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Vivid, mysterious and unforgettable, The Butterfly Cabinet is Bernie McGill’s
engrossing portrayal of the dark history that intertwines two lives. Inspired by a
true story of the death of the daughter of an aristocratic Irish family at the end of
the nineteenth century, McGill powerfully tells this tale of two women whose
lives will become upended by a newly told secret.

The events begin when Maddie McGlade, a former nanny now in her nineties,
receives a letter from the last of her charges and realizes that the time has come
to unburden herself of a secret she has kept for over seventy years: what really
happened on the last day in the life of Charlotte Ormond, the four-year-old only
daughter of the big house where Maddie was employed as a young woman. It is
to Charlotte’s would-be niece, Anna—pregnant with her first—that Maddie will
tell her story as she nears the end of her life in a lonely nursing home in Northern
Ireland.

The book unfolds in chapters that alternate between Maddie’s story and the
prison diaries of Charlotte’s mother, Harriet, who had been held responsible for
her daughter’s death. As Maddie confesses the truth to Anna, she unravels the
Ormonds’ complex family history, and also details her own life, marked by
poverty, fear, sacrifice and lies. In stark contrast to Maddie is the misunderstood,
haughty and yet surprisingly lyrical voice of Harriet’s prison diaries, which
Maddie has kept hidden for decades. Motherhood came no more easily to Harriet
than did her role as mistress of a far-flung Irish estate. Proud and
uncompromising, she is passionate about riding horses and collecting butterflies
to store in her prized cabinet. When her only daughter, Charlotte, dies, allegedly
as the result of Harriet’s punitive actions, the community is quick to condemn her
and send her to prison for the killing. Unwilling to stoop to defend herself and
too absorbed in her own world of strict rules and repressed desires, she accepts
the cruel destiny that is beyond her control even as, paradoxically, it sets her free.

The result of this unusual duet is a haunting novel full of frightening silences and
sorrowful absences that build toward the unexpected, chilling truth.
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Editorial Review

Review
“An utterly compelling tale of hidden secrets and culture clashes played out against the backdrop of a large
country house in Northern Ireland . . . a haunted tale, eerie with recrimination, illicit passion and frustrated
motherhood . . . Pitch-perfect in tone, McGill captures, in counterpoint, the voices of the two women as they
declaim a melancholy murder ballad.”
—Marie Claire 

My novel [of the year] would probably be The Butterfly Cabinet by Bernie McGill, which is based, I think,
on a true story, about the darkness inside all of us, and how politeness and education will not always prevent
us hurting even those who need us most. McGill has the ability to enter into the brain and heart of her
characters and so to make us sympathise with people who commit acts we abhor. (Julian Fellowes, actor,
novelist, and creator of Downton Abbey The Guardian)

“A dramatic and haunting novel that tells the tale of two women whose lives are linked by an appalling
tragedy. Inspired in part by the true story of events surrounding the death of the daughter of an aristocratic
family in Ireland in the late 19th century, this is an enthralling and beautifully written debut.”
—Good Housekeeping (UK)

“Intricately layered . . . McGill’s assured debut is an intense exploration of maternal love and guilt. What
also distinguishes it is its delicate portrait of a society that, within one life-time, would face unimaginable
change.”
—Financial Times

“An absorbing story of marriage, motherhood and murder.”
—Woman & Home

“A fantastic novel. It drenches us in gothic sensibilities as it haunts us.”—USAToday.com

“…an exquisite series of painful revelations… McGill easily recreates the lives of the Castle's owners and
servants and the intricate connections between them. As both Harriet and Maddie's stories emerge, the tale
becomes a powder keg of domestic suspense that threatens to explode as long-kept secrets surrounding
Charlotte's death are teased out.”
—Publishers Weekly

"[B]eautiful and languorous and wild…  in the end, we are caught and held tight.” —The Huffington Post

“A haunting, often lyrical tale of quiet, mesmerizing power about the dangerous borders of maternal love.”
— Rachel Hore, author of The Glass Painter’s Daughter

