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Chapter Five

 

Araminta is no fool. She knows that the butler will try to stop her or at least insist on sending Douglas to keep her safe. So she makes it known that despite the time of day she intends to speak to Miss McKenzie’s solicitor and orders the carriage. She dons her thickest woollen stockings and packs her reticule, hiding it inside her coat. Once she’s inside the cab, she instructs the coachman to St Giles’ High Kirk and says she wishes to pray. The man’s eyes flick to the house, where no doubt Brodie would have well-considered advice about this decision. ‘The cathedral’s doors are open in the hours of darkness are they not?’ she checks. The man nods. St Giles’, like every respectable high church, is always open. ‘Well then,’ Araminta says, ‘you must take me.’

The city has a glassy glamour at night, the candle-lit windows of the New Town casting softly onto the shadowy trees. The carriage heaves as it turns up the Mound, the road less even than the New Town thoroughfares, which are paved meticulously with thick stone setts. Above, Edinburgh Castle looks menacing with flaming torches on the battlements, that remind Araminta of the Scottish novels she has enjoyed – Scott’s Ivanhoe and The Bride of Lammermuir read over and over.

At the top of the hill, the coach turns down the High Street and pulls off the main drag onto the new paving at Parliament Square. Ahead, the cathedral looms darkly. The driver hands her down at the wide, worn steps where John Knox, Edinburgh’s firebrand preacher, once came and went. ‘I’ll be some time,’ Araminta says. ‘I don’t want to rush my devotions.’ She feels foolish lying, but she doesn’t want the man looking for her if this takes a while. The night air nips her cheek. She understands Colonel Fraser’s reservations. This part of the city feels further than the few minutes she has travelled in the cab. It’s as though she’s shifted through time as much as space, but here she pulls in the reins of her imagination. She must remain rational. Glad of her dark mourning clothes, she enters the church. Inside, ahead of a bank of flickering candles, a scatter of women kneel praying, spaced unevenly along the pews. Smartly, as if she has every right, she turns towards the side entrance. She checks over her shoulder but the carriage driver has not followed and none of the praying women has so much as looked up. The iron handle creaks loudly as she slips outside once more into the stony darkness, this time on the other side of the building.

The New Town is spacious by comparison. Here, the black-walled closes are lit only by happenstance, not by design. Araminta swiftly bypasses the straggle of loitering beggars and makes her way towards the Parliament Stairs in the shadow of the new court building, taking care
















































































Chapter Eight

 

The morning of Eilidh McKenzie’s funeral, the household removes to St Cuthbert’s. Miss McKenzie’s coffin is loaded into a smart ebony hearse drawn by two black mares, their coats slick with oil, which Mr Drummond arranged according to Eilidh’s instructions. Araminta rides in the coach behind with Eleanor. The rest of the household staff follow on foot, led by Brodie. It takes a slow twenty minutes, the neighbours standing on the pavement, bowing to pay their respects as the carriage passes. At the corner of Queensferry Street, three infants crowd a first-floor window, waving at the procession before being pulled back by a nanny. When the solemn line reaches the church, a larger crowd than Araminta anticipated has gathered in the graveyard. Perhaps eighty people. Stepping down she notices Mr Drummond, Dr Anderson and Colonel Fraser with two other officers. She wishes she’d thought to wear a veil, for without one she must catch the eyes of the mourners, most of whom, she realises, probably knew Aunt Eilidh better than she did. Her hands begin to tremble.

Eleanor comes down behind and recognises two more, unexpected faces. She’s shocked to see Mr McGhie on the fringes and beside him the gentleman from Kew, who she realises must have followed the mistress to Scotland only shortly after her departure from London. McGhie nods and flicks his eyes to the area behind the church. Eleanor draws herself up and dutifully follows her mistress, the assembled party falling into a wide procession. Halfway along the path to the grave, Eleanor steps out and draws a handkerchief to her face as if she’s crying. She avoids acknowledging Cook or Brodie or anyone else as they pass. Then, slowly, she backs away, round the side of St Cuthbert’s where the men are waiting under a sycamore tree.

‘Sir,’ she greets the gentleman from Kew leaning on his cane like a dandy.

‘Well, well,’ he says, his tone too cordial. ‘Fancy meeting you here, Miss Thrale. Mr McGhie was just saying that he hasn’t heard a peep from you the whole of the last day.’

‘I didn’t know you were in Edinburgh, sir,’ Eleanor replies, bobbing a curtsey.

‘I am. Waiting for you.’

‘I couldn’t get away. My mistress has needed me.’

McGhie shakes his head. ‘That won’t do, girl. We must know what she’s up to.’

Eleanor feels intruded upon, if not on her own behalf then on Araminta’s. ‘My lady is bereaved, sir. She’s been sorting through her great aunt’s things.’ She does not add that the mistress is behaving erratically.

‘What things is she sorting through?’ McGhie snaps.

Eleanor grinds her heel into the ground to stop herself stepping away from these disconcerting gentlemen, for she feels if she backs off they will pursue her like terriers. ‘Her family’s things,’ she gets out. ‘Old paintings from the house that she wants sent to London. The poor lady is in mourning, sir.’

‘For an older relation she never met?’

‘Miss McKenzie was Mrs Moore’s only family.’

McGhie lets out a snort. ‘After a fashion,’ he says, and Eleanor does not ask what he means.

‘Who’s called at Glenfinlas Street?’ he demands.

‘Colonel Fraser called yesterday but Mrs Moore has admitted no other, though cards have been left. The colonel is stationed at Edinburgh Castle.’

The gentlemen look at each other as if this information may be important.

‘You’ll come tomorrow and every day to Princes Street,’ Mr McGhie says. ‘If you cannot come during trading hours, you must present yourself at the rear entrance on Rose Street Lane after dark. You’ll tell us who calls, where she goes, if mail is received. Everything. Do you understand?’

Eleanor’s fingers feel weak. She wants to run, but she does what she considers the next best thing. ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ she says, plucking up her courage. ‘I don’t feel this is right any longer.’

The gentleman from Kew lets out a short bark, perhaps a laugh. His dark eyes dance. ‘Make no mistake, Miss Thrale, if you don’t do exactly as we say I’ll make sure your mistress knows of the arrangement I’ve had with you these last three years. That you’ve spied on her since you joined her household. You’ll be dismissed. You’ll never get another position. I hope you’ve been saving your shillings. If you don’t do as you’re told, you’ll need them.’

