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Prologue


 


Wednesday 4 February 1818. Edinburgh Castle.


The strongroom has been walled up for more than a century, and as the soldiers hack through the mortar and stone, the dignitaries overseeing the excavation loiter on the stairway in a state of excitement; each man hoping the lost treasure will be inside. The Honours of Scotland. The crown. The sceptre. The sword of state. It’s too noisy to speak. As one, the gentlemen bring handkerchiefs to their faces on account of the dust. Walter Scott, the country’s greatest poet and a personal friend of the prince regent, coughs. He was a sickly child. It’s never left him. As the dust begins to clear, he peers into the gaping darkness. He can just make out that the windowless room is larger than he had imagined. It’s time to find out if the regalia is here. ‘After you, sir,’ says the governor, and the soldiers stand back. Scott’s heart thumps as he approaches the only piece of furniture that matters: an ancient, dusty oak chest in the middle of the floor. It’s sealed with an iron lock the size of a sheep’s heart. The tension is palpable.


‘Well, lad, you better get on with it,’ he says, motioning a young private forward.


The soldier’s palms sweat, but he hacks with an axe until the lock smashes and falls onto the stone floor with a clink. Scott pauses dramatically before lifting the lid. He removes the handkerchief from his face as his smile spreads. It looks like nothing at all, some vague shapes wrapped in old linen, but he can already tell it’s there. The Honours of Scotland. The country’s greatest treasures; the symbols of kingship. The dignitaries beam at each other. The governor of the castle and Sir Henry Jardine lock eyes. Carefully, Scott removes the artefacts and together he and Jardine unwrap the jewels. The gold glints in the flickering flame, the pearls might have just been fished from the sea, the rubies are the rich colour of blood. But these artefacts are more than a sum of gold and diamonds, they represent Scotland itself. The governor claps one of the soldiers on the back. ‘Well done,’ he says. ‘Mark me, you’ll have an extra tot today, by God.’


Scott considers this measly. The occasion is historic. But these are not his men.


‘What shall we do with the honours now?’ he asks, looking over his shoulder as if thieves might be lurking, even here in the citadel.


The governor is decisive. ‘We’ll leave them in this room with two men on guard. I’ll have the castle’s carpenter fit a mortice.’


Scott nods curtly. ‘Very well.’ He considers taking a seat on the carved-oak chair beside the fireplace but it’s peppered with debris. The emotion of what he’s achieved is only just sinking in. He’s almost certain to be offered a knighthood. Sir Walter has a ring to it.


‘I must write to Buckingham House immediately,’ he adds with a grin. If the regent is at the Pavilion, they can forward the missive to Brighton. Then, after he’s put pen to paper, Scott decides, he’ll go home to his wife.


*


The Misses McKenzie call on Mrs Charlotte Scott at North Castle Street for they know the reason that Edinburgh’s most august poet is out this afternoon. Lately, the fawning nature of Scott’s friendship with the prince regent has been the sisters’ uppermost reason for disrespecting their old family friend. ‘Poor Caroline of Brunswick,’ the McKenzies lament on behalf of the queen. They are not the prince regent’s only female subjects to find his royal highness’s behaviour towards his wife unacceptable. Ladies across the British Isles were horrified three years before when Jane Austen, a writer largely theretofore admired, dedicated her novel Emma to George in the most obsequious terms. The McKenzies are monarchists but, nonetheless, they consider Scott’s unquestioning friendship with His Royal Highness undignified at the least and tantamount to wife-beating on bad days. ‘I don’t know how Charlotte puts up with it,’ Eilidh has been known to mutter.


While they have come to expect nothing more from Walter (or his troublesome younger brother Thomas) than what Saoirse McKenzie, the older sister, calls ‘disappointments’, both women are extremely fond of Charlotte, who, being French, keeps an excellent pastry chef. This personage is said to travel with the Scotts when they come up to their house on North Castle Street, bringing a supply of good Borders butter so that Mrs Scott need never want for a decent friand.


Today, Charlotte, chic in a salmon-pink, empire-line frock embroidered with tiny gold stars, cannot help glancing out of the drawing room window towards Castle Rock as she greets her guests, her dog always at her heel. Eilidh and Saoirse, despite their misgivings about Walter, were instrumental in his discovery of the lost crown. Saoirse unearthed the historic letter that mentioned the honours. She passed this to Walter knowing that he was a hound to the chase in the matter of anything royal and, in truth, a thorough antiquarian with the skills required to crack the puzzle of the missing regalia. After months of investigation, Walter finally received permission from the regent to break through a wall in the castle and, potentially, unearth the honours commissioned by James V almost three centuries before. ‘Proper royals,’ Eilidh calls the Stuart dynasty. George, or, as he is known (mostly behind his back), ‘Prinny’, is Hanoverian, his great grandfather’s ascension to the throne never fully forgiven by the Stuart faithful. Edinburgh has been a Hanoverian city since Anne Stuart’s death in 1714. Its citizens prefer to back winners, but beneath the surface there remains a secret and mostly silent thrum of Jacobite dissent. George’s great grandfather was nineteenth in line to the throne, his distant claim successful entirely on account of his Protestant faith, and while pragmatic, the citizens of Scotland’s capital have a strong sense of justice, though these days few would change the Hanoverian accession. The Mistresses McKenzie are not from Edinburgh. They are Highland lasses. It’s been three generations and they know the Stuarts will never reign again. The last of the line is a cardinal and childless. ‘Still,’ Saoirse always says, making the objection without having an end to her sentence. A family trait.


Charlotte Scott offers her guests champagne. She has bought several cases from a new producer known as Veuve Cliquot. There’s a comet printed on the cork; the wine made by a French widow who took over her husband’s vineyard after his death. Charlotte purchased the first bottles out of charitable sentiment, but the widow, it turns out, makes excellent wine.


Mrs Scott proposes a toast. ‘Schiehallion.’


The sisters clink. Last year Saoirse gifted Charlotte a watercolour of the Perthshire mountain, which the women have agreed they will one day climb. It has become a rallying cry.


‘Do you think it’s really there?’ Eilidh asks, moving swiftly on to the reason they have come. The question is posed too quickly for Saoirse, who considers Eilidh overly direct. Her cheeks redden. Charlotte gives a Gallic shrug. ‘If it’s there, Walter will uncover it,’ she says in a tone that recognises that if he does so, her husband will be unbearable. He’s a good man but his moods undulate like the Lowland hills round their country home. Charlotte would never admit it but she prefers the troughs to the peaks for they are easier to live with. She retrieves a sheaf of papers from a cherrywood table behind the sopha. ‘It looks marvellous,’ she says, laying out engravings of the crown worn by the country’s rulers, prior to the Act of Union in 1707 that joined Scotland and England.


The McKenzies cast their eyes over the images: among them, Mary of Guise when she was Scotland’s regent and Mary Queen of Scots, her daughter, when she was queen – both stylish French women, just like Charlotte. Their forebears served both as ladies-in-waiting. Indeed, the McKenzie family motto translates from the Gaelic as Help the Queen. The Stuart queen, that is.


