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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.









1


It’s no use at all, sitting down to write one’s memoirs, and then trying to fudge them. One must be prepared to be utterly truthful. Of course, the truth is often painful—both to oneself and to those others, possibly near and dear to one, whom it may affect. But truthfulness is still absolutely essential. Otherwise the whole enterprise becomes a singular waste of everybody’s time.


Especially when, as in my own case, one has reached the age of fifty-seven—if one’s mirror is to be believed, seventy-seven at least—and has decided it’s high time the record be set straight on any number of important particulars. Not, you understand, simply in order that one’s soul may be purged but rather so that justice, no matter how long-delayed, may finally be done.


The lie I have lived has gone on long enough. The purpose of these memoirs is that it should be ended, once and for all.


I was twenty-nine when I consented in church to become the wife of Sir James Aubrey Tantallon. Up to that time my life had been rackety and some would say ill-spent. Certainly it had been the despair of my poor parents, while they lived. And equally certainly, for Sir James to give his name and high social position to a young woman only recently come from twice nightly performances on the stage of Edinburgh’s Empire Theatre was both brave and extraordinarily generous. Even today, in these enlightened Edwardian times, I fear that the variety theatre is still hardly considered a respectable calling.


That I subsequently showed myself worthy of his generosity and courage is neither here nor there. I shall be grateful for it, and for the twenty-five long and happy years that he gave me, for the rest of my life.


Mind you, I wouldn’t want it thought that I’m at all ashamed of my former occupation. My fame had been worked for honestly and well. Thanks to my dear friend and mentor, the great illusionist, Professor Henri Salvador, I was already at the top of my profession. The Incredible Madame Otranta had performed, as the saying goes, before all the crowned heads of Europe. But this was, needless to say, scarcely a recommendation when I was later striving for social acceptance as the wife of a member of Queen Victoria’s most intimate circle.


My efforts were not helped, naturally enough, by the various improbable stories then going about as to my origins and early childhood. I was not, as the newssheets would severally have me, a mysterious orphan, raised by the kindly holy men of Tibet. Neither did I come of gypsy stock, fleeing from an Andorran blood-feud. Nor yet was I the unacknowledged offspring of the Russian Ambassador to the Court of Spain, nor even the seventh daughter of a romantically dispossessed Polish nobleman.


Not that any of these exotic beginnings, devised in fact either by Professor Salvador or our more imaginative theatrical entrepreneurs for purely commercial reasons, were openly referred to. But they lurked in the background nevertheless, and took a great deal of living down.


The Queen herself, of course, God rest her, had her own problems. Not the least of these being. … But I run ahead of myself. The agreeable gentleman who has consented to publish these memoirs would, I feel sure, much prefer me to keep any revelations concerning the poor late Queen until their proper place in my narrative. …


The letter from her great-aunt’s publisher arrived one morning in late August, a letter that was to prove momentous, concerning as it did the vexed question of the old lady’s memoirs. All the same, young Bridie Tantallon came running down the stairs and across the dingy oilcloth of Mrs. Bartlett’s hall in such a hurry that she might easily have missed it propped up between the chipped Jubilee mug and the pink pot-dog present from Brighton on the middle shelf of Mrs. Bartlett’s coat-and-umbrella stand.


She’d given up expecting letters. Indeed, in the months following her father’s death and her subsequent move from their pleasant rooms in Maida Vale, near Lord’s Cricket Ground, she had given up expecting very much of anything at all—except the doubtful, twentieth-century pleasures of being an independent young woman, with the poverty and loneliness that this seemed to involve. She would, therefore, very probably not have seen the letter at all, had she not paused anxiously to reassure herself in the umbrella-stand’s lozenge-shaped mirror that her hair had at least survived the four flights down from her tiny parlour-bedroom without escaping entirely from its multitude of pins and tortoiseshell fastenings.


Her haste was on account of being on her way to yet another interview—this time with the Black Diamond Shipping Company in Horseferry Lane—and, although she had little hope that it would come to anything (there were, by all accounts, already a full seven thousand girls in London quite as expert on the typewriter as she, and nobody seemed remotely inclined to increase that number to seven thousand and one) she was nevertheless determined to be punctual. And to create at least a passable first impression.


