelies.


April is a dangerous period – things that have been dormant for a length of time start poking up. A sudden outcry from the girls signalled that they had spotted the tall figure of Plookie Galbraith trying to sneak in by unlocking a side gate near the stables. They enjoyed the boy’s red-faced confusion but there was no malice in the teasing and Jean waved him onwards.


‘Angus is waiting,’ she called, voice cutting through the crisp, sheet-drying air. ‘And so are the cuddies. Clean out that stable.’


‘And ye’re late!’


The boy waved awkwardly to acknowledge Hannah’s admonishment and shot off out of sight, followed by his wee scabby mutt of a dog.


‘Wha was it in the Bible, had a’ they plagues. Boils and god knows all whit kind o’ suffering?’ asked the old woman out of the blue.


‘Job, I think,’ answered Jean. ‘Why?’


‘That laddie reminds me o’ such a person.’


A somewhat sweeping statement and had Hannah known the good book more intimately, she may have been assured that Job was eventually rewarded by the Almighty.


Mind you, that was after going through eternities of pain and tribulation.


And the Bible has its moments of inaccuracy.










 


Chapter 5


Things that love night 


Love not such nights as these


Edinburgh, February 1844


In her bedroom, she bent over the basin and tried to contain the bile that was forming in her throat. A young woman attempting to be brave in spite of the nagging fear that twisted in her heart.


Outside there was a storm, rain battering on the windows like a bad conscience.


He had told her it would be safe. He was older, wiser, she was not to worry but he was from a lower class, an employee. If her mother and especially her father knew what had been perpetrated by his trusted helper? But she loved him. Or did she? She had to love him.


And Dermot had told her that the stars shone out of her eyes, the Irish charm of him. Though what would he say when she confessed that love just brought up your breakfast and was now staking a claim to supper as well?


It might merely be a sickness, an ague, something she had eaten, but this had lasted too long. Each morning, a disgorged meal. Thank god she had a family reputation as a small eater. For a moment her lips twisted in humour at this idea but then the bile rose again.


Of late, such sick disappeared down the privy but this occasion, due to the unwelcome time of night, the upstairs was occupied. Her father Thomas took an inordinately long time to have a bowel movement and the girl was afraid if she went downstairs she might inadvertently vomit before gaining sanctuary. Like the cat being sick. But cats made a low growling noise; she just covered her mouth like a proper lady.


And the housekeeper Margaret had been eyeing her with some suspicion. The old woman had a nose for any kind of scandal and regarded herself as a cut above the serving classes though the girl could sometimes smell a trace of cheap whisky on the breath.


Everyone in this house had a secret.


The girl retched quietly and mopped her face with a cloth that she would have to smuggle out and jettison into the bushes when she took a healthful walk in one of the parks. Every inch the young lady. But what to do with the contents of the bowl?


The door opened out of the blue without so much as a knock and Margaret was standing there. For a moment there was a chill silence while the storm howled like a soul in agony outside. It was February, a grim wrenching time of the year when spring seemed a promise not to be kept, darkness lay over the city like a funeral pall and stray lights from the street lampposts provided insufficient relief as slates whirled off a neighbouring rooftop to crash in pieces on the cobblestones below.


Of course her family roof was safe and solid.


Storm proof.


Finally the old woman spoke. ‘Are you over, Miss Jennet?’ Jennet was a pet name she had used all these years when addressing her wee charge, who was now a young woman with a lifelong quandary.


The girl nodded. She could not meet the other’s eye as the old servant passed by her, picked up the heavy basin, draped a napkin from the sideboard over the guilty contents and walked back to the door.


There she turned, the affected tones at odds with such brutal truth delivered.


‘You should have never let him near. A serving employee. A hireling. Not even a white collar, Miss Jennet. Irish to boot.’


With that remonstration she was gone. Leaving the girl to look at her image in the mirror, above where the basin had been set.


For the young lady’s toilette. So that she might form herself into an acceptable young female adjunct to the family of Thomas Shields, bookbinder.


So Margaret knew. One servant knew, and the other who visited the house to pledge his time and allegiance to her father was most definitely aware that rules as well as hymens had been broken.


To what consequence? All her life she had fought against these rules but had never found support, only stony faces. Until Dermot. Until the day he had laid his hand upon her back. Lightly. So lightly, you could scarce believe the touch.