Eleanor feels sick. From the other side of the graveyard the assembled mourners sing a hymn, unaccompanied. The noise makes her jump. ‘You wouldn’t,’ she says.

McGhie grasps her wrist. ‘You’d be in the workhouse inside of a month,’ he spits. ‘Now, you’ll come tomorrow, like a good girl, and tell us everything.’

Tears well in Eleanor’s eyes. ‘Are you going to turn over the mistress’s belongings? I’ll not help you thieve her, poor lady.’

McGhie’s grip tightens. ‘The McKenzies are the greatest thieves of all, you little idiot. Your mistress will be lucky not to get the noose by the time we’re finished.’

Eleanor lets out a squeal. ‘No, sir!’

The gentleman from Kew nudges McGhie, who recovers his temper and lets go of Eleanor’s wrist so suddenly that she almost trips. ‘Now, now,’ he says, in a kindly tone; the voice he uses when she meets him on her monthly day. ‘We’ve no interest in stealing your mistress’s possessions. Nor those of her great aunt. However, you’re doing vital work for an extremely important cause, and we can’t be without your help, Miss Thale. Indeed, we’ve paid for it.’

Eleanor’s shoulders lower, slightly.

‘You’ll come tomorrow. And we’ll raise your fee to two shillings per visit, provided you deliver. That means details, do you hear?’

Eleanor nods and tries not to show she’s still unwilling.

‘You better get back.’ He waves her away.

As she rounds the corner of the church, she hears Mr McGhie say ‘If she doesn’t come, we must do for her, Harry.’ Eleanor picks up her pace. The tears are real now.

At the graveside, the burial is all but over. The minister says a final prayer as Eleanor slips through the crowd, disappearing behind Cook’s substantial frame. The assembled voices murmur, ‘Amen,’ and Eleanor wonders if such a holy word might set the lips of a sinner such as herself alight. She jumps when one of the silent maids lays her hand on the arm of Eleanor’s coat. ‘Are you all right?’ the girl whispers. She’s been crying too. Eleanor nods. People are asking Dr Anderson to introduce them to Mrs Moore. One or two of the old ladies snivel quietly. One of them assures Mrs Moore that her aunt’s body will be safe. She points at a round watchtower at the edge of the graveyard. ‘No more of that nasty Burke and Hare business,’ she says. Another old lady cuts in, ‘Don’t scare the girl, Mary. No resurrection man wants a tough old bird such as you or I or dear Miss McKenzie for that matter. All that was years ago, Mrs Moore, and the man was hanged.’

‘Only a few years,’ the other old lady objects.

Mrs Moore looks alarmed for she had not considered the possibility of Aunt Eilidh’s body being exhumed. ‘Don’t think on it, my dear,’ the first old lady assures her despite having brought up the matter and slowly, everyone makes their way back to the carriages lining King Stables Road. Tall holly bushes line the path, spread like ornate, fringed umbrellas. The staff turn to walk home and Eleanor waits for her mistress at the cypress by the gate. Mr McGhie and the gentleman from Kew have disappeared. She helps her mistress up and the driver starts back up the hill.

‘Ma’am, there’s something I must tell you,’ Eleanor says stoutly. The words pop out of her mouth like a strained stay that suddenly unfastens. She’s seen rats in the trap and she will not die that way. Eleanor knows Mrs Moore will be furious. She’ll be dismissed on the spot. But still, if she can get back to Wimbledon, her father will take her in. She wonders how long it’ll take to walk there. She has the two shillings the gentleman gave her the other day. If she’s prudent that should buy food along the way. The men won’t miss her till tomorrow; if she’s lucky not till nighttime. She can get a head-start this afternoon. She might even hitch a ride along the road.

Araminta grasps the girl’s hand. ‘What would I do without you, dear Eleanor? You’re such a help,’ she says warmly. ‘I’ve nobody in Scotland who knows me half so well. I’m lucky to have you to keep me steady.’

Eleanor’s mouth closes. The mistress squeezes her fingers fondly and the maid’s heart sinks. She feels wretched about the times she sneaked out to meet the gentleman she now knows is called Harry; the little box of shillings hidden behind the skirting in her room upstairs in Richmond. Whatever are the gentlemen up to? What use could a list be of the callers either here or at the London house? A note of what the mistress is reading? The contents of the love notes Mr Moore leaves for his wife occasionally, which Eleanor has the boot boy in Richmond read out on the pretext of sheer nosiness? It makes no sense. These are bad men but she can’t simply abandon Mrs Moore. Not after what she’s just said.

‘When shall we return to London, ma’am?’ she manages, hoping that the answer is a day very soon. Tomorrow perhaps.

Araminta looks wistfully out of the carriage as they cross Princes Street. ‘I’m not sure,’ she says. ‘There are one or two matters that may take a little time.’

And with that the carriage pulls up at the house. Araminta gets down and lets herself in the front door.

Eleanor lingers on the flagstones, watching Brodie, Douglas, Cook and the maids walking homewards down the west side of the square. The maids’ eyes are fringed pink. Cook’s gaze is set hard. Mr Brodie appears devoid of all feeling as if he might do anything, perhaps even kill a man. Eleanor sighs. She waits and takes the basement stairs with the rest of them, as if she’s walking to her own execution.

‘Did you see that girl?’ the toothless kitchen maid whispers to Douglas. ‘In the graveyard. Her skin?’

Cook overhears and pulls up the maid’s manners. ‘The Black lass?’ she snaps.

The kitchen maid looks bashful.

‘She’s working on Randolph Crescent in the McLean residence as a ladies’ maid. Name of Malvina,’ Cook adds.

‘She talks funny,’ the girl bursts out.

‘She’s from the colonies. We’ll treat her the same as any other lass,’ Cook directs briskly.

‘Indeed,’ Mr Brodie manages.

Malvina is said to be the love child of a cousin of Miss McLean. She arrived from the West Indies only a few weeks before.

‘No love about it,’ Cook sniffs, as the staff hang up their coats. She’s a wise, old bird. Eleanor wonders what Cook would do if she found herself in this kind of fix, but she doubts that Cook has ever accepted a nefarious shilling, never mind two. The bell in the drawing room rings and Brodie sets off to see what the mistress requires. Cook removes a clove-studded ham she’s been steeping in honeyed cider onto a wide, porcelain achette, for she will not have her kitchen caught short. There’s a dead chicken hanging in the pantry and a grouse ready to be plucked.