‘It seems so careless to lose the crown,’ Charlotte says drily.


Saoirse has an inbuilt sense of diplomacy born of generations of ancestors close to an ancient throne. She does not like to point out that if Walter succeeds, the crown won’t have been lost but stowed for safe keeping – forgotten for the last century, admittedly, but now regained. Instead, she cocks her head as she examines the monochrome sketches. ‘Do you think these are rubies or sapphires?’


Charlotte gestures towards Walter’s leather-topped desk. ‘He has descriptions somewhere,’ she says. ‘Scottish pearls, rubies, diamonds and sapphires. Set on gold amid red velvet and ermine.’


‘It sounds wonderful,’ Eilidh enthuses.


‘No emeralds, do you think?’ Saoirse pushes. The elder McKenzie favours green, her outfit today a pale velvet the colour of unripe plums. Eilidh always wears red.


To pass the time, the women play piquet for an hour, Charlotte’s dog under the table, until they hear the clop of horses on the setts. Below, the front door slams. As the dog shoots to greet him, Scott clatters upstairs, his gait distinctive. He is breathless, behind him a cohort from the castle – two redcoats wearing swords, Sir Henry Jardine and a fellow that the McKenzies recognise as the son of an erstwhile Lord Lyon, as well as Thomas Scott, a pale reflection of his brother. All are cock-a-hoop. The women need not ask what has happened.


‘All of it!’ Walter declares triumphantly. ‘The crown, the sword and the sceptre. Cached in an oak chest, Lottie. Walled up in an old strongroom!’ He clasps his wife, lifting her off her feet.


Eilidh and Saoirse clap obligingly, their kid gloves emanating an enthusiastic pitter-patter. Thomas lets out a whoop and the soldiers cry, ‘Hurrah!’


Walter continues. ‘His Royal Highness will be delighted. I’ve sent a missive to Leith for the next sailing. We’re bound to have him up now. In time we may even have a Scottish coronation,’ he exclaims. Walter is not indiscreet enough to mention his expectation of an honour. The women know, however, that this means the elevation of the Scotts to the peerage. ‘It started with you, Miss McKenzie,’ Walter adds generously, kissing her gloved hand. ‘That wonderful old letter you came across.’


‘It was your hard work, sir, which truly uncovered the treasure,’ Saoirse bats back.


‘Well done, darling.’ Charlotte returns to her seat and coolly lays an ace onto the baize.


The Scotts’ butler arrives with a tray of glasses; balloons of Armagnac for the men. ‘None of that ghastly bubbling brew of yours,’ Scott teases his wife. ‘This is a proper celebration. We shall announce it at the Assembly Rooms this evening. All Edinburgh must know.’


The afternoon continues in this vein. More New Town worthies arrive. Scott tells the story over and over, adding poetic details about the billowing dust raised by the soldiers breaking through the wall. ‘The regalia is the very soul of our nation,’ he says. ‘I may write a poem.’ Nobody doubts it. More Armagnac and he moves on to the condition of the artefacts which have survived all this time. ‘Perfect as the day the wall was closed.’


Nobody mentions why the honours were walled up in the first place. Scott has uncovered an act of quiet rebellion over a century old. Like the ascension of the Hanoverians, the Act of Union is only ever spoken of as a joyous event, if at all, but there is always that rumble. Bought and sold for English gold, as Robert Burns had it. Today, however, dissent is not on the agenda and toasts are raised to Walter’s intellect in making the discovery, then toasts to the honours and intermittently the king, the regent’s father, who is mad and currently confined in Kew Palace. And, of course, toasts to Prinny too.


At four, the McKenzie women don their outerwear; Eilidh in a fur-edged cape the colour of good red wine and Saoirse wearing a stylish satin-lined redingote in forest-green. Thomas follows them downstairs. ‘The marvellous Misses McKenzie,’ he says. ‘What would Edinburgh do without you?’ Gentlemen are generally charming to the women. They gravitate towards Eilidh, the chattier of the sisters and the younger. She takes this in her stride, knowing they hope for a coveted invitation to one of the McKenzies’ famous dinners, where pudding is only served if the party can solve one of the sisters’ notorious riddles. Thomas Scott has never been invited for he has no intellect and could not unravel a riddle if it were a waxed paper round a toffee.


The McKenzies take their leave and walk home, arm in arm, along George Street and round the square. It’s cold but the sky is piercing-blue. The air smells faintly of woodsmoke. The trees are bare. Saoirse looks forward to the day only a few weeks hence when the grass will be scythed and heaped on a large sackcloth under a tree. She likes the smell.


‘Do you think he’ll realise?’ Eilidh asks.


Saoirse shakes her head. The crown Scott found today is not Scotland’s only missing royal jewel. ‘It’s not in Walter’s nature to think of the women. He’s found his summit. He’s planted his flag. He’ll be Sir Walter before the end of the year. Lady Charlotte has a nice ring to it. I don’t feel like the Assembly Rooms later, do you?’


‘Certainly not,’ her sister confirms. Both are tired. Walter’s exploit has cost them a good deal of sleep over the last weeks. Should they have given him the clue when they unearthed it? Or would it have been better to allow the honours to languish? The McKenzies took almost a fortnight to decide that Scotland’s crown jewels were best placed in the public sphere. They have a great deal on their minds apart from this.


‘And the child? Our little peppermint?’


‘Araminta? Let’s leave her where she is.’ Eilidh breaks free of her sister’s arm and opens the front door, throwing her outerwear onto the table. She casts a passing glance at the family coat of arms and its motto, Cuidich ’n banhrigh: Help the queen. It is the women’s sworn duty. ‘We’ll know when the time’s right. It’s safer this way,’ Eilidh adds. ‘Perhaps we’re the final generation. Walter has unearthed his honours. I hope we shall find ours as well.’


Saoirse’s mind is still on the great niece she has only met as an infant. ‘Might the wee lass miss us?’ she muses wistfully.


Ever pragmatic, Eilidh shrugs off this question as Brodie, the women’s butler, six feet tall and handsome, sees them upstairs. Eilidh employed him on account of his looks: striking red hair and pale-blue eyes that contrast his black uniform. ‘He’ll cheer the place up,’ she’d said. ‘Nice and colourful.’


Brodie’s personality does not match his flaming hair. He emanates confident discretion, a trait the McKenzies value above almost anything else. ‘An enjoyable afternoon, ladies?’ he enquires, rock-steady.


‘All according to plan, Brodie. Send up tea, would you?’ Eilidh instructs. ‘Sage, I think, with honey.’


Upstairs, the women lounge on yellow satin sophas round the open fire. The long windows are open an inch, despite the cold. Later, Saoirse will attend the evening service at St George’s, as is her habit. She likes to see the neighbours and to sing, while Eilidh remains in this room, reading; always reading. ‘I’m sure our crown has emeralds,’ Saoirse says wistfully. ‘They’re far better stones. If only we could lay our hands on it,’ she adds with a sigh.










