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‘As I never saw my father or my mother, and never saw any likeness of either of them (for their days were long before the days of photographs), my first fancies regarding what they were like were unreasonably derived from their tombstones.’

Pip, in Great Expectations by Charles Dickens





Chapter Eight

 

It is not quite a week since the funeral, and as Charlotte wakes, the distant sound of hammering from the building sites beyond Sauchiehall Street drowns out the pigeons. The air smells faintly of Purbeck stone, the dust’s sweet odour distinctive. Her maid has lit the fire but not yet opened the curtains, and in the half-light Charlotte gets up barefoot. Papa is gone. He will always be gone. How many times will it sink in, only for her to forget?

She has business to see to. But the first thing is to get dressed. Then to eat. Mrs Cullen has changed breakfast. Papa preferred fish in the morning. Lobster and shucked oysters; a habit he got used to over many years doing deals on boats at the slipway. Now the oyster plate no longer lies on the sideboard, replaced by buttered eggs and warm bannock. Instead of tea, Mrs Cullen has drinking chocolate set out, a treat that was erstwhile served only on Sundays in the Nicholl household. ‘To fortify us through Reverend Patterson’s sermon,’ her father always said, a twinkle in his eye. The housekeeper is mollycoddling her mistress, opening the door, fetching parcels rather than the maids doing it. It is her way of caring, and Charlotte lets her.

Every day since the burial, Charlotte has dedicated herself to understanding her situation. When he arrived with Murray to explain matters, old Mr Urquhart brought a sheaf of papers. ‘The thing is, my dear, I cannot see what your father has done with the rest of his money,’ he admitted, his forehead wrinkling gently, the closest she has ever seen to him looking worried.

‘What do you mean?’

Urquhart swung round a small ledger: her father’s account book with his firm.

‘He sold his railway shares and a large swathe of property two years ago next month,’ Urquhart said, reading the column upside down. ‘He made almost 20,000 guineas.’ The old lawyer raised an eyebrow. ‘A handsome profit. But he didn’t reinvest. He sent no instructions. Is there a safe in the house?’

‘There’s no safe here. Do you mean he had all this in cash?’

‘He must have. I enquired at his bank, but he held no deposit box there, though his account is in credit, of course.’ Nimbly Mr Urquhart swung the book back like some kind of magician. ‘Less the sum of Mr Nicholl’s cash bequests, it amounts to 507 sovereigns, 18 shillings and 9 pence. That sum is yours now. The bank will allow you to draw on it. And you have the house and contents, of course.’

Charlotte felt suddenly unsteady. Five hundred and seven sovereigns, eighteen shillings and ninepence was not enough to live on indefinitely in a five-bedroomed house on Blythswood Square, with nine staff and running a two-horse carriage. She has a little of her own: almost 90 guineas, saved from the excess in her allowance. But still.

‘What did he do with the rest?’ she asked faintly.

Mr Urquhart leaned in as if sharing a confidence. ‘I hoped you might know, Miss Nicholl.’

Charlotte thought she might be sick. She must have gone pale because Murray poured a balloon of sherry and handed it to her. She took a sip and set it on the table. ‘Good heavens,’ she managed. ‘What a lot to disappear. It does . . . not seem like him.’

She restrained herself from asking about Helensburgh House, though, she reasoned, Urquhart would not have told her about the money at all if it was in the possession of the property’s mysterious occupant, who according to the terms of the will, must be allocated a similar 500-sovereign sum.

‘I must consider what to do,’ she said, though the truth was she had no clue and could scarcely grasp that her father had left her in this situation. Surely, she thought, he would have resolved the matter, if he had lived.

‘Well, for a start, Mr Boots can go,’ Murray suggested. ‘You don’t need a butler as well as a housekeeper. With your father no longer with us, there are no valeting duties.’

This would save a few pounds, and Boots had his bequest to see him right. But it would take more than that. Charlotte’s mind raced. ‘Perhaps I’ll invest the capital,’ she said.

Old Mr Urquhart’s eyes were like mine shafts down which the whole world might disappear. ‘What would you like to invest in, my dear?’

Charlotte’s fingers fluttered. She clasped her hands in her lap. This was Papa’s territory and he had not left any kind of map. ‘I don’t know,’ she admitted. Briefly she imagined selling the house and moving to something smaller. She knows it may come to that, but her skin prickles at what Glasgow will say.

‘You need to agree a good marriage, my girl,’ Mr Urquhart said, eyeing her intently. ‘A lad with some business sense from a family you can trust.’

Murray set a sideways glance at his father that would freeze a summer puddle. ‘You need not do anything hasty, Charlotte,’ he countered firmly.

By nine o’clock, every morning since this meeting, she has been in the study behind Papa’s desk. She feels close to him in his old lair, which smells of whisky and woodsmoke and a little of pine; the soap he preferred for bathing. The pine is fading now. She started to search the room immediately after the Urquharts left, looking for whatever Mr Lennox had sought there and reading her father’s papers: dull correspondence, illegible notes and calculations. She has found a few shares in an ochre pit in the Mendips, quarter of a small distillery run by the Haig family and a 12-per-cent share in a seed merchant near Kew. It is all most welcome and will provide a further 380 sovereigns in capital but, as Murray said, she will need to cut her cloth.

Mr Boots leaves, having packed her father’s clothes using a boxful of cedarwood slabs to keep off the moths. She instructs the coachman to sell the old carriage and one of the bays and find her a second-hand one-horse conveyance, which might, after all, be considered smarter. It will take more than these small changes, but beyond them she is lost. She never minded being solitary before, but now she feels lonely. Papa’s absence has opened a vast chasm. She must look after herself: a revolutionary notion.