And that touch bred others. At first in the home here and then in his lodging room with the sounds of squalling children piercing through the thin walls. When she should have been walking in the park.


Their laughter together had conquered all. But laughter fades like the morning dew.


Her dark auburn hair was sweaty, a fleck of the sick even stuck to a tendril, the light sage-coloured eyes set wide apart and staring into the glass.


Her father had a book – the poetry and songs of Robert Burns – a gift from an employer of his craft. As a child she had been forbidden to see inside that volume lest the sentiments within corrupt, and of course it drew her like a magnet. One poem that caught her eye, a hurried eye in case she was discovered, ‘Aye Fond Kiss’.


Had we never lov’d sae kindly,


Had we never lov’d sae blindly,


Never met or never parted,


We had ne’er been broken-hearted.


 


A violent gust of wind rattled the window. She looked out into the black nightscape and could see the spinning lights on the masts of the ships as they whipped perilously through the angry distant ocean.


At the mercy of something beyond their control.










 


Chapter 6


Allow not nature more than nature needs,


Man’s life’s as cheap as beast’s


Leith, April 1883


A small crab scuttled along the shingle as the spray rose from an angry departing tide bullied by a hidden moon in the morning sky that tugged it about as a child would some loving mother fast running out of patience.


The crab came up against an ashen lifeless hand where it lay at the end of an outstretched arm, the fingers bleached with salt water, invading the whole body through pores that were still open for business.


The flesh was soft. It would deteriorate as all things do when left to linger by an absence of life.


While the crustacean poked out a claw to establish possible avenues of edibility, a slack mound below the bent thumb in the palm of the hand offering a starter of sorts, this contemplation was broken by footsteps on the shale crunching towards the inert repast.


Off went a disappointed segment of marine life and upon the scene came Inspector James McLevy and Constable Martin Mulholland.


The wind whipped in off the sea to hit them both amidships but caused no resulting lack of balance. Neither did it shift the corpse.


The policemen made an odd pair. One – the inspector – might have been mistaken for a grizzled merman though instead of a crown of tangled seaweed he sported a low-brimmed bowler and in place of pronged trident an old service revolver tucked away in a reinforced inside pocket. The eyes were slate-grey and deep set, countenance parchment white and the whole assembly not unlike a Roman ruin that still held a few historically valid nooks and crannies. His body was square, solid, with surprisingly dainty hands and feet; however, there was an indefinable sense of barely contained violence always ready to erupt.


As far as the criminal fraternity of Leith were concerned, this incipient ferocity was only too often defined especially when backed up by the second arrival. Mulholland was more akin to a lighthouse than a mythical sea-creature. He did not so much tower over folk as loom. His face was open and candid as a farm-boy’s, with clear blue eyes, and the guileless whole might lull the witless into thinking him an easy mark. That would have been an error of judgement. Unlike the inspector, he had little fat to spare, body lean as a greyhound, and his chosen weapon was a self-fashioned hickory stick that came down like the Hand of God, though it was rarely followed by exaltation, more often a sojourn in Leith Station’s flea-ridden cells.


At this moment, however, neither man had need of physical exertion. A dead body may cause mayhem in the future but at the present it just lay there – an empty mussel shell.


Silence. The wind whipping, a distant seagull shrieking out a warning that justice was in the vicinity.


Mulholland finally spoke, a soft Irish lilt that cut against the terse reported circumstance.


‘An old fellow on the shore found him – well, to be truthful, the dog did. Chasing a ball.’


‘Whit kind of ball?’


‘Golf. The old fellow had a mashie niblick. He hit the ball, the dog chased it.’


‘Whit kind of dog?’


‘West Highland terrier.’


‘Small, then?’


‘That’s established.’


McLevy grunted. This was supposed to be his day off; he had stayed up the night before drinking bad coffee and poring over some forensic papers, then on a whim popping over to peruse Edgar Allen Poe’s A Descent into the Maelstrom before falling into an uneasy sleep peopled with maritime wraiths being sucked into the gaping maw of a big monster with bloodshot eyes. That the monster bore a passing resemblance to his own Lieutenant Roach did not, even in the wildness of the dream, escape the inspector’s notice.
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