

Chapter One

CHRISTIAN

The Tolbooth Jail, Edinburgh 
October 1679

You are sentenced to beheading. God have mercy on your soul. Prepare yourself in prayer.

The sheriff’s words clang, pious as the bells of St Giles’, all the way from the court back into the jail. Six High Constables haul me across the square, batons braced, just in case. I’m dangerous, the broadsides say. Their other hands grab for all the parts of me they can reach. Fingers and thumbs claw at buttons and bows. Their faces leer too close and blur into a mess of roar and gawp. All I have left to fight back with are my feet, kicking everything away that comes too close.

I’m at the centre of the commotion, yet one step removed, hit by everything in flashes. The sour stench of a vegetable pedlar. The red plume of a hat. The thought of the slam of a blade.

They’d said the judge might believe me.

Wear your white lace gown. Fall to your knees and plead your innocence.

Now the dress hangs from me, dragging in the dirt until I’m back inside, a thunderclap of bolts sealing the door. I should have searched for Johanna in the crowd. I should have taken one last look at the sky.

I’m dragged up the steps into the stink of corridors, past yellow candle lanterns and the debtors and delinquents. They’ve guessed the verdict by the clamour. ‘Chop,’ they hiss, brushing their necks with their filthy fingers, eyes agog.

Once the constables have thrown me back into the top cell and wiped the sweat from their foreheads, their faces say, Well, aren’t you wickeder than you look. They’ve pulled my gown loose. They stare as I try to put the bodice right. Despite the gloom, their smirks shine. I cringe at the furthest wall near the window, the dank of the stones seeping into my skin.

You’ll be taken up to the Tolbooth platform on Monday to be executed at the blade of the Maiden. Find a minister of the Kirk for your last hours. Murderess.

Three days. Will they make Mother watch? Will I ever see Johanna again? Or see the rippling fields of Corstorphine, the gorse roaring up its hill, as bright and bold as I believed myself to be?

Now I am just my own hammering heart, each thump of it inside my chest ticking down the minutes until I’m a dark slick of hair in piss-stained lace, bound and barefoot, keening in terror.

I should have begged harder.

I should have tried to look more distraught at the fact he is dead.

The constables are spick-and-span now, coats smoothed down and hats straightened as they rattle out of the room, leaving only me and the guard. He fills the space of the doorway, his head almost brushing the top. The knuckles of his hands touch each side of the door frame.

‘That advocate of yours will be waiting downstairs,’ he says, not moving an inch.

‘Could you fetch him, please?’ I say. I have learned to keep my voice meek for this particular guard.

‘And what do I get in return?’ The silvery light from the barred window slants across his face. His dark eyes glint.

‘I’ll tell him to pay you the usual two coins,’ I whisper.

‘Oh, but my price has gone up,’ he says. ‘Now that you’re condemned.’

I will not let him see me flinch at that word. I hold myself still.

‘Then tell my advocate your price,’ I say, and he folds his arms across his great chest and nods, savouring every moment of our exchange.

‘That I will,’ he says. ‘And remember: you can have anything you want here. Make your last days comfortable. For the right price.’ He grins, letting his tongue loll over his lips. His face is flushed with the thrill of being alone with a murderess.

‘Thank you,’ I say, sounding as grateful as I can.

He brings a key from his chain and leaves slowly, locking the door behind him, whistling with those foul, wet lips as he goes.

And I am alone for the first time since the verdict.

The Maiden. There was a sketch of it, in a pamphlet in our library at Roseburn House. Scotland’s Most Abominable Crimes. But it was on the high shelf that I was absolutely forbidden to read from, so I only did when no one was around. An execution machine with a wooden frame and an iron blade. A fearsome contraption the height of two men. Reserved for the beheadings of nobility, its swift mechanism is thought to be less painful than the axe, but none of its victims have lived to bear witness, of course. The pamphlet included a list of those who had suffered at her blade, eternally damned.

Horrible. I’d pushed it back on the shelf and been peely-wally all through luncheon, with Johanna whispering, ‘What have you been up to now, Christian?’

You did kill Lord James Forrester in cold blood.

Because, in the end, it did not matter what I said at my trial. No one believed me.

Now they will come and watch in their thousands, at the scaffold at the other side of this prison. Each curled wig and beggar’s bowl tilted upwards in unison.

My ears buzz. That high-pitched ringing that comes with shock and precedes one of my vomiting turns. I can’t be sick. That guard might strip me again, like he did the day I arrived. His breath hot on my neck. My good cape. My coif. My silk petticoat. You’ll have no need for these fancy clothes here. I need air. The cell reeks of chamberpot. I rest my forehead on the cold bars of the window, still hearing how Mother used to scold me: ‘Christian, no. You’ll catch the sun. A lady should not be freckled.’

And here I am. Still a lady. It’s the only decent thing left to call myself.

From below comes the dogged slap of good leather boots on cold stone slabs. Through the small square of bars at the top of the door I watch my advocate, Mr Dalhousie, take off his hat. His beard is unkempt from the way he ruffled and pulled at it as he bumbled and stammered over his sprawling notes in the courtroom. He puts his hands on the bars. I walk over to him.

‘There’s nothing more we can do,’ he says. ‘I will speak to the prison minister. He will pray with you.’ His voice slips in his throat.

‘Mr Dalhousie,’ I whisper, pressing my hands over his fists so tightly my knuckles go white, and tasting my own sour mouth, ‘of course there is something we can do.’