At first, she expected Sunday to be the worst, but Reverend Patterson did not mention James Nicholl from the pulpit, and as most of the congregation was at the burial, their respects were already paid. Charlotte was simply greeted with a ‘How are you, Miss Nicholl?’ Afterwards, it was drizzling, and nobody dallied outside the Kirk’s new chapel on St Vincent’s Lane but strode purposefully into waiting carriages as they commented on the weather. ‘At least there’s no wind. Last month in that terrible storm, my Hanway turned inside out,’ a lady confided and pressed Charlotte’s arm. He is gone, she thought, and nobody but me cares any longer.

After, she tarried on the pavement in the rain. Papa always had a plan, but what might it be? Every day she has dodged Mrs Grieg’s increasingly pointed enquiries about her future and has managed to avoid Reverend Patterson’s afternoon visits by hiding in her room and instructing Mrs Cullen to say she is out visiting one young lady or another. She does not want to directly address the contention that her living alone is unsuitable. That anybody might call on her. That she is vulnerable. She knows she is vulnerable, of course. Just not in the way the reverend assumes. She is financially vulnerable. That is the rub.

Above the arch of the church’s door, Charlotte watched three blackbirds perched on the edge of the roof, glossy in their mourning garb. Then her eyes fell to Reverend Patterson in the doorway, his expression as dark as a biblical curse. Smartly, she mounted the carriage and ordered the coachman to take her home. Catching sight of herself in the mirror in the hall, her coat as black as the wee birds, Charlotte wished she could fly away, across the blank grey sky, over the Campsie Hills and the icy Irish Sea. Beside Papa’s chair in the study, his walking sticks remained. She always trusted that she was the most important thing to her father, but Helensburgh House has put paid to that. Another kind of lady might fill this emerging void with social calls or ignore the ledgers on the desk. Not Charlotte Nicholl.

After lunch, it has become that she and Mrs Grieg promenade in the garden amid the daffodils. Charlotte readies herself in advance now, wearing the inky silk bonnet and a black coat that covers what the doctor’s wife no doubt considers unsuitable attire; blue taffeta skirts with purple woollen bodices. People have such superficial expectations. Charlotte had not understood how much her father’s presence shielded her from society. How much he truly provided: her friend amid a world of acquaintances. How could he leave her unprovided for? And what on earth did he do with the money from the railway shares?

On the afternoon when everything changes, it is damp but not raining. Mrs Grieg cups Charlotte’s elbow to steer her along the path. ‘The doctor and I are concerned,’ she says.

‘Father left me well enough provided for,’ Charlotte replies defensively. She does not want to face Mrs Grieg’s undoubted panic at the changes she will have to make. Getting rid of Boots did not need to be explained but what is coming will be more comprehensive – at least four more of the staff, and money to be raised from selling the house and moving somewhere smaller.

Mrs Grieg purses her lips. ‘It’s only that you are living alone, Charlotte. That is the thing,’ she says. She has never felt that Charlotte accepted her as a kind of aunt, which is the role she had hoped to step into when Maggie Nicholl died. Now James’s death has provided another opportunity to fill what she sees as a vacancy.

‘It has not been a week,’ Charlotte sighs and then proffers, ‘Perhaps I will engage a companion. Would that make you more comfortable?’ The truth is, she has no intention of welcoming a stranger into her home, but saying so will buy time. A slim smile flickers on her lips, like a guttering candle, for it is not as if she is having to fend off admirers. People sense her natural separation and do not intrude.

‘I can enquire,’ Mrs Grieg offers.

‘No, thank you,’ Charlotte replies firmly. ‘I shall choose for myself. I’m still grieving,’ she adds.

‘People are talking,’ Mrs Grieg says.

Charlotte is well aware of this. The neighbours, the congregation and the servants too – she heard the coachman gossiping with one of the maids in the backyard about the change of carriage. It is not that people are unkind, but more that an unmarried woman living alone is a peculiarity, and Charlotte is an heiress to boot, though not as rich an heiress as everybody assumes. She has made the calculations during her time at her father’s desk. The money might last two or three years in her current circumstances, but not much longer. She has no way to earn more. Daily she resolves to take charge of her situation, but doing so will make a huge public statement, and it has crossed her mind that it might be easier to simply allow matters to peter out, selling her father’s things one by one, letting one maid go and then another. It would give her four years that way. Perhaps even five. She has never had to think like this before. The feeling is as uncomfortable as an ill-fitting corset. It’s too soon, she tells herself, to make such decisions.

‘With your father gone, I imagine you’re thinking of marriage,’ Mrs Grieg says wistfully. ‘A girl of your age.’

Charlotte momentarily cannot speak. ‘I must be out of black first,’ she manages.

‘I always thought you and Murray Urquhart were a good match,’ the old woman continues blithely. ‘You seem easy in each other’s company. I mind the pair of you at the summer ball the year before he left for London. He’s a lawyer now, like his father,’ she adds as if it is a biblical lesson. ‘You’d make a good pair.’

She means we’re both odd, Charlotte thinks. Murray with his hunchback and she, awkward in company, not like other young ladies. She cannot imagine marrying anybody, not least Murray, whom she considers a friend.

‘Day to day it’s a comfort to have a man at your table. And in your bed,’ Mrs Grieg adds, trying to draw the girl out with this confidence.

Charlotte shudders. Watching other girls dancing, a man’s hand on their waist, induces a cold kind of panic. She breaks free of the old woman’s grip as they round the corner. ‘Murray is seeing to my business. That’s all,’ she says.

‘You could do worse, you know, than become Mrs Urquhart,’ Mrs Grieg insists. ‘There are no nuns in the Free Kirk, Charlotte. It’s a lady’s duty to have a family.’

Charlotte holds back. It would be unkind of her to point out that Mrs Grieg has not had any children. Still, the doctor’s wife is not giving up. ‘Mary Howarth was seen arm and arm with a young gentleman last week. Some fellow from Northumberland. He’s Right Honourable, I believe. The Howarths will be making an announcement soon, no doubt. Several girls of your age are already bouncing babies on their knee.’

