
		
			[image: Love and Other Poisons by Lesley McDowell – A vintage-style green and gold book cover featuring an illustrated poison bottle, decorative swirls, and the tagline ‘Sometimes the truth is more scandalous than the story’]
		
	
		

		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Lesley McDowell’s debut novel The Picnic came out in 2007. In 2010 she published Between the Sheets: The Literary Liaisons of Nine 20th-Century Women Writers, which was shortlisted for the non-fiction prize in the 2011 Scottish Book Awards. Her second novel Unfashioned Creatures, about Mary Shelley’s Scottish childhood friend, was published in 2013. Lesley was a literary critic for The Herald, The Scotsman, The Independent, TLS and others. She has a PhD on the work of James Joyce, and has won three Creative Scotland writers’ bursaries. Love and Other Poisons is her fourth novel.

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			By Lesley McDowell

			 

			Fiction

			The Picnic

			Unfashioned Creatures

			Clairmont

			Love and Other Poisons

			 

			Non-­fiction

			Between the Sheets: The Literary Liaisons of Nine 20th-­­Century Women Writers

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Love and Other Poisons

			 

			 

			 

			Lesley McDowell

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			[image: Wildfire logo]

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			Copyright © Lesley McDowell 2025

			 

			The right of Lesley McDowell to be identified as the Author of

			the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the

			Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			First published in 2025 by Wildfire

			An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited

			 

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication

			may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means,

			with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of

			reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued

			by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			 

			All characters – apart from the obvious historical figures – in this

			publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons,

			living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			 

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			 

			eISBN: 978 1 0354 1171 9

			 

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			an Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland,

			8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)

			 

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			With gratitude

			Emma Tennant 1937–2017

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			I tell my secret? No indeed, not I;

			Perhaps some day, who knows?

			But not today; it froze, and blows and snows,

			And you’re too curious: fie!

			You want to hear it? well:

			Only, my secret’s mine, and I won’t tell . . .

			 

			Or, after all, perhaps there’s none:

			Suppose there is no secret after all,

			But only just my fun.

			 

			– ‘Winter: My Secret’, 

			Christina Rossetti (1857)
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			Prologue: Rowaleyn, 1857

			I open the window and lift my skirts, take a step over the window­sill and ease myself down on to the lawn. It’s like escaping from a prison; the clouds part as I run over the wet grass, granting me an unlikely moment of morning sunshine.

			The long drive down to where our carriage stands, in front of the coach house, curves past the woods. I want a walk in the fresh air, but not in that direction. Not yet.

			Then a cacophony of voices, like the screeching of crows, stops me.

			I squint in the direction of the noise, hand above my eyes. I must be mishearing. But no – someone – people – are shouting my name. It’s her! Madeleine! This way, Madeleine!

			Down at the gate at the end of the drive stand a group of men, their caps raised as they wave in my direction. There’s a huddle of at least six of them, before a few women dressed in smocks and headscarves appear beside them. There she is! It must be her! Madeleine!

			They jostle each other at the gate as I stand, frozen and staring. One of the men begins to climb it; behind me, Papa shouts for Mr Blane the coachman.

			The man on the gate is almost over; he’s stretching out his arms to me like a lover. Then, bang! A gun goes off, the women scream, and the man falls backwards on to the ground.

			

			I turn round; both Papa and Mr Blane are carrying hunting rifles.

			The end of Papa’s is smoking.

		

	
		
			

			I.

			 

			 

			 

			‘With regard to the prisoner’s statement to the chancellor of the French Consulate, that the deceased had never been in the house, his Lordship remarked, “Now really, gentlemen, the statement of the Dean of Faculty that this girl starts into a heroine at this moment is an exaggeration which I did not think to hear from my learned friend.”’

			 

			– The Lord Justice-­Clerk charge to the jury in the trial of Madeleine Smith, 8 July 1857, Edinburgh

		

	
		
			

			New York, 1927

			After you’ve gone and left me cryin’, After you’ve gone, there’s no denyin’ . . .

			Though it was spring, the parlour was dark in the mornings, facing northwards as it did, which suited my mood. I sniffed at my favourite song playing on the gramophone and took out my handkerchief, the one with the initials ‘LS’ woven into a corner where lace touched the edges. Then Marion Harris’s sweet voice got me singing along with her instead, swaying in the gloom.

			You’ll feel blue, you’ll feel sad, You’ll miss the dearest pal you—

			‘Mrs Sheehy! Mrs Sheehy!’

			The shouting of my name outside gave me a nasty start, and I cursed out loud. But I recognised his voice: the same man had been calling on me three mornings in a row. I seized the gramophone arm but it slipped, and the needle scored across the record.

			‘Damn him!’ I said again. I’d sworn twice already, and it wasn’t even noon.

			‘Mrs Sheehy!’

			His voice was deep, and carried through my open window like an actor’s. Spring was chilly, but I liked to hear noise from the street. It was all I invited in now. Noise – and dust. Dust I could hardly help, for it got everywhere in the Bronx, especially with Park Avenue being so close to the Grand Concourse. The city was shooting up so quickly this far north even the tiniest birds had to shake it off their wings. Little warblers, coughing up grit and soot. A breeze would pick up, and leaves from the trees – the few left after they’d dug up enough for the Concourse – would shower you with it, like icing sugar scattered over cake. Uninvited, it blew through my window, settling as far indoors as the mantelpiece.