‘I fear not,’ he says. Your defence has not been believed.’ He picks his words carefully. I wonder if he even believes me, for his furrowed brow has always seemed to have a question hidden behind it. ‘The prison minister has counselled other condemned parties, my lady. He is a reassuring presence.’

‘I don’t want you to fetch me a minister.’ I say it slowly, so Mr Dalhousie understands. I have come to realize, too late, that he is not the shrewdest of men, despite the piles of books and papers that threatened to topple his assistants in the courtroom. ‘Go to my husband and tell him that I still love him, no matter what’s happened. And if he has any love left for me at all, then please can he do one last thing? Or does he want to suffer the public humiliation of his wife on a block?’

Mr Dalhousie has likely never heard a lady speak in such crude terms. His Adam’s apple bulges as he swallows. I imagine the excrement stench that boils from the jail’s central pit does not sit well on his palate.

‘I cannot see that there is anything your husband can do now,’ he whispers. ‘Mr Nimmo has already spent a fortune on your legal case, a fortune that he did not have any obligation to spend. And the cost of keeping you in here – well fed and kept safe from these criminals: that has been quite a bill, my lady. I’m afraid it’s time to accept your fate.’

I squeeze his thin fingers with mine and whisper back, ‘Tell my husband that I want to offer my guard a bribe to help me escape.’

Mr Dalhousie never stays long. Long enough, I’m sure, to be able to recount the daily details of my fragile state to his fellow advocates in the taverns. Or to tell Mother and Johanna, ‘She is bearing up courageously. Her headstrong nature has its advantages.’

When I am alone again, I feel my breathing coming back to something close to normal. My mind wills Mr Dalhousie to get to my husband’s front door as soon as he can; pushes him past the glovers and the hatters in the Luckenbooths and into a hackney coach.

All I can do now is wait.

I hear the high street getting busier now: the late-afternoon rush through the horse shit and the bird shit and the human shit to the apothecaries and wigmakers, before it gives itself over to the evening whorehouse trade. The oyster bars and the coffee houses will be steaming with gossip, the gentlemen and guild brethren poring over the broadsides, picking them up at a penny a time: what’s the scandal? And choking on the court reports printed in all their glorious detail.

Mrs Christian Nimmo DENIES murdering Lord James Forrester, the man who was her lover and also her uncle!

Who would have thought? The merchant Nimmo’s wife. With Lord Forrester – shame on them both. Shame on the family. And guilty. Yes, just this morning, did you not see the scuffle? Those constables looked bitten and kicked to bits.

O God, have mercy on her soul.

Gossip runs through Edinburgh like its fleet-footed urchins. It starts in the coffee-house broadsides. Then rumours weave up the narrow closes to the firesides and bedchambers and out into the countryside and its grand homes. To parlours; across backgammon boards; and into the bottom of teacups.

But gossip, like urchins, steals valuables as it goes. Treasures like the truth and reputations.

I close my eyes and remember who I am, for they cannot take that from me. I hold my story fast, reaching backwards to remember when things started. I think it was an autumn day in Roseburn, a year ago. Hardly any time at all.

THE CALEDONIA BROADSIDE

EDINBURGH, 26th September

Proceedings of the trial of 
Mrs Christian Nimmo before 
Sheriff John MacDonald

The sole witness, Miss Violet Blyth, maid to the murder victim Lord James Forrester: ‘I saw it clear as day, sir. Because I was right there, sir. It all happened under the sycamore tree at the bottom of the castle avenue. It was her, sir.’

(Here the witness points to the Pannell, Mrs Nimmo.)

‘No, I hadn’t taken any drink, sir, hardly a drop in my life and just sweetmeats that day. Well, candied cherries, if I recall, sir.

‘Oh, they shouted, sir. I told the constables, sir. She ran his sword right through him. She might be a lady, but she can certainly fight like a man.

‘Yes, you can, my lady. There’s no use you saying it was me who killed him. No one believes that nonsense. I wouldn’t know the first thing to do with a sword, sir.’

Mrs Rita Fiddes, an acquaintance of Miss Violet Blyth: ‘Oh, Violet knew fine well what to do with a gentleman’s sword, if you understand my meaning, sir. She was very experienced in those matters indeed. A very experienced girl.’

(There was sniggering and gasping from the public benches before the case adjourned at four o’clock, as Sheriff MacDonald had an early dinner engagement.)




Chapter Two

CHRISTIAN

Roseburn House, near Edinburgh 
October 1678

Exercise keeps the thoughts pure, so they say. Each morning, after making sure we ate all our porridge and drank all our milk, Mother sent Johanna and me out for fresh air. We would circle the garden, always in the same direction. Left from the main door, past the box hedges. Down to the woodlands, then up the avenue again. Stop to admire the roses, but never pick the blooms. Don’t leave the grounds. Don’t go near the stable boys.

It took around forty-five minutes, although Mother called it our exercise hour and would often watch from her window to make sure we did not skip any corners. When we returned, she would insist on being entertained with what we had spotted, taking much greater care to ask me than she ever did Johanna. Oh, the crows were so fussy at their nest-gathering today, I would say, or, Look, conkers! And she would touch her chin with her perfumed-gloved fingers and nod and say, Fascinating, Christian, and smile at us before departing in the carriage for one of her social visits.