‘If the mistress has an appetite, it’ll likely be for cold cuts,’ Cook says. ‘And perhaps a scoop of crowdie.’

Eleanor, realising there’s nothing for her to do in the kitchen, goes upstairs with a heavy heart.

 





Chapter Eleven

 

The next morning at Glenfinlas Street, Araminta pens a note to Colonel Fraser and sends it to the castle. Then the coach is brought round.

‘Mind Mrs Moore,’ Brodie instructs the coachman. ‘The haar is rolling in.’ He stands on the doorstep and watches the carriage leave. He’s like a mother hen, Araminta thinks.

Inside the cab, Eleanor asks, ‘Do you like the colonel now, ma’am?’

Araminta isn’t sure how to reply. She’s not in the habit of outright lying. ‘I’m curious,’ she says. ‘Edinburgh Castle is as old as the Tower of London. You said yourself you were intrigued by it.’

Eleanor reluctantly nods as the coach sets off even more slowly than yesterday, the wheels casting water on both sides.

At the Esplanade the women dismount, no private carriages being admitted beyond the wooden palisade. The city is partly obscured on either side by low cloud, or haar as Brodie would have it. It’s made a phantom of the panoramic vista that Araminta recalls the colonel describing over turgid ship-bound dinners. In the rain, Eleanor struggles to open Eilidh’s red Hanway so the mistress pulls up the hood of the green velvet cape she took from the old wardrobe. The women follow a young lieutenant who has been sent to see them safely inside. The hill is steep beyond the arched entrance though it’s paved with shards of stone, not as regular as the setts about the town but less slippery in the rain. ‘An invading force would require to fight upwards,’ the officer explains. ‘This castle is difficult to take, by design. The last time these walls were breached was through the Sallyport.’

Araminta places this incident at the time of an earlier Jacobite uprising than the one led by Charles Edward Stuart. She wants to ask about Bonnie Prince Charlie’s time in the capital but she mustn’t show her cards. The party passes through three more gates, each one guarded. There’s a surprising number of stone buildings inside the fortification. Unlike churches, Araminta is not conversant with the architectural requirements of medieval castles. She recalls something about a motte and a bailey and the Norman invasion but she suspects this fortification predates King Harold, and again, she chides herself, she’s in a different country. King Harold never ruled the Scots.

Eleanor keeps her eyes on her feet, glancing only now and then at the soldiers as they fetch horses from the carthouses and hoist coiled ropes on their shoulders. Up the hill, the lieutenant ushers the women towards the thick, low door of a double-fronted stone building. ‘This is the Governor’s House,’ he says. ‘And the officers’ mess.’ A fire is burning in the grate of the reception hallway. The lieutenant takes Araminta’s cape and Eleanor’s coat, both sodden; also the umbrella. A drop of water runs down the maid’s nose and she brushes it off. ‘Wet today,’ the lieutenant comments.

‘I couldn’t get the Hanway to open,’ Eleanor admits.

The women proceed up a set of stairs and into a long room furnished with regimental regalia and lit by two oil lamps on a substantial oak table. The colonel, sitting beside the fire, stands to greet them. ‘Mrs Moore!’ he exclaims, ignoring Eleanor, who, after all, is only the maid. ‘Welcome to Edinburgh Castle!’ He bows in the European fashion.

‘It’s a shame it’s such a cloudy day,’ Araminta says. ‘I’d have liked to take in the view you described when we were on board.’

‘Terrible weather. Scotland,’ the colonel replies, as if it never rains anywhere else. ‘But here you are.’

‘Thank you. Yes.’

‘These medieval buildings have thick walls, I’ll give them that. And these ancient fireplaces’ – he gestures – ‘excellent for heat.’

‘Is the whole castle medieval?’ Araminta enquires politely.

‘It’s been added to and subtracted from over the centuries,’ the colonel starts, somewhat woolly on the details. ‘It’s said one of the medieval kings kept lions, in a pit here.’

‘And the chapel? Has it ever changed?’

He nods in a non-committal fashion, for he doesn’t want to say he isn’t sure. ‘Castles always have a chapel, Mrs Moore. The night before the battle in medieval days was considered a time of vigil.’ He pours two pewter tankards of brandy and, with a flourish, scalds the liquid with a thin poker that’s been heating in the fire. ‘To warm you,’ he explains, looking pleased with himself as she wraps her fingers round it.

Araminta walks over to a small window cut into the thick stone, with a view back down the hill. ‘It’s like its own village, isn’t it?’

‘We’re self-sufficient,’ the colonel agrees, ‘though these days we don’t keep livestock, apart from bantams for eggs. There’s a well, though, and copious storerooms. We’d last a year were we put to siege.’

‘That’s unlikely, isn’t it?’ Araminta says.

The colonel laughs. ‘You need not concern yourself, ma’am.’

‘So where’s the chapel?’ She gestures through the thick, uneven glass.

The colonel joins her at the pane, misted now by condensation. ‘Further up the hill, next to the Constable’s Tower.’ He points. ‘You can just make it out at the top of that wall. See – the ornamental crosses.’ Araminta recalls what Winifred said about a cross being a target. The colonel turns back into the room. ‘It’s not the best day for a tour, but once you’ve warmed up, why don’t I show you?’

She smiles. ‘So kind.’

Eleanor can feel the warmth of the fire from where she is standing. Mrs Moore doesn’t generally take much interest in churches. She might sit on the ladies’ committee of St Mary Magdelene but her mistress is not the type to undertake brass rubbings or the inspection of a spire. Last summer when the Moores visited friends in the village of Kensington they attended Sunday service, but Mrs Moore showed no inclination to visit the array of pretty churches nearby, though she stopped the carriage to see the workings at the gravel pits. There’s something here, Eleanor thinks, that’s piqued the interest of the gentlemen. She shudders as if one of the clouds overhead has passed through her. Last night she dreamt she was lost in a copse of trees so thick that she could scarcely walk without bumping into them. In the early hours she woke with a start and, panicking, checked her arms for bruises. She’s determined to get away still, but until it’s time to do so, she must tell the gentlemen as little as she can. She might admit to coming to the castle, but will not convey the unlikely nature of her mistress’s interest in the religious life of the regiment.