			

			This suited my mood, too, with its filth and darkness. It suited the presentiment that had set up home in my head ever since the New Year rang in four months ago. Every day was a bleak wondering, with my fears of discovery only growing, and my feelings flitting about like a flock of starlings, giving my heart strange beats and skips.

			No: I wouldn’t open the door to folk I didn’t know. Dust couldn’t be kept out, but strangers could. And anyone who did call – wearisome salesmen mostly, by the cards they left in the mailbox – soon left me alone when they got no answer.

			This one seemed more persistent. But I hadn’t answered him in three mornings so far, and I wasn’t about to do differently today.

			‘Mrs Sheehy! You at home, ma’am? Your window’s open!’

			Arms held out for balance, I tiptoed in stockinged feet over the parlour floor, moving past my paintings, which were propped up on either side of the fireplace or set on the mantelpiece. One or two ancient gowns that doubled for painting smocks trailed down the backs of dining chairs I’d brought here from Eighth Avenue. Just this parlour, with a single bedroom at the back, and a tiny kitchen and washroom: it was all I needed now.

			The gauze curtain at the parlour’s bay window trembled in the breeze. I’d not looked out the last three days he’d come calling in case he saw me, but this morning I was cross after my record got scored, and crossness made me bold, had me peeping out for a glimpse of him. He was bending low on the stoop, gazing through the frosted glass door into the hallway, as though he had a right to know what was inside.

			

			He was no salesman. He carried no wares, and besides, his oxfords gleamed and his white baggy pants dazzled. Angled sideways on his head so that his face was hidden from me, sat a spotless white boater. There wasn’t a single speck of dust about him at all. The brand-­new, dirt-­free Chrysler parked by the sidewalk had to be his, then, too. No hopping on trolley cars or driving some old jalopy for him. Like the times, he was, flashy and drunk on credit. But the downturn would come soon enough.

			I let my breathing slow; my fingers, arthritic and swollen, twitched at the curtain. And that was when he raised his fist and rapped at the glass door so hard it gave me another fright, causing me to stumble backwards. The rug caught my ankle and pulled me down, making me yell, though more from panic than pain.

			The noise gave him his chance.

			‘Mrs Sheehy! Are you hurt? Mrs Sheehy!’

			I waited in a heap on the floor, hand at my mouth. Then someone else ran up the stoop and let him into the building.

			‘Damn old age and its traps,’ I muttered, my third curse of the day, but it was my granddaughter, Violet, who called from the hallway, not the stranger.

			‘Grandma? Grandma, are you OK?’ She sounded so stricken, I was ashamed.

			

			‘Oh, Violet, thank goodness it’s you! I’m fine, I tripped, that’s all—’

			‘I’m coming in, don’t you move!’ In she flew as though I were on fire, running in her too-­high Mary Janes and pulling off her scarlet coat. ‘Oh Lord, Grandma,’ she cried, blue eyes wide and blond hair bobbing. ‘Here, let me get you up—’

			But just as she was bending down to help me, something too bright and white crossed my vision and I fell back down again. For he had followed her in, of course, and my gnarled old hands flailed uselessly, my voice high-­pitched and insistent as a child’s. ‘Whoever you are, you’ll get nothing from me! Get out of my home! Get out, I tell you!’

			‘Grandma!’

			The shock in Violet’s voice didn’t stop me, though. ‘Get out!’ I said again, though more weakly, as the stranger removed his boater and set it on the dining table. I put up my hands to shield my face, for fear of some absurd recognition by him.

			But his face caused the only absurdity, for absurdly beautiful it was, his feline eyes shining like coffee, with thick black eyelashes no decent man should have. Almost made-­up, they seemed, mascara-­smudged and mesmerising. Violet was pressing her hand to her chest as if to keep her heart from breaking through it. But his gaze was turned on me and slowed my own heart down so I was sure I must have died, and he and I were both ghosts.

			‘Who – who are you?’ I stammered.

			My eyelids fluttered and Violet said, ‘Grandma! Grandma!’ I heard the stranger urge Violet to take me by the elbow, and together they heaved me gently off the floor and on to the daybed, which was set against the wall.

			

			‘You don’t understand,’ I said to Violet, gasping and blinking hard. ‘This man’s been calling on me every day—’

			‘I hope you don’t think I mean you harm, Mrs Sheehy,’ he said. He’d put out his hand for me to shake but I wouldn’t touch it.

			‘But you have – been calling on me, I mean. Who are you?’

			‘Name’s Harry Townsend. And I’m very pleased to meet you at last.’

			Violet said, eagerly, ‘I’m Violet Wardle – Miss Violet Wardle. And this here is my grandmother, Mrs Lena Sheehy – oh, but you know that!’

			He smiled. ‘You never answered me, Mrs Sheehy, not once all these days. You’re a hard nut to crack!’

			‘Then take a telling,’ I said. ‘Mr – Townsend. I don’t speak with strangers.’

			I sat trembling, my dry, wispy hair suspended in front of my face. I tried to pin it up, but it just fell back down. Even that little action had me out of breath. My hands shook, too, for I knew what was surely coming. He’d say he was a reporter, and had found me out. I wanted Violet to be gone so she wouldn’t hear what he’d have to say, but she was too blinded by his looks to notice any warning signals from me.

			‘I’m no stranger, not really,’ he said in that rich, low voice, drawing one of the dining chairs towards him and settling himself in front of me. ‘I thought you might recognise the surname.’

			‘I don’t know any Townsends,’ I said, rudely.

			‘Ah, my mother’s a Conti, though – Angela? Daughter of your friend, Teresa Conti.’