It’s important to be fascinating. It means you can make an entertaining story out of barely anything at all. And that’s vital, if you’re to hold a gentleman’s attention at a dinner and you do not have the benefit of rosebud lips or golden curls like Johanna.

Which I did not.

And that was why I was spending that autumn morning trudging the grounds again, not-yet-betrothed. Instead, as had been my duty in recent weeks, I was helping my younger sister prepare for her imminent marriage, from the floral wreath she would carry at kirk, to the layout of the afternoon tea-table in her new home.

‘And light curtains for the bedroom, or something dark, like navy?’ she asked. ‘It’s just so nerve-racking making all of these decisions.’

‘Navy for the bedroom,’ I said, swerving a fallen branch on the pathway. We’d had to let some of the groundsmen go, when the money started running out. ‘A dark curtain is the most practical; it will stop your chamber upholstery from fading in the sunshine. And for privacy, of course.’

I did not envy my sister her nerve-racking decisions, and I did not envy her for marrying first, although all of Edinburgh were no doubt talking about it, and how her beauty entirely outshone mine. Despite the lyrical love-notes that had passed between her and Robert Gregor these past six months, their marriage was really about his wealth.

‘Navy indeed.’ Johanna gave the prettiest of nods.

We had wandered to the north corner. The trees hid it from Mother’s view, which meant it ran wild. Thistles rioted across the borders, and brambles clambered up the walls. I have always preferred this part of the garden for, like me, it always seemed to want to escape. Roseburn House was the grandest home for miles, its chimneys and attic rooms towering over the Water of Leith and the wives washing their sheets and their feet in its dark rush. The lintel on our doorway had a carving that read ‘Hope Lies Within’, and that was never truer than on the days I spent at my window, following the river with my gaze.

Now we were hidden, I knew what Johanna would ask.

‘Did you bring the book again?’

I had. A small, thin book with a burgundy cover and fine black print: Instructions on the Benefits of Marriage. Right on the top shelf of the library, where the most interesting books were kept. The ones we were not supposed to read. Her cheeks were already pinking up nicely. It was too easy to get Johanna to blush.

‘Nothing dreadful this time, Christian,’ she whispered.

I opened it at the part I’d found the night before and had read by flickering candlelight in bed, my eyes growing wide at the illustrations:

‘A husband should creep in, little by little, and tempt his wife with kisses and gentleness and wanton words before he attempts to put his hands on her secret parts. And when he does this, she should submit.’

‘Oh, Christian.’ She shuddered, all her talk of navy curtains quite abandoned now.

‘Oh, Johanna,’ I whispered. ‘Robert Gregor will be doing this to you soon. Look at this illustration; you can see how you’ll be expected to lie for him when you submit.’

‘Please no more,’ she said, refusing to look at the open page.

‘Oh, but we must,’ I said. I still couldn’t take my eyes off it. How long must a lady lie there like that? He would see everything! Would it hurt? ‘Otherwise you’ll not learn how to be a proper wife.’

‘Of course I will be a proper wife,’ Johanna hissed. ‘I have met Mr Gregor a dozen times and he has grown more and more enamoured of me. It is you who should be worried. You are almost eighteen, with absolutely no sign of a suitor yet.’

Well, that was enough to silence me. I would poke her in the ribs for that, but she was right. The elder sister should always go first. But who would have me? Mr Gregor was so rich he was undeterred by our money problems and was paying for every stitch of those curtains and the teacups, and more besides. Mother called Johanna bonnie lass and fussed when she came downstairs, all gleaming and hairpinned. Robert had persuaded Mother to give him Johanna’s hand over two of the Hardie brothers, and there were even whispers about London gentlemen being interested. Not yet sixteen and her life assured.

But not with me. I imagine the word they used to describe me, behind my back, would be plain. Eyes the muddy grey of the Nor Loch fog. Hair that escaped from ribbons. For social calls Mother gave me her pearls, to brighten my complexion. Such a shame that no one has proposed to poor Lady Christian yet, for she is fascinating in company and is a wonderful hand at painting and embroidery. Perhaps once Johanna is out of the way.

But even when Johanna was married next month, I would still be the same girl who secretly hated dancing and dreamed of travelling the world. Although I read avidly and wrote with flair, far exceeding the direction of the tutor who came to Roseburn, these assets were not considered to be as attractive as obedience or serenity or silence. In short, although Mother and Johanna would have publicly denied it, none of my strongest qualities were desirable in an Edinburgh lady.

I had been pushed towards eligible young men all over town and, for my part, found none of them dazzling enough to keep me fascinated, for there was nothing duller than watching men drink whisky and brag about how smoothly their fathers’ new carriages could go, or slur about the great architecture they’d seen on journeys to Glasgow or London – places I would never be allowed to visit. And nothing more intrusive than having them eye me up and down. On these occasions I made it clear I was bored, by stifling yawns and letting my eyes wander the room, and breathed a sigh of relief when there was no follow-up invitation the next day.

Father, when he was in his best health, would sometimes regard Mother with a look of sheer love. Not at her pearls or puffed sleeves or hairpieces, but at Mother herself, as though he would do anything to please her, and it was that kind of affection I wished for myself, even though that felt so daring I would not utter it out loud to anyone, not even to Johanna.

And now she was marching ahead, as usual.

‘Come on, Christian. I can’t be doing with you dragging yourself this morning. I have letters to write. And don’t pick the rosehips. You know the rules.’