‘I’m in mourning,’ Charlotte repeats, her fingers weak at the thought as she flexes them. Her chest tightening. ‘Papa has only just died,’ she adds. Mourning or not, she will never consider it. No matter what happens. She tries to hold her features in check as they take another turn of the park, but she cannot help glancing at the windows on all sides, wondering how many people are watching. Will she be forced into marriage due to penury? If the money simply runs out, what will she do? At the gate she breaks away, managing to restrain herself from running. ‘I’ve a great deal to see to,’ she says. ‘You must excuse me.’

Back in the study, she as good as falls into the chair at Papa’s desk, her fingers flying across its surface. She straightens his box of cigars, the letter knife, blotter and inkwell. She must resolve the mystery of the missing money. She will set herself to it. She is sure Papa must have had a plan. The frustration of not knowing what it was stings. She wishes he had confided in her about his financial intentions. He knew how awkward she was in company, that any suggestion of romance horrified her. Surely he did not expect her to marry her way out of this problem. Or did he? She has no idea about anything any longer. Except that she was a child only a few days before, entertained easily by her father’s attentions, content shopping in town, and riding in the carriage, going to recitals in well-appointed drawing rooms, playing a hand of canasta and occasionally being taken to a ball where she enjoyed the music. Why did Papa not share his interests if he intended her to inherit them? Is the occupant of Helensburgh House in the same position? What on earth is she supposed to do?

Determined to find a different perspective she moves to the far corner of the room. She has searched every inch of the study now, taking each book from its shelf, opening every drawer, even checking behind the velvet cushions on the leather chairs, but the room remains a puzzle she is yet to crack, though there is one place that remains unexplored: the drinks tray set on a small lacquer table. Now she approaches it. There is nothing unexpected: a crystal decanter of whisky and another of brandy, each with its own silver label, several glasses and a bucket for ice, which Papa never used even in high summer. ‘Beware a fellow who likes his spirits cold,’ he said, though the ice bucket was placed there in case such a fellow might ever be a guest.

She checks behind the table and sighs. Nothing. She is about to take a seat in Papa’s old reading chair, when she notices it. Only a small thing. The rear leg of the drinks table is worn. She blinks. How strange, she thinks, for being one of the back legs it would not be got to by anybody pouring a measure. The lacquer is almost rubbed through. She runs her fingers up and down and sure enough, on the rear side there is a boss with a carved thistle. She pauses momentarily and presses. Nothing. Then she pulls. There is a decided click. A tiny compartment opens; inside: a key. Charlotte looks round. There are no locked drawers or cupboards in the room. She casts her eyes over the bookcases. The roundels between the sections are decorated. Napoleonic bees. Sheafs of barley. Thistles. She goes straight to the thistles and runs her fingers over them until one of the roundels moves to reveal a keyhole. As she turns the key inside it, the bookcase shifts like an old maid giving an involuntary shudder. Charlotte gasps, reaching out to open what she now realises is a door.

What is revealed is a deep cupboard. The houses on Blythswood Square are redolent with cupboarding, but this is different. Charlotte’s hands shake as she peers inside. The cupboard must cut into the Howarths’ house next door. It is no more than six feet in width but as long as the room at least. Quickly, Charlotte locks the door to the hallway to stop anyone from coming in and, candle in hand, peers into the dark void. Could Papa have stored his lost money in here? Light is a splendour, she tells herself as she ducks inside – the familiar words of a hymn.

The first thing she sees is a pale body looming out of the darkness. She lets out a squeal and almost drops the candlestick. Her heart is pounding. But it’s only a painting, a large one in a fine gilded frame, propped against the interior wall. Charlotte cocks her head, taking it in, the flame flickering as her fingers shake. The figure is a female nude lounging on a bank of orange flowers with golden plates of fruit around. A smile plays on the woman’s lips as she reaches towards the viewer. Charlotte studies her face but she does not recognise the painting’s subject, though, she reasons, she must be a classical goddess. Athena, perhaps? Or Aphrodite, given the fruit. Behind, another picture is propped. This time a bare-chested Boudicca brandishing a sword. And behind, another painting: a Madonna and then a woman who is half goat with long curled horns, pert breasts and a disarming stare: the devil’s daughter. At the back Charlotte tips a framed oil of a young couple on a bed, engaged in . . . but before she can think of the word, she loses her grip and the frames clatter against the wall. She feels her cheeks flame. She takes a single step backwards and glances at the open door, but steels herself to continue.

Further in, shelves are stacked with books and leather portfolio cases. Charlotte places the candlestick on the highest surface. It isn’t dusty, which means somebody has cleaned here. He did it, she knows suddenly. Her father. A man who never attended a domestic duty in his life. He must have, or else how could it be clean? She lifts down the first book: a volume by Robert Burns, not his familiar poetry but instead ditties and letters of quite a different nature. I have given her a guinea, and I have fucked her till she rejoiced with joy unspeakable . . . Charlotte stares at her trembling fingers as if they are traitors as she closes the book with a thump. She replaces it, unable for a moment to peel her eyes away. Joy unspeakable. She swallows and regards the top portfolio with determination before she unlaces it. Inside lie several charcoal drawings of naked women. Not classical figures, just women. Women bending over. Women on their knees. Women touching their parts. One with a man looming over her. Then a bundle of lithographs, the same but signed in French: Eugène et Achilles. The papers are uneven along one side as if cut from book bindings.

As she closes the portfolio, Charlotte feels flustered: a mixture of fright and horror. This is forbidden. A waltz is too intimate. She can hardly bear anyone even to touch her arm. She makes herself pull another book off the shelf. The flyleaf declares it poetry by John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester. Worse than Burns, she reads as much as she can of a ditty titled ‘A Ramble in St James’s Park’. Replacing the tome, she nervously pulls out an ode by Alexander Pope, just as horrifying. Then love sonnets which, frankly, are a relief. She closes the book and lays her hand to a mahogany box with a brass key. Stomach churning, she opens it and discovers ivory figures; two women and a man who comprise a kind of jigsaw. Not of a map, the sort that she used in the schoolroom as a child, but three-dimensional and graphic. A jigsaw that can be put together several ways. She picks up one of the small ivory women and looks at it from all sides like a medical examination. Then she lays it back in the box and snaps the lid shut. Her palms are sweating. Beside the shelves more paintings are propped against the wall. Three naked women reclining on a day bed and an Egyptian goddess with an intricate ornament in her hair but wearing nothing else. ‘Oh god,’ Charlotte breathes. She grapples up the shelves to retrieve the candlestick before turning her back on the far end of the cupboard, which is peopled by a crowd of naked statues in front of yet more paintings.

