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This book is dedicated to the lovers who vowed to wed in secret during lockdown and ran away to do so as soon as they possibly could. To you. To love. To family.
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Where the bolt of Cupid fell . . . upon a little western flower – Before, milk white; now purple with love’s wound – and maidens call it love-in-idleness.

Oberon, A Midsummer Night’s Dream by William Shakespeare
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Prologue
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1 June 1822: The Old Royal Botanic Garden, Leith Walk, Edinburgh

A small crowd gathers on the street outside the McNabs’ cottage on days when the trees set off for the new Garden at Broomlaw, a mile and a half distant. The dew is fresh on the leaves, shimmering in the sunshine as the first of eight carts bearing precious cargo rolls through the gates onto the road. A barefoot girl of no more than six years of age jumps up and down in excitement, her face traced with grime though she must be on her way to the dame school. ‘Look, Jamie! Look!’ she squeals.

It is an extraordinary sight. Alder and ash, cedar and fir, oak and willow, trees of twenty, thirty and forty feet transplanted into huge wooden barrels proceeding one behind the other, the carthorses bent to their task, hauling them up the gentle slope, the huge wheels turning slowly as they make their way towards town. Twigs quiver and branches sway though there is no breeze on this summer morning. The gardeners smirk. This work, they know, is historic. People will remember seeing it their whole lives, the transplantation of acres of ground, shrub by shrub and tree by tree, backbreaking work though it is. They have been pioneering the process for several weeks. Nobody has ever attempted it before – not on this scale.

The head gardener, William McNab, watches each cart as it leaves, checking that every tree is secure before taking his place on the last wagon. He looks up and waves goodbye to his wife, Betty, standing at the window of the upper floor, holding their youngest so the infant can see the spectacle as it recedes up the hill towards town. The child will remember this as a fairy tale, unsure if the mass of moving leaf and branch that dwarfs his father’s frame is any more real than the kelpies, goblins and fairies whom his sister Catherine spins into diverting stories for her younger siblings every night before bed.

‘Hold her steady, man,’ McNab directs the coachman. It is all about momentum. More than four miles an hour, and the trees could overturn the carts, for the weight of even the largest conveyance is far less than the tree it bears. He tries not to fuss. There are only a couple of hundred trees in the old arboretum and over the last year the men have hauled thousands of bushes and flowering shrubs, aloes and cacti – but the larger ones still cause McNab concern. In spite of this, he endeavours to leave his men to their business. If he’s honest, he likes accompanying the processions because of the stir they cause. The trees are some sight. A veritable wonder.

The ragged children fall in behind the carts, running in the strange, long shadows the trunks cast onto the beaten earth. They stare up at the foliage as it passes overhead. ‘Hey, mister!’ one boy shouts, indicating the spectacle. ‘How do you put them up there? Do you have a giant to do it?’

McNab has no time to tell the lad that the trees are not like dandelions, pulled from the ground in an easy movement. The roots must rest for weeks after being carefully dug out, and they will need to rest again before being watered and replanted at the new site. He invented an entirely new machine to lever the barrelled trees onto each cart, but it seems too flashy to admit that the success of this operation is down to him – both his knowledge and his inventiveness. He is only doing his job, after all. It’s nice to be stretched. William McNab would not be satisfied with a job comprised of fripperies – the task of growing pansies for the side tables of aristocratic drawing rooms or running the kitchen garden of a grand house to make sure the master has pineapple for the dining table when he requires it and grapes from his own vines. The Botanic Garden is dedicated to science. To medicine. Each plant bears properties vital to the apothecary’s art.

‘If you don’t get to your lesson the master will skelp you,’ McNab scolds the lad who asked the question. ‘Go on now!’

The forest rumbles towards Edinburgh as the children lose heart and turn in the direction of Pilrig, where the school bell is pealing.





Chapter One
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Warriston Crescent, Canonmills, Edinburgh

Belle Brodie is often amused by society’s reaction to her. The illegitimate daughter of the granddaughter of a duke, she was brought up in the country, for it is to the country that the women of wealthy families are sent when they disgrace their good name, and it is there that their mistakes are educated by extremely strict governesses in the hope that those mistakes will not make further mistakes and family honour can be recouped.

