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1 June 1822: The Old Royal Botanic Garden, Leith Walk, Edinburgh


A small crowd gathers on the street outside the McNabs’ cottage on days when the trees set off for the new Garden at Broomlaw, a mile and a half distant. The dew is fresh on the leaves, shimmering in the sunshine as the first of eight carts bearing precious cargo rolls through the gates onto the road. A barefoot girl of no more than six years of age jumps up and down in excitement, her face traced with grime though she must be on her way to the dame school. ‘Look, Jamie! Look!’ she squeals.


It is an extraordinary sight. Alder and ash, cedar and fir, oak and willow, trees of twenty, thirty and forty feet transplanted into huge wooden barrels proceeding one behind the other, the carthorses bent to their task, hauling them up the gentle slope, the huge wheels turning slowly as they make their way towards town. Twigs quiver and branches sway though there is no breeze on this summer morning. The gardeners smirk. This work, they know, is historic. People will remember seeing it their whole lives, the transplantation of acres of ground, shrub by shrub and tree by tree, backbreaking work though it is. They have been pioneering the process for several weeks. Nobody has ever attempted it before – not on this scale.


The head gardener, William McNab, watches each cart as it leaves, checking that every tree is secure before taking his place on the last wagon. He looks up and waves goodbye to his wife, Betty, standing at the window of the upper floor, holding their youngest so the infant can see the spectacle as it recedes up the hill towards town. The child will remember this as a fairy tale, unsure if the mass of moving leaf and branch that dwarfs his father’s frame is any more real than the kelpies, goblins and fairies whom his sister Catherine spins into diverting stories for her younger siblings every night before bed.


‘Hold her steady, man,’ McNab directs the coachman. It is all about momentum. More than four miles an hour, and the trees could overturn the carts, for the weight of even the largest conveyance is far less than the tree it bears. He tries not to fuss. There are only a couple of hundred trees in the old arboretum and over the last year the men have hauled thousands of bushes and flowering shrubs, aloes and cacti – but the larger ones still cause McNab concern. In spite of this, he endeavours to leave his men to their business. If he’s honest, he likes accompanying the processions because of the stir they cause. The trees are some sight. A veritable wonder.


The ragged children fall in behind the carts, running in the strange, long shadows the trunks cast onto the beaten earth. They stare up at the foliage as it passes overhead. ‘Hey, mister!’ one boy shouts, indicating the spectacle. ‘How do you put them up there? Do you have a giant to do it?’


McNab has no time to tell the lad that the trees are not like dandelions, pulled from the ground in an easy movement. The roots must rest for weeks after being carefully dug out, and they will need to rest again before being watered and replanted at the new site. He invented an entirely new machine to lever the barrelled trees onto each cart, but it seems too flashy to admit that the success of this operation is down to him – both his knowledge and his inventiveness. He is only doing his job, after all. It’s nice to be stretched. William McNab would not be satisfied with a job comprised of fripperies – the task of growing pansies for the side tables of aristocratic drawing rooms or running the kitchen garden of a grand house to make sure the master has pineapple for the dining table when he requires it and grapes from his own vines. The Botanic Garden is dedicated to science. To medicine. Each plant bears properties vital to the apothecary’s art.


‘If you don’t get to your lesson the master will skelp you,’ McNab scolds the lad who asked the question. ‘Go on now!’


The forest rumbles towards Edinburgh as the children lose heart and turn in the direction of Pilrig, where the school bell is pealing.










Chapter One
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Warriston Crescent, Canonmills, Edinburgh


Belle Brodie is often amused by society’s reaction to her. The illegitimate daughter of the granddaughter of a duke, she was brought up in the country, for it is to the country that the women of wealthy families are sent when they disgrace their good name, and it is there that their mistakes are educated by extremely strict governesses in the hope that those mistakes will not make further mistakes and family honour can be recouped.


This morning, having in her twenty-five years confounded all the meagre hopes that the elders of the Brodie clan had of her, Belle rolls over and yawns as her maid, Nellie Patterson, opens the embroidered Chinese silk curtains and folds back the shutters. Belle squints into the grey morning.


‘Eugh,’ she says and falls back on the pillows. Nellie fetches the breakfast tray. Her mistress is unusual, spurning the hot chocolate and buttered rolls that most wealthy women favour when they rise. Instead, Belle breaks her fast with smoky Chinese tea, a shot of whisky and a plate of oysters scooped out of the Firth of Forth and delivered to the kitchen by a Newhaven fishwife who carries her wares in a basket on her back three miles to and from the harbour. This time of year, the job is even more tedious – the oysters are breeding and the fishermen charge extra, to sort the mature shellfish from the new season’s crop. Some refuse to do so, maintaining the oysters should not be harvested over the summer. Belle considers this an affront – she wants nothing else for breakfast and if this causes extra work, does it not also create gainful employment?


‘I’ll wear the blue spencer with the brocade over my muslin,’ she says and yawns once again. Through the uneven glass, a mottled duck with five ducklings floats past on the foamy swell of the Water of Leith which runs along the bottom of the garden. Since the tannery closed on the other side of the bridge, the water has become more congruent with nature. When Belle first moved into the house at Warriston Crescent, it was not unusual to wake to what looked like a river of blood. Now the water seems practically rural.


She turns her attention to the tray, knocking back the whisky with a smack of her rosebud lips. Nellie moves silent as a shadow into the dressing room to lay the outfit her mistress has chosen onto the chaise longue.


‘Put out the ox-blood boots,’ Belle calls after her, for today she is going out. Nellie appears in the doorway.


‘Shall I tell Jamie to fetch the carriage?’


Belle spoons vinegar onto her first oyster.


‘Later,’ she says. ‘I’ve a message to run.’


Nellie doesn’t ask. Messages are usually her province but if the mistress wishes to undertake a maid’s work, who is she to question her? She is paid, after all, 6 shillings a year more than any other girl of her acquaintance, and in addition has her share of a guinea from each of Miss Brodie’s gentlemen at Christmas, which is given for the discretion of the staff. Nellie, Jamie, Mrs Grant the cook and Claire the understairs maid all take this seriously and never utter either of the men’s names, in the house or out of it.


As the oysters slip down, Belle takes in the room with satisfaction. This little house (for the crescent is certainly not as grand as the Perthshire estate where she was sequestered for the first sixteen years of her life) is pretty, and Belle has, she feels, appointed it well. She takes in the image of herself in the gilt mirror on her dressing table, propped on plump pillows in an almost sheer gold nightdress edged with dark lace. Her auburn hair is still in ringlets from the night before and her sky-blue eyes are brightening. She smiles.