Panting, she hurtles back into the study as if the cupboard is haunted. She locks the door and flings herself into her father’s chair, staring at the bookshelf in horror. Oxblood. The drama section. Is this what Mr Lennox was looking for? She searches for words to describe what she’s found, her mind racing through ‘degenerate’, ‘disgusting’, ‘obscene’, ‘inverted’ . . . and, she realises, ‘illuminating’. For here he is, she thinks, her cheeks burning. The secret part of him. Is this what he did with the money from the railway stock? Does this have a bearing on Helensburgh House? She feels as if she has been personally assaulted. It is as if she has written a final line and it has changed the whole story.

After she cannot tell how long, Mrs Cullen appears beside her chair. ‘Dr Grieg,’ she says.

Charlotte surfaces as if she has been underwater. ‘Pardon?’

‘Dr Grieg.’ Mrs Cullen motions towards the study door. ‘You locked it. We knocked, miss, but you made no reply. We sent for the doctor. The coachman broke the hinges. Did you not hear?’

Still in shock, Charlotte splutters, ‘A lady is entitled to privacy, Mrs Cullen.’ The key remains in her hand. She squeezes it tightly and slips it into her pocket.

The doctor hovers on the threshold. ‘Charlotte, dear,’ he says hopefully, ‘are you hysterical?’

Charlotte laughs before she can stop herself. ‘I’m in grief, doctor, is all,’ she says flatly, for how else can she explain the shock? She has been hoodwinked by her own father into believing herself a respectable young lady when she might as well have been brought up in a whorehouse. She has no idea who she is any more.

‘The Lord allows us grief,’ Dr Grieg pronounces, ‘but it can be overwhelming. The laudanum I left . . .’

Charlotte rises. She wants to get rid of him and suddenly she realises how. ‘Do you know,’ she says, ‘I have an appetite. My first in a week. I have a fancy for a plate of meat and roasted potatoes. Are there bottled pears with that whipped cream Cook laces with brandy? And soft cheese from Mr Drew’s dairy at Carmyle?’

‘That’s good, Charlotte,’ Dr Grieg pronounces enthusiastically.

‘You’ve been such a comfort,’ Charlotte lies, guiding him out of the study. ‘Will you join me at the dining table?’

Dr Grieg glances at the front door. He is, she knows, the kind of man who would only stay if she put up resistance to him doing so. She finds the strength to pretend he’s welcome. A lady must be clever about her business. A lone lady more so. ‘I’d love your company,’ she says.

The doctor takes a moment, ‘Thank you, but my wife is expecting me.’

Charlotte breathes out. ‘Tell Mrs Grieg I’m much improved,’ she calls after him. As the door clicks she rounds on Mrs Cullen. ‘You’re my housekeeper, not Dr Grieg’s. Do I make myself plain?’ she hisses. ‘I’ll be playing the pianoforte upstairs. I’ve a sudden fancy for Mr Liszt’s hymns.’

Mrs Cullen looks contrite. ‘And your dinner, miss?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Charlotte snaps. ‘I was only getting rid of him.’

Upstairs she sinks onto the blue sofa and stares at the portrait of herself in younger, more innocent days. Her father has turned out a liar and a fraud. One thing is clear however, she must direct her own affairs to get out of this mess. She will not be the innocent girl in this picture ever again. Her choice now is to rally or to sink. She places her fingers on the piano keys, starting on script. As the music soothes her, she considers sending Murray Urquhart a note that she wishes to sell the house on Blythswood Square and damn what society will think. Perhaps she will move to one of the astylar terraces at Newton Place. Such a residence might be run with three staff at a push. But, it comes to her: how can she move house with naked women fornicating behind the walls of her father’s study? The secret cupboard is a rotten carcass in the belly of her home. She must cut it out.

Seeing that she must be fortified, she rings the bell and Mrs Cullen appears. ‘Have the study door mended. Tonight,’ Charlotte instructs. ‘And I will have dinner after all, in an hour.’

Mrs Cullen disappears, and Charlotte considers the enormity of what she has to do. She recalls momentarily what Lennox said about Maggie Nicholl in her last days, not staying abed but abroad in the city with her stick, a blade concealed within it. A woman about her business. She wishes Mr Lennox was a person she could trust. He is in a position to answer some of her questions. She would like to understand how her mother took charge. Margaret Nicholl seems to have been a lady capable of sorting matters out. Now Charlotte must follow her lead without knowing the details.

Downstairs, Charlotte slips into the study and replaces the key. She pours a whisky and calls for ice. Why not? Sipping it at the desk, she stares at her father’s library noting the Machiavelli in translation and volumes of military strategy. Then her eyes settle on the drama section, or as she now thinks of it, ‘the door’. She feels both ashamed and resolved at once, surrounded by people she cannot trust in a world that makes little sense.

‘I must change entirely,’ she mutters, accepting that now she will become a different kind of lady. Slowly she pulls out a piece of paper and pens a note to Murray. I wish to have my photograph taken, she scribbles. Do you know where it can be done?





Chapter Eleven

 

The same evening

Murray eats a sandwich instead of dinner, brought to him on a tray as he changes. Staring at himself in the mirror as he buttons his waistcoat, he cannot help wonder how Ellory Mann would style him. He has found himself thinking often of Miss Mann this afternoon. He does not meet many people he admires, certainly not many women. He has often derided gentlemen of his acquaintance for focusing on the way women look, drawn by a pretty countenance over anything else. Miss Mann, he knows, is far more than a pretty face though he keeps coming back to the striking green of her eyes and the sweep of her flaming hair.