The lieutenant returns with the women’s outerwear which has been comprehensively dried. Eleanor helps Araminta with her cape before pulling on her own coat and scarf, still warm from the stove. The lieutenant whispers, with a shy smile, that he has fixed the Hanway. ‘The brass spring needed oiling.’ As they venture into the cold he opens the umbrella and holds it over Mrs Moore, and they walk up the hill. ‘It feels as if the rain will never stop, doesn’t it?’ the colonel remarks.

Inside, the church is exactly as might be expected: a line of pews, a pile of hymnals and an altar with a cross. It smells like all churches, of book bindings and Sunday mornings. Araminta carefully takes this in, running her eyes along the edges of the ceiling and round the window frames. Examining the floor.

‘Where does that go?’ she asks, motioning to a low, oak-framed entranceway above a run of steps.

The colonel helpfully opens the door.

‘It’s a storehouse,’ he says, his beefy fingers still on the handle. ‘The Major Gunners’ responsibility . . . for ordnance.’ He shrugs to dismiss it, but Araminta understands immediately the store is a remnant of some older arrangement of the building.

‘How interesting,’ she pronounces. She knows how stone is cut, or rather, how it was cut. The regimental chapel is, by her reckoning, a century old and mostly constructed of wood, but the storeroom is considerably more antiquated, as if it was hewn from Castle Rock itself. The windows are thin slits, left unshuttered to admit the light. Only a fool would want to bring a candle into a storeroom full of artillery. As well as wooden boxes on the uneven floor there are four ancient glass panes, propped against the wall. Above, the stone ceiling has been altered but once, clearly, was vaulted.

‘May I?’ she asks.

‘Please,’ the colonel encourages her.

Inside, she realises immediately that this was a chapel. A tiny jewel at the heart of the castle. The room is oriented east to west, a kind of confirmation. No more than twenty people could have worshipped here – surely the most important residents of the city’s most important fortification: Scotland’s medieval royals. The family her ancestors served. Araminta’s heart beats faster as she wonders if Mary Queen of Scots prayed in this place. She breathes deeply to steady her mind as her eyes bounce off the walls and floor, searching for the clue that Winifred said would be apparent.

‘Perhaps I ought to show you to the strongroom,’ the colonel says through the open doorway. ‘We keep the Honours of Scotland there. The crown. That sort of thing.’

Araminta makes the kind of noise one might emit when offered a slice of particularly sumptuous cake, but she makes no move towards the door.

‘This room is terribly ancient,’ she says. ‘Fascinating.’

‘It’s only an old store,’ the colonel replies, in disbelief that Mrs Moore is interested in such a dowdy part of one of Europe’s oldest castles when there are battlements and royal reception rooms, not to mention a collection of bona fide royal jewels.

She doesn’t correct him. Instead, she checks over the windows and is rewarded with a thin line of writing scratched into a stone sill at the far end. Draw the pearl’s seat to the jeweller’s crown, it says. Araminta looks up furtively. Draw the pearl’s seat to the jeweller’s crown, she memorises, almost afraid that her mind is moving too quickly to retain these eight simple words. The colonel clears his throat. She curses her great aunt who said that she would know when she’d found the clue, and has just been proved right.

‘How fascinating,’ she says. ‘The Honours of Scotland. I oughtn’t put you to it, Colonel. I know how tourists frustrate you.’

The rest of the visit passes in such a flash that Araminta doesn’t notice Eleanor and the lieutenant eyeing each other as they wait on their elders and betters. In the jewel room, she hardly takes in the crown when it is fetched with an old leather belt and a ceremonial golden staff. She feels as if a child is showing her treasures from his toy box. The colonel, pleased as punch, revels in telling the story of the jewels. Araminta echoes his words, simply to move things on. ‘Walled up? Really? Sir Walter Scott. Good heavens.’ After another scalded brandy and the minimum possible time by the fire, she takes her leave.

When they emerge onto the Esplanade, Great Aunt Eilidh’s old carriage feels like a deliverance. The coachman has waited inside the box, the window down as he smokes a cheroot. When they appear, he opens the door and throws the stub to the ground. The women climb in. Araminta could not be happier as she bids the colonel farewell; the door is slammed and the horses make off across the Esplanade and down the Lawnmarket. It is the most thrilling thing she’s ever experienced, as if someone has whispered a secret into her ear and she has made off with it. Not someone random, either, but her own great great grandmother. A woman she can now put a name to. Berenice McKenzie.

At Glenfinlas Street she leaves Eleanor to deal with their wet things. The hem of the cape drips onto the flagstones as the maid folds it over her arm. Araminta does not even think to issue instructions about the drying of the velvet and instead takes the stairs to the drawing room, where she closes the door and makes for Great Aunt Eilidh’s desk. It isn’t until she sits down that she realises she has no idea what the eight words mean. A pearl has no seat and all crowns must be made by a jeweller. She glances at the wall of books, hoping for inspiration, but her foremothers remain disturbingly silent.

She’s almost glad when Brodie comes up. ‘Might I fetch you something, ma’am? Luncheon perhaps?’

Araminta picks up the map that started things off and puts it down again. ‘Fish,’ she says, surprising herself, for she seldom asks for seafood.

‘Fish, Mrs Moore? I shall check with Cook.’

Araminta gets up and stands at the window. The rain has relented slightly, the grey cap over Edinburgh now streaked with blue. She wonders when Sister Winifred will make the next arrangement. She cannot tackle this alone.

 





Chapter Fifteen

 

The last time Sister Winifred came across one of the Thoms was more than twenty years ago at a dinner she and her sister had thrown. It was the first social engagement at number four Glenfinlas Street that they organised. Eilidh and Saoirse having lately lost their sister Aoife and their niece, Grainne, Araminta’s mother, in suspicious circumstances, had found themselves in sole possession of the tightly bound knot of clues left by Berenice McKenzie decades before, enjoined by a note their mother had left that merely said Ad libertatum, ‘Towards freedom’. Aoife had solved the first clue shortly before her death, almost by accident, buried on the side of Arthur’s Seat, where an old cairn had been resited. The sisters had expected to unearth the crown that day. Instead, Aoife had dug up a manuscript which laid out the unexpected promise of a dozen more of Berenice’s clues. With these puzzles ahead of them, the remaining two McKenzies felt the weight of family responsibility. Both Eilidh and Saoirse understood their limitations especially as, where their forebears had failed, they now had to succeed twelve more times. Family duty demanded it. In response to this challenge, Saoirse had taken to hours of silent contemplation, on her knees in the family pew at St George’s. It was, she always insisted, a good place to think. Eilidh, however, was insistent they must be sensible. A change was required. ‘Progress in technique,’ she said.

