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This book is dedicated to my husband, Alan,

who has the tough job of being the rock to my roll.





‘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
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Chapter One

 

Calton Hill, Edinburgh. 20 March 1846

It is a sunny spring day and in the small garden to the south of Rock House two women, one older with dark hair fixed in a severe bun and one younger, with flaming orange tresses to her shoulders, arrange furniture on the lawn. The harling on the walls is the colour of marmalade in contrast to the green mound of Calton Hill behind. The bright colours make the scene look like a child’s drawing: a rustic fantasy. Strands of ivy trail across the facade and wind up a wooden trellis. To one side, a bundle of mismatched scarves spills onto the grass beside a screen open like an accordion. In front of this, with gloved hands, the women meticulously position a mahogany balloon-backed chair, upholstered in dark leather. Beyond the house, over the rough stone wall, two ragged boys have climbed into a horse-chestnut tree. The children whisper and point as the women check the shadows cast by the tableau.

‘They’ll be almost finished with the tea,’ Jessie, the dark-haired one, says to her cousin. ‘I’ll see, shall I?’

Ellory waits. Once Jessie is gone, she motions to the boys, who swing over the low wall. Efficiently, she takes two toffees from her apron pocket and hands them over. ‘Sit down,’ she instructs. ‘You can have the sweets after.’

The boys obediently fall cross-legged onto the grass, toffees softening in their palms, their knees smudged with mud. Ellory, checking over her shoulder, swiftly inserts a photographic plate into the camera with a competence that demonstrates this is not her first calotype. She has taken more than a dozen of her own compositions now; on the sly like this. All for her own portfolio. A cluster of girls with dolls made of clothes pegs. A tabby cat sleeping in the sun. A shifty-looking chimney sweep. A photograph of Edinburgh Castle with a scatter of crows along the ramparts, perched like geriatric old men outfitted in black.

‘Stay still,’ she orders as she removes the lens cap and counts silently, her gloved hand in the air holding the children in place as if she is a conductor at the symphony.

From round the corner, a gentleman appears: on his way, no doubt, to Miss Short’s observatory on the summit of Calton Hill. He peers over the wall. Ellory’s heart pounds.

‘Good lord,’ he says. ‘You’re taking a photograph.’

‘Yes, sir,’ she replies briskly.

‘This is Mr Hill’s studio, is it not?’

‘I’m that gentleman’s assistant,’ Ellory elucidates more confidently than she feels. Another minute will do it, but this gentleman must not commandeer her attention and the boys have to be out of the way by the time Mr Hill, Mr McPhee and McPhee’s niece emerge from Rock House. She has a few minutes still. Two or three, if she’s lucky.

‘I thought Mr Hill’s assistant was called . . .’ the gentleman searches his memory for the name. ‘Adams,’ he decides.

‘Mr Adamson is Mr Hill’s business partner, sir,’ Ellory corrects him. Nobody usually asks after Mr Adamson though he is the more pleasant of the two gentlemen – to the staff, anyway. ‘He went home to Fife for the winter,’ Ellory adds. ‘I assist both gentlemen,’ she admits, though fearing this makes her seem boastful, she adds, ‘I’m one of the assistants anyway.’

‘Extraordinary,’ the man says. ‘A woman.’

‘Yes, sir.’

The gentleman clears his throat and motions loosely towards the camera. ‘That plate will need to be treated with silver nitrate so a negative can be produced,’ he explains. Although this fellow has never taken a photograph, he attended a lecture last year at the Edinburgh Calotype Club. He knows how to do it. Ellory smiles patiently. Gentlemen are often disquieted by her proficiency. ‘The word “calotype” comes from the Greek. It means beautiful impression,’ the gentleman adds as an invisible clock ticks inside Ellory’s head.

‘I see you know a good deal about photography, sir,’ she replies calmly. Five seconds more. Four. Three. Two. One. She replaces the cap. The boys spring back over the wall unwrapping their toffees as they disappear in the direction of Waterloo Place. Ellory, meanwhile, stows the exposed paper in the lined wooden box ready for her attention later. As she does so, her imaginary clock switches to a new countdown. Once the paper is exposed, the quality of the image depends on delivering it timeously to the print room.

The gentleman lingers as if he is present in a supervisory capacity. He does not notice Ellory stiffen at the sound of footsteps on the flagstones. ‘They’re coming,’ Jessie announces, stepping onto the path.

‘This is my cousin, Miss Jessie Mann, who also assists the gentlemen.’ Ellory makes the introduction as he peers at this new arrival.

‘I’m Mr Hill’s primary assistant,’ Jessie says firmly. ‘Can I help you, sir?’