He is disturbed in this guilty pleasure by his father who, passing in the hallway, pokes his head through Murray’s door. ‘You’re out tonight?’ he says.

‘A lecture,’ Murray replies stoutly. ‘I’m taking Charlotte Nicholl.’

Old Mr Urquhart looks almost sprightly. ‘You’re spending a lot of time with Miss Nicholl,’ he says hopefully.

Murray turns. ‘There’s nothing going on, Father,’ he pronounces. ‘Although for my sake, you might make my spending time with her more comfortable if you were to let me tell her about Helensburgh House. God knows, she has a right to know. It does not sit well with me to keep this kind of secret.’

Glasgow’s most trustworthy solicitor shakes a finger back and forth. ‘We’re trusted by our clients because we keep their secrets, beyond the grave if need be,’ he says in what Murray considers his father’s ‘harbinger’ voice. ‘We’re protecting the lass, just as her father sought to. This fashion for sharing information . . .’ he shudders momentarily, ‘no good will come of it.’

Murray pins his cravat. ‘If you say so, Father,’ he says though he feels uncomfortable. He is Charlotte’s friend, after all, as much as her legal representative.

*

In the dark past seven of the clock, Murray and Charlotte take the carriage through town. Beyond George Square, the streets are hardly lit for the residents there have no money for gas lamps. ‘You’re sure you want to come?’ Murray checks.

‘It’ll vex the Griegs,’ Charlotte says cheerfully. ‘Tell me why Reverend Patterson wouldn’t approve of this freed slave.’

Murray sits back. ‘Mr Douglass is questioning money that was donated to the Free Kirk given by the owners of American plantations. It’s in the sum of three thousand pounds sterling. He’s of the view that the funds were the ill-gotten profits of slavery and the Kirk should hand it back.’

‘And should we?’

Murray considers. ‘Probably,’ he says. ‘I doubt we will.’

‘What would my father have said?’ she asks, realising that all she knows about the case against slavery has been gleaned from James Nicholl’s comments over the years.

‘I don’t know.’ Murray shrugs. ‘Perhaps we’ll understand better once we’ve heard Mr Douglass’s case. Your father considered fairness important certainly. He raised money for the Kirk after the Disruption. But it was not this money. I daresay he showed good judgement, as he always did.’

Charlotte regards her friend across the dim light of the carriage. She spent the afternoon counting the misdemeanours in her father’s secret cupboard and has a catalogue now of over 500 sins. It hurts to hear James Nicholl praised but she cannot reasonably complain.

Mr Douglass is to speak at North Portland Street at the Quaker Meeting House. The rooms lie further east than polite ladies generally venture, near the university and north of Glasgow Green. It is said a gentleman might procure many things in the ragged tenements: a woman, a drink, a plate of passable stew and, if he isn’t careful, a dose of the clap and a sound beating. By contrast there is nothing for a lady amid the dingy alleyways scattered with whorehouses. As they pull up, the horses stamp, for the building is set on such a hill the carriage drags them down. ‘Can you imagine going up an incline this steep on a Sunday in winter?’ Charlotte says as she envisages a tumble of ladies, grasping each other as they slide precariously up the icy slope.

‘Quakers are determined,’ Murray says, before adding mischievously, ‘Dull too, mind.’

He instructs the coachman to park on the level, round the corner. Then he hands Charlotte down. There is a crowd at the door, men with handwritten placards that say ‘Down with Douglass’. Two ministers, one very thin and one very fat, argue loudly on the pavement, shouting into each other’s faces like raging pugilists. A gentleman and a lady sing ‘A Mighty Fortress is our God’ behind them. Charlotte recognises some of the protesters from Reverend Patterson’s congregation as they peer into the dark to see who is walking down from the carriage. She has never seen anything like this. It feels like mayhem. Murray glances over and she nods, confirming she wants to continue.

‘Don’t go in there, Urquhart,’ one man spits as they cross the road. ‘You betray us all, Judas.’

‘Men are free to speak and to listen,’ Murray snaps back as he pushes through the crowd, shielding Charlotte.

‘Your father will turn in his grave, Charlotte Nicholl,’ the man sneers as she bundles through.

Over the threshold, they pause. The shouting on the pavement sounds further off than it is. Another carriage stops and the horse lets out a wild neigh.

‘This man merely wants some money returned?’ Charlotte whispers.

Murray regards her. ‘Returning it admits the Kirk is wrong,’ he says under his breath by way of explanation. Feelings are running higher than he had expected. ‘Perhaps I should not have brought you.’

‘I want to be here,’ she insists. The truth is, after a lifetime spent in polite drawing rooms, the passion of this outing is a glimpse into something Charlotte recognises as forbidden, but also fascinating. An experience of the world as she has never seen it before.

They decide not to remove their coats as the hall is barely heated, only a brazier to one side. It is strangely silent, the audience waiting patiently and the commotion outside subdued by the thick walls. Across the auditorium two Quaker ladies in black dresses with white collars smile a genteel welcome as Charlotte and Murray sit. Behind, there is a row of three men who look like porters. And, Charlotte notices, two Chinese fellows by the door. Three women of mixed race. Some gentlemen Murray recognises. As each person emerges into the hall, it is as if they have been baptised in the fires of hate. The minister who was screaming at his opponent in the street, regains his dignity as he stalks inside to take a final vacant chair at the front. The hall is full now.

‘This is the strangest collection of people,’ Charlotte whispers.

Murray casts a knowing look. He is about to say something about how protected she has been, but the noise outside escalates as a man screams at the top of his voice, ‘Damn you to hell, you devil!’ An egg shatters against the window. Charlotte peers at the smeared glass.

‘Mr Douglass is arriving,’ Murray explains, low.