This morning, having in her twenty-five years confounded all the meagre hopes that the elders of the Brodie clan had of her, Belle rolls over and yawns as her maid, Nellie Patterson, opens the embroidered Chinese silk curtains and folds back the shutters. Belle squints into the grey morning.

‘Eugh,’ she says and falls back on the pillows. Nellie fetches the breakfast tray. Her mistress is unusual, spurning the hot chocolate and buttered rolls that most wealthy women favour when they rise. Instead, Belle breaks her fast with smoky Chinese tea, a shot of whisky and a plate of oysters scooped out of the Firth of Forth and delivered to the kitchen by a Newhaven fishwife who carries her wares in a basket on her back three miles to and from the harbour. This time of year, the job is even more tedious – the oysters are breeding and the fishermen charge extra, to sort the mature shellfish from the new season’s crop. Some refuse to do so, maintaining the oysters should not be harvested over the summer. Belle considers this an affront – she wants nothing else for breakfast and if this causes extra work, does it not also create gainful employment?

‘I’ll wear the blue spencer with the brocade over my muslin,’ she says and yawns once again. Through the uneven glass, a mottled duck with five ducklings floats past on the foamy swell of the Water of Leith which runs along the bottom of the garden. Since the tannery closed on the other side of the bridge, the water has become more congruent with nature. When Belle first moved into the house at Warriston Crescent, it was not unusual to wake to what looked like a river of blood. Now the water seems practically rural.

She turns her attention to the tray, knocking back the whisky with a smack of her rosebud lips. Nellie moves silent as a shadow into the dressing room to lay the outfit her mistress has chosen onto the chaise longue.

‘Put out the ox-blood boots,’ Belle calls after her, for today she is going out. Nellie appears in the doorway.

‘Shall I tell Jamie to fetch the carriage?’

Belle spoons vinegar onto her first oyster.

‘Later,’ she says. ‘I’ve a message to run.’

Nellie doesn’t ask. Messages are usually her province but if the mistress wishes to undertake a maid’s work, who is she to question her? She is paid, after all, 6 shillings a year more than any other girl of her acquaintance, and in addition has her share of a guinea from each of Miss Brodie’s gentlemen at Christmas, which is given for the discretion of the staff. Nellie, Jamie, Mrs Grant the cook and Claire the understairs maid all take this seriously and never utter either of the men’s names, in the house or out of it.

As the oysters slip down, Belle takes in the room with satisfaction. This little house (for the crescent is certainly not as grand as the Perthshire estate where she was sequestered for the first sixteen years of her life) is pretty, and Belle has, she feels, appointed it well. She takes in the image of herself in the gilt mirror on her dressing table, propped on plump pillows in an almost sheer gold nightdress edged with dark lace. Her auburn hair is still in ringlets from the night before and her sky-blue eyes are brightening. She smiles.

It gives her pleasure that here she is, nine years after she left home, at twenty-five years of age, where she never ought to have been – only a few yards north of the municipal boundary of Edinburgh – in a property bought with the money she extracted from her half-brother, Joseph, in exchange for the destruction of inappropriate letters their father sent to her mother two decades before and building her own fortune by means of generous allowances paid by two married men who are happy to have even half her attention.

This is not to say that Belle Brodie makes her living only by selling her body. She is fully aware, flirting aside, that her brain is her greatest asset and, as she grows older, she knows this organ will determine her prospects far more than her pretty eyes or slim ankles. Even the most talented courtesan has not much more than a decade to make enough money to last her whole life – from whoring, that is. But in addition to the activities she undertakes with her gentlemen, Belle has other plans.

To this end, an hour later, wearing her new velvet hat with the ostrich feather trim and a military jacket, Belle crosses the main thoroughfare at the end of the street. Slim and only five feet and two inches tall, the overall impression is of an attractive but determined fairy general. Masonry dust hangs in the air and coats the leaves of the bay trees planted at the end of the terrace. The dust has been an habitual problem in Edinburgh since the end of the last century, when the town council started building the Athens of the North on farmland beyond the old Nor Loch. It has, however, only seriously troubled the residents of Canonmills more recently as investors have begun to build on sites further down the hill, now the first phases of the New Town are complete.