Having satisfied herself that her heavy coils of auburn hair were still more or less where they ought to be, and jammed her brisk straw boater firmly down on top, she was about to turn quickly away when the letter caught her eye. She picked it up. The envelope was clearly addressed to her, and typewritten—which suggested a business communication. A spontaneous offer of employment? Sad experience caused her very much to doubt it. A bill then, perhaps. She hesitated a moment, then stuffed the letter into her handbag and hurried out through the shabby front door, thankfully leaving behind her the unappealing odour of boiled cabbage and mothballs that permeated every corner of Mrs. Bartlett’s seedy establishment.


She contained her curiosity about the letter until she had boarded the omnibus taking her down to the City, climbed the precipitous stairs and installed herself safely upon one of the wooden seats of its upper deck. Then she took out the letter and opened it.


It was, she saw at once, from Mr. Pugh-Hennessy, the man who had been her father’s publisher, the owner of a small but prosperous publishing house situated in a narrow terraced house on Floral Street. His letter was short, and to the point. “I would be very grateful,” Mr. Pugh-Hennessy wrote, “if you could visit me at your earliest convenience here in my offices in Covent Garden. The matter will, I believe, be to our mutual advantage. It concerns the memoirs of your great-aunt, Lady Otranta Tantallon. If you could see your way to sparing me an hour or so of your valuable time, I would esteem it a great favour.”


Her valuable time. … Bridie smiled a little sadly to herself. Since her father’s death her time had not been in the least valuable. And anyway, if Mr. Pugh-Hennessy wanted a little of it, who was she to grudge him? He was, after all, the nearest she had to a friend—they had known each other almost for as long as she could remember, ever since he had first consented to publish her father’s books. These were, as she now knew, musical biographies and critical works of a virtually unsaleable kind. Mr. Pugh-Hennessy’s loyalty and faith in Professor Tantallon had seen Bridie and her father through many lean months, and it was he who had sorted out the Professor’s affairs after his sudden death.


She did not make friends easily, had no close relatives, and the special circumstances of her life had hardly encouraged her to maintain a wide social circle. Her mother had died when she was twelve, of influenza, leaving her the sole companion and helpmeet of her dear father, who himself had suffered, poor soul, from a progressive affliction of the eyes that had cruelly brought him total blindness for the last several years of his life. She regretted not a single one of the days spent by his side—his courage and unfailing good spirits had been a source of constant inspiration to her—but the sad fact was that they had left her now, at nineteen, quite without friends of her own age and far too shy to be able to go out quickly and make some.


She read the letter again, holding it as still as she could against the wind and the omnibus’s thunderous jolting. Lady Otranta’s memoirs? What on earth could Mr. Pugh-Hennessy possibly expect her to know about Lady Otranta? In all her life, she and her great-aunt had never even corresponded, let alone met. In fact, the two sides of the family, hers and Lady Otranta’s, had positively not been on speaking terms these thirty-odd years.


All the same, if Mr. Pugh-Hennessy wanted to see her, she’d go. He had, after all, suggested that the visit might be to their mutual advantage. And she could certainly do with a nice bit of mutual advantage. The only question that remained, therefore, was exactly when she should visit him—now, at once, or later, after her morning’s interview?


She stared again at the letter in her hand. Interviews terrified her. It was silly, she knew, but they absolutely terrified her. Warty men with cigars and bursting waistcoats, who stared at her as if she was something the cat had brought in. And besides, dear, kind old Mr. Pugh-Hennessy, who wasn’t in the least warty, had asked her to come at her ‘earliest convenience’. So surely it wouldn’t be civil to keep him waiting?


Somehow the summons from the Black Diamond Shipping Company found its way overboard, to drift down onto the crowded pavements of the Tottenham Court Road. She herself left the omnibus rather more decorously, at a stop in the Strand, and made her way briskly towards Covent Garden.


A simple enough decision, she had thought. An understandable decision, even a reasonable decision. However, less than a week later she found herself regretting it with almost hysterical intensity. For, as a direct result, she was by then irrevocably committed to the Flying Scotsman and well on her way up to Castle Tantallon. That was, of course, her great-aunt’s home near Kincardine, on the shores of the Firth of Forth, across the water from Leith and the ancient, black-stoned city of Edinburgh.


She still didn’t quite know how it had happened. Distractedly she peered out of her first-class carriage window. How fast the train was going—no wonder it was called the Flying Scotsman! When she’d left Euston at ten that morning it had seemed that she would never really arrive, that the journey would safely go on for ever. Yet now, with the next stop York, it was already almost half over.