Chapter One


 


Nineteen years later. Monday 6 February 1837. Richmond, London. 


Araminta McKenzie Moore sits alone in her drawing room. It feels as if the mahogany clock on the mantle is ticking so loudly she can barely think. She folds her hands in her lap, calmed by the glint of crystal decanters on the cherrywood chiffonier, all filled to the same level. Johnathan must surely get home soon. This afternoon, she took a brisk walk along the slate-grey Thames and cut up the muddy hill to Sheen Wood to pass the time but could not settle to the newspaper when she got home. It lies unopened now on the bureau, the headline decrying the fate of a poor lady, institutionalised under police guard on the say-so of her cousin, who it appears was more concerned with her inheritance than with her welfare. Araminta shudders. The new metropolitan police force has made inroads against crime in the capital, but there is something sinister about the men in uniforms. How could they not have seen that the lady concerned was completely sane? She has been saved now by the endeavour of her friends. But still.


As Araminta stares at her reflection in the glossy glass bay she wonders if she should ring for Eleanor to draw the curtains. The maid will chatter about the evenings getting lighter and the new buttons Araminta must choose for her winter coat. Today the mistress has a more important matter in mind. Something overwhelming. It’s almost dark outside, the twilight crisp. At least she looks composed, she thinks, her eyes running over the reflection of her pale hair the colour of a well-baked biscuit and her brown woollen dress just darker than her eyes, as she waits in the velvet chair by the fire. Her husband, she knows, appreciates her composure, her innate tidiness. As a result, over their two-year marriage, she has become progressively tidier and more composed. An owl hoots. From the kitchen the smell of stewing meat snakes upwards and Araminta realises that she hasn’t eaten anything since her breakfast tray.


Laying a hand on her stomach, she sits up as she hears Borrower, Johnathan’s horse, trotting up the driveway before being led to the stable by the groom. Then the front door opens and Johnathan stamps on the flagstones. He’ll remove his hat, coat and gloves, she thinks, giving him time to do so as she takes a deep breath.


‘Darling!’ He bursts into the room, pink-cheeked, and kisses her with chill lips before moving to the fire. ‘The ride took over an hour and it’s freezing. The road is flooded at Putney again. What are we having for dinner?’


‘Casserole,’ she replies.


He pours himself a whisky from the first decanter. ‘I hope Cook’s prepared a decent pudding. It’s the weather for it.’


‘The funniest thing happened today,’ Araminta starts. She pulls the letter from her pocket like a child delivering her teacher a note from home, rather than a twenty-six-year-old married lady. ‘I received this from a solicitor in Edinburgh.’


‘Edinburgh?’ Johnathan says as if the city’s name is a declaration. He rolls the R. ‘Your homeland!’


Araminta has never travelled further north than Islington but her family were McKenzies. Orphaned young, she knows nothing about them. She hands over the paper. Johnathan takes a moment to read it, his dark hair obscuring his blue eyes; his face as still as chiselled sandstone.


‘A prospective inheritance. Goodness. Do you know this great aunt of yours, Minty?’


Araminta shakes her head.


He knows she doesn’t. When they got married, his family solicitor took him aside to warn against her; a woman without a family. The old man clearly found this state of affairs suspicious. ‘We know nothing about where she comes from,’ he said.


Good-hearted, Johnathan was undeterred. ‘I take people on their merits,’ he countered. ‘This woman is the one for me, family or no family.’ However, Araminta is nervous. A family member appearing out of the blue is exciting, but what if the old solicitor was right? What if it turns out that she comes from a herd of black sheep?


‘Her name is McKenzie,’ Araminta tells her husband. ‘I think she’s my grandmother’s spinster sister. I’ve been trying to figure it out.’


In his study, Johnathan has a bible inscribed with his family history. The Moores reach back eleven generations; birthdays, deaths and places of residence.


‘An unmarried great aunt,’ he pronounces. ‘Out of the blue. Well, you must go.’


Araminta blinks. ‘You won’t come with me?’


‘Darling, how can I? You know how much business I have at the society. The letter makes it clear the old lady does not have a deal of time.’ He peers again at the paper. ‘It sounds jolly urgent.’


He reaches past Araminta to ring for Eleanor who arrives into the drawing room with a well-practised curtsey. ‘You must pack for your mistress,’ Johnathan instructs, before turning back to his wife. ‘Don’t forget that red tartan dress you wore at the Christmas ball the year we got married. You’ll need that.’


Araminta nods. This is not the reaction she anticipated. She expected him to be as taken aback as she is. She expected they would make the journey north together. She dares to hope that the McKenzies are wonderful. All afternoon she has envisaged she and Johnathan being introduced to her great aunt together; meeting her family.


‘You’re sure you’ll manage?’ she gets out. ‘Here on your own.’


‘I can stay at the club if need be,’ he dismisses her. ‘Plenty of company there. Duty calls, eh? Pack your things, Eleanor. You must go with Mrs Moore,’ he adds. ‘After dinner I shall send a note to obtain a cabin. I’ll deliver you to the dock at Greenwich in the morning and see you off.’


Eleanor is no more than five feet and two inches by any reckoning but she is more forthright than her mistress, in this matter anyway. ‘Where are we going, sir?’ she asks plainly.


Johnathan grins. He raises his whisky. ‘Scotland!’ he declares, as if this is the most tremendous jape. ‘Do you think Great Aunt McKenzie lives in a castle? Minty, if you inherit some of those ponies, the small ones, you must bring them back. We can keep them in the west field. The twelfth generation will adore them.’


Araminta can’t think how to reply. She and Johnathan have been trying for children since their wedding night with no success. Twice now she has had her hopes raised only to bleed nine weeks late. Johnathan is as bluff about these failings as he is about everything and often reassures her that there’s no rush. However, she wonders now if her husband is chiding her. In any case, Johnathan moves on.


‘Eleanor, tell them downstairs we’ll be seated in the dining room directly. I’m ravenous.’


‘Yes, sir.’ The maid disappears.


Araminta watches the girl leave. She’s about to say this seems like too long and important a journey to make with only her maid in tow. But her husband changes the subject.


‘The most fascinating thing today about limestone deposits,’ he says.


‘Limestone?’ she gets out.


‘You’ll never believe it,’ he declares. ‘I’ll tell you over dinner. Let’s go through.’