It gives her pleasure that here she is, nine years after she left home, at twenty-five years of age, where she never ought to have been – only a few yards north of the municipal boundary of Edinburgh – in a property bought with the money she extracted from her half-brother, Joseph, in exchange for the destruction of inappropriate letters their father sent to her mother two decades before and building her own fortune by means of generous allowances paid by two married men who are happy to have even half her attention.


This is not to say that Belle Brodie makes her living only by selling her body. She is fully aware, flirting aside, that her brain is her greatest asset and, as she grows older, she knows this organ will determine her prospects far more than her pretty eyes or slim ankles. Even the most talented courtesan has not much more than a decade to make enough money to last her whole life – from whoring, that is. But in addition to the activities she undertakes with her gentlemen, Belle has other plans.


To this end, an hour later, wearing her new velvet hat with the ostrich feather trim and a military jacket, Belle crosses the main thoroughfare at the end of the street. Slim and only five feet and two inches tall, the overall impression is of an attractive but determined fairy general. Masonry dust hangs in the air and coats the leaves of the bay trees planted at the end of the terrace. The dust has been an habitual problem in Edinburgh since the end of the last century, when the town council started building the Athens of the North on farmland beyond the old Nor Loch. It has, however, only seriously troubled the residents of Canonmills more recently as investors have begun to build on sites further down the hill, now the first phases of the New Town are complete.


As Belle approaches Tanfield the smell of urine rises from the mud, though the tanners are long gone. Some enterprising businessman will build on this site, no doubt (there are rumours that a gas company has entered negotiations to secure it and that they plan to light up Princes Street and after that the rest of the town). But for now, Edinburgh’s byways abide in darkness at night and Belle has rented one of the sheds. She knocks and is admitted by a studious-looking lad called Edzel McBain who grins as he pushes his tiny reading spectacles down his nose and peers at her over the top of them.


‘Good morning, Miss Brodie,’ he says reverently and locks the door behind his mistress. Belle has rescued this boy, and he is indebted to her. The son of a drunken Thistle Street porter, Edzel was eleven when he began delivering parcels on his father’s behalf. Every time Belle saw the lad he reminded her of an owl desperate to escape the nest. A misfit. As he tarried awkwardly on the doorstep one day, she questioned him.


‘Have you no other messages to get on with?’


‘Naw, miss,’ he said, shifting from foot to foot, not wanting to go though she had given him his penny.


Belle can read people and she read Edzel admirably. She made enquiries. The boy excelled at school but had no prospects and fewer friends. Belle offered to pay for tuition to see if he might gain a place at the medical school. She likes the idea of a doctor who owes her his living – not that she would ever be graceless enough to put it that way. For the last three years she has covered Edzel’s expenses and twice a week the boy undergoes lessons given by a minister housed in a single, attic room in Cumberland Street. At night the boy crams by the light of two tallow lamps until well after midnight here in the shed, where he now lives.


Beyond Edzel’s tidily made box-bed, the other fittings in the shed betray activities halfway between a laboratory and illicit still – Belle’s manufactory. While Belle knows that a woman who makes her own money can never be a lady, she also knows many ladies residing in the New Town have slaves to make their money for them. Belle, on the other hand, has different ideas, and if they come off, she will secure her position just as well as any girl of her class might hope to do by marrying the heir to a large fortune.


Today the air in the shed smells of a herbal concoction with the faintest whiff of tar. Jars of oil line a set of shelves, reminiscent of a rogue surgeon’s museum, though the shady yellow liquid contains not the severed heads of babies or the detritus of major surgery with its tumours and cankers, but a selection of barks and roots. Small barrels are piled to one side marked with chalk. Two stills are set on the bench. In the corner is a table stacked with books and a single chair tucked beneath it.


‘Did the orris come?’ Belle asks.


The boy shakes his head.


‘I went to the port twice, but it wisnae there, miss.’


Belle sighs. She rarely wants anything for long before being satisfied. At first she found it intriguing to be denied, but the shipment they are waiting for has taken too long. Edzel, nervous that Miss Brodie might be disappointed, cuts in.


‘Miss?’


Belle smiles reassuringly. ‘There is nothing you can do,’ she assures him.


‘Will Dr Brodie be angry?’ Edzel asks.


Belle takes a moment. It has not occurred to her that Edzel, who is a bright lad, might not have reasoned that she is the intended recipient of the packets and letters arriving for Dr Brodie. The boy has had a great deal to overcome in life, but not that, she thinks. No serious botanist would correspond with a woman, at least not one without prodigious family connections and a decent garden from which they might receive seeds and specimens in return for their assistance. Women who sell themselves are seldom taken seriously by anyone other than their lovers. Edzel is a little in love with Belle himself – the crush of a schoolboy – and cannot, it comes to her now, imagine that she has obstacles of her own and that the gentlemen across the country, or indeed, the world, with whom she corresponds believe her to be a gentleman too.


‘I will try something else in the meantime,’ she says. ‘We will have it in the end, Edzel, by hook or by crook.’


With that she motions towards the door and the boy jumps to open it.


‘Good day,’ she says smartly, enjoying the sudden waft of scent from a pine box crammed with lilacs, which Edzel has somehow disturbed in opening the door. ‘And don’t let anyone in, mind,’ she adds.


‘Oh no, miss. Never.’ The boy almost salutes.










Chapter Two
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The self-same morning, four miles to the north, Elizabeth Rocheid stands on deck waiting for the Port of Leith to come into sight. This far north, the haar clings to the coastline like a wet shroud, so there is no view to be had of the shore along the firth. The short voyage to Scotland has been turbulent and the other passengers (all three of them) have been sick. Elizabeth feels proud of her sea legs – a tribute to a childhood pottering on rafts on the River Wye. Now she tries to ignore her nervousness about what Scotland will be like, and instead focuses on the sails being trimmed.


As the ship nears the dock and a waft of foul water rises to the deck, Elizabeth returns to the cabin to check her things – two trunks and a portmanteau, which are not much to show for ten years in the house at Richmond her husband rented before he died. She sold almost everything in the run up to her departure – most of the furniture and even William’s clothes – but careful management allowed her to keep a maid until the end. Now she needn’t worry any longer. She runs her palms up her arms to smooth her long, unlined tan leather gloves that have seen better days and pats her portmanteau. A long, shrill whistle sounds on deck. She has the letters from William’s cousin, James, in her reticule and now that she is close to meeting him, she feels both nervousness and relief. She will be safe. Provided for at last.