In 1816 or 1817 – Winifred cannot recall – Edinburgh was peopled by the world’s brightest and best. Mr Hume, the great philosopher, was dead by then. Adam Smith too. But there remained an array of geniuses residing in the capital – mathematicians, antiquarians and gentlemen of science. The medical school was world-renowned. The Royal Society of Edinburgh was chock-full of natural scientists and landscape painters. ‘We need help,’ Eilidh had said, ever practical. ‘Your endless devotion is not bearing fruit,’ she scolded her sister. ‘We must bring other, greater minds to bear. Gentlemen, of course, but we’ll also invite women. We’ve some fine bluestockings. And poets. They too may be of use. It shall be a dinner,’ she declared.

Saoirse at first hadn’t seen the sense of it. She considered her younger sister overambitious. Flighty even. Mother had always intimated as much.

‘We must focus, Eilidh,’ she insisted. ‘It’s our duty to find the jewels. It’s our fate. If we’re meant to solve the clues, we shall do so.’

Lately out of mourning, Eilidh wore a red feather and diamond studs like stars amid her ringlets. Her nose wrinkled as she sipped a glass of Burgundy, which, even from the other side of the drawing room, Saoirse could tell was too pale to taste of the best.

‘It’s not that we aren’t up to the job,’ Eilidh insisted, ‘but it’s a different job than we thought, that’s all.’

Since being in receipt of the family’s legacy, the sisters had become quarrelsome, the duty weighing upon them alongside their grief; their sister and her daughter, both gone too soon. As children they’d been encouraged to compete with each other. The girls had jostled over who was the best archer and who was the most well read. The McKenzies had family spirit but they cared who took the lead. Eilidh knew she had to stand up for her idea. ‘The dinner shall solve the clues for us,’ she continued, insistent. ‘We’ll make a game of it.’

‘We can’t share Great Aunt Berenice’s clues.’ Saoirse sounded shocked. ‘That’d be the height of imprudence!’

‘Perhaps. But we might share half a clue. A phrase to be deciphered. A tiny wee bit at a time. Maybe as we progress we’ll get the hang of it. We can hardly do worse than Granny and Mother, God rest their souls. It’s been years and years and we’ve twelve to go. We require assistance or it’ll be a millennium before the damn duty’s dispatched. This way Edinburgh’s finest wits shall be our teachers.’

Eilidh had often said that she was exasperated by Berenice’s legacy but this outburst was more strident than anything she’d ventured previously. ‘Why didn’t she just say what she meant?’ she added. This was a rhetorical question for both women understood why Berenice had not done so. She’d had to hide the crown in a desperate fix, unable to contact even her sister, who’d been just as foxed as they were. In summation, the crown had been hidden rather too well. The single clue unravelled had taken decades and had involved mathematics, Greek history, Scots law and an intimate knowledge of the flora upon Arthur’s Seat. It had been a shock when Aoife had finally found where to dig.

Saoirse considered all this before speaking. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘We’ll try a dinner.’

That afternoon, invitations were dispatched to Professor and Mrs Cockburn, Dr and Mrs Rutherford, the Misses Murray and with them their cousin Fitzpatrick Thom, visiting from Kew. Eilidh and Saoirse knew, of course, that Fitzpatrick was the grandson of Archibald Thom, the Duke of Cumberland’s strategist after the 1745 uprising and the man who, in a fit of pique at Berenice’s unrelenting support for the Jacobite cause, had pushed for their grandmother’s death warrant to be signed. The king’s brother, the duke, was nicknamed Butcher Cumberland for a reason, but dispatching women at the hanging tree was an unusual gambit even for him; especially educated and well-connected ladies. Both Eilidh and Saoirse recalled their great aunt complaining that she’d had to thole Archibald’s society after he’d killed her sister, in order to cover her own misdemeanours. She wasn’t the only Edinburgh resident who’d found themselves keeping company with the men directly responsible for the killing of their kin. To make it worse, Archibald Thom was, she said, mighty pleased with himself. He was up and down to London like a bouncing ball and couldn’t start or finish a sentence without letting slip the titled folk he had met there. He was so obsessed with hunting Jacobites that it became his only topic of conversation and his poor wife, Jane, was beside herself with boredom. It seems, however, that Archibald, though useful, had worn out the men he met at court quite as much as he’d bored his wife, for unlike other movers and shakers in the wake of the quelled uprising, he was never offered a title by King George. ‘I suppose an unlikeable fellow is an unlikeable fellow whichever side you’re on,’ Mhairi had reflected. So when Fitzpatrick Thom’s name came up, Eilidh and Saoirse decided to invite him to their first dinner. ‘After all, wouldn’t it be fitting if he was the one who helped us solve the thing?’ Eilidh said, feeling the heiress of her grandmother’s derring-do.

The evening started as usual. A chilled Burgundy. The table set. Then onion soup, followed by roasted stuffed capon, baked fish, beef shin pie, potato croquettes and an array of side dishes. And after all that, more than two hours in, the realisation that there was nothing sweet upon the table, not so much as an apple from the kitchen barrel.

‘I’ve come over quite Russian,’ Saoirse said, fanning herself, for the McKenzies generally favoured French service, everything laid on the table at once.

Eilidh stood up. ‘We charge guests for hospitality in this house,’ she announced with a giggle. ‘Cook’s puddings are sought-after and you must earn the privilege. Tonight we’ll have a sublime raspberry fool and an unctuous treacle tart, but it won’t be served until you’ve paid the toll.’ The toll, of course, was a riddle, which at length that evening, Dr Rutherford solved.