She doesn’t move. Araminta has spent the last two years of marriage in this brick house halfway up the hill. Since the day Johnathan carried her over the threshold, she’s taken pride in making it their home. She’s seen to it that the furniture is waxed, the carpets beaten and not a scrap wasted in the kitchen. Araminta owns not one but two copies of Mrs Rundell’s important book on household management, the first chapter, consisting of ‘observations for the mistress’, being particularly well thumbed in both editions. The Moores’ home is like a complicated Chinese box that she has cleaned and oiled and organised until it opens and closes like clockwork. The letter about her great aunt, she thinks, must surely knock the mechanism off kilter. It’s exactly the kind of earth-shattering event in which Johnathan would normally take an interest for in such upheaval, rocks are bound to be formed. She never met her grandparents and can barely recall her mother. Her father was stationed in India her entire life, while she was brought up in a girls’ school in Mary-le-Bone. She’s well aware of her husband’s geological interests, indeed, she shares them, but to move on so quickly from an unexpected living relation on the McKenzie side seems odd. ‘Johnny, my love,’ she says, ‘I have a feeling . . . Tomorrow. You see, I hadn’t anticipated . . . and the weather . . . I wonder if my mother came from . . .’


Johnathan blinks, waiting for his wife to finish one of her sentences. This isn’t like her. Araminta is usually complete in all things. ‘It’ll be an adventure,’ he says at last. ‘Don’t you want an adventure, darling?’


‘It’s not that . . .’


He cocks his head. Araminta is a good wife, both steady and exciting in the requisite ways. He has absolute faith in her. When he met her, she was in her final year at school and had been awarded Dux. ‘Smart as a whip. Smarter than you, anyway, Johnny,’ his brother had teased. Now he can’t imagine what she is trying to say. He thinks perhaps she requires encouragement. ‘You must buy Cairngorm stone while you’re there. For my collection. You like Scotland,’ he adds. This is an observation based on Araminta’s fondness for Sir Walter Scott’s historical novels and her frequent remarks that she likes the taste of Scotch on her husband’s lips. She’s never been to Scotland and neither has he.


‘I suppose this woman is my only living relation,’ Araminta says quietly. ‘I’m sure it’ll only be a week or two.’


Johnathan pulls his wife to her feet as if the matter is settled. She kisses him. He tastes antiseptic tonight, almost liquorice. His eyes are so blue they are practically silver. He slides his hand round her waist. ‘Silly. You’re usually such an adventurous type,’ he says. This is true only between the marital sheets, where Araminta frequently surprises them both. ‘I’m sure you’ll enjoy yourself.’


She feels a sudden rush of love or perhaps panic.


‘No kissing handsome Highlanders. No flirting with fellows in kilts,’ Johnathan adds playfully.


Araminta laughs. Perhaps he’s right. Perhaps her feelings are foolish. ‘I promise,’ she says. ‘I won’t lay a hand on a single one of them.’


*


The ship is a shock the next morning when the Moore party gets to Greenwich. The cabin is a good deal smaller than the bedchamber Araminta is used to. It’s dark and smells oily, but she doesn’t complain when Johnathan sees her aboard. He must have realised how nervous she is, for he held her hand all the way in the carriage. ‘You’ll sort it out and be back before you know it,’ he promises. ‘You’ll see.’ The captain introduces the young couple to his other passenger. Colonel Archibald Fraser, a beefy, strawberry-blond officer in the Royal Scots Guard, is billeted in the cabin opposite Araminta’s. The colonel is travelling to Edinburgh to resume a post at the castle, which, he immediately tells Johnathan, has been interrupted by his being summoned to a government enquiry at Westminster. He is sickeningly proud of himself. Araminta tries to think kindly of people, but it’s clear that Fraser is an insufferable know-it-all with a dim view of Scotland in general and Edinburgh in particular. He complains at length about his first foray to the Assembly Rooms on George Street where the people to whom he was introduced were insufficiently impressed by his achievements. ‘Parochial types,’ he says and adds that his posting still has more than a year to run. ‘Where in the town does your great aunt reside?’ he enquires.


Araminta isn’t sure how to pronounce the address, which she has only ever read in the lawyer’s letter, and never heard spoken. ‘Glenfinlas Street,’ she stumbles with the emphasis on the first syllable and then repeats the word, with the emphasis on the second. ‘Glenfinlas.’


Fraser jumps in knowledgeably. ‘Fine houses. Quite like Bloomsbury,’ he assures her.


When the colonel goes to his cabin, Johnathan kisses Araminta’s shoulder. ‘He’ll settle down,’ he says. On deck they take in the view of the dock. It’s a fine winter morning with a clear blue sky. ‘Such industry,’ Johnathan exclaims cheerfully and pulls a small box from his pocket with a flourish. ‘I bought this as a birthday gift but perhaps it’ll find its best use while you’re in the north.’


He waits for her to open it, observing her expression. Inside is a small, silver-backed notebook with a pencil that slips into the spine and a tiny silver knife with which to sharpen the lead.


‘It’s lovely,’ she says. ‘Thank you.’


She kisses his cheek and nuzzles into him. ‘We’ve never been apart. Not since our wedding day,’ she adds, hoping that he might reconsider, but instead he whispers in her ear that he’ll miss her, then mumbles something about a committee on the matter of igneous rock.


She watches from the deck as the carriage trundles away and Johnathan is gone. The sailors cast off and the ship makes way along the channel between Greenwich and the Isle of Dogs and smartly onwards down the busy estuary past Gravesend. Gulls wheel overhead as Araminta takes the air, watching paupers mudlark on the shore and men fish off tiny boats at Chatham. It’s mild for February with little by way of a breeze even though, aided by the tide, they are now making way at a speed of nine knots. She casts her mind back to the schoolroom in Mary-le-Bone where she learned a poem by Robert Burns and was surprised by the rhythm his words stirred in her.


 


But pleasures are like poppies spread,


You seize the flower, its bloom is shed;


Or, like the snow-fall in the river,


A moment white, then melts forever.


 


She wonders if her mother knew this poem. Perhaps her great aunt will be able to say. At twenty she would have been excited to receive the letter that now sits in her pocket. Somehow, she realises, she’s changed. Marriage. Richmond. Love, perhaps. For a moment she inhabits the mind of her younger self, a hazel-eyed schoolgirl who solved word puzzles of a Sunday and on weekdays felt the satisfaction of algebraic calculations.


‘All right,’ she says under her breath. ‘I’ll take Mr Burns’ advice. I shall find what I can without grasping for it.’


Eleanor loitering nearby and with more understanding than Mr Moore, can see her mistress is in need of reassurance. ‘I’m sure it’ll be all right, madam,’ she says. ‘Plain sailing.’










Chapter Two


 


It feels odd to stand steady three days later when they dock at Leith, disembarking to a party of smart soldiers come to greet the colonel. In high spirits, the men sing a ditty about the Midlothian Boys, by which, Araminta surmises, they mean their own regiment. There’s something alarming in the third verse about beheading Irish rebels. The February weather after a choppy few days on the water seems settled but biting-cold, far worse than London, though Araminta comforts herself both cities lie under the same bright winter sky. The journey has felt long, due in part to the weather but also to the company. The captain, a thin, capable man from Liverpool, allowed the colonel to run on each night at dinner. ‘Edinburgh Castle is not open to the public,’ Fraser announced. ‘Yet the sheer volume of requests to visit the place has become overwhelming, tourists arriving in the Scottish capital in increasing numbers.’ It transpired that tour guides have lobbied the colonel for open afternoons when they might bring any Tom, Dick or Harry to gawp at the battlements. Foreigners included. Fraser has naturally resisted. Edinburgh Castle is a military installation.