The gentleman bows and notes that Miss Jessie Mann neither resembles her pretty cousin nor sounds like her. The difference between the women is almost elemental. Jessie is a hard winter’s night, dressed in black with a thin line of white at her collar and eyes like cold lumps of coal in contrast to Ellory’s tawny colouring and softer brogue. Whereas the younger woman is like a colourful painting of a country lass, her cousin is an austere black-and-white print. He wonders briefly if the older woman is in mourning, but if Mr Hill’s assistants are cousins, it is unlikely one would be bereaved and not the other.

‘I was passing and noticed the camera obscura,’ he says.

‘Mr Hill is about to start, sir. If you don’t mind,’ Jessie cuts in, ‘it’s better for the sitters if there are no spectators.’

The gentleman takes a moment to absorb this firm but polite telling-off. Then he touches his top hat by way of valediction. ‘Fascinating. Women assistants,’ he mutters to himself and turns back up the hill.

*

As soon as he is out of sight, Jessie rounds on her cousin. ‘I hope you weren’t gossiping about Mr Hill,’ she hisses.

‘The fellow stopped of his own accord. You know what they’re like. He wanted to talk about the equipment and that,’ Ellory explains.

Jessie snorts. ‘And that,’ she mimics. ‘Speak English properly, for heaven’s sake.’

Ellory never defends the way she speaks, and Jessie does not push her criticism further for Ellory’s lack of grammar means Mr Hill will never let her talk to clients on his behalf, as she is allowed to. ‘You need to be more careful,’ she says as if Ellory somehow encouraged the fellow.

Ellory knows there is no point in retorting that there was nothing she could have done. Jessie makes it clear on a daily basis that she regrets recommending her cousin for the job at Rock House. ‘You’re lucky to be here,’ she says, holding back from adding that Ellory is as bad as her sister and one day will come to the same tragic end. Since she can remember, Ellory’s side of the family has been a source of disappointment to the more respectable Manns. That’s why she sleeps at the studio in a small room off the kitchen: a second-class citizen to her own relations, while Jessie goes home at night to Alexander’s house; her brother, the solicitor, that is.

The women wait another minute in silence. It is especially tense today. The last time that Mr McPhee sat to the camera, he gave Jessie a shilling. ‘For you and the other girl,’ he said. Jessie added a pork chop to her cousin’s housekeeping basket which cost an extra thruppence, but kept the money for herself, even though Ellory helped ready the gentlemen for the image and processed it too. They have not talked about it, but Jessie is hoping for another shilling and Ellory is hoping she might get a share of it in cash this time. They are both cross: Jessie guilty but not willing to give way; and Ellory annoyed that she has done more work than her cousin for less reward, which isn’t fair.

Edinburgh’s most respected photographer, the artist David Octavius Hill, emerges, spruce, through the open door. Then Mr McPhee and his niece after him. The girl is wearing a wildly patterned gown and has such a tiny waist that her shadow looks split in two. McPhee is sombre, wearing a black frock coat that contrasts his white hair. His skin is pink and plump, with no wrinkles. ‘There is grand warmth in the sun this afternoon,’ Hill says enthusiastically, motioning the others across the threshold. ‘It’s often chilly when I make calotypes in the garden at this time of year. We are lucky today. But you are always lucky, Mr McPhee.’

McPhee smiles. ‘You’ll do a wonderful job, as ever, Mr Hill.’ He gives his vote of confidence. ‘The image you made of my nephew is remarkable. Now it’s Winifred’s turn.’ He hands the lady forward.

Behind them, Jessie steps back through the door, as if subsumed into the house. She will appear again later, no doubt, when Mr McPhee is leaving. Ellory, meanwhile, tarries to watch the picture being captured. The lady smooths her skirt as she sits, propping herself uncomfortably on the wooden chair. The bodice must sting in movement.

‘Lovely,’ Mr Hill murmurs.

The woman smiles. ‘It’s new,’ she replies referring to her frock. ‘Uncle bought the fabric.’ She smiles at the old man who, it seems, is generous with everybody.

A crease furrows Ellory’s freckled forehead. ‘It will not photograph,’ she mumbles and then straightens up, shocked that she has said this out loud. Mr McPhee catches her eye, suddenly attentive, though it is his niece who speaks. ‘Sorry?’ the girl says loudly and peers past Mr Hill as if everything behind the photographer has been relinquished to some kind of netherworld.

‘The paper, Ellory,’ Hill snaps, holding out his hand to receive it.

‘What did she say?’ the young lady insists.