			Surprise had me clutching at my chest, the breath I took in was so great, and I pitched forward as if to get up. Violet squeezed on to the daybed to steady me.

			

			‘Teresa’s grandson? You’re not – a newspaperman?’ It burst out of me before I could stop it.

			He only laughed, though, and looked at Violet with a comical expression on his face. ‘Now, why would you think—’

			‘No, I meant – oh my, you’re Teresa’s grandson,’ I said again, as if repeating it would divert his attention from my slip-­up. Even so, relief was coursing through me, for Teresa was indeed my good friend, my old neighbour from Eighth Avenue. I’d not seen her since my move uptown.

			Then a thought struck me. ‘Teresa’s all right, isn’t she? Oh my, is Teresa in trouble?’

			‘No, she’s fine, don’t worry,’ he said. ‘Did she never mention me to you? Harry?’ He grinned more widely, showing two front teeth that were slightly crooked.

			Teresa had twelve children in all, and God knew how many grandchildren, more than twenty at least, so their names were forever lost on me. But there was one called Enrico, which was Italian for Henry, and I thought that must be him. ‘Are you the one who lives out west?’ I said, testing him a little first. There was something else at the back of my mind, a sad story, I thought, but I couldn’t remember what it was.

			‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘I’m Harry, the one out west!’

			Maybe I smiled then, just for a second, before my rudeness hit me, making me ashamed of how I’d treated him. ‘Well, I am very sorry,’ I said. ‘Had I known who you were, of course I’d have answered—’

			He shook his head and proffered a strong, sunburned hand to lay on my pale, wrinkled one. I gulped at the kindness in the touch. Violet let out a sigh of envy.

			

			‘There’s no apology necessary, the fault is mine,’ he said. ‘I frightened you in my eagerness to speak with you. Might I offer my condolences, too, for the loss of your husband last year? My nonna told me. She was sorry to see you move uptown.’

			My feelings tumbled about. Grief and suspicion and fear had been grappling for a hold, but his taking of my hand, and the revelation of who he was, banished them all.

			‘I remember Teresa talking about you now,’ I said, eagerly. ‘Enrico, she calls you. She thinks you’re the bee’s knees. She should have warned me you looked just like a movie star!’

			He laughed, and so did Violet. ‘You’re too kind,’ he said, ‘but I prefer being behind the camera—’

			‘You’re a movie director?’ Violet interrupted, breathy and excited. I didn’t mind her being here, now that I knew he wasn’t any danger. He seemed confused by her interruption, though, and the brief alteration in his expression alerted me to something else about him, a kind of guilelessness, I thought.

			‘That’s why I’m here,’ he said. ‘I run my own film company. Newly set up.’

			I was confused. ‘That’s why you’ve been so persistent?’

			‘So persistent,’ he said, imitating me. ‘Gotta love that accent.’

			‘Grandma lived in England a long time,’ Violet said, before I could stop her.

			‘My nonna mentioned that. And, well, it’s why I’m here. The two of you went to see a play together last year, Pygmalion.’

			‘Yes,’ I said, but slowly, for I was still in the dark. ‘At the Guild Theatre on 52nd Street.’

			‘Well, there’s a revolution coming in movies – “speakies”. They’re making a film with actors speaking, see, and when it hits, there’s gonna be the biggest fight for movie rights to all the best-­selling plays. Pygmalion would make a fortune as a “speakie”. And my nonna – well, she told me you knew its author, Mrs Sheehy. George Bernard Shaw himself.’ He pushed a forefinger towards me, and I shrank back a little.

			

			Violet nudged me. ‘Grandma! You never said.’

			‘Oh, no, I think Teresa must have misunderstood,’ I said. But my heart had quickened.

			‘Are you sure?’ Harry asked. The expression on his face was as plain as the meaning in his words; he wasn’t a man for misunderstanding. ‘He’d take tea with you, she said, when you lived in London.’

			I shrugged, trying to recall that night at the theatre. Maybe I’d had a whisky tonic beforehand; maybe I’d wanted to impress Teresa. Maybe I really did say it, and then forgot it just like that. How could I have made such a blunder? What else did I give away?

			‘So I was thinking,’ Harry said casually, taking out a gold cigarette case and lighting a cigarette with a gold lighter, ‘you might help me meet him. Something like that?’

			‘It would have been such a long time ago, in the years before Grandma came out here,’ Violet said to Harry, in a kind of whisper. ‘But she’s shy about it. When she was just a girl they had a big house in the country, with servants, and she went to balls, too. Later on in London she was married to my daddy’s father, and then she came here, and a long time after, she married Grandpa Willy.’

			Violet was so enjoying reminiscing, she was going to do more of it. That focused me at last.

			

			‘Shaw? Oh, I knew lots of people then who wrote plays and poetry,’ I said, waving my hand. ‘Someone was always doing something that looked like it might be important. And for a moment or two it was, and then it wasn’t, and then it just – disappeared.’

			‘He’s a famous socialist,’ said Harry, rubbing his chin. ‘How’d that sit with your servants and country houses?’

			It wasn’t a question I wanted to answer. What I wanted was something for a dry throat. ‘I haven’t even offered you any tea,’ I said, getting to my feet. But I’d moved too quickly, and found myself swaying and tipping forward. Harry jumped up to catch me.

			‘Let me get that tea, Grandma,’ Violet said, and she scurried off to the kitchen, leaving Harry and me alone together.