As Belle approaches Tanfield the smell of urine rises from the mud, though the tanners are long gone. Some enterprising businessman will build on this site, no doubt (there are rumours that a gas company has entered negotiations to secure it and that they plan to light up Princes Street and after that the rest of the town). But for now, Edinburgh’s byways abide in darkness at night and Belle has rented one of the sheds. She knocks and is admitted by a studious-looking lad called Edzel McBain who grins as he pushes his tiny reading spectacles down his nose and peers at her over the top of them.

‘Good morning, Miss Brodie,’ he says reverently and locks the door behind his mistress. Belle has rescued this boy, and he is indebted to her. The son of a drunken Thistle Street porter, Edzel was eleven when he began delivering parcels on his father’s behalf. Every time Belle saw the lad he reminded her of an owl desperate to escape the nest. A misfit. As he tarried awkwardly on the doorstep one day, she questioned him.

‘Have you no other messages to get on with?’

‘Naw, miss,’ he said, shifting from foot to foot, not wanting to go though she had given him his penny.

Belle can read people and she read Edzel admirably. She made enquiries. The boy excelled at school but had no prospects and fewer friends. Belle offered to pay for tuition to see if he might gain a place at the medical school. She likes the idea of a doctor who owes her his living – not that she would ever be graceless enough to put it that way. For the last three years she has covered Edzel’s expenses and twice a week the boy undergoes lessons given by a minister housed in a single, attic room in Cumberland Street. At night the boy crams by the light of two tallow lamps until well after midnight here in the shed, where he now lives.

Beyond Edzel’s tidily made box-bed, the other fittings in the shed betray activities halfway between a laboratory and illicit still – Belle’s manufactory. While Belle knows that a woman who makes her own money can never be a lady, she also knows many ladies residing in the New Town have slaves to make their money for them. Belle, on the other hand, has different ideas, and if they come off, she will secure her position just as well as any girl of her class might hope to do by marrying the heir to a large fortune.

Today the air in the shed smells of a herbal concoction with the faintest whiff of tar. Jars of oil line a set of shelves, reminiscent of a rogue surgeon’s museum, though the shady yellow liquid contains not the severed heads of babies or the detritus of major surgery with its tumours and cankers, but a selection of barks and roots. Small barrels are piled to one side marked with chalk. Two stills are set on the bench. In the corner is a table stacked with books and a single chair tucked beneath it.

‘Did the orris come?’ Belle asks.

The boy shakes his head.

‘I went to the port twice, but it wisnae there, miss.’

Belle sighs. She rarely wants anything for long before being satisfied. At first she found it intriguing to be denied, but the shipment they are waiting for has taken too long. Edzel, nervous that Miss Brodie might be disappointed, cuts in.

‘Miss?’

Belle smiles reassuringly. ‘There is nothing you can do,’ she assures him.

‘Will Dr Brodie be angry?’ Edzel asks.

Belle takes a moment. It has not occurred to her that Edzel, who is a bright lad, might not have reasoned that she is the intended recipient of the packets and letters arriving for Dr Brodie. The boy has had a great deal to overcome in life, but not that, she thinks. No serious botanist would correspond with a woman, at least not one without prodigious family connections and a decent garden from which they might receive seeds and specimens in return for their assistance. Women who sell themselves are seldom taken seriously by anyone other than their lovers. Edzel is a little in love with Belle himself – the crush of a schoolboy – and cannot, it comes to her now, imagine that she has obstacles of her own and that the gentlemen across the country, or indeed, the world, with whom she corresponds believe her to be a gentleman too.

‘I will try something else in the meantime,’ she says. ‘We will have it in the end, Edzel, by hook or by crook.’

With that she motions towards the door and the boy jumps to open it.

‘Good day,’ she says smartly, enjoying the sudden waft of scent from a pine box crammed with lilacs, which Edzel has somehow disturbed in opening the door. ‘And don’t let anyone in, mind,’ she adds.

‘Oh no, miss. Never.’ The boy almost salutes.
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