McPhee’s gaze lingers as if he is seeing Ellory for the first time. She is always keen to make the best picture. There is an art to overseeing Mr Hill’s work but not seeming to. When Mr McPhee came with his nephew, the lad allowed her to darken his brows with burnt clove. Mr Hill disapproves of such artifice, treating Ellory’s occasional ministrations as if they are a lie. The resulting image of Mr McPhee’s nephew, however, is a lot better than it would have been. Now she has broken the bounds again. Hill is clearly disquieted. Still, she judges it would be rude not to answer Miss McPhee’s question. ‘The fabric will not photograph, miss. The contrast is marked by colour not by tone. The camera will only capture the latter,’ she says. It is a problem they have come across often with tartan woven with vivid colours that appear indistinct in sepia.

Mr Hill’s jaw tightens. There will be a black mood to contend with later.

‘Is that correct?’ Winifred asks Hill.

‘The camera will not capture the pattern as it appears to the eye,’ he admits.

The lady looks disappointed. ‘But it would provide such interest,’ she says, as if she might convince the camera to see her differently. She turns to her uncle as if he ought to be able to fix it.

Hill walks past the trellis to the property baskets laid on the grass and withdraws a small guitar. ‘Here,’ he hands it to her. ‘This will help the composition.’

Ellory thinks one of the pale shawls would be better as she removes the salted paper from its box and gives it to Mr Hill. She can see the lady is discomfited and she wants to relieve her of the guitar and reassure her that her skin is radiant and that the camera will capture that. When sitters are confident, the images are always better. But she has already gone too far. ‘Stand straight,’ Hill directs Mr McPhee. ‘Straighter,’ he adds, and the old man stiffens in an unnatural position like a puppet hung on a peg while his niece holds the guitar awkwardly. Ellory sighs inwardly. Mr Hill sometimes has this effect on his sitters. Ellory is certain that the camera is best used to capture images of people doing ordinary things; unposed, or at least seeming to be so. Mr Hill took an impromptu picture recently at Edinburgh Castle of some soldiers of the 92nd Highland Regiment. The image transfixed Ellory when she processed it, as if she were standing among the soldiers with their bearskin hats and dress kilts, eavesdropping upon the conversation. She realised then that while the best paintings are visions or perhaps dreams, a photograph feels like a memory, whether or not you are there when it is made. Mr Hill will not entertain such a notion. He endeavours to photograph people as he paints them.

‘Stay absolutely still,’ he directs, and all life disappears from the McPhees’ eyes as he opens the camera lens to the light. The world holds its breath. Ellory counts silently. Hill leaves the image a good three seconds longer than she would have done before he pronounces, ‘I’m done,’ and returns the plate to her keeping now the hard work is set to begin. ‘Go on, Ellory,’ he says, shooing her in the direction of the print room where she will fix the image, make a negative and return to the sunlight of the garden to print copies.

As she disappears into the hallway, she hears him talking about his plans for the summer exhibition and recounting a conversation he has had with another, more famous painter he met at his brother’s gallery. She knows she should not have intervened. Inside, she passes Jessie in the kitchen, taking stock of the tea caddy: the closest there is to a mistress at Rock House and mindful of every ha’penny. The accounts book is open on the table and the smoky scent of Lapsang pervades the kitchen like a creeping shadow. ‘Will it be all right?’ Jessie checks. She is concerned about the shilling tip.

‘The lady hoped her dress would come out,’ Ellory says.

Jessie casts her eyes upwards as if Winifred McPhee is some kind of hysteric.

Ellory continues to the print room, which is little more than a scullery lined with dark bottles on a low pine shelf. The tiny room cocoons her from her cousin’s disapproval and Mr Hill’s disdain alike. At work in the darkness she might be a master, not an assistant.

She lights a tiny candle in the amber lamp and settles into the acrid, chemical atmosphere. Among the bottles on the shelf there is a jar of jam made from last year’s raspberries. She brings it down, opening the top with her thick gloved fingers and melting a teaspoonful on her tongue while in her mind’s eye she sees another calotype, one where Mr McPhee and his niece are in conversation; where they are smiling and their friends might easily recognise them. She turns her attention to the exposed papers. People think the only time that matters is how long the cap is off the lens, but it is here, in the pale amber light, that being fast and accurate really counts. She smiles as she starts on her own image of the boys in the sunshine. As she immerses the paper, their shadowy figures shimmer into being like ghosts and she is immediately transported by the picture’s magic. The way it stops time. And in the background the rest of the world moving so fast that the camera cannot catch it. It may be science, but it never feels that way. It always, always delights her.