			My eyes closed as everything spun, but Harry held my arm and said, ‘Settle yourself now,’ as I eased myself down on to the daybed. I leaned back and his lips brushed my ear as he whispered, ‘Mimi.’

			Just that. A single word.

			Mimi.

			It was more than enough to force my eyes wide open, make me blink in alarm. ‘What – what did you – what did you say?’

			But just then Violet came back into the parlour with the tea tray, and he went to help her. I was still amazed at what I’d heard – or thought I’d heard, for I must have got it wrong. Mimi. No, he couldn’t have said that. Was I starting to hear things? I couldn’t afford to make those kinds of mistakes. Like so many who came to this city looking to live their lives over again, it didn’t do to make mistakes.

			Mimi.

			

			Sudden tears bubbled up, to my shame, and Violet poured me a cup of tea, patted me gently. ‘It’s been too much for one day, I think. She’s ninety-­two, you know,’ she said to Harry. ‘Why don’t you come back tomorrow? Talk a bit more with her then?’

			‘Of course,’ he said, taking up his boater.

			‘There’s really no need—’ I began, but Violet was already ushering him to the door.

			‘Nonna’d never forgive me if I made her ill,’ was all I heard him say, as they passed out into the hallway.

			My hand shook as I put down my cup. When Harry called out, ‘See you tomorrow, Mrs Sheehy, take care of yourself,’ I could only murmur a reply. Then the front door slammed, and he was gone.

			‘I don’t see how I can help Harry,’ I said when Violet returned to the parlour. But she had a dreamy look on her face. How quickly we fall for a smile. My late husband’s smile had been wide open, causing me to tumble into it the first time I met him, all those years ago. But I wasn’t so keen to see Violet fall. She put an arm around me and squeezed my shoulders. ‘He’s so cute, though,’ she said, and gave me a wink.

			‘I think I need a little sleep,’ I said, though it wasn’t much past noon. Violet fixed me some lunch, which she left in the kitchen for me, before picking up her packages and kissing me goodbye.

			 

			After supper, another record on the gramophone had me sitting on the daybed, singing along.

			It’s a story that’s never been told, I’ll be carried to the new jail tomorrow . . .

			‘The Prisoner’s Song’.

			

			‘Well, that was a foolish choice,’ I muttered to myself, and I was about to lift up the gramophone arm and change the record, when there was a sharp knock at the front door. I thought to check through the window first to see who was calling on me, then his voice rang out.

			‘Mrs Sheehy!’

			Harry. Had he forgotten something? The sun was setting and rays of crimson and peach cut across the frosted glass of the front door.

			‘Did you leave something behind, Harry?’ I said, opening the door to him. He didn’t reply, but stepped inside the hallway and headed straight for the parlour, without waiting for an invitation. I stumbled after him. ‘What are you doing here?’ I said. ‘Do you want – is it about Violet—?’

			It occurred to me that maybe he wanted her address to call on her, given how sweet on him she’d shown she was already, and I was thinking how to manage that request when he removed his boater and showed his face more clearly. Perhaps he’d spent the last few hours in a speakeasy; perhaps it was something other than liquor. Whatever it was, his face looked different from that morning, less friendly, less handsome, somehow. His words gave me no doubt about his true intention.

			‘I know who you are, Mrs Sheehy. Who you really are, I mean. Mimi. That’s who I want to talk to you about.’

			His voice was so calm, I felt the need to match it. ‘You don’t want to talk about Mr Shaw?’ I said, and tried to smile. But my smile wobbled, and as it did, so my resolve disappeared and my shoulders sagged. It had finally arrived, then – the very thing I’d been dreading for years. And delivered not by a stranger, but by a dear friend’s grandson.

			

			Harry grinned his film-­star grin, notwithstanding his crooked front teeth, and I realised, too, what had changed about his expression.

			It wasn’t guilelessness, as I’d thought that morning, or a lack of nuance. No; it was stronger than that. There was a crudeness to him, a kind of vulgar simplicity I’d glimpsed in some silent movies I’d been to see. But those were harmlessly vulgar, childish in their simplicity.

			His crudeness lacked that innocence.

			I waited as he strolled around behind me and shut the parlour door. I knew now exactly what he was going to say, for he was nothing if not a hostage to that crudeness in his expression and in his character. And so, of course, he said it right out.

			‘Let’s talk about the murder.’

		

	
		
			

			Glasgow, 1855

			‘He spoke of her by her first name, “Madeleine”, and by “Mimi”. He gave me to understand that there was a mutual attraction between him and this lady.’

			– Witness Mrs Clark at the trial of Madeleine Smith, 2 July 1857, Edinburgh

			 

			 

			When Mama is ill, I remove the stopper to her little bottle, and the aroma that escapes stings my eyes and seizes my throat. My brain fizzes for a few moments, and then I sigh, become a ghostly girl gliding from her room to mine and back again.

			When Mama is ill, dust and soot collect under my fingernails. They settle on my scalp, hide inside my nostrils, dig down into my lungs. Turn my insides black as a witch’s heart.

			When Mama is ill, our house on Bedford Place is darker than the deepest forest. No light gets in through the velvet drapes. Parties and dinners must stop, and every step is silent. We speak in whispers and take our meals in the kitchen at the back of the house, for the dining room is just beneath Mama’s room, and even the scraping of a fork on a plate might reach her above and make her screech.

			And so the windows outside turn sooty from St Rollox, the giant smoking chimney in the east. Dust balls in corners. The sound of a brush sweeping is too much for Mama. From my books I blow grit, dirty my fingers with the pages.