“McGill’s rare, hypnotic gift for writing fills every page. The substance of her tale explores class, religion,
politics and everyday life in upper class Ulster towards the latter end of the 19th century and brings us well
into the twentieth. It has the best non-salacious description of sex from a woman’s point of view that I have
ever come across and contains no end of sentences you want to remember.”
—Eugene McCabe, author of Death and Nightingales



“An emotionally bracing, refreshingly intelligent and ultimately heartbreaking story.”
–Kirkus Reviews

“A kind of gothic Upstairs! Downstairs . . . Chilling and gripping.”
—Booklist

"[C]ompelling … a densely textured plot. The interplay of the voices of two exceptionally different
personalities is perhaps the book's major achievement… While The Butterfly Cabinet is an intense
exploration of maternal failure and a haunting illumination of cruelty and guilt, it also plays out against an
authentic backdrop of defining moments in Irish history.”—Minneapolis Star Tribune
 

About the Author
Bernie McGill was born in Northern Ireland in 1967, the youngest of ten children. In 2008 her story
“Sleepwalkers” won the Zoetrope: All-Story Short Fiction Contest. She has also written numerous works for
print and radio. She lives with her family in Portstewart, Ireland, site of the real-life events which inspired
her novel.

Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.
Maddie McGlade
RESIDENT, ORANMORE NURSING HOME PORTSTEWART, NORTHERN IRELAND
8 SEPTEMBER 1968

Anna. You’re the spit of your mother standing there—Florence, God rest her—and you have the light of her
sharp wit in your eyes. Give me your hand till I see you better. There’s not much change on you, apart from
what we both know. Ah, you needn’t look at me like that. Sure, why else would you be here? I know by the
face of you there’s a baby on the way, even if you’re not showing. It’s an odd thing, isn’t it, the way the past
has no interest for the young till it comes galloping up on the back of the future. And then they can’t get
enough of it, peering after it, asking it where it’s been. I suppose that’s always been the way. I suppose we’re
none of us interested in the stories of our people till we have children of our own to tell them to.

You couldn’t have known it, but you’ve come on my birthday, of all days. At least, it’s the day I call my
birthday. When I was born, Daddy went to register the birth but not having had much schooling he wasn’t
sure of the date. If it’s not the exact day, it’s not far off it. One thing’s certain: within the week I’ll be ninety-
two. If you stay for your tea you’ll get a bit of cake.

Sit down, Anna. Can you smell that? Gravel, after the rain. You must have carried it in on your feet. Metallic
tasting, like the shock you get when your tongue hits the tine on a tarnished fork. I’ll never forget that smell,
that taste in my mouth: it’s as strong as the day, nearly eighty years ago, that I was made to lie down on the
avenue with my nose buried in it. Your grandmother was a hard woman, Anna, brittle as yellowman and
fond of her “apt punishments.” This was to teach me to keep my nose out of the affairs of my betters, she
said, and in the dirt where it belonged. Oh, don’t look so shocked; I survived that and many another thing.
And, hard as she was, I think I understand her better now. I know something now about what it is to feel
trapped and though it’s a strange thing to say, with all the money they had, I think that must have been how
she felt.

She suffered for what she did. I bear no grudges against the dead. There’s none of us blameless.

She was such a presence about the place, there’s days I half expect to meet her on the landing, standing up,
straight as a willow, her thick auburn hair tucked up tight, her face like a mask, never a smile on it. She went



about her business indoors like a wound-up toy, everything to be done on time and any exception put her into
bad humor. If the gas wasn’t lit or the table wasn’t set or there was a spot on a napkin, you’d feel the beam of
her eyes on you like a grip on your arm. She was like a dark sun and all the rest of us—the servants and the
weans and the master—all turned round her like planets, trying not to annoy or upset her in any way, trying
to keep the peace.