When the ship docks, the port is misty. Elizabeth squints, making out a carriage with mulberry livery waiting by a shabby warehouse. It looks fine, if a little old-fashioned. A heraldic emblem is emblazoned on the side. She remembers seeing a similar design once on a gold signet ring that William wore when they were courting – he took her hand, kissed it and then apologized for forgetting himself. She brushes the thought aside. She has left London now, and never intends to go back. The gangplank in place, she steps down to inspect the carriage. The driver is a lad of no more than sixteen – blond, pink-cheeked and angelic.


‘Rocheid?’ she asks.


‘Yes, ma’am.’ He jumps down. ‘Are you for Broompark?’


Elizabeth eyes the boy. She glances through the small window into the empty carriage. She thought James would come to meet her. We are looking forward to your arrival. Is that not what he wrote? Still, she does not like to ask.


‘I have trunks,’ she gestures towards the ship.


‘I’ll see to it.’


‘Are you . . . the footman?’ He is not wearing anything that resembles a uniform. The boy stares sheepishly at his feet.


‘I’m the undergardener, ma’am,’ he admits. ‘The stableman’s mother isnae well and he went to Liberton. I’ve a way with horses, so they sent me.’


‘Mr Rocheid keeps only one stableman?’ Her stomach sinks. Has she jumped, she wonders, from the frying pan into the fire? The letters spoke of an estate. She resists the urge to remove the pages from her reticule and double check. The boy shakes his head.


‘Mr Rocheid keeps a separate coach house, ma’am. You’ll be staying at Inverleith House with Lady Clementina and this is the carriage stabled there.’


She feels relieved and decides, for now, to leave the question of who on earth Lady Clementina might be. She does not wish to advertise that she is anything other than a fully informed member of the Rocheid family. Come to think of it, when James Rocheid wrote to her, he used the word ‘we’ instead of ‘I’. Lady Clementina, she thinks. It is an old-fashioned name. She gestures towards the carriage door and the boy opens it.


‘Two trunks and a portmanteau,’ she says.


As they set off, he informs her that he is not taking the turnpike road, for he has a message to deliver. Elizabeth does not object. She watches the streets of Leith as the carriage passes. They are remarkably clean, she thinks. The road looks new. There is some industry on it and one or two fine houses set back from the traffic. Elizabeth strains in her seat, keeping her eye on the sea, now in the distance across the fields. Squealing beggar children run alongside the carriage – a dangerous game. She is aware she is trundling uphill and that it is getting sunnier as the journey progresses. She wonders when she will first glimpse the famous silhouette of Edinburgh Castle. At a terrace of recently completed houses marked Picardy Place, the carriage halts and she peers outside as her driver disappears into a wide basement to deliver his message. On the other side of the carriage there is a hill with an unimpressive building on its summit, but that, she tells herself, surely cannot be the castle. When the boy returns, she hails him out of the window.


‘That’s the observatory, ma’am,’ he says. Then he smiles. ‘The Broomlaw is not much further. If it’s the castle you wish to see, there is a bonnie view from the house.’


Elizabeth’s hands feel weak. This is a big change, and it suddenly feels very real. She is so nervous she cannot clasp her reticule and it slips down her skirts to the carriage floor. Making two soft fists that would hardly crush a butterfly, she retrieves the bag as the carriage turns right down a steep hill and stops so suddenly that she is jolted almost out of her seat. She stares out of the window with increasing impatience. Why can’t this lad just get to her destination? Surely they would have been there by now had he taken the turnpike road.


The street, however, seems engaged in some kind of spectacle. Further down the hill several well-dressed people have come outside and are pointing at whatever lies ahead. Cooks and maids have climbed the stairs from their basements. Hall boys are tarrying in doorways. From the carriage Elizabeth can make out three jam-smeared children, diverted from their breakfast, who are hanging out of a window. Deciding to investigate for herself, she knocks on the box above her head where the boy is sitting and calls, ‘I’m coming down!’


She doesn’t wait for him to open the door. Beneath her feet there is only a beaten track, so she is careful not to mark the hem of her dress. Elizabeth has worn her best outfit to meet James Rocheid. What she sees, however, puts all thought of her absent benefactor and her place at Inverleith House out of her head, for in front of her there is a procession of trees moving slowly down the street.


‘Oh,’ she says, as if her voice were not her own and another, delighted woman has uttered the exclamation. All she can think of is Birnam Wood moving to Dunsinane in Macbeth. Perhaps in Scotland such things are possible.


The trees halt abruptly. As she stares she realizes that this has been caused by one particular tree, which must be, at her reckoning, over thirty feet in height. It is some kind of evergreen, a fir perhaps, though she does not recognize the exact species. Two men jump down to secure the ropes with which it has been tied to a cart while another settles the four horses pulling this massive load. ‘We must go slower, Tommy,’ he instructs. ‘Like Mr McNab said.’


Elizabeth gawps. There are seven trees ahead of this one. She recognizes a sycamore, an alder and a willow among them, the roots contained in huge oak barrels like bulky travelling skirts, all on carts.


‘Excuse me,’ she calls to a fellow who is watching the men secure the cargo. ‘What is this?’ Her voice trails. The man smiles and doffs his hat.


‘We are moving the Botanic Garden, ma’am. Have you not heard?’


‘A botanic garden? Indeed. I am lately arrived from Richmond and have often visited the garden at Kew,’ she manages to get out.


The man introduces himself.


‘I am William McNab,’ he says, ‘the head gardener. I was trained at Kew.’


‘How do you do. I am Mrs Elizabeth Rocheid,’ she tells him. Her surname has an immediate effect. A look of respect passes across McNab’s face. Then he catches a glimpse of one of the men who is tying a knot incorrectly. His blue eyes flash, as if the fellow were hurting a small child.


‘Not like that,’ he snaps, then to Elizabeth, ‘excuse me.’ He steps in to tie the knot himself and as he does so, Elizabeth notices that two young ladies have rushed out of one of the houses carrying an easel. Setting it on the ground, one begins to sketch the strange procession while the other looks over her shoulder. She will have to work like lightning, Elizabeth thinks. The plants will be off in a minute. How often can anyone say that?


As Mr McNab returns to her side, she notices the comforting scent of soil, which emanates from him as if it is in his blood.


‘I imagine that we are neighbours. If your destination is Inverleith House,’ he says.