If only, oh, if only she’d done the sensible thing. If only she’d gone off first to the nice shipping company, and got herself a nice position, and been able afterwards to say to Mr. Pugh-Hennessy, firmly and in all honesty, that she really couldn’t do what he wanted of her because she had a prior commitment—with the nice warty man at the Black Diamond Shipping Company.


She’d protested, of course. Much as she would in ordinary circumstances have welcomed the chance of a break, any break, from her lonely and penurious existence under Mrs Bartlett’s roof, the prospect he offered was simply too alarming. But, without that prior commitment, she just hadn’t had a leg to stand on.


“Lady Otranta won’t eat you, my dear. After all, you are a member of the family. And she has written to say she’ll have you. So you truly don’t have a thing to worry about.”


No doubt he’d meant well enough. From his point of view there probably wasn’t anything very much to be afraid of.


Bridie shivered slightly. By nightfall she’d be at the castle. By nightfall she’d be face-to-face with the fearsome Lady Otranta.


She’d tried to explain things to him. She tried to tell him how bad she was at dealing with people she didn’t know, how even the simplest conversation with strangers threw her into a ridiculous panic. But Mr. Pugh-Hennessy had scarcely listened. His mind was quite made up—it must be she and none other who went up to Castle Tantallon. He’d commissioned memoirs from Lady Tantallon, and now the old lady was apparently unwilling to go through with them. Bridie was just the person to go up and help her. Reason with her. Persuade her.


Again, as she sat dismally watching the golden harvest fields of the Midlands hurry by, Bridie shivered. Help her? Help an old lady with memoirs she probably had some very good reason for not writing after all? Reason with her? Persuade her to begin them? The idea was preposterous. Horrifying, even. Why her? Of all people, why her?


It wasn’t as if she’d given in easily.


“We’ve never been exactly close,” she told Mr. Pugh-Hennessy. “My father’s side of the family and hers. Why, my grandfather was to be her brother-in-law, and he refused even to go to the wedding.”


“But that’s an ancient quarrel, an ancient quarrel. …” Mr. Pugh-Hennessy paused to insert a little finger in one ear and rattle it vigorously. Clearly he considered the matter already settled. “I tell you, my dear, this is the twentieth century. Family differences are a thing of the past, entirely. Don’t you think?”


“It’s not what I think, Mr. Pugh-Hennessy. It’s what Lady Otranta may—”


“Over and done with. Quite over and done with.” He hoisted himself with some effort to his feet and moved away to the open window. He was a fusty person, tall and thin, with steeply-sloped eyebrows, a profusion of dark, greying hair, and the very latest in lugubrious false teeth. “Believe me, child, in polite society today the question of Lady Tantallon’s—ah—unorthodox beginnings is long forgotten. She has redeemed them entirely. She is undoubtedly a most remarkable woman. Don’t you think? And she has some … er … remarkable things to tell. … Otherwise you may be sure that I would never have commissioned the book in the first place.”


He flashed her his rather over-furnished smile. “I have no doubt at all that the two of you will get on together excellently.”


Suddenly the view from Bridie’s compartment window was obscured as the train entered a cutting and thick white smoke funnelled down beside the carriage. She turned from the window and closed her eyes. So polite society had quite forgotten the matter of her great-aunt’s beginnings, had it? Was the family quarrel also forgotten? Certainly not by her father, while he had lived. For him everything about the good lady had been faintly ridiculous, if not downright disgraceful. Why, even her name was an outrage: The Incredible Madame Otranta, indeed! A complete fabrication, of course—she could hear his voice even now—just the sort of thing some little conjuror’s assistant might come up with, a wretched young woman who actually earned her living telling fortunes and being sawn in half twice-nightly. She’d been born in a slum—he had it on good authority—and her name was almost certainly Mavis or Aggie or some such. Calling herself the celebrated mentalist, Madame Otranta, indeed!


In the circumstances, Bridie thought, it was hardly surprising that her side of the family had opposed Sir James’s remarriage so bitterly, and the first Lady Tantallon scarcely ten months departed this life. Twentieth century or not, she wondered, could such a quarrel really be so quickly forgotten?


Not that Bridie herself cared a fig for the Lady Otranta’s origins. Times were undoubtedly changing, and she knew that even families as old as the Tantallons must change with them. And besides, on her marriage the second Lady Tantallon had clearly risen to the occasion. Within a very few years she had become accepted in the strait-laced circles of Scottish society and even in that of the old Queen. And her elder son, from what Mr. Pugh-Hennessy had said, was now a worthy successor to his father’s title and estates.