			

			Her illnesses always take place at the end of winter, when Christmas is long past but March days are still cold. Papa escapes out to his architect’s office on St Vincent Street as often as possible, which leaves me trapped indoors with Mama, unable to accept invitations or call on my friends or even visit the shops nearby on Sauchiehall Street.

			Only I can attend Mama in her delicate state upstairs. Too many servants might talk.

			So occasionally I snap at the small, bony boys delivering different medicines from local apothecaries. Sometimes, they call at the back door, if Mama has procured something she thinks Papa might disapprove of. Of everyone in the family, I have it worst. ‘Stay by my side,’ Mama murmurs through the stench of illness, of unbrushed teeth and unwashed hair, for nobody can lay a finger on her to wash her but me, not even our housemaid, Christina, when she removes the bedpan.

			All of this I must do as penance, for when I came back from Mrs Gorton’s Academy for Young Ladies in London last summer, Mama and Papa both made their disappointment in their eldest daughter very clear.

			I’d received no offers of marriage. No rich man’s son had pledged himself to me. My failure meant a round of parties, which was fun, at first. Dinners, and introductions, most of them to as many of my brother Jack’s new friends as he could produce, and countless outings – even a balloon ride.

			But few of those boys marked my card at balls or delivered glasses of punch or whispered promises. Even though I smiled and nodded and agreed with whatever they had to say.

			

			‘What do you think is the point of you?’ Mama had said to me, before my departure for London. After I returned and the point of me proved no reason to celebrate, I smiled harder at a duke’s son who was hosting a dinner party in Edinburgh. We removed to a dark corner of the dining room hidden by the drapes. He bade me follow him to the stables behind the house, where no one would see us. My heart beat very hard as I lingered at the servants’ entrance, watching him stride across the cobbles of the horses’ yard. My parents would be proud of me yet.

			The duke’s son did write after our encounter. He was very passionate towards me and I thought that at last I could prove myself, so even though I was reluctant at first and he had to prevail on me with perhaps less gentleness than I’d expected, I believed that was the true point of me. And when he demanded a lock of my hair, it seemed that my point had been won. I sent it, along with the words of intimacy that he’d used towards me at the time. I believed it would secure his proposal. How could it not?

			But his next letter told me that he’d been pledged to another all the while, and then, only a few months after this, Mama told me he’d sickened suddenly and died. It seemed that a door, although closing, was now locked tight. That night upstairs, in front of my bedroom fire, I distracted myself with thoughts of Cathy’s ghost returning to Heathcliff to tap, tap, tap at the window for her love. Would the Edinburgh boy do the same for me, even after disappointing me so much?

			I waited and waited for that tapping at my window. For his ghost to say how sorry he was, that he loved me after all.

			

			It never came.

			But the parties continued until Mama’s illness, which meant my smiles did, too, and they grew ever more desperate. My hunger for a fiancé. Mama and Papa surrounded me with boys and parties, but like a child in a sweetshop warned not to eat a single one lest it spoil her supper, I wasn’t to taste their pink-­tongued, blond-­haired, sugary sweetness.

			How it hurts never to taste, never to be full.

			‘There must be something wrong in how I look, or talk, or behave,’ I said to Christina just before Mama took to her bed and the shutters came down. ‘I am the wrong shape; I have the wrong face.’

			‘Perhaps you just want too badly,’ Christina replied. She’d found me weeping in the kitchen, staring at cream puddings and baked scones that I couldn’t eat.

			No: wanting too badly only makes me devour myself. All through winter and the start of spring, I spend nights in bed pulling at the collar of my nightdress, scratching at my neck until blood appears, then sucking whatever smudges my fingertips. I rip the membrane on the inside of my mouth so many times and swallow it; I chew my fingernails to the pink and swallow those, too.

			I’ll be like one of Macbeth’s witches soon, for I even chew the ends of my hair. When I was bent over the washing bowl one morning, as Christina soaped my curls, she chided me for ruining them.

			But on this March morning when she’s done brushing my hair dry, I’m more desperate than usual for some reason, and say, ‘I’m going out. It’s been weeks. I don’t care what Mama wants anymore.’

			

			Christina begins to tidy my bedroom in silence, picking up the lace drawers left on the floor, the pairs of calfskin boots scattered around the bed. She plumps velvet cushions, dabs at something in the washstand, straightens my silver jewellery boxes. A tuft of hair escapes from under her cap and a few grey strands show amongst the black, though she’s little older than me.

			I may have silk skirts and fox-­fur capes, but Christina has a fiancé, which makes her the richer one.

			‘Did you hear me?’ I say. ‘I’m going out.’

			‘If your mother wakes up she’ll need you, and I’m on my own with Agnes being ill,’ she grumbles.

			‘You’ll have to be enough for her. I won’t stay indoors another minute.’ My voice trembles.

			‘You’re nineteen years old, Maddie, not nine.’

			‘Don’t be so mean—’

			‘Who am I to say you can’t go? I won’t answer for you, though, I mean it.’

			But I’m too delighted, and now she’s bending down to help me pull the buttons through on my boots and tie my too-­tight new jacket, and carefully set my flat bonnet.

			‘I want to see and be seen,’ I say. ‘I want—’

			Ah, but what do I want, when no one wants me? A wolf of a man is the only kind to devour me. Milk-­teethed boys who make empty promises and die too soon of silly illnesses haven’t the stomach for me.