‘It is.’ A flutter in her stomach as she remembers.


‘Will you be staying long?’


‘It is my new home, Mr McNab.’ She wants to ask him about it but the most she can get out is, ‘I was not aware that the property bordered a botanic garden.’


‘We are not yet, ma’am, what I would call a garden.’ He smiles. ‘More a large open-air potting area.’


She gestures towards the parade of trees. ‘This is impressive. I would not have imagined it possible to move such mature specimens.’


McNab grins. He decides to own the achievement. Why not? ‘It is a process of my own design.’


‘Well, it is impressive. You must write about it, Mr McNab. In a monthly magazine? Or even a book. It is quite the amazement.’


He nods. ‘In time,’ he says doubtfully. ‘In truth I must understand the process fully first. We have lost a dozen trees or more. They did not survive.’


‘How many have you moved?’


McNab pauses as he makes a reckoning.


‘We have near three thousand plants at the new site. Not all trees, of course. I’d say we have over a hundred mature specimens in the arboretum. And several smaller.’


Elizabeth laughs. ‘I would like to see this “potting area” of yours.’


‘You would be very welcome.’


‘At Kew I helped upon occasion. I drew for Sir Joseph Banks for four years – until his death. Recording the plants and helping in his herbarium. Perhaps I might be of assistance?’


McNab’s demeanour becomes serious. ‘We are always in need of botanical illustrations, ma’am. The Garden belongs to the university and is principally used for the purpose of instructing medical students. To be able to demonstrate in winter how the plants look when they flower, for example, is a boon. We have several unusual items that remain unillustrated.’


‘I will call once I am settled,’ she promises. She feels less nervous now she has a task ahead of her. ‘When I knew I was coming to Scotland I had not thought . . .’ She starts. ‘I mean, I knew there would be heather. And thistles, of course. But I did not expect such . . . variety.’ She chooses the word carefully though what she means is that she did not expect such civilization.


It is McNab’s turn to laugh now.


‘We are still building greenhouses, but,’ he lowers his voice, ‘I think you will find our range of exotics rival what you have seen in London, though perhaps we are less in funds.’ That flash of humour again. Solid but good-natured. She likes Mr McNab.


‘Hey!’ he shouts to one of the drivers. ‘Be careful now. Go slowly.’


‘Yes sir,’ the man says. He gees up the horses and the cart moves off at a gentle pace. McNab doffs his hat once more.


‘We must get on,’ he says. ‘We don’t want to hold you up any more than necessary.’


Back in the carriage, all Elizabeth can think is that if the grounds of her new home border a botanic garden and there is a lawn with a view of the castle, surely it will not be so bad. It is no great matter that James did not come to meet her. And she is sure Lady Clementina will be delightful. We are looking forward to your arrival. It is not appropriate that as William’s widow you are at present unprovided for by the family. Yes, that is what it said. That they wish to provide for her.


The carriage jerks as it moves off slowly. Above, the jam-smeared children disappear into the nursery and the artist strains to catch the last glimpse of the trees as they move down the hill. At the foot of the slope, the driver halts and pays a toll of a penny ha’penny for the horse and carriage. As they make their way down the loan, Elizabeth realizes that she is no longer afraid. This is an extraordinary place. She is excited to have arrived.










Chapter Three


[image: clip0001]


Three maids and a cook cannot contain the old lady, who howls, barefoot, as they chase her across the grass.


‘You will not get me,’ she shouts. ‘I will not be silenced.’


But they do catch her. ‘Lady Clementina,’ the cook scolds. ‘You will catch your death out here.’


‘There will be famine. They cannot continue like this.’ The old lady starts to weep. Tears trickle down her soft, pink cheeks. ‘The poor, hungry bairns,’ she says. She is almost eighty years old and the maid clamping her in place cannot help think that the old lady’s skin is marvellous. ‘What will they eat?’


The cook is having none of this nonsense. ‘Nobody is short of food who has the coin to buy it and you, my lady, will have rolls and butter and hot chocolate if only you will let us serve your breakfast.’


As Elizabeth’s carriage rolls up on the other side of Inverleith House, the place looks deserted. It is not that she expects a welcoming party, but it seems odd there is nobody here. The boy hands her down. ‘Thank you,’ she says and stands at the door, frozen like a princess in a fairy tale. The house is large, double-fronted and built in pale stone darkened in patches by smoke from the chimneys. It reminds her of one of the fancier residences she saw in the village of Hampstead when William and she made an expedition to the heath. Certainly, the little cottage in Richmond she has recently abandoned could fit inside this place several times. Yes, she thinks, this will do very well.


The boy unloads her luggage and she decides to simply enter as there is no bell nor any knocker on the door.


In the hallway the light is astounding. The place is huge but not overly ornate, as if a gentleman had moved his worldly possessions into a monastic building. The staircase is of stone with a rush runner and a simple mahogany balustrade elegantly curving as it rises. The walls are painted ochre. To her left there is a dining room with traditional red walls topped with a white plaster cornice garnished with bunches of grapes. To the right lies a large, bright drawing room, and ahead, a music room. Curious, she steps inside. It is furnished with a harpsichord painted with pastoral scenes, and a carved wooden fireplace with flutes and lutes in relief. The walls are hung with hand-painted paper – narcissi and peonies. Elizabeth’s cheeks burn momentarily at the memory of her husband mocking her interest in plants, but the thought is quickly interrupted by the view out of the French windows of the city laid before her. As promised, she can see the castle and, stretching beyond, the whole of Edinburgh, the rooftops cutting prettily into a wide sky, far bluer than at the docks. And, on the lawn, a huddle of women in white aprons. What on earth are they doing?


Briskly, she steps outside, making out that the staff are crowded around a woman in an old-fashioned, orange day dress. The outfit makes Elizabeth’s slightly worn sprigged muslin feel as if it’s at the cutting edge of fashion. The maids look up as she approaches. One of them steps forward. She is older, with dun-coloured hair showing beneath her cap. Understairs staff, Elizabeth surmises – probably the cook. The woman curtsies.


‘What’s going on?’ Elizabeth asks brusquely. She will not stand by while someone is bullied, not by the staff.


‘Mrs Rocheid?’


Elizabeth nods and the old lady in the orange dress peers at her, past the cluster of women.


‘Are you sweet William’s wife?’ The old lady sniffs.


Elizabeth nods again. ‘Madam, might I assist you?’ she offers.