On the other hand, the old lady’s nature, her evident eccentricity and fearsomeness, concerned Bridie very much indeed. The prospect of being faced with that, on top of a houseful—nay, a castleful—of total strangers, with two sons, a stepdaughter, and heaven knows what else, terrified her quite out of her wits.


And in any case, the forgetting of family quarrels was not a one-sided activity. However broad-minded Bridie herself might feel, and however cordial her great-aunt’s invitation might have been, it was perfectly possible that the rest of the family would view the matter less than agreeably.


The note of the train’s wheels changed as it rattled out of the cutting. Bridie opened her eyes, saw distant mill chimneys across a wooded valley. If only Mr. Pugh-Hennessy had been willing to listen to her.


“But won’t Lady Tantallon think it strange,” she’d insisted, “that I should visit her now, simply upon a matter of business, when in all my life I have never before gone anywhere near her?”


“Strange? Why strange?” In moments of agitation Mr. Pugh-Hennessy’s teeth whistled like a broken-winded cab horse. “I cannot see what’s strange about it. You had your father to look after. A blind man—you could hardly be expected to leave him to his own devices. Don’t you think? Not to mention the invaluable assistance you gave him in his work. The research, the hours of painstaking dictation … he’d have been lost without you.” And to this last she could say nothing, for in fact it was true.


Assuming the matter now closed, Mr. Pugh-Hennessy turned away and fixed his attention upon the busy roadway below. But still Bridie lingered in his gloomy book-lined office, urgently racking her brains for an argument that might make him change his mind.


It wasn’t, she supposed, worth pointing out that her father’s blindness had only come upon him in the last few years of his life. And the rift in the Tantallon family dated from long before she had been born, a good thirty years, to the time of her grandfather, Sir James’s younger brother.


Mr. Pugh-Hennessy’s office overlooked Floral Street, from where the sounds and smells of nearby Covent Garden market rose powerfully in the heavy summer air: iron-shod cart wheels and horses’ hooves clattering on the cobbles, the incomprehensible cries of the costermongers, the occasional sharp backfire of a passing motor car, the sickly aroma of well-strawed manure and vegetables rotting in the gutter. Bridie had visited it often, in the company of her father. It was a rough place, but vivid and warm-hearted. She liked it.


She waited a moment longer, anxiously watching Mr. Pugh-Hennessy’s dusty brown barathea back, her thoughts whirling, her fingers picking tensely at the seams of her skirt. Then, bravely she cleared her throat.


Mr. Pugh-Hennessy turned back into the room. Seeing her still there, he frowned irritably and flapped his long bony hands at her. “Run along now, child. Run along. … Mr. Thwaite will see to all your travel arrangements.”


“But—”


“What is it? Is it your wages? See Mr. Thwaite about those also. He knows my mind—I’m sure you won’t find the firm ungenerous. …”


“Of course not, Mr. Pugh-Hennessy.” She took a deep breath. “But … but I still believe you would be better advised to send someone with a little more—” she hesitated, for the word that came to her mind was courage—“someone with a little more experience. By your account, sir, Lady Otranta is a somewhat difficult person, and I—”


“Difficult? Of course she’s difficult. Most old people are difficult. I’m difficult meself.” He patted at his velvet coat lapels in vague self-deprecation. “Though I grant you that at least if I were handsomely commissioned to write my memoirs I’d try a bit harder to get the job over and done with.”


He returned to his desk and began to rummage among the papers on its littered surface. Several thick folders slid unheeded to the floor spilling their contents across the carpet. “An outline she sent us. Promising the most astounding revelations. And her life was remarkable enough in all conscience. An excellent outline—I have it here somewhere. …” His telephone lurched on its stand and would have fallen if Bridie had not darted forward and caught it. The old man sighed, and gave up the search.


“An excellent outline, you understand, and then nothing. Not a word.” He drummed with his fingers. “And that was four months ago. Since then, nothing but excuses. Interminable letters full of ridiculous excuses. Ask Mr. Thwaite—he’ll show them to you. First that outline, and then not another word. Of course she’s difficult.”


Suddenly he was still, his head still bent, eyes peering up at her through the tangled hedges of his sloping brows. “That is precisely why I’m sending you, my child, and not one of the fellows upstairs.” He watched her earnestly for a moment longer, then relaxed. “It’s not as if you were simply one of these brassy new typist creatures. Your work with your father has given you literary skills as well. Don’t you think? And besides, with the Lady Tantallons of this world it’s breeding that counts. Breeding. And you have it.”