Chapter Two

 

Glasgow

Murray Urquhart sips a cup of coffee and ties his cravat at the bedroom mirror. Today he has chosen a sky-blue that contrasts the embroidery on his silk waistcoat; a trellis covered in finely stitched ivy. It is his habit to give people something to look at, other than the crest of his shoulder, hunched from birth. As a boy the attention Glasgow society paid to his twisted spine had pushed him to minor infractions, and between the ages of 11 and 14, much to the distress of his father, he constantly got into trouble for climbing trees in the gardens and pochling apples from Mr Harley’s orchard at Garnethill. He knows now that it is a hopeless quest, that a well-tailored frock coat will work no better than petty thieving. His back is the first thing polite society will always mention after his name, but he does not give up trying to distract people. When he came home from London, his father swore that he had become a dandy, which made him chortle. Old Mr Urquhart, Glasgow’s finest and most conservative solicitor, has worn more or less the same style of suit in dark navy and a matching thick silk, cream cravat for as long as his son can remember. When the old man’s clothes wear or tear, he has them remade the same, with only small concessions to the passing of time. He is certainly not qualified to comment on whether Murray’s colourful attire is fashionable.

It is not yet half after eight when there is a frantic knocking at the front door. Old Mr Urquhart left early for his offices, slightly down the hill on the other side of Bath Street. He disapproves of Murray’s leisurely morning routine which means he does not get to the office until quarter to ten. Murray does not see it that way. ‘We’re a good combination,’ he tells his father. And it’s true. The older clients stick with Urquhart Senior, but the younger generation find the old man’s considered manner frustrating, and the sons and indeed daughters of Glasgow’s many millionaires have started to contract their business through Murray, who has learned enough of his father’s wily ways to offer excellent advice while also taking the trouble to be engaging.

Murray opens his bedroom door and peers over the banister. A young footman, barely 17 at a guess, is below on the doorstep, babbling that Mr Urquhart must come at once. Glendinning, the Urquharts’ butler, a dull, brown sparrow, tries to explain that Mr Urquhart has already left for the day. Murray comes down smartly. The footman steps past Glendinning, discounting him now Murray has appeared. The matter is too important to be bound by the hierarchy of the house. ‘It’s Mr Nicholl, sir. The maid found him dead in his study.’

‘My god,’ Murray lets out. Nicholl is a near-legend. A natural leader in business as much as in the Kirk. In a city where gossip renders everybody sensational upon occasion, he is famous for keeping a level head.

Murray recalls the older man taking the time not only to speak to him when he was a child, but also to listen. ‘What do you think, boy?’ he asked on more than one occasion when, Murray understands now, his view was probably not as interesting or important as he thought it was. It feels as if someone has told him that Glasgow cathedral has tumbled.

He turns to Glendinning. ‘Send this news to my father. Tell him I’ve gone up to the Nicholls’.’

Glendinning nods.

‘How is Miss Nicholl taking the shock?’ Murray asks the footman.

‘We put her in the dining room with a cup of tea while Mr Boots and the other lads lifted Mr Nicholl up to his room. The young lady could not bear to see him.’

Murray cannot blame her. When his mother died, he was made to kiss her marble-cold cheek and had nightmares for a long time after about her body being cut into the damp, freezing soil of the Necropolis, colder even than her corpse. She has been gone more than a decade, one of the first to be buried in the new graveyard.

‘Your master died at his desk then?’ Murray wants to understand what he will be walking into.

‘Yes, sir.’

This was characteristic as the young lawyer judges it. James Nicholl was his father’s almost-lifelong client and was ever about his business. The Urquharts moved to Bath Street at the same time as James Nicholl built his grand mansion up the hill on Blythswood Square. ‘Too grand for only two people to live in,’ Mr Urquhart pronounced, out of James Nicholl’s hearing naturally. Though he added that though the Nicholls were only two people, they had nine staff to serve them. It is not lost on Murray that his father moved his house and office to Bath Street only once he knew where James was going. The Urquharts were not the only family to follow in Nicholl’s wake.

Outside it is a fine morning. The footman continues rattling out the details of Nicholl’s death. ‘The maid dropped her bucket when she saw him,’ he says. ‘The silly lass scattered ashes across the carpet.’

Murray puts his finger to his lips. ‘Not on the street,’ he says firmly. Glasgow fires on gossip. He has known men overhear a tip at the races and invest half their fortune on the back of it. Foolish men, but still. He tips his hat at one of the neighbours as they pass on the pavement. The man does not notice the footman’s distress but then many people do not regard servants. Murray generally finds those in service more interesting than their masters. He can tell a good deal about a household from its staff – or, more accurately, how they are treated. As a child it fascinated him when their old housekeeper retired and moved to a picturesque cottage with a kailyard, beyond the manufactory at Blantyre Mills. A life of her own.