The old lady regards her bare feet as if she has only just realized that she is standing directly on the grass. It must be cold.


‘Perhaps you should fetch this lady’s shoes?’ Elizabeth suggests to one of the maids, who nods and sets off for the house.


‘I am Clementina,’ the old lady says. ‘These girls were bringing me to my breakfast.’


Ah, Elizabeth thinks. This is she.


The old lady smiles kindly. ‘William is one of my favourites,’ she says. ‘So handsome.’


Elizabeth concedes this. Her husband cut a fine figure, especially in his uniform. Truth be told, he was a man more suited to the military than to marriage.


‘He died bravely,’ she says. It is what she has taken to saying. The war with the French is over but William was dispatched to Paris anyway, and ended his life there in somewhat mysterious circumstances. She decided from the moment the news came not to look into it too deeply. Clementina’s eyes widen as if she is startled.


‘Little William is dead?’


‘He is, ma’am.’


One of the maids lets slip a smile. Not, Elizabeth realizes, at the death of Captain William Rocheid, but at her own sudden understanding of the situation – a lady meeting an elderly and mercurial older relation for the first time. Then the penny drops further. She had thought perhaps Mr Rocheid had offered her sanctuary out of pity or even pride. It may be the case that he did not want a woman with the Rocheid name falling publicly into poverty, living on an inadequate army pension. But now she can see there is a more practical purpose to her coming to live here. She sighs. The view is beautiful, and the house is airy and grand. She has nowhere else to go. She might as well find out what the food is like.


The maid brings Clementina’s footwear – low-heeled velvet pumps embroidered with oranges. She helps the old lady slip on pale stockings and stows her feet as the others shield her from view for modesty’s sake – though it appears there is nobody but Elizabeth to see. The sun is out now. It is almost warm. Elizabeth glances back at the house and the long windows of the dining room. From here the walls are darker than wine, the colour of the most fragrant summer roses.


‘Would you serve our breakfast outside?’ she says. It is a whim, but she feels like celebrating, and a cohort of maids to do her bidding is certainly something of which to take advantage.


‘You may set up a table by the French windows.’


The girls stir. Clementina’s face splits into a delighted grin.


‘What an excellent idea! Rolls and butter and hot chocolate on the lawn,’ she says and claps enthusiastically. ‘A picnic!’


‘Yes,’ Elizabeth confirms. ‘And some fruit, perhaps?’


The cook shifts. It is June and the apple barrel has been empty for weeks, though this year’s harvest will come soon enough.


‘I have last year’s cherries in brandy,’ she suggests.


‘That will be lovely,’ Elizabeth confirms. ‘Thank you. Lady Clementina and I will promenade for a few minutes while you make things ready.’ She motions to the city beyond them. ‘This is a lovely view.’


‘They have built over the farms,’ Clementina tells her. ‘I have watched them disappear these last years, one by one. The Earl of Moray had a wonderful home farm that supplied his household. It is all gone now. Even the dairy. Built upon for coin.’


Elizabeth motions to the staff and the maids disappear back into the house in the cook’s wake, down a run of hidden stairs that drop out of sight at the edge of the path.


‘Lady Clementina,’ Elizabeth asks gravely once they have gone, ‘were those women roughhousing you?’


Clementina laughs. ‘I am in charge here, my dear. I became upset, is all.’


‘About the farms being gone?’


‘Indeed. The men are fools. My own nephew among them. They could not run a country fair, let alone supply a whole new city. I fear famine is coming.’ She leans in and whispers, ‘Thousands of new residents settle every year. Thousands of mouths to feed. Thousands of stomachs. They say there are over a hundred thousand people now in Edinburgh and the imbeciles have built over acres of farmland.’ She lets out a low sigh and then adds, ‘I never use my title in company. It was given in grace and favour. My brother was Sir James and they thought if I also had a title it would help me find a husband, so they petitioned the king.’


‘And did it help you find a husband?’ Elizabeth asks, taking the old woman’s arm. She likes Clementina already.


‘Not at all,’ Clementina chortles. ‘I have an array of opinions and from a young age I was too set in my ways to wed. I had a fondness for Mr Hume, but he was thirty years my senior and I was not the only girl of my generation to find him diverting. Far from it. He was, after all, a genius.’ The old woman steps back and peers at her newly discovered cousin. ‘You will catch your death,’ Clementina pronounces, gesturing towards Elizabeth’s muslin dress, her own feet, so recently bare, clearly forgotten. ‘You are a bonny-looking woman.’ She gives this not as a judgement but as a fact. ‘You could be a figurehead with your deportment. Such fine, blue eyes – like porcelain.’


Elizabeth smiles. ‘Thank you.’


‘They have sent for you to keep me company. To quiet me,’ the old lady continues as if amused. Elizabeth silently agrees with her but does not reply. ‘Do you like to read?’ Clementina asks, genuinely curious.


Elizabeth nods. Of late there has been no money to buy books or for a subscription to the library.


‘Novels? Yes, novels, I imagine,’ the old woman titters. Elizabeth blushes. Clementina seems to consider her, almost as if she is inhaling everything, body and soul, and coming to a prognosis. She decides, it seems, that the younger woman will do. ‘We have some novels on the shelves. I can show you later. My own taste runs to philosophy and politics. Mrs Wollstonecraft – such a tragedy. Such a pioneer.’


At the French windows the maids have assembled a card table on the grass and covered it in thick, white linen onto which they place various silver and porcelain tableware. Clementina turns to make for her breakfast. The old woman is eccentric, but she has probably been bored, Elizabeth thinks, and as there is nobody else here, perhaps also lonely.


‘When do you expect Mr Rocheid home?’ Elizabeth asks. Clementina turns.


‘My nephew scarcely ever visits. He has rooms in town,’ she gestures towards the view. Elizabeth slips into her seat as a pot of chocolate arrives. She can smell it. Curls of creamy butter and a small tureen of brandied cherries appear in front of her beside a carved horn bowl of sweetened cream garnished with an elegant silver spoon. Then the rolls. Clementina pours. ‘It has changed the sky,’ she says. ‘That’s the thing I object to. Foolish, grasping spires to the glory of a deity nobody can prove. Chimneys belching smoke. Such arrogant buildings shield the real beauty. That of nature. The sky. The source of all our light.’


Elizabeth raises an eyebrow, though perhaps criticizing the church is not so unthinkable for a woman who harboured a crush on David Hume in her youth. While Elizabeth certainly believes in God, she has no intention of doing battle on his behalf. A person’s faith is a private matter. She picks up her cup and lets the chocolate slip luxuriantly over her lips. It is the most delicious thing she has tasted in a long while.