			‘You want to watch yourself,’ Christina says. ‘It’s too plain on your face, that’s your problem. They read you like a book.’

			‘Then I’ll be a difficult book,’ I say. ‘A foreign book. A French book!’

			

			She snorts. ‘A French book. Aye, so you will.’

			‘You just don’t want me married and leaving you,’ I say.

			‘I’ll be leaving you before you leave me,’ she huffs, so I give her a hug. Christina blows hot and cold with me; she’s my only confidante, but sometimes she resents it, tells me I take liberties with her position, and that I should remember that Papa is the one who employs her. Other times, like this, she’s soft and yielding like a true friend, and I can forget she’s a servant – but then Mama’s bell rings and she has to pat her grey skirts and run in to her.

			In the glass, my cheeks aren’t pink enough, so I splash them with water before hurrying downstairs to the gloomy entrance hall.

			A heavy black curtain is drawn across the front door. Fortress Mama. But it’s easily pulled away, and the door is lighter than it looks, so in a second or two, I’m breathing in all of Bedford Place and the shops and the coffee houses and the carriages just beyond it, along with the horse muck and the smoke and the grime that a rare westward wind’s blowing from the St Rollox chimney.

			How incredible that it’s over four weeks since I last stepped outside! Maybe that’s what has me hesitating, behaving like that lady writer trapped inside her father’s house until a poet came to rescue her. But there’s no poet coming for you, Madeleine – hurry!

			By the time I’ve crossed Renfrew Street and Sauchiehall Street both, I’m dizzy with my new freedom and have to stop for a moment to catch my breath.

			And that’s when the rain starts to fall, of course, stopping my escape. I tsk, but up on Bath Street, the entrance of a new coffee house offers shelter, so I hurry there to wait for the rain to stop, shaking my skirts and smiling still for getting away.

			

			I’m so happy to be free of Bedford Place that at first I don’t notice the bearded gentleman sitting in the coffee house bay window. Only when something makes me turn does he come into view, and then he raises his hat to me as if he knows me, and I freeze and blush, hot and cold both, because I know him, too.

			We have met before. On the street, alone together. Without so much as an introduction.

			I’d no notion I could behave so boldly when I came out of Paterson’s one afternoon two months ago, just before Mama took ill. My friend Mary Buchanan was inside, taking an age over some silks, and I wanted fresh air. The last of the winter sun was only a dribble on my face, but I lifted my chin up towards it just the same, and closed my eyes.

			A cough nearby made me open them again. A bearded man was standing barely a foot away, his long necktie and open shirt collar just visible beneath a striking Inverness cape the colour of rowan berries. He tapped a silver-­topped cane at the ground. In his other hand, his gloved fingers held a lit cigarillo.

			The tip of it briefly glowed.

			‘As fine as any in Paris,’ he said to me with a slight accent, not waiting for an introduction. A rude foreigner, the kind that Papa’s newspaper was forever warning young ladies against, who had been ‘flooding’ into the city lately. I gazed down at my plaid skirts and he nodded at the shop.

			‘Oh,’ I said, feeling like a fool.

			‘Oh, indeed. Très beau,’ he said, then looked back at me again.

			I blushed; my eyelids fluttered. ‘Do you – do you know Paris well, sir?’ I was brave enough to ask.

			‘I do. Though I am no Parisian, alas.’

			

			‘You are French, though? Your accent is—’

			‘I am from Jersey, but my parents are French. French was all I spoke as a child.’

			‘How fascin—’

			‘And I lived in Paris, during the revolutions. I served in the military there.’

			We’d learned about the revolutions at Mrs Gorton’s Academy. The thought that seven years ago, when I was a child playing with dolls, he might have been killing men with his bare hands, almost made me swoon. I wobbled on my heels, and he stepped over to steady me, his hand firm at my elbow.

			‘The sun – it’s warm,’ I said, as he let go.

			‘You think so? I find it very cold here.’

			‘Perhaps you’re not used to—’

			But that was when Mary appeared, her mouth falling open at my speaking to a strange man, and she pulled me away before we could exchange another word. It seemed afterwards, though, that I must have conjured him out of my dreams somehow, for back at home I struggled to picture him, and then I forgot about him, because running after Mama took over every thought, every action.

			But perhaps I never forgot him entirely, just buried him deep inside instead. Because my heart’s bounding now at the coffee house entrance, and in a way it never does with any of those pink-­cheeked boys. Not even with a duke’s dead son.

			And so I bob a tiny curtsey at his raised hat in the bay window, even as my legs tremble and my mouth dries.

			He responds immediately, getting to his feet and gesturing to the empty chair beside him.

			It’s much too daring of us both; but maybe this is how things are done in Paris, I think, so I don’t hurry, but I don’t dawdle, either. Breathing softly, I lift my skirts and, unchaperoned, step over the threshold of the coffee house to meet him in the dark interior beyond.

			

			Only it’s not quite so dark in the window. We can be seen by those passing on the street, and my breath catches in my throat lest Papa should walk by, or one of his associates.

			‘Emile L’Angelier,’ he says, bowing; when he straightens up, his face is every bit as handsome as it was two months ago. His tanned cheeks are softly lined, for he’s older than me, perhaps as old as thirty. His whiskers are thick and dark; his long hair is wavy and loose, not oiled or tied.

			His eyes are as sad as a poet’s, but his lips are full, and they glisten wet and red as a wolf’s tongue. I’m suddenly aware of my own lips, so dry, and wet them. His eyes rest there, and my heart swells too huge for a breath. Suddenly it’s as though I’ve let go of my dress, my underclothes, in front of him, and that’s such an appalling, thrilling thought that I shiver all over, and he says, ‘Are you well? Mam’selle—?’