‘You of course, madam, are not a tourist,’ he allowed Araminta with a gentlemanly flourish.


One morning she caught him tarrying with Eleanor outside her cabin door, when the girl was fetching a breakfast tray from the galley. Araminta, barefoot, declared, ‘I’m seasick, Eleanor.’ A lie. ‘I need you.’ Then once the maid was inside: ‘What did the colonel want?’


Eleanor was forthright as ever. ‘Nothing, ma’am. He asked where I was from.’ Her soft green eyes were clear.


‘Did you tell him?’ Araminta enquired.


‘Yes, ma’am. I don’t think he meant anything by it. He’s never visited Wimbledon but seemed set to talk about how he had never been there, nonetheless.’


The women laughed. The unwanted attention of gentlemen has not yet come up in the three years the maid has been in Araminta’s employ, but both women are aware that gentlemen sometimes take their chances and that it does not generally work out well for young women in service. Araminta felt glad the girl was billeted in her cabin, sleeping in a hammock strung between the beams.


Now, along the dock at Leith the cobblestones are bound by icy puddles that catch the sunlight like intricate mirrors. Araminta turns up the collar of her sober, chocolate-brown overcoat and flexes her fingers inside oxblood leather gloves. Eleanor has wrapped an extra dun woollen half-blanket over her shoulders. Having extracted themselves from the colonel’s repeated offers of help, the women travel in a hired carriage up Leith Walk, past cottages where snowy washing hanging on line after line looks as if it is frozen stiff. At a church at the entrance to the city, two pink-faced young ministers, one very thin and one very fat, argue as they push past each other into a carriage. From a distance they remind Araminta of crows squabbling over scraps in Richmond Park. Continuing through the New Town, Eleanor squeals, ‘Oh look, ma’am,’ as she catches a glimpse of the castle, perched impressively on a craggy lump of volcanic rock that makes an incongruous backdrop to the pale sandstone townhouses built in a pleasingly regular grid according to Mr James Craig’s design. Sweeping past the elegant Robert Adam façades on Charlotte Square and down a steep hill on the far side, the carriage pulls up at number four Glenfinlas Street. The townhouses here run to five storeys, which Araminta thinks is a lot for one old lady to keep up and she not in good health. Eleanor supervises the coachman unloading the luggage as Araminta climbs the four shallow stone steps that lead to the front door. She lets out a sigh, her breath clouding, and wonders if she is in time, envisioning a tiny, exhausted, grey woman, skin and bone on her deathbed, waiting for the great niece she has never met before she can be at peace.


She rings the brass bell and the door is opened by a butler who is unaccountably tall, with fading ginger hair and bright eyes.


‘My name is Araminta McKenzie Moore,’ she starts, unsure how to explain.


‘Ah yes,’ the man cuts in. He clicks his fingers and a smartly dressed footman appears. ‘Douglas will fetch the bags,’ he says. ‘Please come in, Mrs Moore. Miss McKenzie is waiting.’


The hallway is painted pale green and there’s a large gold-foiled mirror beside the front door next to a substantial statue of Apollo in pristine white marble and a coat of arms mounted on the wall. Araminta cocks her head. The motto above the arms is written in some foreign language. Not Latin. Nor English either.


‘I’m Brodie,’ the butler introduces himself, as he takes her coat.


Araminta’s fingers feel weak. The hallway smells of tea leaves and brass polish. On an oak table there is a porcelain vase of surprisingly early daffodils, which must have been brought on in a greenhouse. Even in Richmond the snowdrops are scarcely out.


‘Miss McKenzie is in the drawing room,’ Brodie says and leads the way up the thickly carpeted stone stair. On the landing they pass a wide window of old-fashioned leaded glass that distorts the view of a garden with a low mews beyond. Araminta can just make out a fat white gull with a vivid-orange beak perched on a neighbouring roof.


‘How is my great aunt’s health?’ Araminta asks. She has helped to nurse two mortally afflicted neighbours in her time. One before her marriage and one afterwards. Their ends were slow but peaceful, sleep taking the last rattling breath. She’s not afraid of death, but still.


‘Miss McKenzie is a marvel,’ Brodie says and opens the door to the drawing room.


Inside, the yellow satin upholstered seats are empty. The room, in fact, is over-furnished, as Araminta judges it. Endless paintings in contrasting frames dot three of the walls: an infant in a white frock beside a pug; a young woman wearing a tartan sash next to a harpsichord, in her hands a ferret, alongside another woman next to a globe, holding a sword. There are too many to take in. The fourth wall is furnished with a packed set of bookcases that run from floor to cornice. A fire roars in the grate, surrounded by an ornate forest-green marble mantle with wide creamy veins, that Araminta is sure would excite Johnathan.


‘Good Lord!’ says a woman’s voice. ‘You look just like your dear mother.’


Araminta scans the busy room again and realises that the observation comes from a figure balancing on a ladder that runs along the bookcases. The old woman is dressed in red, in contrast to her snowy-white hair, which is mostly covered by an old-fashioned, pink turban.


‘Allow me to assist, madam.’ Brodie offers his hand.


Miss McKenzie bats him away and descends the ladder alone. ‘Let me look at you,’ she commands.


Araminta finds she has nothing to say. She opens her arms. It’s the only thing she can think to do. She isn’t going to twirl like a child.


‘Pale, aren’t you?’ the old lady pronounces.


‘You say I look like my mother?’


‘I think so. Yes. But whiter. Dear Grainne was a sonsie lass,’ Miss McKenzie pronounces.


Araminta has no idea what this means. ‘I thought you were dying.’ The words escape.


The old lady laughs. It’s a thick, chesty sound. ‘Oh aye,’ she says. ‘The doctor says I’ll be lucky to make it to Easter. We don’t have much time. How was your trip?’


‘Satisfactory.’


‘I always think by stage is best. When I visited Paris in my younger days, I only took the boat where I had to. One has much more a sense of the journey by road. You’ve made excellent time, my dear.’


‘The solicitor’s letter said it was urgent,’ Araminta gets out.


‘It certainly is.’ The old lady sits down on one of the yellow chairs. ‘I shouldn’t have left it so long, but one becomes busy and I hoped not to bother you. Brodie, we shall require tea. Nettle, I think, and mushroom flan and orange thyme cake.’


Brodie disappears obediently. Great Aunt McKenzie motions towards the sopha. ‘Please sit.’


Araminta does so elegantly, her hands in her lap, her legs folded to one side. There’s a pause where neither woman knows where to start.


‘My name is Eilidh in the Gaelic. You might call me Aunt Helen, I suppose, if you can’t manage it,’ Great Aunt McKenzie announces. ‘Or Ellie. Some of my friends used to call me that when I was younger.’