I watched her stride away, the frills of her dress bouncing over her heels. How confident she looked, despite her fears about her wedding night. How would I feel on mine, should it ever come? Would I lie like that? What if I didn’t want to? I tucked the book back into the pocket under my petticoats.

When we returned to the house, there was an unfamiliar coach in the driveway, a great luxurious thing, enclosed with glass, and Mother was waiting for us at the foot of the stairs, all jittery.

‘Come inside, the haberdashery merchant is here with his suggestions for your new home, Johanna,’ she called. Then she took me by the wrist, squeezing it so hard it pinched. Before I could say, ‘Ouch, Mother!’ she warned me, ‘He has come in person, so we are very honoured. The renowned Mr Andrew Nimmo, who has the most sumptuous samples with him, and an entertaining tale of a recent trip to Calais and back on a ship. You will find it charming, Christian. Freshen yourself up.’

Another gentleman with tall tales. But what else was Mother to do? You can tell everything about a family’s wealth by the way the lady of the home conducts herself. In society, is she talking of her new glasshouse and parading an Italian gown? Or is she discreetly enquiring about the marital status of the male guests, from behind the feathers of her drooping fan?

My mother, Lady Hamilton of Roseburn, was the latter. Father, two years deceased, had let the family’s wealth slip at the gaming tables. When he died, his title went to his younger brother, but when all the money problems came out, we were pitied and given permission to remain at Roseburn. Mother lacked money, but she knew everyone in Edinburgh.

My wrist was still pink. Andrew Nimmo must be a rich bachelor. How tedious. I had wanted to get on with my painting. I knew Johanna had said not to pick the rosehips, but how else could I get an accurate study? They fitted perfectly into the pocket under my petticoat, beside the marriage manual. I slipped everything into my desk drawer before going downstairs.

Mr Nimmo was seated in the parlour with Mother and Johanna, a hint of fading on the top of his head. I could not help but suspect a bald patch was coming and he was too drab to consider a wig. He leapt up as soon as I entered, his assistant scurrying around the room, placing fabric swatches in elaborate arrangements, like peacock tails.

And what he lacked in hair, Mr Nimmo made up for in stature and broadness of shoulder. His suit fitted him perfectly and was matched with a gold-embroidered waistcoat. He had sharp blue eyes and even sharper manners as he bowed and helped me to my seat. And, oh, the samples! They were already spread out across the table: swatches of crimson silk and light ripples of chiffon and swathes of deep, rich velvet. They hung from the edges of chairs. They even had a scent of spice. Tea was served by Fiona, the only housemaid we could keep, on the walnut table by the window, but no one paid attention and, instead, we stared at the displays.

‘The trading in London and overseas is good,’ he said. ‘They are keen for our wool. The ladies of Edinburgh are falling over themselves for these materials, and we all know how demanding they are. Let me advise you on the choices the most fashionable families are making, for your upcoming marriage, Lady Johanna.’

I knew none of it was for me, but I couldn’t help myself. I stood and made my way around the room. I traced my fingers over the soft swatches. The velvet ran from rabbit-fur smooth to prickly on the turn of its grain. My fingertips itched. The chiffon was stiff with dye, the silks regal and rich. They bristled with foreignness.

‘I see you are quite an admirer of fine fabrics.’ Mr Nimmo was watching me. Mother twitched, not touching her tea. Johanna was oblivious, deep in the folds of a navy swatch. ‘These fabrics are from China,’ he added.

‘China.’ As I uttered it, the word felt like a gust of wind in the sails of a ship. ‘Have you been there?’ I asked.

Mr Nimmo’s eyes creased into a smile. He looked most pleasant when he smiled. He walked over to where I stood and lowered his voice.

‘Not quite,’ he said. ‘But I have had the fortune to sail to Norway and Denmark and have had some thrilling voyages. It is all silver out at sea, and the sky stretches over you. You can gaze into the waves beneath and imagine you are seeing mermaids or whales.’

Well, that was fanciful talk if ever I heard it, and he was only a trader. Still, it sounded far more idyllic than the architecture of London.

‘And have you ever seen mermaids, dancing in the waves and luring you to your death?’ I asked. I could not help but smile, for this Mr Nimmo looked far too sophisticated ever to fall prey to a mermaid’s call.

‘I confess I have not,’ he whispered. ‘But perhaps they are easier company than some of the ladies of Edinburgh.’

I stifled a laugh at that. I couldn’t help it.

‘And many of the gentlemen too,’ I said.

Mr Nimmo looked into my eyes for longer than is polite, until we were interrupted.

‘Mr Nimmo, would you advise me on curtain swagging? We don’t want to take up your entire day.’ Johanna poked at a pile of velvets, scowling at me in a most surly way for a bride-to-be.

‘Indeed, Lady Johanna, indeed.’ And with that, Mr Nimmo turned his attentions to her, whilst I continued to admire the swatches.

My sister chose fabric that would make handsome navy bedroom curtains and bed hangings to match. As the morning went on, her new home filled, with Mother saying over and over again, ‘She must have the very best.’

I lingered over a silvery silk so long that Mr Nimmo joined me again.

‘So elegant,’ I said, running my finger over it. ‘I imagine this is the colour of the sea.’

‘Indeed,’ he agreed. ‘You’ve identified it accurately without ever being in its midst. You have quite an artistic eye.’ And then he took the swatch from me, produced his knife and cut off a section.