‘Down with Douglass,’ the crowd in the street chants in unison, and inside three or four gentlemen go to help as the rest of the audience shifts. A man coughs but it does not break the tension. There is palpable relief when Mr Douglass comes in, flanked by a lady on one side and two men on the other. A polite ripple of applause moves like a wave across the chamber as he takes his place at the pulpit. Charlotte regards him. She has never seen a Black man before, or at least not one dressed like a gentleman in a midnight-blue frock coat and black cravat. He looks tremendously serious, but then, she thinks, no wonder.

‘I’m not afraid,’ he says. ‘They’re angry because they are wrong. They’re angry because my case has veracity. I thank you all for coming tonight.’

As he starts to speak, the audience focuses solely on his voice, though the shouting outside continues. Charlotte’s eyes shine. ‘Look at them,’ she says under her breath, as the audience fixes upon him.

Douglass is not much older than either Charlotte or Murray, nearer 30 years of age perhaps. He is dapper, distinguished and talks eloquently for half an hour. His accent is soothing with its soft, American vowels as he talks about equality, freedom and regret, for he is not free himself. In America, he admits, he remains enslaved. He ponders the evil of that and goes on to discuss retribution. The meaning of money. The fact that white men often expect Black men to be grateful that slavery is nominally over, whereas Black men continue to pay a high price in indentured labour and the charges of their manumission. Charlotte finds she can hardly breathe. Douglass is talking in a way she has never heard before, articulate yet direct.

When Douglass is finished he invites questions. An earnest old man asks his view on whether reparations are due to freed slaves. A younger fellow asks about forgiveness. Then Charlotte freezes in her seat, rigid a moment as she raises her hand, surprised at herself. She feels her cheeks colour, a whole new world. He has talked of his own situation, of course, but, she thinks, hers is related.

‘Madam?’ He motions towards her. She rises.

‘Mr Douglass,’ Charlotte says, ‘your words resonate most of all with women, I should think. For, like you, women are not free no matter the colour of their skin. We understand what it is to be contained.’

A prickly discomfort passes along the rows, for there is no question that the trials Mr Douglass has endured are greater than the trials of Charlotte Nicholl or indeed any upper-class lady. Yet Mr Douglass remains calm. ‘White women are not enslaved, madam, but you are correct, neither are you free. Although here in Scotland, as I understand it, women are freer in law than their English cousins. I’m a married man but I don’t wish to own my wife in the way the law prescribes. It’s unconscionable that any person should own another. Even by marriage. Times are changing. When white people see Black folks truly free, it follows men must see women the same. The two struggles are not disconnected, you are correct. Making one case makes the other. Freeing one frees all.’

Charlotte breathes out. Murray gives a silent smile. As the meeting breaks up the two Quaker ladies come to talk to them about the importance of female education. Mr Douglass plans to give ladies-only lectures, they say. ‘He hit a chord with you, Miss Nicholl,’ they enthuse. ‘You must come along. As Mr Douglass has said, women will never be taken by their brothers and lifted to a position freely. What we desire, we must fight for. And education is a start, don’t you think?’ Charlotte is interested in being free, of course, but attendance at university lectures is not the form of emancipation she would choose.

‘Excuse me,’ she says, brushing off the chatter about lectures in Holland and the ins and outs of graduation at French colleges. She joins the small crowd forming round Mr Douglass who is holding forth about his manumission, which he hopes will be completed soon.

Charlotte curtsies. ‘It was a most interesting talk, sir,’ she says. ‘I’ll think upon what you said about one change making another.’

Douglass stares as if he is measuring her soul. ‘They deride division, miss, but there can be no change without it. The picket does not bother you?’

She leans in. ‘It’s thrilling,’ she admits as if it is a confidence.

Douglass laughs. ‘It’s not a game.’






















Chapter Eighteen

 

That afternoon Charlotte climbs the Necropolis in her oxblood velvet cape, looking for all the world like a fairy-tale character. She takes in the view of the city’s medieval cathedral behind her, more attractive from the east, she thinks; the rear side. The sound of the works to the south-west tower floats like disembodied timpani, past the blossom on the spindly trees planted by the gate. She starts to cry quietly as she trudges uphill past the gravestones, carrying her photograph, encased in thick glass and wrapped in oilskin as Ellory suggested. It is overcast and the Nicholl plot is muddy, the flowers spattered with damp earth, a pair of crows hopping between the graves. Charlotte considers it fitting her parents lie side by side rather than interred together; a pigeon pair. Her mother died when she was so young that Charlotte has no memory of her. She likewise finds it difficult to recall what her father looked like as a younger man. One way or another, she cannot picture her parents together.

She assumed there would be a digger to open the ground for a shilling but there isn’t another soul in the whole graveyard. She must dig herself, she realises, so she pulls off her tan kidskin gloves and scrabbles at the damp earth above her father’s coffin. Something about getting her hands cold and dirty moves her and the tears come harder. Why did you leave me unprovisioned? Why did you buy those horrible paintings? she asks silently as at length an uneven hole is dug. ‘You wanted a photograph? Well, here it is,’ she says out loud. Her fingers are raw pink and freezing and so filthy they would ruin her gloves if she put them back on. ‘You’ve left me in a fine mess,’ she adds.

The day before, she had visited the post office and discovered the whereabouts of Helensburgh House. The postmistress had given Charlotte directions to find a Magnus Bain. ‘He drives the coach on that run,’ she said. ‘He might know.’

She found Magnus tending his horses by the Scotia bar. Sharp-eyed and in a makeshift uniform, he gladly accepted a shilling. ‘The house is at Greenock,’ he said. ‘Past the point. Direction of Gourock.’

‘Greenock? Then why is it called Helensburgh House?’

‘Helensburgh is the view across the Clyde,’ he said as if she was a fool.

‘Do you know the lady who lives there? It’s a lady, I assume?’

‘It was.’

Charlotte worried momentarily that the lady has died. ‘What do you mean?’

‘They’re all gone,’ Magnus said cryptically. ‘The house is for sale. It’s closed up. The furniture is being sent to auction.’