Araminta studied Greek, Latin and Aramaic as a schoolgirl. Her first interest was in ancient stones with carvings inscribed upon Roman graves and Greek temples. She shifted her focus to the stone itself when she met Johnathan.


‘Eilidh,’ she sounds the name. Aay-lee. ‘I think I can manage even if I don’t speak Gaelic. Great Aunt Eilidh,’ she repeats, trying it out.


Now the old lady is staring in a manner that seems outright rude. ‘I wonder . . .’ she says, but her voice trails.


‘I’ve never met any of my relations,’ Araminta announces. ‘Not as an adult. I can’t remember my mother.’


‘Your father lived abroad as I recall.’


‘Bombay.’


‘I met him once,’ Aunt Eilidh reveals. ‘I thought he was a handsome, resourceful lad. He left you well provided for as I understand it.’


Araminta blushes. Johnathan deals with the money. It doesn’t feel fitting to talk about it with another lady, but then Eilidh McKenzie is unmarried. ‘Who deals with your affairs, Aunt Eilidh?’


‘I do, of course,’ the old lady replies, her expression making it clear that Araminta is disappointing her.


‘And we have no other family?’ It feels indelicate to say it, but Araminta wants to be clear.


‘Not anymore,’ the old woman says sadly.


They are both glad when Brodie returns carrying a mahogany tray inlaid in ivory with the same crest as on the wall downstairs. He sets everything down. Araminta peers at the words.


‘Gaelic,’ Aunt Eilidh explains as she pours. ‘It’s our family motto. Cuidich a’ bhanrigh. Help the queen. That’s our family duty. In the old days McKenzies were ladies-in-waiting at the royal court over many generations.’ The old woman takes a blue glass flacon from her pocket and adds four slow drops to her cup. ‘Medicine,’ she confides. ‘It’s an experimental distillation made from coffee beans and coca leaves. I’m far worse without it.’


Araminta helps herself to a slice of flan which she nibbles gingerly. The crust is buttery and the mushrooms seasoned expertly with shallot, parsley and lemon. Unexpectedly delicious, it melts in her mouth. ‘Mmm,’ she lets out and takes a sip of the tea which is peppery and an excellent pairing. After the workaday fare on the voyage, it tastes especially delicious.


‘My preferences have changed lately and I can no longer abide meat, but Cook is most accomplished, thankfully. You’ve come for my legacy, perhaps she will agree to run your kitchen once I’ve gone,’ the old lady chortles. ‘If you can tempt her to London. You never know.’


Araminta lays down her plate. ‘I shouldn’t like you to think that I’m only here for an inheritance,’ she says.


Aunt Eilidh’s eyes dance. ‘There’s a bit more to it than Cook. A few hundred years of history. Nonetheless, you should try the cake.’


Araminta complies. For a moment she feels confused. Thyme is not a sweet herb and yet the cake is moist, fragrant and delicious with a distinct flavour of orange peel and almonds. She sits back and returns the old lady’s smile.


‘You’ve a great deal to learn,’ Aunt Eilidh says. ‘They educated you in table manners, I see. Do you love your husband, girl?’


Araminta nods.


‘Day and night, if you take my meaning?’ the old lady pushes.


Araminta nods again and dismisses the flash of Johnathan’s bare thigh that passes through her mind. A drop of his sweat landing on her stomach. The linen rumpled.


‘McKenzie women do well between the sheets, though our family honour comes first. Or at least it should. My mother used to say, women can have it all. A worthy ambition.’ Aunt Eilidh brings her back to reality. The comments are made with a practical air and Araminta wonders how a spinster might have any idea. She certainly only had the vaguest notion before she married, though she quickly picked up what was required. More than that. Aunt Eilidh chortles again. ‘Lass,’ she says dismissively and turns her attention to her own slice of flan. ‘If you’re not here for the money, what is it you desire?’


Araminta feels a wave of anxiety crash on some distant shore. ‘I couldn’t leave you alone. Being ill, I mean. I know nothing about the McKenzies, but I think you’re my closest relation. My only relation. I hope you can tell me about our family. Where do we come from?’


Aunt Eilidh licks her fingers. ‘It’s good you’re interested in history. I’ve a great many tales,’ she says. ‘Our men have always been solid, loyal types. Reliable. Battle-worthy.’ All this in a dismissive tone. Then Aunt Eilidh leans forward. ‘But the women have greater nuance.’


‘My mother?’ Araminta ventures, her heart beating a ragged, heightened tattoo.


‘Grainne was clever. Imaginative too. The accident was a tragedy.’


‘Her horse, wasn’t it?’


‘She was an accomplished rider,’ Aunt Eilidh adds. ‘A daredevil. We’d high hopes for her.’


‘We?’


‘Her mother and I . . .’ Eilidh pushes away the plate.


‘Her mother was . . . my grandmother,’ Araminta reasons. ‘Your sister.’


‘Of course.’


Araminta feels a dunce. These unthought-of relationships lie between the two women like tangled silks in a sewing basket. She never expected to have the opportunity to straighten things out and is only now realising the extent of the knotted threads.


‘What was my grandmother’s name?’


‘Aoife,’ Aunt Eilidh says. ‘Eve – in English,’ she adds.


‘But Aoife in Scots?’


‘No, dear. Gaelic,’ the old lady sighs. ‘We are Highland quines. Three sisters. Aoife, Saoirse and me.’ She gets up and extracts an atlas from a shelf, flicking through the pages. ‘Here. Your great grandfather was from Cromarty.’


‘A reliable, battle-worthy man?’ Araminta checks.


‘He was. Sandy-haired till the day he died. A great breeder of cattle.’


‘And my great grandmother?’


‘Mother was from the west.’ Aunt Eilidh’s finger moves across the map. Araminta reads silently: Dumbarton.


‘She was more exciting than her husband?’


‘A temptress! An event. She loved to dance and to read.’


‘In Gaelic?’


‘Och dear,’ the old lady purses her lips as if the vivid nature of her mother should be elementally understood without verbal communication. ‘That’s her. On the wall.’ She indicates an image of a woman with a dove above her head. ‘She was educated in several languages and had a fondness for French. They taught you languages at school, did they not?’


‘How do you know that?’


Aunt Eilidh makes a swift movement almost as if she is flinching. ‘We hoped not to bother you with family business. To allow you to get on in life,’ she sighs. ‘You like Richmond, do you?’


‘Yes,’ Araminta replies with real enthusiasm. At first Johnathan had intended to buy one of the modern houses at Primrose Hill, but ever prudent, he worried the area’s proximity to the new canal might mean lowlife pervading the district, so they settled near his cousin, further south along the Thames.


‘Well, that’s something I suppose,’ Aunt Eilidh gets out.


Araminta does not know how to reply so there’s a long pause before the older woman speaks again. ‘I feel unaccountably exhausted, dear,’ she says, rising. ‘Why don’t we talk later? I’ll tell you everything then.’ She rings a silver bell on the side table to summon Brodie. When he arrives she issues instructions. ‘Make Mrs Moore comfortable. I must lie down.’