‘A keepsake,’ he said, ‘for a lady who appreciates the finer things in life.’

After he left, when Mother had overseen Fiona serving us chicken pie and had made sure we did not overindulge on barley pudding, I went upstairs for my rest. I did not look at the marriage manual. That would wait till night-time. Instead I brushed my hair at the mirror, sprinkling the brush with water to tame the stray strands. Afterwards I took out Mr Nimmo’s piece of silk and let the slice of sea ripple in my fingers. I thought of fantastical things: wide horizons, deep creatures, starry skies. Was I foolish to think of these things?

I did not know.

I did not even want to speak about it with Mother and Johanna, in case they said Mr Nimmo probably handed out silk swatches to every lady he visited.

Roseburn House, like many grand homes filled with widows and unwed daughters, did not go many days without gentlemen callers.

The following day we received another visitor.

My uncle by marriage, Lord James Forrester, came to see Mother about a particularly delicate business matter that would have had the kirk pews tittle-tattling behind their prayer books, had they caught word of it.

He came just after our exercise hour when I’d read to Johanna:

‘A wife should ensure her husband is satisfied and not refuse him when he approaches her, so that he is not tempted by the lure of wantonness elsewhere, for there is plenty!’

He arrived in a rush of horses’ hooves, stirring up the crows that had settled into their day. Making the wind crack with their wings.

THE CALEDONIA BROADSIDE

EDINBURGH, 29th September

Sheriff John MacDonald: ‘Before we commence this morning’s hearing, gentlemen, I would like to reassure you all that although I have seen the content of those vulgar ballads on the coffee-shop walls detailing the circumstances of this despicable murder and the relationship between the victim and the accused, I am not in any way prejudiced by them. Not in any way at all.’




Chapter Three

CHRISTIAN

Roseburn House, near Edinburgh 
October 1678

James had always been a regular visitor to Roseburn. And since Father’s death he had taken to visiting us more and more.

Every time he departed, leaving a scent of cloves from his pomander that would linger for hours, something valuable from the house would follow. One day it was the French tapestry of Adam and Eve from the dining room. Another time, an engraved oak trunk from the hall. They disappeared in coaches that he sent. And then we got the best cuts of meat, for a while. Steak-and-kidney pie. Lamb chops. New dresses. I had worked out what was happening. He was selling our belongings, on Mother’s behalf – and taking a commission, I was sure. But I couldn’t ask Mother about it. Questions of that nature were not tolerated. And, anyway, we needed the gowns.

I was upstairs, beginning a sketch of the rosehips I’d picked from the garden, when his carriage clattered up the driveway, setting the household into a flurry of doors thrown open and aprons straightened, perfume dabbed and skirts swishing and Lord James! How wonderful!

My uncle had that effect on ladies, even the ladies in his own family. Even the servants.

There was no point trying to sketch now. I would be called downstairs soon and my hair always took exactly eight minutes to tame, never mind the fact that my dress was already crumpled. I took a deep breath at the mirror, tucking the loose strands as neatly as I could into my ribbons, and pinching my cheeks to make them look rosy. I would hate for my uncle to see me looking unkempt.

He always stayed to eat, entertaining us with tales of the fairs and fights at Corstorphine, the village three miles west of Roseburn where he was laird, whilst I took small bites and minded my elbows, to seem as composed as possible. He knew himself to be handsome, you could see it in every furrow of his brows and every pout of his lips, but I did not want him to think I was affected by his looks.

We would talk of his wife Lillias, Mother’s sister, such a beauty once but latterly mostly bedridden at Corstorphine Castle with some sickness that had spread through her body and made her thin as a pin, and yellow in the eyes.

‘But she was once the toast of Edinburgh, do you remember?’ he always reminisced to Mother. ‘We were such a splendid pair – remember the dances? Her illness is a tragedy.’

Mother would say, ‘God bless my dear sister. She is in the best hands, with you at her side.’ And he would nod and sip his wine. But there was always something unsettled about my uncle. He had the air of a pressing engagement elsewhere. As if he was a little too important to stay very long. And whenever he glanced at me, I was nervous to pick up my fork or glass, in case he found me somehow lacking in grace.

Sure enough, as I was beginning to admit defeat with my ribbons, the dining bell rang. I took a deep breath and went downstairs.

He was at the head of the table where Father used to sit, and Mother was being curt with Johanna, saying, ‘Hands off the butter until James is served.’ Fiona brought sliced leg of mutton, which he tucked into as though he had not eaten in days. Mother eyed every forkful. James eyed the silver candelabra. Johanna spoke at length of the floral arrangements being grown in the garden for her wedding day, but obviously she made no mention of Instructions on the Benefits of Marriage.

James found the topic of Johanna’s wedding frivolous, I could tell by the way he played with his wine glass, but I didn’t want to be caught looking at him, so I focused my gaze on the window, with its view of the avenue.

‘Christian,’ James said, ‘are you not listening to Johanna? She was asking whether you thought there will be enough heather for the altar?’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I was just watching the crows outside.’

He grinned. ‘Crows, indeed. If you’re so taken with birds, you’ll be interested to hear we’ve finished building the dovecote at Corstorphine Castle.’

Well, that set Mother off. ‘A dovecote! A wonderful asset that will be,’ she said, signalling to Fiona to pour him more wine.