I’ll never forget the first time I saw her in evening dress. I wasn’t long started at the castle, and I came up the
back stairs to dampen down the fire in the drawing room because Peig, the housekeeper, said the master and
mistress were going out to a ball. When I came back out, she was standing at the top of the main staircase,
the master at the foot, and she was in a black satin cape, all covered in black cock feathers, tipped at the ends
with green. She looked like a raven about to take flight, half bird, half woman, like she’d sprouted wings
from her shoulders. I couldn’t see where her arms ended and the cape began. It was stunning and scaresome
all at the same time. I’ve never been so frightened of a person in my life! She stood at the top of the stairs,
her arms spread out, waiting for the master’s opinion, and when she peered down and saw me she looked the
way a hawk might look at a sparrow. I wouldn’t have been one bit surprised if she’d raised herself up on her
toes and flapped those great feathery black wings and taken off over the banister, swooped down through the
house and picked me up in her beak. I went into the kitchen shivering, and Peig looked at me and asked me
what was wrong. I told her I thought the mistress might eat me, and she laughed till her eyes streamed and
she had to wipe them with her apron. When she finally recovered she said there was that many animals had
gone into the outfitting of her that I could be forgiven for wondering if there was any portion left of the
mistress that was human!

Don’t look like that, Anna. You needn’t worry: you have nothing of hers that you need fear. Your mother put
me over the story a dozen times or more, and she read all the newspaper cuttings that I’d kept and many’s the
time she cried sore tears for her sister, Charlotte, that she never knew. She promised to take care of you
better than any child was ever taken care of, and she did, for seven short years, for as long as she could. For
as long as her lungs allowed her, before the TB took her. She fought hard to stay with you, Anna, she knew
what it was to grow up motherless and she didn’t want that for you, but she was no match for it. She said to
me, after she got sick, that she’d always felt there was prison air in her lungs, damp and cold, on account of
where she’d been born. She was only a wean o’ days old when the master brought her back here to the castle;
she couldn’t have remembered anything about Grangegorman Prison, but she had that notion in her head.
“Prison air,” she said, trapped in her chest, and her body only then trying to cough it up. I’d have taken over
from her, Anna, looked after you myself if I’d been able, and I did try for a while. But your father could see
it was a struggle for me and that was when he hit on the idea of the Dominicans, and sent you away to school
at Aquinas Hall. I think he was trying to do what your mother would have wanted for you.

You have her sweet nature, Anna. You’ve waited for a child nearly as long as Florence waited for you. You
must be, thirty-two? Am I right? Not far off it. September babies, the pair of us. What does that make us?
Virgo and Libra: that’d be right. I remember the night you were born, the Big Sunday, September the
twenty-seventh, 1936. The place was full of day-trippers, pouring into the town from the crack of dawn,
taking their last chance at the weather, putting a full stop at the end of the summer. The Parade crammed
with stalls selling ice cream and minerals, and the spinning pierrots, and the bay full of dancing boats: green
and yellow and blue. Your mother and father were living in the yellow house where you are now, at Victoria
Terrace, only yards away from the harbor. The young fellas started as usual to push each other out onto the
greasy pole, and every time one of them fell in, there was a splash in the water and a roar went up from the
crowd, and poor Florence gave another groan out of her and another cry. Ten hours, she was in labor with
you. Poor Mrs. Avery, the midwife, was exhausted. And your father, pacing up and down the hall outside,
drinking one pot of tea after another, smoking a whole packet of Players, and then going down to switch on
the wireless as if there’d be some news of you on there. The psalm music was coming up from below: the



BBC Chorus and then “Hallelujah!” and one last cry, and there you were. Little Anna, with a rosy face and a
smile that would melt an unlit candle. You were born into love the like of no other child I’ve known. You’ve
heard that story before, Anna, but you never tire of it, do you? Everyone should have a person in their life to
tell them stories of their birth.

Florence got shockin’ upset, a month or so before you were born. A baby was got in the river, up at the Cutts
in Coleraine. A baby girl, it was, or part of one: she’d been in the river a long time. The coroner couldn’t tell
if her lungs had ever drawn a breath, the paper said. Your mother walked about for days after it, cradling her
belly, talking to you. She mourned for that baby like it was her own, took it severely to heart that someone
could do such a thing to an innocent child. And I was thinking that somewhere up the country, near where
the Bann runs fast, there was a girl, standing in a farmhouse kitchen maybe, or behind a counter in a shop, a
girl who had been waiting for that news, a girl with the paper in her hands, reading, knowing that was her
baby that was got in the fishing gates, a girl with the insides torn out of her.