			‘Madeleine,’ I stammer. ‘Madeleine Smith. I am very well, thank you, sir.’

			He lifts my gloved hand and kisses it.

			‘So you got away, Maddie,’ says a voice behind us, startling me into pulling away my hand. My brother Jack appears suddenly out of the darkness of the coffee house; he grins and winks at my shock. ‘Is Mama fully recovered then?’

			‘I didn’t know – you are here? But how do you know—?’

			Flustered, I bump down on to the empty seat beside Emile as Jack takes the one on his other side.

			‘Oh, I was here for a while, then Emile passed by and recognised me,’ says Jack. ‘He knows the Bairds.’ The Bairds are business associates of Papa’s, and the youngest son, Robert, is friends with Jack. I gasp, but not at his news; Emile is pressing his leg against mine beneath the coffee table.

			

			‘I know the Bairds through a work colleague,’ Emile explains. His dark blue irises are almost black, and when I look into them it’s as though I’m falling, somehow. Jack orders more coffee, but when it arrives I don’t dare lift the cup for the trembling in my hands.

			‘What work do you do, Monsieur L’Angelier?’ I manage to ask.

			‘Emile works for the merchants’ house, Huggins and Company, on Bothwell Street,’ says Jack, before Emile can answer. My brother’s acting very boldly, pretending to be worldlier than he is. A small smile plays on Emile’s lips; his leg presses harder. ‘You know – Robert’s been advising there. You are a – what do you call it, Emile?’

			‘I have a commercial position within the company,’ he says.

			‘The Bairds have a very fine place not far from there – on Royal Crescent. Perhaps you know it?’ Jack says.

			Emile’s eyes grow a little more melancholy, even as his leg presses, which makes my heart soften with sympathy for him. My annoyance at Jack increases.

			‘I’ve not yet been invited to dinner there,’ Emile says. ‘But perhaps one day soon.’

			‘Our house in Bedford Place isn’t so fine as theirs,’ continues Jack. ‘But Papa has put everything into Rowaleyn, our country house down the river. The Bairds don’t have nearly as fine a place in the country as we do.’

			‘No, I am sure not. But any house in the country must be a wonderful thing, no matter how fine it is. I should very much like a house in the country myself one day.’

			

			Jack raises his eyebrows as if someone with a mere commercial position couldn’t possibly hope to own such a thing. For myself, I can’t help noticing the frayed edges of Emile’s dandyish hat, the scuff of his boots. His faded kidskin gloves on the table; the yellowed cuffs of his shirt. Papa has no time for those who cannot better themselves, despite his own financial troubles when we were small. He dug himself out of that hole, Mama said once, the only time we ever discussed it, when she was mentioning possible matches for me before I went to London. ‘Your Papa admires a man who has made his own fortune,’ she said. ‘Though we would both be happy for you to find a man who has inherited his.’

			Papa would rather I married a Moor with a fortune, than a working man like Emile. But I don’t care about wealth, and I blush for Jack’s snobbery.

			‘Papa designed Rowaleyn all himself,’ I say, quietly. ‘He works very hard.’

			‘Oh, it’s quite spectacular, Rowaleyn. Everybody wants to be invited there,’ Jack insists, then lists the names of the titled folk that Papa has coming for shooting in the summer. I worry that Emile will find Jack’s boasting vulgar, but his eyes light up at the mention of dukes and lords, and he teases his long hair into resting about his shoulders. He might be an exiled French prince banished by the Emperor, and I think of him being presented to Papa’s friends.

			‘Tell me more about the fine people who attend your parties,’ Emile says. ‘I like to know how they dress and talk, how they conduct themselves.’

			

			‘Really, whatever for?’ Jack says, raising an eyebrow. ‘Shooting parties are mostly a drunken affair anyway.’

			I frown at him; he says, ‘It’s true, Maddie,’ and I frown again at his use of that childish name.

			But Emile’s eyes glitter, and he leans forward, stroking his moustache. ‘I want to know – I like to – make a study of the conduct of nobility. You see, I have an ancestry that is noble—’

			I knew he must have, but Jack looks highly sceptical. ‘No one cares about conduct after a shoot,’ he says, ‘nobility or not. After all, who’s there to check us?’

			I can see he dislikes Emile asking these questions; they’re not understanding one another, which makes me squirm a little. When the waiter arrives again and Jack’s attention is diverted at last, I intervene and murmur, ‘I believe we met outside Paterson’s once, Monsieur L’Angelier. I – I am often to be found there.’

			‘Call me Emile, please. And I know where to find you, Madeleine,’ he says, leaning towards me.

			I can’t reply for the feeling bubbling up inside; a few minutes later, when Emile takes his leave of us, he kisses my hand again, now ungloved, and my blood heats as his whiskers brush my bare skin. Then he strolls out of the coffee house without as much as a backward glance.

			‘How could you be so vulgar?’ I say to Jack, because it must be his fault Emile didn’t turn round. My face says it all, as Christina has warned me. ‘All that talk about drink—’

			‘He’s the vulgar one – wanting to know about “conduct”,’ Jack says, and snorts. ‘Well, perhaps he would – he’s just a clerk at Huggins. “Commercial position”, indeed. He hasn’t got a penny to his name. And the showy way he dresses, in that cape! The colour of it. Imagine him turning up at Rowaleyn like that.’