‘Indeed.’ Lord James nodded. ‘Now we’ll never go short of pigeon pies or poached pigeon eggs. An abundance. I shall bring some at my next visit, if you would like that. What do you think, Christian? The meat is good for a lady’s complexion, I believe – not that you ever need any assistance.’

I felt the dreadful rush of my face flushing. He was only being kind, but Johanna would tease me to death about it later.

‘Perhaps Johanna and Mr Gregor could build a dovecote,’ I said, hoping that would change the subject.

‘Well, the Gregors could certainly afford one,’ said James. ‘What an excellent match you’ve made there, my dear niece.’

We all nodded and chewed our mutton. It was dry and needed a sauce. I wondered if James loved Lillias or simply thought her an excellent match.

‘The fabric merchant called yesterday, and Johanna was spoiled for choice,’ said Mother.

I had thought of Mr Nimmo constantly. I wondered if he would take another voyage soon and whether he was lonely at sea, and whether he was engaged to anyone, which surely Mother would have known. The thoughts rattled. It was most unlike me.

‘Johanna will be spoiled for choice for the rest of her days,’ observed my uncle. ‘But Robert Gregor is the lucky one, for there are no two finer ladies in Scotland than my nieces.’

Johanna and I looked at each other and she rolled her eyes at me. She was so used to compliments. They simply washed over her.

I admit it. I relished mine.

After we had eaten, Mother sent us away so that she and James could continue their discussions. I stood at my easel for several minutes looking at the sketch of the rosehips, which I now hated, and picked up my chalk with renewed determination. I could not control the sale of my family’s furniture or stop myself wondering what my uncle was doing. But I could shade and highlight these red fruits, if I concentrated hard enough.

And that is what I did, for thirty minutes or so, until there was a rap at the door.

It was him.

‘Dear niece,’ he said, striding in and putting his hands on his hips. ‘I wonder if you would be so kind as to show me your latest paintings? Your mama tells me your technique is quite improved.’

‘Where are Mother and Johanna?’ I asked.

‘I excused myself momentarily; they are downstairs gathering up some silverware,’ he said. ‘There is no use in it hanging around your cupboards when it can be sold and keep you all at Roseburn for as long as possible.’ He spoke with quite a gentle tone, despite the harshness of his words.

He came further into the room until he was close to me. He made my armpits prickle like the morning heat of the garden. I could feel my hair ribbons tickle my neck and I felt ridiculously girlish.

‘Don’t you ever bore of this room?’ He smiled, with all the privilege of someone who never has to tolerate boredom. ‘Does it not make you feel trapped to spend your days here?’

Well, I bored of it every day, but I would never let him know how tedious my life was.

‘Quite the opposite,’ I said. ‘The view of the garden is excellent. Squirrels and deer. And the Water of Leith beyond. Always something changing with the seasons. Blossom or berries or roses or snow.’ I was trying to be fascinating, but of course Uncle James was so worldly he would find talk of squirrels dull, so I bit my lip to stop myself from rambling further.

After he’d looked at the view, which at that moment unfortunately offered nothing more than the mild-mannered nod of the apple trees, he picked up one of my paintbrushes and fiddled with it. Then he sat down and looked at my sketches. His dark curls shone, and not a hair was out of place. Pomade, I supposed.

‘You certainly have improved,’ he said, leafing through the drawings as I hovered nervously. ‘Some of these are quite sophisticated.’ Well, this was the second time in as many days that a gentleman had praised my artistic skills and I was beginning to feel quite the talent, when he put the drawings down.

‘Christian,’ he said, ‘Lillias sketches when she is well enough to sit in her chair. I wonder if you would bring your chalks to Corstorphine Castle. Stay for a day or so and keep your aunt company. We have such superb views of the Pentland Hills. It will be good for you to have a change of scene and get away from all this frivolous wedding talk. It must be getting you down.’

‘Oh, we are far too busy with Johanna’s wedding plans,’ I said immediately.

‘Well, afterwards,’ he said. ‘Lillias would love to have some young company. And you’d enjoy it. You could make a study of the new dovecote. Or the trees. They are magnificent this year, particularly the sycamore at the castle gates.’

My heart pounded. I felt dizzy. A visit to Corstorphine Castle alone, with no one to keep the conversation going but me? How would I ever provide entertaining company on my own? I was so dull and he so worldly. I would simply die of mortification.

‘I couldn’t leave Mother,’ I said. ‘And I enjoy my painting room here.’

‘A pity,’ he said. ‘But let me know if you change your mind. You will be lonely when Johanna is gone. I do feel a responsibility, now your father has passed away.’

I said nothing, for talk of Father still sometimes brought tears to my eyes, as grief does, and I did not want that to happen.

‘For now, I will leave you to your art,’ he said. ‘And these wonderful views of your garden.’ He glanced at the window, nodded to me and went back downstairs.

I stood in the middle of the room for several minutes, heart still pounding, wondering whether I should have said yes.

When finally he departed, taking some of our silverware with him, I went to my bedroom and opened my top drawer. I couldn’t look at the marriage book.

But the furl of silk from Mr Nimmo was there. Pale. Soft. Flawless. I wondered if he believed in mermaids. I wondered if he had thought of me today. I remembered Johanna, bracing herself for a husband chosen by Mother. Mr Nimmo was only a merchant, but he intrigued me more than any of the aristocratic young men I had met. I took out my writing set:

Dear Mr Nimmo,

How kind of you to gift me this fabric at your visit to my home yesterday.