It’s an odd thing I ended up back here after all these years. You know, it is a kind of home to me, for when
you add up the time I was here as a servant and the time I’ve been here as a resident, I’ve lived here longer
than I’ve lived anywhere.

The first time I came, Anna, the first time I set foot over the door of this house, I was fourteen years old. I’d
never seen anything like the castle. Oh, I’d seen it from the outside, sure enough, you couldn’t miss it. Grew
up in its shadow, you might say, the way it stands on the headland looking down over Bone Row and the
Parade and the harbor and the Green Hill at the far end. On a day like this, you can look out over the sea to
the hills of Donegal in the west, Scotland to the east and the Atlantic as far north as you can see. It was never
what you would call a pretty building. There’s always been a touch of the fortress about it: gray, nothing
heartsome. But inside, it was a palace. Rooms the size of churches, not all divided up like they are now,
everything light and airy, full of fine-looking furniture but spacious, you would say, nothing too close to
anything else. And smelling of lilies, the mistress loved lilies. I hated them, still do, those white petals like
curled tongues when they open, the choking way they catch at the back of your throat, the rusty pollen that
stains your hands for days. Give me a bunch of snowdrops any day, or bluebells, bluebells from Knockancor
Wood. But your grandmother loved the lilies, would have filled the house with them if she could. She
thought they cloaked the smell of the gas. Better than the smell of the place now, anyway: Jeyes Fluid and
boiled spuds. Washable surfaces, that’s what’s important now, lino and emulsion; the smell of disinfectant
everywhere. Why is it that people come to the sea to die? Is it the sound they’re after? The first sound?
Mistaking the crash and suck of the ocean for the swill of warm blood in their ears? Is it a return?

Do you see that, Anna, that little mark above my wrist? I saw that same mark on my mother’s hand not long
before she died. It would put you in mind of a swift in full flight: two dark wings, a divided tail. I know
where that little bird is headed: swift by name and swift by nature, straight to the blood. I’ve been hiding it
up my sleeve; I don’t want the doctor near me. Let the hare sit, that’s what I say. What’s the point of rising it
now? My time’s near as well, but in a different way to yours, thank God. I’m glad you’ve come.

There’s Nurse Jenny, Anna. Do you see her, in her lovely white uniform? She can smell death on a person.
She’s never said anything, but I’ve seen her face change, one day when she was helping oul’ Mrs. Wilson up
out of the chair; another day when she was spooning Jimmy’s dinner into him. There’s a gray look comes
over her round face; a furrow comes in her brow, and then she’s very gentle, gentler even than before. Oul’
Mrs. Wilson was dead within two days, Jimmy that very night. It’ll not be long now, I’m thinking, till she
smells it on me.

There’s something I want to show you, up in my room, behind the door. Do you know what it is? It’s your



grandmother’s butterfly cabinet: I’ve had it these years. The keeper of secrets, the mistress’s treasure. Ebony,
I think it is, very solid: four big balled feet on it. The darkest wood I’ve ever seen. There was never any
warmth in it, not even when the light from the fire fell on it. Twelve tiny drawers, every one with its own
small wooden knob. None of us was allowed to go near it; it was the one thing in the house that the mistress
saw to herself. I’ll never solve the problem of her: what’s the point of keeping a dead thing? No luck could
ever come of it. Mammy used to say that a white butterfly was the soul of a child and that you daren’t harm
it or the soul would never find rest.

The cabinet ended up in Peig’s house, and when I opened it all those years ago and looked inside there was
nothing left but dust and mold and rusted pins where the butterflies would have been. It was one of the
saddest things I’d ever seen and for the first time ever—I don’t know why—I felt sorry for the mistress and I
cried for her. I cried for her loss of Charlotte and her loss of the boys and her loss of the master, and for the
days she spent in prison and for the misery of her sad lonely life. And most of all I cried that she didn’t know
what she had and what she’d lost. Every drawer was the same: dust and mold and the dried-up bodies of
carpet beetles and spiders, a waste of small lives.