			

			‘But he has ancestry. And he’s been a soldier. He’s lived. And in Paris. During the revolutions! He told me,’ I add, when Jack looks surprised, ‘when you were talking with the waiter.’

			‘You’d have Papa invite him to bring his “ancestry” to the shoot in summer, then?’ Jack laughs; suddenly, I want to slap him. ‘And his soldier’s gun? Maybe he’ll aim it at Lord Hamilton’s son—’

			‘Don’t mock him like that. He’d beat every lord at a shooting party.’ My hands tingle again at the thought of him amongst Papa’s friends. A true man; a military man.

			‘Maybe. But you can’t set your cap at him. Even if he does know the Bairds. And don’t tell Papa you spoke with him. Not without an introduction. A country house, indeed! As if he’ll ever have that.’

			 

			Back at Bedford Place, I make for the drawing room just off the hallway, and in my rage at everything Jack has said, I pull on the curtain rope and open the drapes to the street. Spring light reflects in puddles after the rain and makes the gold clock on the mantelpiece glisten. Everything in the room glitters, for all the dust that’s gathered here: the rosewood sofa and armchairs; the cut glass of the decanters left on the table; the oil paintings of my grandfather and the Duke of Hamilton; Mama’s silver boxes and china figurines in the brass cabinet. The semi-­grand piano in the corner; the embroidered screen in the corner opposite. The rosewood card table and the embroidered stools beside it. The two enormous vases on the mantelpiece, which will remain empty of lilies or roses, because now that spring has come, we’ll be leaving here for Rowaleyn as soon as Mama is better.

			

			It all calms me, though. I know Jack’s wrong about Emile. He belongs here amongst fine things, with his elegant whiskers and his sad poet’s eyes and his ‘ancestry’, whatever it is. Yes, his cape is very bright – garish, even – and his way of adjusting his hair would infuriate Papa, who loathes vanity in a man. My spirits sink a little. But then I remember his I know where to find you, and I make a deep curtsey and say out loud, ‘Mama – Monsieur L’Angelier,’ and nod to the empty chair. I picture Emile bowing low to her, and kissing her hand very lightly, like a true gentleman. My French prince.

			‘What are you doing?’ It’s Christina, standing in the doorway. ‘Who’s Monsieur L’Angelier?’

			I tell her about the meeting at the coffee house. ‘And oh’ – I seize her by the arm as she closes the drawing-­room door behind her – ‘his leg was pressed against mine the whole time.’

			She frowns. ‘You want to be careful,’ she says. ‘You’re the eldest daughter, you’re worth something, you know.’

			I’m suddenly brought low again by the recollection of empty calling cards.

			‘I’m not worth anything to anyone. Not to any man I’ve met so far. But he is different – he’s a grown man. At least thirty.’

			Her eyebrows shoot up. ‘You don’t want any offers from a thirty-­year-­old clerk—’

			‘Were you not just saying this morning that I was nineteen, not nine? Mama wasn’t much older than that when she married Papa.’

			‘You’re already thinking of marrying him, are you?’

			Christina marches over to the drapes, pulls on the cord to close them again. Darkness returns to the drawing room. ‘I’d like to see the look on your papa’s face when you tell him that.’

			

			‘I’m making a point, is all.’

			‘Then I’ll make a point, too. The master was no clerk.’

			‘He wasn’t rich when he was young—’

			‘He worked for your mama’s papa; he was in training as an architect. And he wasn’t French, either. You know what they say about French men.’

			I have no idea what ‘they’ say about French men. ‘None of the boys of my age have been French. Maybe that’s only to their detriment.’

			Christina opens the drawing-­room door and pushes me out into the dim hallway, its paintings in shadow, for all it’s so bright outside. Immediately, I feel smothered in dust. Only Emile can blow it all away, free me from it!

			‘You’re wrong,’ I say, ‘Once Papa meets him—’

			‘Don’t be ridiculous. Your Papa won’t meet a man like that. And he’s no prince.’

			‘He has a poet’s face – he’s – he’s like a wolfish poet – in a prince’s clothes.’

			Christina only laughs at my confusion, though. ‘Aye, I’ll bet he’s all that. He’ll be used to a certain kind of woman, then. And that’s not you.’

			‘It never is me, though, is it?’

			Christina’s look softens; she takes my hand. ‘It will be, Maddie, one day. Just be patient.’

			But how to be patient now that I’ve met him, spoken with him, learned his name and given him my own?

			I’ll not be an old maid, trapped with Mama for ever, I think in bed later, lying awake to gnaw at the skin on my wrists, nip the flesh on my arms, for I’m so very hungry. And when I finally fall asleep near dawn, my dreams are full of wolves and boys that try to hide from them, before they’re ripped apart to dissolve in pools of blood.

			

			 

			‘I don’t know where he lives, only where he works,’ I complain to Christina the following evening in the kitchen. It’s the first occasion we’ve had all day to speak, because of running after Mama’s wants, and we’re both tired, flopped over the kitchen table. ‘It’s not as if I can wait about on the street for him. And I can’t send a note, either. What if he never got it, and someone found out, and told Papa?’

			Papa’s tempers are legendary. I chew the tender part of my lower lip, which stings. Rub my eyes too fiercely, as though I’ll see something different when I’m done.

			‘You look like you’ve escaped from Bethlem,’ Christina says, and gets up from the table to come and smooth down my hair, which has gone without brushing all day. Her firm strokes against my head are soothing, make my
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