At the Nicholl mansion they enter without ringing the bell. Inside, the high, wood-panelled hall smells of cigar smoke. James had a visitor last night, Murray surmises. He knows there have been more callers than usual over the last months; distressed gentlemen, who bought shares in railway companies, soliciting Nicholl’s advice as their stock tumbled. He was generous that way and dispatched people kindly, fortified by tobacco and peaty, island whisky, to salvage their family finances. Last year, when Murray arrived on business with his father, they passed a fellow on the doorstep, his face wet with tears as he climbed into his carriage. Inside, Mr Nicholl was incredulous at the carelessness with which the man had staked his family’s fortune. ‘He mortgaged his house to raise funds to buy a defunct holding about which he knew nothing. Such people do not conceive that circumstances might not go their way.’ His tone was disbelieving.

‘You were wise to sell your railway stock,’ old Mr Urquhart pronounced. ‘You made a great deal of money, James.’ He did not add that he had followed his old friend’s lead and sold his as well. James Nicholl was ever a guiding star when it came to taking a profit.

At the dining-room door, Murray pauses. James Nicholl’s estate has what his father would call ‘complications’. He must not betray the trust placed in the firm, especially by someone so important. He nods when he’s ready and the footman opens the door. Inside, Charlotte Nicholl, only a year younger than Murray at 24, sits at the table with an untouched cup of tea cooling before her. She always looks like an artist has drawn her frame; a simple pencil sketch devoid of detail. Her mouse-brown locks are held in a simple bun, fixed with a tortoiseshell comb. She leaves her hair straight instead of curling it in papers and favours plain fabrics for her dresses, with none of the extreme features dictated by fashion. Today she is wearing a pale blue worsted bodice and matching skirt fixed with covered buttons. She veers clear of the sprigs of flowers currently in vogue ‘as if girls wore wallpaper,’ she said once drily when she bumped into Murray outside the haberdashery at the bottom of Douglas Street.

‘Good morning.’ Murray bows. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

Charlotte has known Murray Urquhart all her life. ‘A naughty boy but a kind one,’ her neighbour Mrs Grieg declared when he was sent to London to sow his wild oats. ‘Boys need to get it out,’ she added, without stating exactly what it was of which boys were required to divest themselves. Murray had left Glasgow a sandy-haired youngster and come back only two years ago, a proper young man with a degree and experience at the bar. Charlotte knows that the gaggle of eligible young Glasgow ladies about town considers his ill-formed back before anything else. ‘I’m glad it’s you,’ she says, getting to her feet.

‘My father was not at home,’ Murray adds. ‘I hope it’s not presumptuous to come instead, Charlotte. I’ll do my best to take your instructions.’

Charlotte sits back down with a dull thump. She cannot conceive of having instructions to give. Her father always saw to everything. She might have been able to manage Mr Urquhart with his grey hair and gruff manner with some dignity, but knowing Murray better, her face twists. ‘He’s gone, Murray. I’m alone. I can’t believe it.’ Her shoulders shake and she begins to cry. Murray hands her his handkerchief. ‘We were to be photographed this morning.’ Charlotte sniffs earnestly as if by explaining what happened, she might bring her father back. For his death, surely, is impossible. ‘Dr Grieg had images of buildings, the other night at dinner, you see. And Father said we must see for ourselves how it was done.’

‘I understand that the staff have removed Mr Nicholl’s body to his room,’ Murray says. It is gentler than saying, ‘He’s dead, Charlotte. You must accept it.’

Charlotte nods, closing her eyes. ‘I could not watch them.’ She has never seen a dead body, for she was an infant when her mother died. Next door, the Howarths laid out old Mrs Howarth in the drawing room when she passed, but they are Episcopalians which, as Mrs Grieg never fails to point out, is High Church. Charlotte was a good deal younger then and not required to pay her respects. ‘There is no point in sending for the doctor,’ she says. It is a kind of acceptance. What she does not add is that she cannot face sending for the priest. That feels too final.

The young solicitor crouches next to her. She has always been self-contained, and Murray admires that. Charlotte is a stark contrast to her father, who was always bluff, always available. He knows she does not want a comforting hand on her arm. She is not that kind of young lady.

‘Your father is at peace,’ Murray says, with admirable practicality. ‘I’ll help in any way that I can. When you’re ready, the first thing we must do is write to let folk know. Say the word and I shall manage it for you.’
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