He came round the end of his desk, took her by the arm and led her firmly to the door. “You see—I have faith in you. I’m sure you won’t fail me. So run along now to Mr. Thwaite, there’s a good child.” He opened the door and thrust her through. “You’ll do a good job, Bridie. I know you will.”


It was pleasant that he thought so well of her. The nice golden haze occasioned by his flattery lasted her perhaps four paces away down the narrow corridor outside his office. Then it faded, to be replaced by the hard, cold reality of her situation. If Lady Tantallon was refusing to complete her memoirs she presumably had some very good reasons for doing so. And who was she, Bridie, to make the old lady change her mind?


Panic-stricken, Bridie turned. But Mr. Pugh-Hennessy’s office door was closed now, its chipped brown panels blank and forbidding. She dared not question their awful finality.


The train lurched, and began to slacken speed. Brought back to the present, Bridie saw that the countryside had been left behind and she was looking down upon a jumble of smoky grey rooftops, with the tall tower of a cathedral rising massively in its midst. York Minster. A moment later the train entered the station and stopped with a juddering of brakes.


Steam billowed up past her carriage window. Through it she watched absently as people hurried to and fro on the platform, women in light summer clothes, little boys in sailor suits, men jaunty beneath tilted straw boaters, porters struggling with laden barrows. Briefly her attention was caught by a bearded figure in a kilt. His hair was wild, and of a fiery ginger. For a moment it seemed that he was gazing intently in her direction. Their eyes met for an instant, then the steam thickened, obscuring her view. And when next it drifted away the man in the kilt was nowhere to be seen.


It was his kilt, of course, that had attracted her notice. Perhaps she had stared impolitely. And perhaps the man had noticed. In a sudden agony of embarrassment Bridie let the fringed velvet curtain fall across the window and turned towards the compartment’s interior. She should not have stared so! If she was going to stay in a Scottish castle the sooner she got used to seeing men in kilts the better.


Outside in the corridor people sidled past. Each time one of them stopped to peer in at her she held her breath. For most of the journey she had had the compartment to herself, for which she was profoundly grateful. Now, alas, the door was suddenly opened and an elderly manufacturing gentleman with an over-large rose in his buttonhole leaned in.


“Will these seats be taken?” he asked, with a lilting Scottish burr.


Speechless with shyness, she shook her head.


He entered, followed by a motherly person in blue bombazine, clearly his wife. They talked together softly, settled themselves at the far end of the compartment, then turned and regarded her with frank and friendly curiosity. She lowered her gaze.


“It’s a grand day, is it not?” the gentleman’s wife suggested.


“Yes,” Bridie agreed, still looking at the floor and blushing deeply.


“I see from the label on your box you’re for Edinburgh. It’s a fair flower of a city. D’ye know it?”


“No,” Bridie admitted, earnestly studying the lower edge of the empty seat opposite her.


“Do ye no? Och, you’re in for a fine treat, I’m thinking. Is she no, Angus?”


“Aye, she is that, my dear.” The manufacturing gentleman rubbed his hands with great heartiness. “The fairest city in all the land. A veritable corn-u-copia of riches.”


To which Bridie could find no reply whatsoever, except to shuffle her feet and wish that the red plush seat would open and swallow her.


At that moment, mercifully, the guard’s whistle shrilled close by her ear, the train jerked violently, and they were on their way again. Enabled by this distraction to pretend an absorbed interest in the passing scene, Bridie turned to the window, hitched the curtain back again, and watched with blank unseeing eyes as the city of York disappeared into the summery haze behind her.


She knew it was foolish to be so shy. Ridiculous, even. But that was the way she was. Her father had understood her difficulty, even if all he’d been able to do was to pat her hand and tell her consolingly that she’d just have to wait patiently till she grew out of it. Well, here she was, nineteen years of age, and still waiting. She knew she wasn’t silly, or empty-headed. She had done well at her school—until her mother’s death had forced her to leave—and her education thereafter had been well taken care of by her father. Conversation with him had never presented the slightest difficulty. But strangers, and the modern ‘small talk’ expected of young women now that King Edward was on the throne left her blushing and wordless. In her life with her father she had had so little opportunity to accustom herself to either.