Nibbling enthusiastically, Clementina chatters on about the neighbours – especially the Fettes family, who, she says, have large glasshouses and have grown a crop of pineapples. ‘Nasty, spiky fruit. They had six of the damn things last year,’ she wrinkles her nose, ‘but they always were showy.’ Elizabeth wonders fleetingly what the Fettes women say about Lady Clementina Rocheid and feels a state of relaxation come over her person as she realizes it does not matter. Unlike at Richmond, here there will be no appearances to keep up. The house is not directly overlooked. The family’s place in society is secure. It seems there is enough money to pay for everything. She feels almost lightheaded as she realizes that in this place, and in this company, she can do whatever she likes.


After breakfast the women ascend to the first floor, where there is a library with a curved wall and hundreds of leather-bound books stamped with gilded titles. A thin light washes the room. Elizabeth laughs with joy as Clementina guides her through the contents of the shelves. ‘Many women favour the work of poor, dead Miss Austen but we have quite the selection of novels by other ladies, if you enjoy that kind of thing. One of my sisters was fond of women’s writing,’ the old lady sniffs. Elizabeth strokes the tan book covers as she peruses the titles to which Clementina has led her. She has come to Scotland expecting to build a new life, but first, it seems, she will have a retreat. Food and reading. A recovery.










Chapter Four


[image: clip0001]


Two days later


It is night, the moon is full and there are no clouds to speak of. Up the hill, the windows are alight in distant Edinburgh, the dark outline of the castle regal, a tiny Union flag flying over the city, visible by the icy light of the moon. Through the warmly lit windows of the New Town the cream of Scottish society eats, drinks, dances and debates, but in the Botanic Garden all is still. A fox and her three cubs cut across the arboretum and disappear into the bushes. Tonight, these have the air of monumental gravestones. The greenery is ready for planting like a ghostly regiment camped in waiting, casting strange, inky shadows onto the soil.


A pale-faced, thin boy, perhaps eight or nine years old, picks his way past the gate and through the greenery, moving so smoothly it is as if he were floating, following a circuitous route round the bushes and past the herbaceous beds. He lights a candle using a tinder box, illuminating in the process his tidily patched breeches and boots. that are remarkably clean for a lad who is dotting about a garden in the dark. Leaning forward, he peers inside one of the glasshouses. The panes glow yellow, as if the glass and iron structure were a giant lamp fallen to the ground.


Following the boy through the gate, William McNab accompanies a white-haired woman in a mop cap. The lady is old, but she is strong, striding ahead of him in a pair of well-worn, sturdy boots. She seems curious, if perfectly at home here, like a bulldog sniffing out new territory.


‘Take care, Mrs Dickson,’ McNab warns. ‘The ground is uneven. We are not yet finished our work.’


‘I’ll be grand, Mr McNab,’ she says. ‘It is braw tonight with the moon so full. How is the nursery coming along?’


McNab considers this question before answering. It is a serious matter. Mrs Dickson has more expertise in growing seedlings than any of his gardeners, or indeed himself. ‘I’m having difficulty getting the alliums to germinate,’ he admits. ‘It has been warm weather and with the move I am perpetually short of hands. For now the nursery seems less important than the removal, but I’m sure after it’s done, I will curse myself for not taking on another man or two. The budget is very tight as you know . . .’ his voice trails.


Mrs Dickson nods. This is why she is here – or, to be more accurate, why she has been allowed to come. ‘They never want to pay for what they get,’ she pronounces. ‘Not unless they can show it off.’ She lets out a dry, low laugh, for she knows this works in her favour.


As they approach the glasshouse, the boy appears with the candle and the greenhouse dims behind him. McNab puts an arm round the child’s shoulder. ‘Well, James,’ he says, ‘will you show Mrs Dickson our prize?’


‘Yes, Father,’ James replies.


‘He’s a strong wee lad,’ Mrs Dickson comments, as if the child is not right in front of her. ‘Will he go into the business of gardening?’


‘We hope so, don’t we, James?’ says McNab. ‘He is studying Linnaeus already. He has an interest in plants and is not shy of work.’


‘It’s work all right.’ Mrs Dickson’s hair is so white it seems almost luminous beneath her cap. ‘Show me the plant then,’ she says, following him into the glasshouse. When she sees it, a smile breaks out on her face. ‘It’s huge!’ she exclaims.


‘It’s thirty years of age – it was here before my time at the Garden.’


‘And it has not flowered in all that time?’


‘It only flowers once. So it only seeds once. It will die immediately afterwards.’


‘The Black Widow of the garden, eh?’ Mrs Dickson chortles. ‘All the grand houses will want one. Oh yes. I can certainly use this – the catalogue it will appear in will be collected, you can be sure of that.’ Even in the low light it is easy to see the old woman’s eyes are sparkling. McNab gestures to James, who leads them back outside.


The scent of the burning wick casts itself around the dark doorway like a spell. An owl hoots. ‘Well, Mr McNab, you have a deal.’ She offers her hand. ‘When it flowers, you will keep one seed for yourself, but I shall have all the others. All of them mind. There should be ten, you say? I will pay you five pounds a seed, so twenty-five pounds in advance, which I will give you now. If for any reason the seeds are not forthcoming, you will owe me the money.’


McNab hesitates. He is desperate for funds. He feels soiled and looks around guiltily as if he might be watched. Mrs Dickson is always generous, but this is the greatest liberty he has ever taken with the Garden’s stock. She approached him on a day when he discovered his wife rooting in the almost empty potato patch at the cottage because there was nothing else to eat. The move to the Garden’s new site has put pressure on his empty purse, for the gentlemen who used to tip for guided tours of the old place no longer have a garden to come to – the old premises being depleted and the new not yet fully stocked. What with prices rising and his wage too low to start with, he has been falling further behind his family’s needs for a long time. The truth is that he scarcely earns more than some of his experienced men. As a result, it is not that the McNabs are short of fancy ices or the luxury of white bread, but a simple piece of meat to stew and clothes for the children. When the old woman said she wished to treat with him for something extraordinary that would appeal to her more aristocratic customers, he grasped the lifeline. Now, if he cannot deliver the seeds, he will be more than three months’ wages in debt to her. But he has little choice. He shakes the old woman’s hand.


‘Where will you say you got them?’ he asks.