I imagine myself sailing on the high seas when I look at it, captain of a ship. Yesterday I took it to the window and the sun shimmered off its surface so brightly I saw the froth of tides!

I am curious. Do you have anything the colour of the midnight sky over the Orient?

Yours respectfully, and in anticipation,

Lady Christian

Dear Lady Christian,

I found your colourful description of the seas so vivid I can hardly believe you have never been on the ocean! I sat sipping my Burgundy wine, reading your poetic line over and over again, and what handsome script!

It was my delight to have met you and I trust the arrangements are going well for your sister’s wedding. I have found a swatch of black velvet. They call it Deepest Noir, but I found, when I took it to my window, that there are shimmers of navy and even green in the threads.

I do believe it could be the same shade as the sky over the Orient on a winter’s night.

I am passing Roseburn House Tuesday next, as it happens, and will call in with it, unless that is terribly inconvenient. I will also bring a bottle of this wine for your mother. It is too fine a vintage not to share, and I have an entire case gathering dust.

Yours humbly, and in anticipation,

Mr A. Nimmo




Chapter Four

CHRISTIAN

The Tolbooth Jail, Edinburgh 
October 1679

And what shade is the sky over the high street of Edinburgh, as the wind whistles down it at seven o’clock on an autumn evening, almost whipping St Giles’ chimes away?

If I had composed this night at my easel, it would have been all the pinks and yellows of a girl’s oil paintbrushes, but this is no work of my imagination. Tonight is the colour of blood. My own blood thumps through my body to the rhythm of the clangs and thuds outside the Tolbooth as they make sure the Maiden is in working order. They have been doing this all afternoon. Its cranks and weights are lifted and dropped, and each time it happens a roar rises from a restless-sounding crowd. I am sure it is mainly for the show of it, for a sharp, weighted blade is a sharp, weighted blade. A seller has taken a prime spot selling mutton pies, best mutton pies. My stomach has congealed with dread, like the top of a best mutton pie. What will it feel like when the blade drops? Will they really do it? Can I drink enough ale to knock me senseless? How long will I remain aware, once my head is severed?

I have been waiting a full day since my plea to my husband via Mr Dalhousie. Time stands still.

And then the scuff of boots on the stairs again, a light scuff. Unfamiliar. My eyes dart in the gloom. I have grown smart as a rat for noises and disturbances.

A face appears at the cell bars. I have not seen this man before. He lights the wall lamp beside him, with a trembling hand. He has a shock of white hair. Dark veins spread in cobwebs across his nose. He closes his eyes when he talks.

‘Lady Christian, I have come to pray with you.’ His eyelashes flutter on his closed lids. His hands rise to his chin in prayer. His lips part. His anticipation could not be more obvious if he was licking his thin little lips.

I do not speak. He opens his eyes. Grey irises glide down and rest on me, flat and cold as a seagull’s wings.

‘I am Reverend Raeburn,’ he says. ‘Join me in prayer.’

The last time I prayed was in summer, in the stone silence of Corstorphine Kirk. The bruises on my shoulders had faded to almost nothing.

‘Lord, we pray for the soul of this woman who has received the heaviest sentence under Scotland’s laws. We ask that You forgive her deadly sin, and You take her into Your kingdom when she is delivered to You, two days from now.’

His eyes remain closed, eyelashes flickering. I should close my eyes and pray. I should close my eyes and ask God to deliver me from this fate, but my eyes are stuck open, my throat is sealed shut. My hands are frozen to my sides. I cannot even perform the motions of prayer.

Reverend Raeburn’s breath whistles down his nose. When his eyes reopen, the movement startles me. We regard each other.

‘I shall return in the morning, after my kirk service,’ he says. ‘You will be in my prayers. The Lord is with you tonight.’

I do not feel Him. I do not think I ever have. Johanna would say He is everywhere. In the snowy blossoms of Roseburn and in the hues of a February rainbow. But Johanna did not know about the darkness that could fall sometimes, that could cast shadows over our childhood home, leaving no room for blossoms or rainbows or God.

As Reverend Raeburn gathers himself, I hear another set of footsteps on the stairs. My advocate Mr Dalhousie and the reverend greet each other in the shadows, in a whirl of cloaks and hats and awkward nods. The reverend disappears and I am left with Mr Dalhousie. He is Saturday-evening ruddy. He has the air of roast beef and rich sauce. Of red wine and pipe smoke and a win at cards. I remember Andrew like that. His pleasures always came from the finer things in life. I remember the way I would touch my forearms and elbows in the evenings as we sat opposite each other in the candlelight, watching him ignore me, the bittersweet feel of my fingertips on my skin where his ought to be.

‘Good news,’ he says. ‘Very good news.’

I catch my heart before it soars. Mr Dalhousie has so far failed to deliver anything good.

‘I have arrived this evening with payment for the guard. Your husband has arranged your safe passage. Your instructions are here.’ He passes me a slip of parchment. ‘You are to head directly south to the English border and go nowhere near Leith Port. That is the first place they’ll look. When the constables call on Mr Nimmo, he’ll say he’s no idea where you are, but the only place you might flee would be on a ship. He will show them your paintings of Italy.’

The parchment is thin and curled tightly in my palm. I imagine my husband hunched over his desk, scratching his instructions carefully onto it. Mr Dalhousie sniffs. He will be wanting to get back to his alehouse or his wife. Perhaps he has daughters, and he has been going home from my trial each night, telling them cautionary tales.