But when I went to close it up again, one of the drawers wouldn’t slide back in; I could tell there was
something behind it. I slid the drawer out and reached in and felt a book and when I pulled it out, I thought it
was a missal, bound in black leather with a metal trim. I opened it and saw the date in pencil on the first page
and then I knew straightaway what it was: the diary the mistress had kept in prison. Her writing was very
neat always, small and careful, but here and there, there’d be a stumble forward to the loop of an “l” or an
“f,” like the pencil was trying to get away from her and start some jig of its own.

I read three lines, and I closed it up again and put it back. You might find that hard to believe, Anna, but it
wasn’t meant for me. Maybe she put it there that first visit back to the house. Maybe she meant to come
back. Maybe she intended to destroy it. Maybe it was for your mother. Who’s to say? But, I think, it was her
chance to speak, and she must have wanted someone to listen and she wouldn’t have wanted it to be me.

After Peig died, the cabinet and the diary passed into my hands. I decided I’d give them both to Florence
someday, when you’d grown up a bit, when she’d proved to herself that there was no curse, that she was
deserving of the name of “mother.” But I waited too long. And now I’m giving them to you. You are the true
heir to the story. You can decide for yourself whether to read it or not, but you’re its rightful keeper. Who
better than you?

I’m tired, daughter. You’ll come back? I could tell you more, maybe, another day. There’s more to tell. But
the story runs away from me, the like of a woolen sleeve caught on a barbed wire fence. It unravels before
my eyes. I am trying with my words to gather it up but it’s a useless shape at times and doesn’t resemble at
all the thing that it was. It’s hard to do, to tell one story, when there are so many stories to tell.

© 2010 Bernie McGill

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Gerald Toups:

Throughout other case, little persons like to read book The Butterfly Cabinet: A Novel. You can choose the
best book if you love reading a book. As long as we know about how is important some sort of book The
Butterfly Cabinet: A Novel. You can add information and of course you can around the world by just a book.



Absolutely right, since from book you can recognize everything! From your country right up until foreign or
abroad you can be known. About simple factor until wonderful thing you could know that. In this era, we are
able to open a book or maybe searching by internet gadget. It is called e-book. You can use it when you feel
uninterested to go to the library. Let's read.

Paul Henson:

This The Butterfly Cabinet: A Novel book is just not ordinary book, you have it then the world is in your
hands. The benefit you obtain by reading this book is usually information inside this publication incredible
fresh, you will get facts which is getting deeper you read a lot of information you will get. That The Butterfly
Cabinet: A Novel without we realize teach the one who reading it become critical in pondering and
analyzing. Don't become worry The Butterfly Cabinet: A Novel can bring any time you are and not make
your handbag space or bookshelves' turn out to be full because you can have it within your lovely laptop
even phone. This The Butterfly Cabinet: A Novel having great arrangement in word as well as layout, so you
will not experience uninterested in reading.

Richard Kitterman:

People live in this new morning of lifestyle always try to and must have the spare time or they will get lots of
stress from both lifestyle and work. So , once we ask do people have extra time, we will say absolutely
without a doubt. People is human not only a robot. Then we question again, what kind of activity are you
experiencing when the spare time coming to you actually of course your answer will certainly unlimited
right. Then ever try this one, reading textbooks. It can be your alternative with spending your spare time,
often the book you have read is usually The Butterfly Cabinet: A Novel.

Laura Burnham:

Do you have something that you enjoy such as book? The publication lovers usually prefer to opt for book
like comic, limited story and the biggest the first is novel. Now, why not attempting The Butterfly Cabinet: A
Novel that give your pleasure preference will be satisfied by reading this book. Reading behavior all over the
world can be said as the opportunity for people to know world much better then how they react toward the
world. It can't be mentioned constantly that reading behavior only for the geeky individual but for all of you
who wants to be success person. So , for all you who want to start reading through as your good habit, it is
possible to pick The Butterfly Cabinet: A Novel become your current starter.
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