Mrs Dickson understands his dilemma. The arrangement they are making must not be uncovered. ‘I’ll say a seaman brought back seeds from the Americas,’ she says. ‘And be sure, Mr McNab, I’ll send you a wee gift to sweeten the arrangement. I’m glad you gave me this.’ Mrs Dickson lets a thin smile escape her as she hands over a leather pouch containing twenty-five pounds in coin.


‘I can take you up to the Walk in my cart. I have business in Leith tonight,’ she offers now the deal is done. ‘You’re on my way home.’


‘Thank you,’ McNab replies. He and James walked from the cottage at the old Garden all the way in the dark. A lift on the cart will mean they will be home in good time for James to get to bed. The younger ones will be asleep now, or at least under the covers. He’s glad he brought the boy with him, for such meetings are, he supposes, a kind of training. He knows he must above all else educate his sons.


‘Come on, then,’ Mrs Dickson insists. ‘We best get the wee lad home. If you want him to visit the nursery one day, I can show him round. It is all good experience. Perhaps not too far in the future, I will be doing business with you, my boy.’


‘Yes ma’am,’ James says obediently. To him Mrs Dickson seems absolutely ancient but perhaps like some kind of eternal monument she will always be in charge of the seed merchants on London Road.


McNab lingers only momentarily before following them to the cart, untethering Mrs Dickson’s horse and handing her the reins. At this time, the road will be all but deserted and he is glad of that.


High above, Elizabeth Rocheid lingers on the other side of a long, low line of newly planted holly bushes, young and sparse enough that she can see through the jagged branches. She is not sure what she has just witnessed while out on her evening stroll, discovering as she has the limits of Mr McNab’s open-air ‘potting area’. Since arriving at Inverleith House she has hardly slept. It is not that she does not feel safe, but this is a new place and both its noises and silences are unfamiliar. It will take her a while to get used to the rhythm of the household, much of which revolves round Clementina. The old woman retires early – the first evening she lasted until eight of the clock, though tonight she only stayed up until just after seven. She looks suddenly older when she tires and disappears upstairs at once. The staff, accustomed to this, melt into rooms in the attic, the basement, a crib in the wash-house and the hayloft, where the gardener’s boys have their dormitory amid the bales. Elizabeth finds the night-time stillness of the upper house soothing and walks from room to room by candlelight, possessing it.


Tonight, curious about her new home, she ties on her cloak and bonnet and crosses the threshold. Walking into the night air feels like diving into a pool of cool, clear water. Outside, her footsteps on the gravel are the only sound. It feels as if she is disturbing the world at slumber, yet it is only nine of the clock. In Richmond, the ton would not yet be rising from dinner to make calls to whoever is receiving or to settle to the evening’s entertainment – cards and music before supper and bed.


The house stands on a hill and the moonlight illuminates the papery remains of daffodils in the undergrowth between the trees as she walks down the slope. In Richmond she would not dare walk alone at night, but in Richmond her estate comprised a flat patch of earth ahead of the cottage and the same behind. The last two days have been a dream. Elizabeth has drunk her fill of pink claret at dinner and port afterwards – a pleasure that, Clementina observed drily, is usually reserved for men. They had fish tonight – salmon and cod and caviar on toast and cheese from the goats. Abundance.


Having found the eastern reach of the Rocheids’ land, Elizabeth stops to take in the city of plants casting moonlit shadows on the lower ground. The garden is smaller than the site at Kew, where Elizabeth drew botanical illustrations for Sir Joseph Banks – tiny alpines and huge oaks. Walking slowly along the holly boundary, she spies the partially built greenhouses, home to eerie succulents and strange cacti nestling in the dark. Beyond the glasshouses lies a small lake, on the bank of which she recognizes the willow tree carted here on the day of her arrival, and beyond that a stone wall. Then she spots Mr McNab, a stocky old woman, and a young boy in conversation. Something going on.


She considers moving away but, afraid to draw attention, crouches behind the bushes instead, peering at the trio’s progress to the greenhouse and back. What are they doing here at this time of night? A gardener does not keep a carriage. Did they walk in the dark all the way from town with a child in tow? She watches as the old woman hands something to McNab. Or perhaps they are only shaking hands. She cannot make it out. Maybe the lady is Mr McNab’s mother. Of course, that might be it. She smiles at her foolishness. It has been a trial, she tells herself, but she will recover from always thinking the worst. She must control her feelings. If it is possible to move three thousand plants on carts from one garden to another then surely she will succeed in moving her life five hundred miles north and settling in a well-provisioned and respectable household.


It has been strange for her, being treated like a lady again. Clementina insisted Elizabeth must have her own maid and promoted a girl from the existing staff to the position – a thick-set redhead called Margaret with a snub nose and freckles. Plump at nineteen, anyone could see that she is set to become pursy, Elizabeth thought as she looked her over and silently nicknamed her Currant Bun. The girl will require training but has aptitude and a cheery disposition.


As Margaret unpacked the portmanteau in Elizabeth’s airy bedroom on that first day, which now, strangely, seems weeks ago, Clementina insisted on showing Elizabeth the farm. The carriage was called, and an outing made to the other side of the estate where almost sixty acres belonging to the Rocheids runs down to the Water of Leith.


‘The farm is worked by three men,’ Clementina announced proudly. ‘Though we cannot defend it,’ she added. ‘That is the thing.’


‘Defend it?’ Elizabeth asked, admiring the goats in the pen, the tattie fields and the orchard where fluffy chickens grubbed between the gnarled fruit trees, prettily in blossom.


‘When the famine comes. There is fencing but that will hardly keep out a person who is starving. I have Cook provision the household stores at full capacity and that will feed our own people for a month at least, even if we must make a fortress of the house.’


Elizabeth mulled on this for a moment. As far as she could make out, beyond the Rocheid estate were only open fields – other farming concerns. From where she stood, she could see a flock of sheep in the distance.


‘But there is all this land . . .’


Clementina waved the suggestion away. ‘Fettes land. Yes. And the land around Wardie House, where they have some interesting berry frames, I grant you.’


Elizabeth wondered how interesting berry frames might conceivably be.


‘We shall be as ready as we can,’ the old lady said with finality.


Later, Elizabeth asked Currant Bun if there had ever been a famine. The girl nodded as she brushed Elizabeth’s hair.


‘My mother talks of it,’ she said. ‘The crops failed so they stormed the distillery to steal the barley and the militia were called. Two men lost their lives.’


‘Here?’