Brodie holds the door as Aunt Eilidh sweeps through the hallway and up the staircase. Araminta notes that the red dress has a short, elegant train that trails down the steps as the old lady pulls the blue bottle from her pocket and drops more medicine onto her tongue. Araminta casts her eyes round the yellow drawing room. On a ledge by the fire she notices a line of ancient totems carved in stone, marble, onyx and jet. Goddesses every one. Isis. Hera. Venus. Women can have it all, she thinks, considering the words of her great grandmother.


‘Would you like to go up, Mrs Moore?’ Brodie enquires.


‘Does my great aunt always tire so easily?’


Brodie is too discreet to say but he gives a sad little nod. ‘We have the greatest admiration for the mistress,’ he manages. ‘The household, I mean.’


Araminta is curious about the other floors that lead up to the glass cupola currently tipping light down the staircase even on this wintry afternoon. Perhaps there will be more family artefacts upstairs.


‘I’ll go up too,’ she says. ‘Thank you, Brodie. That will do very well.’










Chapter Three


 


Eleanor knows she ought to be unpacking, but she has other concerns, and with her mistress occupied and the luggage in the care of Douglas, the footman, she decides to attend her own business while she has the chance. She dodges out of the house by the basement door, up the stone stairs and down the steep slope of Glenfinlas Street, before turning right along a thin, whinstone pavement at the end of which there is a half-frozen water trough for the horses. Edinburgh is considerably colder than London, the chill nipping her cheeks. To the rear of one of the houses Eleanor notices a young man smoking under a tree. He’s wearing livery. Most likely a coachman, she decides, as she dives into her pocket to withdraw a crumpled piece of paper.


‘Excuse me,’ she says. ‘I’m looking for Princes Street.’


The young man showily exhales a long cloud of tobacco smoke and eyes the young housemaid. ‘You’re new in town?’


Eleanor holds out the piece of paper on which the name is scrawled. ‘I’m commissioned by my master, sir, to visit Mr McGhie’s establishment at number two Princes Street. We’re lately arrived from London.’


The fellow eyes the paper. ‘Yes, that’s what it says.’


Eleanor bites her lip. She cannot read, but she assumed so. The note feels like it gives her authority. That’s why she keeps it with her.


‘That’s the other end of town. A good mile off.’ The fellow motions back up the hill and adds, ‘Princes Street runs below the castle. You cannae miss it.’


Eleanor worries about the time. Two miles there and back means she’ll need most of an hour, but Mrs Moore is likely to spend a decent stretch with her great aunt, being only just now introduced. ‘Thank you,’ she says and drops a strange little half curtsey before turning up the hill. Sparrows and robins are eating crumbs from the pavement as she passes onto Princes Street, taken aback by the scale of this town. Edinburgh seems unexpectedly grand for somewhere so far from London. Along the street, at intervals, fine carriages are waiting. On the other side of the road, a maid with three French poodles emerges from the private garden at the foot of Castle Rock. A costermonger offers beetroot as if she’s singing at the opera.


Eleanor keeps walking, her earlobes numb with the cold, until at the end of the street, the castle behind her, there’s a shop with a green and gold sign and crates of spirits in the window. She can read the number two and other words which must be Mr McGhie’s name, she supposes. A bell sounds as she enters and a shop boy in a brown cloth apron approaches. ‘Can I help, miss?’


‘I’m looking for Mr McGhie,’ Eleanor gets out, her eyes darting. This feels ludicrously dramatic. Her hands are quivering. She shoves them into her pockets and wishes she hadn’t promised to come, but she owes the gentleman. She lied to the lad who was smoking. She’s on a mission not for Mr Moore but for the gentleman in Kew who got her the position with her mistress three years ago. The man who has been paying her an extra shilling a month ever since he did so. A man whose name she doesn’t know. Her stomach shifts as it occurs to her that in fact, despite the shillings, it’s possible she now owes Mrs Moore more loyalty than she owes the gentleman. She isn’t sure. When she was homesick for her parents’ tiny cottage at Wimbledon, those first months of the job at Richmond, Mrs Moore was kind to her. Apart from anything else, as a ladies’ maid she should really be known as Thrale, but she asked Mrs Moore to use her given name and Mrs Moore said that she should be known by whichever name she liked and allowed her to choose the fabric for her uniform besides: two apricot cotton dresses she sewed in the first fortnight of her employment along with three long, almost sheer linen aprons to tie on top. The large brick house at Richmond was intimidating at first, but Eleanor now feels at home there.


The shop boy disappears into an office behind the mahogany counter. He reappears with a handsome man wearing a fancy taffeta cravat. The gent smiles in a way to which Eleanor is most unaccustomed – as if he is receiving a visit from a dear friend. The air smells of sawdust with a touch of brandy.


‘Miss Thrale?’


‘Yes, sir. Eleanor.’


‘I’m Angus McGhie. Come through.’


The office adds the scent of leather ledgers to the air, one of which is lying open on the desk. Mr McGhie sits down but does not offer Eleanor the other chair which remains against the wall. He smooths his moustaches as she stands as if in the dock. She suddenly feels as monochrome as a shadow. Mr McGhie is hale, his hair chestnut and his skin lit with a healthy glow.


‘You’ve arrived, then,’ he says at length. ‘I expected you yesterday.’


‘The ship ran into weather, sir. We docked this morning at Leith.’


‘Your address in Edinburgh?’


‘Glenfinlas Street, sir. Number four.’


‘Of course. Well, Miss Thrale, we’ve been waiting a long time for this visit.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You have no idea.’


Eleanor really hasn’t, but she has never been in the position to turn down the shilling a month picked up on her day off from the gentleman in Kew, who sometimes asks odd questions about the mistress’s household. Letters received. Visitors at Christmas and Easter. Books that the mistress is reading. Over the months and years Eleanor has told herself that this contribution is ‘money for jam’. That is, until a few evenings ago when according to the ongoing instructions of her secret benefactor, she sent a message boy with a note simply marked X when she learned the mistress was leaving town. Later she sneaked out at one of the clock into the freezing darkness to meet the gentleman in his carriage, parked, as arranged, at the foot of the hill. He seemed excited. That’s when he gave her the scrap of paper that directed her here.


‘Has your mistress said how long she intends to stay?’ Mr McGhie asks.


Eleanor shakes her head. ‘She only said that she wants to get home to Richmond as soon as she can sort out her great aunt’s estate.’


‘But Miss McKenzie is not dead,’ Mr McGhie points out.


‘No, sir. She’s mortally ill, or so my mistress was told in the letter.’


Mr McGhie considers this. ‘The old woman attended the races two weeks ago and was at church last Sunday in her usual pew,’ he states, quite baldly. ‘She gave a spirited rendition of the hymns as I understand it.’