‘So the place can be bought?’ The frustration stings. She feels as if she will never get to the bottom of it.

‘Through a Glasgow solicitor,’ Magnus confirmed.

‘Urquhart & Son?’

Magnus regarded her as if she was some kind of soothsayer. ‘Aye. That’s it,’ he said, speaking more slowly as if the shilling was running out. ‘Letters forwarded to an office on Bath Street.’

Charlotte fished another coin from her reticule. It would seem 500 was not enough for her father’s mistress to live on either, but the other lady in James Nicholl’s life has managed more decisive action. There’s still time, she told herself. ‘What do you know of the woman?’

Energised by the fresh coin, Magnus said, ‘I’ve seen her out riding the Cut to Loch Thom.’

Charlotte’s skin prickled. Her father always insisted on Fife and Tayside for holidays, while most of their acquaintances took places down the water. This might explain why. A fortnight on Bute in July and who knows what might have transpired travelling past the door of Helensburgh House, there and back. ‘Do you know anything else about the lady?’

Magnus considered. ‘Her name. Miss Blanche Nicholl.’

Charlotte feels as if she has been hit in the stomach. ‘Miss Nicholl?’

‘Aye.’

A flame of outrage burns through her. Her father’s mistress used his name. Her name. ‘Do you know where she’s gone?’

‘That’s all I got, miss.’

Charlotte curses, for it seems that she must navigate a maze that constantly directs her to its beginning. All she has discovered is the house was occupied by a lady, which she had assumed all along. A woman kicking up her heels now, selling the place and making off god knows where. The flibbertigibbet. The phoney. Miss Blanche Nicholl indeed. Out in the world flaunting herself, no doubt, while Charlotte is weighed down by her father’s secrets. ‘It wasn’t fair of you to leave me like this,’ Charlotte berates the grave as she brushes the excess soil from her palms. Her mother’s stone says Margaret Nicholl, beloved wife and mother, 1789–1822. The stone Charlotte has ordered for her father merely says James Nicholl, 1782–1846, for she could not think what else to put on it. She cannot call him beloved. Not any longer. She wishes he were here to explain. Or at least to be blamed for his misdeeds.

Sitting back, she regards her handiwork. The last two nights she has had nightmares about being buried alive, A naked Jezebel laughing as she shovelled earth on top of Charlotte’s coffin. Now Charlotte feels better. Burying the photograph has afforded a release as if she has found a way to berate her father directly for the mess he has left her to deal with. She is about to turn when she hears steps behind. At the funeral Mr Lennox almost made her squeal. This time she will not be so foolish. She swings round to discover the figure of Murray Urquhart, his face split in a grin. He is wearing a dark well-tailored greatcoat today, in contrast to Charlotte’s colourful appearance. ‘You’re a difficult woman to find. I called at the house and Mrs Cullen said you were here,’ he says, and seeing her pink eyes, adds, ‘Are you all right?’

Charlotte shifts clumsily for her left foot has gone numb.

‘The ground must be freezing.’ He indicates the muddy grave. ‘The grass’ll grow. Time heals both graves and hearts. I promise.’

Charlotte wishes she could trust him. Not that he appears untrustworthy, but then neither did her father. ‘I’m considering what to do,’ she admits. ‘Selling the house, I mean. You deal with that kind of business, don’t you?’

He does not realise it is a pointed question. ‘I can see to it, of course, but you shouldn’t rush,’ he says, missing the accusation in her voice. After all, if the Urquharts can effect James Nicholl’s contracted sale with Mr Lennox, Charlotte might live at Blythswood Square as long as she likes.

Charlotte stares, weighing the matters between them. Carefully she reaches into her reticule and hands him an unsigned note, delivered this morning on her breakfast tray.

To his credit, Murray ignores the dirty smudges from her fingers. The tidy copperplate belies the paper’s contents.

You shame the memory of your father and disgrace our congregation, girl. The Lord will curse his enemies, you and Wicked Douglass among them. Repent or be forever damned to HELL.

Charlotte can scarce bring herself to watch him reading. She has gone over the note several times, her heart pounding with shame. Mrs Cullen said it was slipped under the front door and nobody knew who delivered it. While Charlotte dressed, the maid caught a glance of the words and later, over the back wall, Charlotte heard her admit to Flora Jack, the Howarths’ maid (as straight up and down as one of her master’s rivets) that ‘the mistress can dole it out but she canna tak it’. At breakfast, Charlotte merely tore a slice of bread to pieces and let the hot chocolate cool in her cup, before calling for the carriage.

Murray thinks he understands now why she set out for the graveyard. ‘The coward didn’t even sign it,’ he says.

‘Thanks for taking my side. I’d be lost without you.’

‘I’m your solicitor, Charlotte. Of course I take your side.’

A flicker of relief appears on Charlotte’s face, then disappears like a ghost. She has faced everything with as much bravery as she can but the spiteful tone of the letter has shaken her and she is glad that Murray will take her part, even if he is keeping secrets. She wipes her cheek, streaking mud across it. Then she removes her handkerchief from her reticule and blows her nose. ‘When I think of what Mr Douglass has had to endure . . . Being beaten. Being sold. The hardship of forced labour. And here I am crying over a stupid letter.’ It is not only that, of course.

Murray folds the paper, his black gloves making his fingers thick. He knows Mr Douglass’s views are contentious to many but that is no excuse for bullying a lady. ‘Leave this to me,’ he says. ‘I’ll speak to Reverend Patterson.’

‘Oh no!’ Charlotte bursts out. She does not want the note passed from hand to hand. Softly, she starts to cry again. ‘They’re all talking about me, aren’t they? Mrs Grieg came to the house and berated me for going to the lecture with you. She was horrible. Between Papa dying and not having as much money as everyone expects . . . it’s just gossip to other people, isn’t it?’

‘I imagine that’s true. Though nobody can know about the money, Charlotte. That’s your business. I’d never tell a soul.’

‘Did they send you anything?’ she asks, hardly needing a reply.