As they nursed brandies after the guests had gone at three in the morning, the sisters agreed the venture had been a success. However, they hadn’t anticipated the popularity of their idea. The McKenzie Sisters’ Riddling Dinners became an overnight sensation. The Cockburns, Rutherfords and Misses Murray told the tale about the town and before luncheon the following day Edinburgh was alight with the fun of it. The anticipation! The audacity of these women. The originality! What would have transpired had Dr Rutherford not come up with the solution? Would the Misses McKenzie have really withheld the raspberry fool? Several months later, it turned out that they certainly would when a different table failed and were packed off into the night swill-full of fortified wine but with no pudding; which that evening was toffee meringue with brandy cream and Cook’s speciality, iced apricot souffle. The following day, one of the guests, passing the sisters on George Street, leaned out of his carriage, most chagrined, and shouted, ‘You owe me a meringue, yet, you harpies!’ This incident made the Scotsman, with a cartoon of the gentleman being comforted on the knee of his nanny, that he might have pudding after all if only he would be a good boy.

Now Sister Winifred gazes out of the window of the convent’s library, which gives out over the vegetable garden, where nuns with less money to endow than she and fewer marketable skills are howking tatties out of the freezing, muddy ground. She hadn’t expected her return to the West End to bring it all back so vividly. She most assuredly does not want these memories and feels a twist of shame at abandoning her family duty so long ago. There’s no question in her mind that she must reclaim it. Araminta, the dear girl, cannot be left alone. Though she’s showing promise, she requires guidance.

After the first riddling dinner, Fitzpatrick Thom was a holy terror to the women. Truly the heir to his grandfather’s obsession, he realised that the women were in possession of something both valuable and secret. They came to regret their cheek in inviting him for he dogged them so badly that not only did they instruct Brodie never to show the fellow up, but they went as far as to make discreet enquiries when they received invitations, to ensure he wouldn’t be present. On one occasion, Eilidh hid in a cupboard in the withdrawing room of a friend’s house on Heriot Row when Fitzpatrick called unexpectedly. The friend, obligingly and probably because she was not fond of the fellow either, got rid of him quickly.

‘He can’t know, can he?’ Eilidh said to Saoirse when she got home.

They decided that he might not know exactly but he certainly knew something. Perhaps he hoped to lay his hands on their treasure and finally achieve the peerage that his grandfather had failed to secure in the late 1740s. In the end the women laid false clues over the course of several riddling dinners. These would send Thom out of town as far as Roslin Chapel and the infamous drinking den underneath a row of cottages at Gilmerton. When he was caught trying to excavate the cellar of St Cecilia’s Hall off the Cowgate, he was recalled to Kew on a family matter. Now it seems he has passed his obsession to his son, but then Sister Winifred is not surprised. Such matters run in families as has happened in her own. She knows nothing of the Order of the Hermit. None of the women do. But the Thoms, she shudders, are unpleasant. She must protect the girl, she decides, whatever it takes.

 





Chapter Eighteen

 

A search is started in the household around five of the clock, as the sky darkens. When it bears no fruit, Brodie sends notes to the houses nearby asking if anyone has seen Eleanor. This provokes a response, for on the other side of the square a housemaid was scrubbing the steps of number seven South Charlotte Street when Eleanor passed, and she noticed the girl was crying.

‘It may be that she’s bolted,’ Araminta says dismissively upon receipt of this news. ‘She said she wanted to go home.’

Brodie, not knowing enough about Eleanor’s activities to make a solid judgement, satisfies himself by looking doubtful. The girl is unlikely to have enough money to buy her passage from Leith or even the cheapest ticket on the stage that leaves every afternoon from White Hart Close. Her room in the attic has been searched and none of her things are missing. The mistress seems strangely unperturbed.

‘Had you sent her out, ma’am?’ he enquires. ‘Do you have any idea where she went?’

Araminta shakes her head. She can’t admit to Brodie what has passed between her and her maid nor where Eleanor was going.

‘She was upset when she was last spotted, and given it was so close and she was coming from the direction of Princes Street, she was probably on her way back to us. To go missing between South Charlotte Street and the kitchen door seems . . .’ Brodie searches for the word. ‘Odd,’ he finally settles. ‘I wonder if she met somebody she knew. She didn’t seem like a flighty piece.’ He does not mention seeing Eleanor last night or the time she came in from the back, delivered by the cab.

‘She isn’t flighty,’ Araminta adds and proceeds to pace about the drawing room. Perhaps her plan has gone awry, but she cannot confide that to the old butler.

At ten that evening and still with no sign of Eleanor, Araminta is out of the front door like a shot. Sister Winifred said this time she’d arrange a key to St John’s on Princes Street. Araminta checks nobody’s following her as she proceeds past the square and across the main road. The church is in darkness, so newly built that its stone walls glow white in the light of the moon, which tonight is full and bright with no cloud to obscure it. Along Princes Street windows are lit by flaming gas lamps. Carriages come and go, several at once as if a theatre performance has finished somewhere in the East End. Araminta darts along the terrace to the south of the church and is rounding the corner when she sees the nun pull up on a carthorse. As Winifred dismounts she takes a swig from a silver hipflask. Araminta’s eyes narrow.

‘A nun riding a carthorse is hardly inconspicuous,’ she says, stepping forward.

Winifred looks over her shoulder. She removes a large iron key from her pocket and leads the way to the door.

‘Eleanor’s gone missing,’ Araminta gets out before the key is even turned. She finds she’s worried though she feels cross with herself for that. Eleanor has betrayed her after all. ‘I sent the girl to Mr Thom but she never returned. She was seen on the other side of the square coming back to the house. Then nothing. Brodie has posted notices about the district.’

Winifred takes in this information. ‘I can’t see that Thom would have the kech for a kidnapping. What would he do with the girl? There’s no point in that.’

‘It’s said she was crying.’

‘He scared her then and she’s run.’ The old nun fiddles with the key, finally getting the lock to turn. She leads the way inside to an empty anteroom off the cavernous church hall, where, lighting a candle, she offers Araminta her flask. ‘Sherry,’ she says. ‘Have you made progress?’

Araminta takes a sip and nods. ‘I found another clue.’ She pulls the map from her sleeve.

Sister Winifred opens it against the wall. ‘What did you find?’

‘An equilateral triangle,’ Araminta says. ‘Etched onto the stone of Heriot’s statue.’