‘The guard will let you out in an hour or so,’ he says. ‘You are fortunate to have married Mr Nimmo. He wishes that you survive, despite everything.’

And with that, he slips back into the Edinburgh night. The commotion at the Maiden has subsided. There are no more good mutton pies. I did not doubt Andrew would help me. He knows, deep down, that were it not for him, I would not be here in this jail.

I wait again with a half-soared heart. An hour or so is an eternal night when you are waiting to see if a guard fancies making good on a bribe and letting you free.

Eventually he unlocks the door, a scrape so metallic I can taste it.

This time he does not stand in his menacing way, but strides straight into the cell.

‘My advocate has made payment.’ I step back towards the wall, though it is of little use to cower in the corner.

‘That part of the deal is settled,’ he says. In his hands is a bundle of clothes. He dumps them down on the hay bale. ‘You will put these clothes on and disguise yourself as a man.’

He does not make to leave. Instead he watches me as I reach for the bundle.

‘But first I’ll need a decent goodbye,’ he says, ‘so I forget to check on you till morning.’

I knew it would come to this.

Slowly, he loosens his breeches.

If I can get it done with quick, he won’t have the time to try much more than grope at me. I walk the three steps to him. I take him in my hand. He shivers with the horror and the thrill of it.

His beard scratches my ear as he whispers insults at me. Whore. Murderess. I have heard them all before, but not in such filthy proximity. I bite my lip so hard I taste my blood. ‘Whore,’ he says again.

I whisper back to him, ‘Aye, sir, that I am.’ It works. I am nearly out.

Afterwards, he fumbles over his breeches far longer than it took him to untie them, but what can I do but put on the men’s clothes he has brought and hope he does not want anything more? A plain coat. Breeches that scratch my legs. A black ribbon for my hair. Finest velvet. Oh, Andrew. I am nearly out. The guard turns his back. I follow him down the steps into a corridor I have not seen before. We spiral through the jail until it spits me out into a courtyard. I think he will call me a whore again, but instead he looks me up and down as though he owns me, before he shuts the door in my face. I am out.

I want to bolt, but I can’t. I have never been more relieved to set foot in these miserable streets, with tenements leaning towards one another, looking braced for battle. The closes are in shadow, and I turn down to the Grassmarket, then on to Greyfriars Kirk. I am walking faster than an innocent man ought, and lighter on my feet too, and it’s fortunate that everything is quiet, save for those too drunk or useless to realize. At the kirk a man is waiting with a horse, as Andrew’s letter had said, and I mount it, despite losing my footing twice because my legs tremble after these weeks in captivity. I sit astride it, a position I









AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Maiden is inspired by true events, and an attempt to lay old ghosts to rest.

Christian Nimmo was executed at the Maiden in Edinburgh on 12 November 1679 for the murder of her lover and uncle, Lord James Forrester. She killed him with his sword under a sycamore tree in the grounds of his home, Corstorphine Castle, on the day of the village Lammas Fair on 26 August 1679.

The Maiden is a guillotine-type execution machine that was used in Scotland between 1564–1710 to behead more than 150 convicted criminals, and is now on display at the National Museum of Scotland.

I came across the story of the murder of Lord James Forrester as a child growing up in Corstorphine, now a suburb of Edinburgh. The ghost of Christian Nimmo, known as the ‘White Lady of Corstorphine’, is said to haunt the scene of the crime.

As a child, I found the story enthralling and terrifying in equal measures. As an adult, I became intrigued by who the real Christian might have been. Not the hot-blooded murderess as she is portrayed, but the woman behind the ghost tale. Whilst the Forrester name is synonymous with Corstorphine, Christian Nimmo is a dark sidenote in its history. The Corstorphine Sycamore Tree, under which the murder occurred, survived from around 1600–1998 and was once claimed to be the largest sycamore in Scotland. The dovecote still stands.

I took as a reference point for The Maiden a scathing account of Christian’s life and trial from the manuscripts of John Lauder, Lord Fountainhall in Historical Notices of Scottish Affairs, published in 1848, in which he describes her as leading a ‘godless’ life. I didn’t believe that. Instead, I imagined what really may have led a woman in 1679 to have an affair with her uncle by marriage and eventually take a sword to him.

The Maiden is not a history book or a biography, but simply takes some of the elements of the story that I found most intriguing and imagines a fictional scenario with a cast of characters who I felt might have lived in Edinburgh at that time.

In the historical records, there is no mention of a Violet Blyth nor an Oriana, nor a Mrs Fiddes. But I do imagine women like these existed in Edinburgh’s poverty-ridden tenement closes, all struggling to survive against the odds that were stacked against them, just as Christian Nimmo was as good as executed the minute she killed James Forrester, regardless of the circumstances that led to the fateful moment.

As a journalist, I have had the privilege of unearthing interesting stories. In this case, I make no attempt to present the case as a miscarriage of justice or Christian as innocent of the crime or present fiction as fact. Rather, I revisit her execution and the grounds upon which she was convicted in a twenty-first century light, using my own imagination.

Researching and writing The Maiden also meant I could revisit and reimagine my much-loved childhood home of Corstorphine. I hope that this novel finds a place in its heart, with its historical inaccuracies forgiven. And I hope that readers will give a thought to the real Christian Nimmo, whoever she truly was.
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