Eleanor can hardly comment on this although she thinks Edinburgh seems rather large for every one of its residents to know what the others are up to. That is the stuff of the village where she grew up, her father’s three sheep grazing on the common. She wants to ask if the gentlemen are planning to thieve Mistress McKenzie, for she will not be party to that. She has always assumed the gentleman with the shillings was a jilted suitor and harmless, but there’s an edge to Mr McGhie’s questioning which is making her uneasy.


‘I want to know what your mistress and her great aunt talk about. You will come on the daily, Miss Thrale, and let me know.’


Eleanor loiters. She wants to say with it being an hour from Glenfinlas Street and back, she might not have time to come every day, but McGhie opens the drawer of his desk and removes not one, but two shillings. ‘If you take a cab, I’ll instruct the boy to pay the driver,’ he says. ‘We don’t want them to miss you.’


Eleanor pockets the money and manages a curtsey. ‘Yes, sir.’


She walks back along Princes Street as fast as she can. As she passes the muddy wasteland at the bottom of the large mound that leads to the castle, it occurs to her that she should have asked the gentleman to supply a cab, though it’s too late now. When she gets to the townhouse, Eleanor worries that she’s been too long. Hoping for the best, she sneaks through the basement door and immediately it’s clear something is wrong. From the kitchen emanates the sound of wailing. A young, grubby kitchen maid with several teeth missing sits howling at a scrubbed pine table. The two housemaids stare at their well-blacked boots, holding hands, while Cook, wisps of greying hair peeking out from her cap, pours cheap Cognac into four pottery cups.


‘What’s happened?’ Eleanor asks.


Cook looks up. Her cheeks are wet. ‘God save us,’ she says, ‘the mistress has up and died. Why aren’t you with your lady, lassie? She’ll have need of you.’


Eleanor pulls off her shawl as she climbs the stairs. On the first floor, the drawing room door is open. Araminta perches on the edge of a canary-yellow sopha, her face even paler than usual. Eleanor loiters, realising that someone else is there; a long-faced gentleman who hands the mistress a glass of an odd, vivid-green mixture.


‘Thank you, Dr Anderson,’ the mistress says.


The doctor, who is middle-aged and wearing tan britches that are too large, hovers. ‘Down in one, Mrs Moore,’ he advises. ‘I’ve included a peppering of Dover’s powders. For the shock. I told your great aunt to restrict her usage of the drops. They’re excellent for energy but in a lady of her age and condition . . . her heart, you see.’ He sighs. ‘The prescription is proving efficacious but patients find it moreish. The drops, once taken, mitigate against caution. I warned your great aunt. She was a good deal more ill than she appeared, that’s the truth of it.’


Araminta puts down the glass on a side table without venturing a drop.


‘We’d only just met,’ she says sadly. ‘Aunt Eilidh and I.’


‘You made it in time then. That was lucky.’


Presently, Araminta does not feel lucky. She stares out of the long sash-and-case windows at the leafless winter trees over the garden wall opposite. Another few hours and she would have undoubtedly found out more about her mother and, for that matter, her great aunt.


‘It’s strange how one feels known, immediately, by family. Miss McKenzie was, I believe, the last of my relations,’ she gets out.


‘Blood,’ the doctor adds nostalgically as if this explains something metaphysical as well as biological. ‘That medicine will ginger you up, madam.’ He indicates the green glass and Araminta once more ignores it.


In the hallway Eleanor shifts as she hears the front door opening and Brodie bringing another gentleman upstairs. This man is the same age as the doctor but better dressed.


‘Mrs Moore,’ the fellow hails her, his hand outstretched. ‘I’m Drummond, Miss McKenzie’s solicitor. It’s a pleasure to meet you despite the circumstances. Miss McKenzie was particular that you should be here when she passed. Please accept my condolences.’


Eleanor peers from her hiding place. The lawyer nods at the doctor, who he clearly knows, while Araminta shakes the fellow’s hand. ‘Your great aunt was a most astute lady. She left instructions to give you this upon her demise,’ he explains, as he fumbles with a leather attaché case.


Eleanor cranes her neck as Mr Drummond fishes out a small wooden box. Araminta opens the lid, revealing a blue velvet interior from which she withdraws a key. ‘What’s it for?’ she asks.


Drummond momentarily catches the doctor’s eye with a look that seems to convey he considers Araminta’s question unreasonable. ‘I’ve no idea, madam. Didn’t Miss McKenzie appraise you of her wishes?’


The mistress stands up. ‘This is all my great aunt left? Nothing else?’


‘Hardly,’ the solicitor objects. ‘In the lady’s will you’re endowed with this house, its contents and a portfolio of investments that bear, as I understand it, an excellent income.’


Araminta’s eyes flash around the room, then back to the key in her hand. ‘I see,’ she says. ‘But no instructions?’


‘She left small gifts to the staff, but I can see to those,’ Drummond says. ‘You may dispatch the rest of the property as you wish. If you’d like to sell the house or rent it, I can organise to do so. It’s worth a tidy sum. East–west outlooks are less interesting, having no view of the castle or over the firth, and being on this steep a slope makes the property less attractive, but still, Glenfinlas Street occupies an excellent position in the town.’


Araminta looks round the room. This place is not her place, nor these things her things, but they are imbued with Great Aunt Eilidh, who embodied the promise of something she’s not yet ready to let go.

OEBPS/OPF/clip0001.png
e
e

Ecdlesiastical
Library

% 3\ AN
S R Bruntsfiel,

et R R

T R






OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  The Jewel Keepers



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Sara Sheridan



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Map of Araminta’s Edinburgh



			Contents



			Prologue



			Chapter One



			Chapter Two



			Chapter Three



			Chapter Four



			Chapter Five



			Chapter Six



			Chapter Seven



			Chapter Eight



			Chapter Nine



			Chapter Ten



			Chapter Eleven



			Chapter Twelve



			Chapter Thirteen



			Chapter Fourteen



			Chapter Fifteen



			Chapter Sixteen



			Chapter Seventeen



			Chapter Eighteen



			Chapter Nineteen



			Chapter Twenty



			Chapter Twenty-One



			Chapter Twenty-Two



			Chapter Twenty-Three



			Chapter Twenty-Four



			Chapter Twenty-Five



			Chapter Twenty-Six



			Chapter Twenty-Seven



			Chapter Twenty-Eight



			Chapter Twenty-Nine



			Chapter Thirty



			Chapter Thirty-One



			Chapter Thirty-Two



			Chapter Thirty-Three



			Chapter Thirty-Four



			Chapter Thirty-Five



			Chapter Thirty-Six



			Chapter Thirty-Seven



			Epilogue



			The line of the MCKENZIE women



			Historical Note



			Acknowledgements



			Questions for reading groups



			Keep reading for an extract of Sara Sheridan’s



			Chapter One



			Raising Readers



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/clip0002.png
ARAMINTA’S
EDINBURGH, 1837

AU Sister Winifrid’s
Nunnery





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
‘A GEM OF
A BOOK’

TRAGY BORMAN






OEBPS/OPF/hs_new_logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