She hasn’t marked the map, knowing her great aunt would consider it imprudent. Instead, she traces the line with her finger, from the castle to Heriot’s and onwards, back into town. She taps the point on the High Street she visited earlier. ‘This is the apex,’ she says. ‘It’s a run-down back yard between the old fleshmarket and the poultry fair. I looked but found nothing. I checked the other side of the wall too. The building next door is where the Act of Union is said to have been signed. Of course, this map may be slightly different from the one that Berenice had. We’ve no way to know. But on Eilidh’s map, this is where the triangle lands.’

Winifred smiles. ‘Show me what was etched,’ she says. ‘Exactly.’

Araminta looks for something to draw with but the room does not house so much as a pencil, so she uses her finger on the wall.

‘The line bisecting the first axis was like this?’ Winifred mimics her great niece’s motion. ‘You’re certain?’

Araminta nods.

‘You’ve gone in the wrong direction, dear,’ the nun says. ‘Your triangle doesn’t point to town but the exact opposite. The apex lies beyond Lauriston.’ She peers at the map and lands a bony finger on the point.

Araminta squints in the low light. The area shown is an open space beyond the toll cross. It’s peppered with pictures of trees. ‘But there’s nothing there,’ she says. ‘If Berenice sited clues in places that couldn’t change, why would she choose the edge of a field, where a boundary could move at any time? Or a building be thrown up?’

Winifred chortles. ‘They’ll never build anything there. They call it the Links. It’s the edge of the plague pits, as were. The very north-western corner. It’ll be open ground in perpetuity.’

‘She buried something?’ Araminta realises. ‘In a mass grave?’

‘Maybe.’

Araminta sighs. She doesn’t relish the idea of digging up a plague pit, where hundreds of bodies may be interred, albeit from centuries before. Apart from feeling sacrilegious, she isn’t sure it’s even safe.

Winifred says, ‘Berenice was most inventive. We’re getting close now.’

‘Clue number ten,’ Araminta confirms. ‘Though I remain unclear about a great deal.’

Sister Winifred folds the map and takes another swig of sherry. ‘Do you have questions?’

Araminta raises her eyes as if to say of course she has.

‘The men lost the honours too,’ Winifred offers. ‘After the Act of Union was signed. The Scottish aristocracy was determined the English should not remove the crown. I think at that point, had things been different, the McKenzie women might have returned the Queen’s Jewels. However, circumstances conspired against it. They walled up the King’s Honours in 1707; the ones you saw in the castle’s strongroom. Over the years they were forgotten. The regiments at the castle often change. It was Walter Scott who tracked the King’s Jewels, though Eilidh and I gave him a nudge. I was in Edinburgh, that day,’ she adds wistfully. ‘Not at the castle, but at the party afterwards.’

‘I don’t know enough about history,’ Araminta admits. ‘I read one of Great Aunt Eilidh’s books last night but it didn’t tell me much.’

‘Books seldom do,’ Winifred says sadly. ‘Oftentimes, as a lady, I find the meaning between the lines.’ She lapses into French – quoting from a manuscript she’s been studying in the convent library. ‘L’histoire est juste peut-être, mais . . . elle a été écrite par les vainqueurs.’ Noticing Araminta’s inability to understand, she translates, ‘History may be just, but it was written by the victors. In this case that means English men and Scottish men. Hanoverians of late. When the queen’s crown was first sent away, nobody would have been able to foresee any of this. It was a complicated time. I often think that 1647 is the dullest, most complicated year on record. Then Cromwell triumphed. He was a woman hater. Well, he hated everything. And the crown was threatened.’

‘I understand why it was sent away,’ Araminta chimes. ‘I don’t understand why we kept it. Catherine of Braganza,’ she adds.

Winifred waves a hand dismissively. ‘Personality, merely. The McKenzies didn’t judge her a worthy queen. But as I say, I think in 1707 there must have been a thought it’d be handed over. Queen Anne was on the throne and she wasn’t a bad egg, though she lost the Stuarts the crown for none of her children lived, poor thing. Still, the Act of Union put everybody’s nose out of joint. It really wasn’t supported. Then only a few years later, the Hanoverians took the throne on Anne’s death and they were Germans, you see. Royal cousins, but distant. You were concerned that the McKenzies have been Jacobites but really George the First’s ascension was a travesty. They overlooked a lot of royal blood, Catholic or not. Berenice was only doing her best. She knew after Culloden she’d be arrested, and perhaps Mhairi too, and that she must comprehensively hide the crown in a way that might not be got out of her under torture. She chose to do it . . . like this,’ Winifred gesticulates at the map. ‘It’s really been bad luck. Were the jewels in our possession in 1818 when Scott unearthed the honours in Edinburgh Castle, Eilidh and I would definitely have unveiled the crown. We’d have got away with its loss being a triumph, rather as Scott did. Amid the celebration there were few questions asked. But alas . . .’

Araminta sighs and Winifred offers her the hip flask.

‘No. Thank you.’

‘I’m really very sorry this has fallen to you,’ the old nun adds.

Araminta thinks she’s found something in Edinburgh she didn’t expect. A part of herself that’s always been missing. She wants to be a McKenzie. She wants to regain the family honour. ‘Was Berenice tortured?’ she asks, almost afraid to hear the answer.

Winifred nods. ‘She told Archibald Thom nothing. But again, she can’t have known she’d have the strength to withhold. What she did was probably for the best.’

‘And her sister?’

‘Mhairi escaped that particular indignity. Most of the women who had supported the Bonnie Prince were fined. She paid a hundred pounds – a great deal more in those days than it is now. Three years later she was dead. A carriage accident on the way to Duddingston Kirk, not far from where your mother died. I expect Mhairi was trying to unravel Berenice’s first clue – as we all were for the following decades. McKenzie women tramped around Arthur’s Seat a thousand times. My sister only uncovered it because she realised an old cairn had been moved. This made sense of the first clue, and we were off. Not exactly like greyhounds after a rabbit,’ she chortles, ‘but we had begun. We’ll win this like a game of chess if we win it at all.’

Araminta is about to say something about how she intends to win. About how different she feels now she knows where she comes from. But there’s a knock, distant, at the church door. Both women start and Araminta hides the map inside her sleeve. ‘I’ll go,’ she says.

When she returns, ushering Eleanor before her, Winifred feels an unaccountable sense of relief.

‘Good heavens, where have you been, Eleanor? I hear the household has been in a state of alarm,’ Winifred says.