‘Yes ma’am.’ The girl pointed out of the window to the south. ‘The distillery is on the river. Down there. There is a blind girl in charge now. A Highland witch, they say. She casts spells across the mash to improve the whisky.’


Elizabeth ignored this – historical fact is one thing, local gossip quite another. ‘The militia? And the distillery’s defences were broken? When was this?’


‘Before I was born. And I am near twenty,’ the girl volunteered. ‘But Lady Clementina mun remember it.’


The next morning Clementina ordered breakfast to be served outside once more. The staff set up a canvas shelter for it was raining. Plump drops of water dripped off the scalloped edges of the tent onto the thick, lush grass. The maids muddied their boots as they drooped Indian stoles around the women’s shoulders to the soft tattoo of raindrops. The food, Elizabeth has come to understand, is passable, but Cook has no way with baked goods. On the first night, the crust of the game pie was inedible and at breakfast the rolls were tough as rusks for the second morning in a row. She and Clementina dipped them into hot chocolate to soften them. Afterwards they sat in the drawing room by the window and watched the weather.


‘We will have ham tomorrow,’ Clementina said. ‘The chocolate is all very well, but the rolls are gae chewy.’


‘Ma’am?’ a voice cuts into the darkness.


Startled out of her reverie, Elizabeth jumps and lets out an undignified squeak. She swings round. The undergardener who fetched her from the port is behind her. He smells faintly of beer but he is not swaying like a drunk man.


‘I thought it was you,’ he says.


Elizabeth draws herself up.


‘Mr McNab was working late,’ she explains. ‘His candle caught my attention. What are you doing here?’


The lad grins. ‘It’s my monthly half day, ma’am,’ he says. ‘I went to visit my brother on the Cowgate.’


She cannot chide him for that.


‘Well, don’t go sneaking around,’ she chastises him. ‘You gave me the fright of my life.’


‘Sorry,’ he apologizes. ‘I didn’t know it was you. I just saw someone crouching by the new hedge.’


Elizabeth blushes. He has caught her snooping.


‘The land the Garden is laid out upon was part of the house’s grounds, was it not?’ she asks, pointing through a gap in the holly. The boy nods.


‘Mr Rocheid sold it to the university and feu’d out the acres beyond to a builder. Cook says she cannot imagine respectable folk wanting to come and live out here. The nearest church is as far as Trinity. But they will start construction soon – at least that’s what they’re saying at Canonmills.’


‘It will be a terrace of houses?’


The undergardener nods.


‘They will have a lovely view,’ Elizabeth says. ‘Once the new Garden is planted.’


The boy shrugs. This kind of detail is beyond his care.


‘Does Mr McNab have a son?’ she asks.


‘Yes. The eldest is often around the Garden. He’d be a lad of nine, I should say. They will build a house by the gate for the McNabs but the plants must come first. It is some job his father has taken on, moving all that.’


‘And does Mr McNab have a mother?’


‘He must have.’ The boy smiles at his own joke.


Elizabeth ignores this and continues. ‘I saw Mr McNab with an older lady tonight. His wife, perhaps?’


‘Mr McNab’s wife is Mistress Whiteman. She is not old by any measure and I’ve never known her to come here.’


‘White-haired?’


‘Brown. She is with child.’


So Mr McNab is a married man and clearly fond of his son – she could see that even from this distance. She likes him even more.


‘Shall I accompany you back to the house, ma’am?’ the boy asks.


Elizabeth nods. She finds herself wishing for a cup of tea and something to go with it. In Richmond there were occasionally vanilla friands. Not that Cook’s repertoire here will run to that – if you cannot manage bread rolls, then cake is out of the question. The memory of her little house filled with the smell of baking is almost the only pleasant memento she has of the life she left behind. At Inverleith House she comforts herself, the fire is still lit in the drawing room and earlier today she found an interesting novel, the pages uncut, which was written by a woman of Clementina’s acquaintance who she refers to as ‘poor, dear Mrs Brunton’ but has not explained why, adding only ‘They say that book took Europe by storm, the poor soul.’ Clementina pities everyone, Elizabeth thinks. Probably she pities me. I am a widow, after all. Poor, dear Elizabeth Rocheid. She gestures up the hillside. ‘Yes,’ she says to the boy. ‘Let’s go home.’


On the path she notices bats swooping between the trees to the east of the house and grunting badgers in the bushes near the icehouse and the smell of woodsmoke from the fire that makes the air feel warmer. She smiles at the spiders’ webs caught in the moonlight, threaded like festive garlands round the yew bushes beside the laundry.


‘Goodnight, ma’am,’ the boy says as she peels off towards the front door.


‘Goodnight,’ she calls after him. ‘What is your name?’


‘Calum. I’m Calum, ma’am.’


‘Goodnight, then. Thank you for seeing me back safely, Calum.’ Scottish names sound strange to her but she is getting used to them. It is a sign she is settling in, she thinks, as she disappears into the warmth, where she breaks the moratorium she has laid down against troubling the staff at night and rings the bell for someone to bring her a pot of Darjeeling.










Chapter Five
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As the lacquer clock in her hallway chimes midnight, Belle Brodie clatters across the flagstones and up the stairs, throwing off her fur-edged cape and kicking her green satin dancing slippers under the sopha. She waltzes round the sitting room in stockinged feet, humming Beethoven’s Six Ecossaises as she glides through the double doors to her bedchamber and flops onto a chair upholstered in powder pink paisley velvet. ‘Nellie!’ she calls and the maid rushes in.


‘Can I get you something to eat?’ the girl offers.


Belle shakes her head. She had a cup of white soup not half an hour since to warm her before the carriage ride home from her half-brother’s house on Charlotte Square. It is to both their credits that Belle and Joseph Brodie get along famously, having spent very different childhoods that shared a common theme – that of the Brodie family’s attempt to drill the niceties of polite social conduct into them. However, conformity, it turns out, is not in their blood, no matter how hard their family tried to make it so. Belle has, after all, long since sold her virtue and Joseph, while living more conventionally than his sister, espouses radical politics from the safety of his well-clad drawing room. He even spoke for the men in Glasgow two years ago who rose against their conditions. ‘Why shouldn’t they form a union?’ he objected. ‘I’m sure I would do the same, for they have no power individually to better themselves.’ This outburst of opinion shocked the Lord Advocate who was visiting that evening. But that is why people accept invitations to Joseph Brodie’s house. To be stimulated. To be challenged. They say two hours at a Brodie salon will keep you thinking for the rest of the year.
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