‘No,’ he says stoutly. He knows it’s unfair.

‘Only me then. Because I am alone.’

‘You’re not alone. And it’s low of whoever wrote this to try to strong-arm a lady.’

‘I’m in an impossible position,’ she says. She cannot tell him the half of it. ‘I wonder if Mr Douglass’s other lady supporters receive such letters?’ Charlotte casts around for a name. ‘Miss Whigham,’ she suggests, choosing Scotland’s most famous female advocate in Frederick Douglass’s cause.

‘I’m sure she does,’ Murray says steadily. ‘She’s a Quaker, of course, and this comes from somebody in our own church. But nothing incenses people as much as others disagreeing with them. This is no way to change a person’s mind.’ He flicks the paper.

‘The ends do not justify the means.’ Charlotte repeats what Ellory said in the study.

‘Exactly. They cannot,’ Murray agrees and, always the gentleman, holds out his hand to help her onto the path.

‘When I die, I don’t want to be interred here with my family,’ she says, realising it suddenly.

Murray looks surprised. ‘Where do you wish to go?’

Charlotte bats off the vision of Jezebel shovelling. ‘I’ll think on it,’ she says vaguely, realising there is nowhere else. Do families who disagree always end up with their bones intermingled? She is angry with her father but perhaps that will pass. He has afforded her a certain amount of freedom, or a certain amount of money at least. She searched his bedroom for cash the night before, cursing that she had come to such an undignified pass. She found nothing. Afterwards, Mrs Cullen asked if she wanted to move into the larger suite, but Charlotte does not, for her father is still there somehow. Perhaps she will never fit his rooms. She has been brought up, she realises, like a decoupage pasted onto the scrapbook of her father’s life. This makes it difficult to fashion a life of her own. Though it has not been so long since he died, she tells herself. Perhaps she will get to it.

They start down the hill. ‘You should make a will,’ Murray announces, for Charlotte is clearly considering her mortality. ‘As your lawyer it’s my duty to point it out.’

Charlotte wonders to whom she could possibly leave her inheritance. Mrs Cullen merits a bequest but after that there is nobody. Besides, by the time she dies she will surely have run through the money. ‘I could endow a scholarship at the university,’ she says half-heartedly, thinking of Mary Erskine and her school in Edinburgh. The good a woman can do.

At the carriage Murray pats the single bay. ‘I like your new conveyance,’ he says. He’s glad she’s stopped crying.

‘It’s a stylish kind of economy,’ Charlotte admits with a smile.

‘And you really buried Miss Mann’s image of you like the grave goods of the Egyptians?’ The image of Ellory in her studio comes to him. Her face set in concentration as she watched Charlotte pose.

Charlotte gives a curt nod. She cannot tell him why, exactly. ‘Why were you looking for me?’ she asks.

Murray’s attention is drawn back to business. He is, after all, in search of James Nicholl’s mysterious collection. ‘In your father’s papers, I noticed a lack in one area of investment,’ he starts. When he sat up the night before, trying to figure out how to question Charlotte about Lennox and his assertions, this is how he planned to put it. ‘Most estates have collections. Your father had his books, of course; his library is valuable. There’s some fine furniture, but it occurs to me there’s one area he never ventured into.’

‘What area is that?’ Charlotte asks.

‘He didn’t invest in creativity. In beauty. It struck me this is something at which you might excel. Neither of us has your father’s eye for stocks. Railways and mines, distilleries and manufactories. The truth is, I know nobody with a sense as keen as his. But maybe you more than he might understand art. In many estates the paintings are worth more than the house. Artefacts. Glass from Venice. Silver beyond the needs of the table. Mr Doherty at Anderston has a collection of clocks that are said to be a wonder. There are few paintings in your house on Blythswood Square. It struck me something of that nature might interest you?’ He watches her face carefully to see if his speech has hit home.

Charlotte hesitates. Her father’s paintings are with her every hour of the day. In addition to Jezebel burying her, she has dreamed of chasing Venus barefoot along the sand at St Andrews and diving into the sea. If the writer of the poison letter knew, they would have a field day. ‘Perhaps,’ she says.

‘I ran into your father’s friend Mr Lennox,’ Murray continues when she does not respond more fully. ‘He made me think of it. Do you know Mr Lennox at all?’

‘I do.’

‘I understand he came originally from Argyll?’

‘He knew my mother as well as my father,’ Charlotte chips in. ‘He called at the house the night after Papa died and introduced himself at the funeral.’

‘Do you know anything else? The gentleman’s occupation perhaps?’

Charlotte stares. ‘He searched Papa’s study after the wake. I thought he’d gone, but I found him at the desk. He inveigled an invitation, then abused it. I don’t trust him.’

Murray ignores the discomfort of not being able to speak directly. She is astute, he thinks, but all he says is, ‘How curious.’

‘I assumed he was a gentleman,’ Charlotte adds. ‘I’m unaware he has any occupation.’

‘He cannot be a gentleman exactly,’ Murray admits. ‘I understand he is in somebody’s employ, though in what capacity I’ve yet to ascertain.’

They are at checkmate. Neither of them can admit to knowing more without revealing one secret or another. Tell me about Helensburgh House, Charlotte wills silently. She will not go first. She does not wish to feel like an open book, read and discarded while Murray’s pages remain uncut.

Some seconds pass. Murray checks his pocket watch. ‘I must take my leave,’ he says.

‘Yes.’ Charlotte narrows her eyes. If their positions were reversed, she is sure she would tell him, if she truly considered him a friend. But the idea that the affairs of old Urquhart might require discretion seems hugely optimistic. She is lost for what to do next. The house at Greenock is empty, she does not know where Blanche Nicholl has gone and she has no idea how to divest herself of the paintings. ‘I’ve some reading to do,’ she says and climbs into the carriage.

Murray watches as the horse trots westwards, but his eye is drawn to the south, towards the river. He pulls his gaze away; his father has made it clear, the account is closed and he is not to go there.
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