‘Mr Thom tried to strangle me, ma’am,’ Eleanor gets out. ‘I had to disappear. I knew you’d be here at ten of the clock. I came the back way out the mews and up Queensferry Street. Nobody saw me.’

‘Are you all right?’

Eleanor nods. She turns to Araminta. ‘Mr Thom’s been paying the carriage man, ma’am. That’s how he knew we’d been to the castle.’

A flash of anger lights Araminta’s eyes. Is there nobody she can trust? Eleanor continues.

‘I talked him round. Davey, that is. He’s on your side when it comes to it. I didn’t manage to tell the falsehood to Mr Thom, but Davey did. He said you went to a house across the Water of Leith. He’ll tell them whatever you like.’

Araminta thinks for a moment. ‘That’s good,’ she manages, tight-lipped. ‘Well done.’

Winifred thinks that her niece appears to have a strange attitude to what’s important. People, as Mother often says at the convent, are the Lord’s true treasure. It doesn’t take a genius to see that Eleanor has been hurt today, and not only physically. But then, Araminta’s been hurt too. Winifred recalls last night and her great niece’s cheeks pink with tears. Still.

‘We must keep you safe, Eleanor,’ Winifred says. ‘That must have been a frightening experience.’

Eleanor is grateful for the nun’s concern. She elaborates, talking in a rush. ‘Mr Thom was furious angry, ma’am. He said he’d pursue me if I ran. He wants me to report to him every day. But I can’t go back there. I won’t.’ Her jaw juts defiantly. ‘He’s set to kill me.’

Sister Winifred takes this in. ‘You must come with me,’ she offers.

The young maid looks nervous but her mistress replies for her. ‘Yes. That would be wise,’ Araminta cuts in. ‘I’ll make up some nonsense to Mr Brodie and call off the search.’

‘Don’t do that,’ Winifred insists. ‘Think for heaven’s sake. They’ve two of your staff in their pay. There could be a third or more. I’ll hide Eleanor with my sisters but you keep folk looking for her. If we’re lucky Thom will take up the chase, which will distract his attention from you, my dear. Perhaps you and I might investigate this latest clue, Eleanor,’ Winifred suggests. ‘It amazes me that nuns are invisible beings. I used to think they were like angels, but now, I know a good deal more about nuns.’ Her eyes sparkle. ‘You’ll be safe in the convent.’

‘I was hiding in the mews,’ Eleanor starts. ‘I could stay there if it’s inconvenient. Davey wouldn’t mind.’

‘That won’t last, child,’ Sister Winifred dismisses the idea. ‘There are a dozen lads coming and going – you think a lass biding in the hayloft won’t be noticed? I’d give you a day.’

Eleanor looks sheepish.

The old nun gets to her feet.

‘Come along,’ she says. ‘Araminta, you must manage your coachman. Have him pass more false leads to Thom. It’s a tried and tested way of dealing with these men. Send him to the Pentlands. To Trinity. As far as Leith. Meanwhile, Eleanor and I shall take the tenth clue in hand tomorrow and meet you after, at the usual time. I’ll send note to say where.’

Araminta nods. Neither she nor Winifred consults Eleanor further and the maid obediently follows the women to the door. Outside, Winifred locks the church with the large, iron key.

‘I must write to my husband again,’ Araminta says absentmindedly. ‘And start packing Great Aunt Eilidh’s things.’

‘You watch out,’ Winifred says. ‘That’s what you need to do.’ And with that they bid each other good night.

Eleanor stares as her mistress’s figure recedes across Princes Street, walking smartly back towards Charlotte Square in her cape, like a dark princess in a fairytale. Winifred watches too. She always liked that green velvet. She stitched it herself. Eilidh helped with the hood.

‘My horse is this way,’ she tells the girl, pulling herself back to the here and now. ‘You might ride behind. It’s not more than twenty minutes.’

Eleanor gulps. She’s ridden before. She was brought up a farm girl but it’s been a while. ‘Will I serve as your maid, ma’am?’

Winifred chortles. ‘You must call me sister,’ she says. ‘We’ve no maids at the nunnery. You’ll be our guest, child.’

On Princes Street, Eleanor thinks that the old nun’s horse is the biggest she’s ever seen. ‘She’s old, but strong,’ Winifred says cheerfully as she unties the Clydesdale from the post. ‘This breed comes from the west. She’s a carthorse, really, but she’ll get us there.’ She pulls a carrot out of her pocket and feeds it to the chestnut nag, before mounting more nimbly than Eleanor expected. Eleanor climbs up behind. This horse must be eighteen hands, she thinks. She wonders if her father might like such a beast on his smallholding. As they set off, she smiles at the sound of hooves on the setts and the animal’s pale fetlocks streaking below as they head into the black night, past the looming grey outline of the castle just visible above the tenement roofs on Lothian Road, on and on through the city until there are open fields. With the clear sky tonight the temperature has plummeted. A tiny vortex of snow swirls through the dark air. ‘I’ll be a guest,’ Eleanor repeats, low, under her breath. Then she feels the old nun’s body ripple with laughter.

‘You’ll have chores, mind,’ Winifred says. ‘But there will also be singing.’

*

At Glenfinlas Street Araminta sneaks upstairs. She pulls her notebook from the desk drawer and reads back what she’s written.

 

Aunt Eilidh left me a tartan kerchief.

Clue 8 led to the castle.

Clue 9 from the castle to Heriot’s: a third point on the triangle.

Clue 10 The triangle led to a house on the High Street. 

 

Raising the pencil she scores out Clue 10 and amends it to The third point was a plague pit. Then she shudders and rings for Brodie. The old butler appears in the drawing room immediately. If Araminta were less distracted she might notice his cheeks are still pink from the cold.

‘We ought to notify the constables about Eleanor’s disappearance,’ she says.

Brodie nods, his grave expression not shifting an inch. ‘As you wish, madam,’ he replies. Since they last spoke he’s checked everywhere he can think of and even alerted Mrs Hamilton to spread the word along the Water of Leith. However, he’s now appraised of the mistress’s nighttime jaunts to see her great aunt and has just watched the girl mount behind Sister Winifred. The mistress knows Eleanor is safe and so does he, but like the first-class butler he is, he says nothing and retreats to his sitting room in the basement. Here he peers out towards the mews and decides that to get any further, he’ll have to speak to Davey. Tomorrow.
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