Out of the corner of her eye she observed the manufacturing gentleman and his wife to be now engaged in some quiet private conversation of their own. Surreptitiously she stretched her legs and relaxed. Even though Mr. Pugh-Hennessy had insisted upon sending her all this way, it was still generous of him to treat her to a first-class ticket. Or generous perhaps of Mr. Thwaites—for apparently nobody in the office was really certain as to which of the two men actually ran the establishment, Mr. Benedict Pugh-Hennessy behind his fine mahogany desk on his fine Turkey carpet, or Mr. Thwaites in his musty, paper-strewn cubbyhole, sandwiched inconveniently between the rowdy messenger boys on one side and the jangling, crank-handled telephone switchboard on the other.


Except that it couldn’t have been Mr. Thwaites, since it was generally accepted that he’d never been guilty of anything as human as a generous impulse, not in all his fifty-seven years of service to the company. So that it must indeed be Mr. Pugh-Hennessy whom she had to thank for the gracious manner of her journey, for the plump upholstery of the seats, and for the promise of an excellent lunch in the clerestory-windowed first-class dining carriage.


Lunch. The thought prompted her unobtrusively to consult the little gold fob-watch, that had been her mother’s, pinned to the tucks of her blouse. The time was a few minutes before two—doubtless the steward would soon be along to announce the second sitting. His announcement of the first sitting had disappeared along the corridor so quickly, long before she’d had a chance even to understand properly what he was saying.


And besides, back at Mrs. Bartlett’s she’d got into the habit of lunching late. Late and alone, of course, at a respectable Lyons eating house round the corner in Campden Town. This helped her to stave off the evening’s pangs of hunger until seven or eight, when two slices of bread and margarine eaten secretly—Mrs. Bartlett didn’t approve of the consumption of food in her parlour bedrooms—would tide her over till morning.


Parlour bedrooms—what visions of grandeur the phrase conjured up. And, in general, how drab was the reality thus concealed. A reality with which Bridie was well acquainted, in her searches through the less fashionable areas of London for accommodation in keeping with her extremely meagre means. They had never been wealthy, her father and she—although the dearest of men, it had to be admitted that he had never fully mastered the knack of making money, nor of retaining it once it had been made. But since his death unfortunately she had found herself not only quite alone in the world, but also virtually destitute. The small regular income he had derived from various learned journalistic contributions had naturally ended, leaving her with the proceeds of the sale of their Maida Vale furnishings, together with shares yielding no more than some thirty pounds per annum.


Parlour bedrooms, therefore—from Battersea to Shepherds Bush to Campden Town. And all equally dismal, with the same over-sized iron bedstead in the same undersized room, with the same threadbare carpet runner and the same rickety chiffonier-cum-writing-desk that served neither function even tolerably well, with the same gate-legged table beneath the same plum chenille tablecloth, and with the same collapsed armchair beside the same minute gas fire. Such surroundings, to say the very least, did little to lighten either the melancholy solitude of her life or the increasing anxiety as week followed week without her obtaining a decent place of employment.


So that really, if she was wise, she ought to be very grateful for the break in her dreary round that this journey to Scotland was providing. And that might even—should her mission, against all the odds, be successful—lead to some permanent position in Mr. Pugh-Hennessy’s employ.


A movement caught her attention, out in the corridor beyond the manufacturing gentleman and his wife. A man was passing, a tall man in a Lovat green jacket. She could not see his face and yet she froze, staring as if mesmerised, for the jacket was of a shade she had seen before, and very recently. He stopped, lowered his head, looked in at her. Yes, it was the man from the platform at York, the man in the kilt, the man with the beard and the fiery red hair.


Once again their eyes met, hers wide with embarrassment, and a hint of fear, his uncertain, narrowed a little, assessing her thoughtfully. Had he come expressly looking for her? Would her companions intervene if he opened the door? What could he possibly want with her?


She dragged her gaze away, stared fixedly at the seat opposite. The train tilted briefly, clattering over points. She held her breath. And when she turned to the corridor again, the man was gone.


She felt suddenly very foolish. The man in the kilt had boarded the train only a few miles back—now he was walking along the corridor looking for a seat, nothing more. And anyway, what would it have mattered if he had come in? There was nothing, she told herself crossly, absolutely nothing at all for her always to be so afraid of.


She thought again of her father. Even after his sight had failed him completely he’d refused to be afraid. Every day he’d gone out about the city, tapping with his stick, visiting the shops, walking in Kensington Gardens, and always coming home with tales of the interesting people he’d met.


“The world out there is for living in,” he’d told her repeatedly. “And the people, they’re for talking to, for getting to know. Oh, there’s good and bad, I grant you. But even the bad, if you give them the chance, will find some spark of goodness in themselves. At least, that’s the principle I’ve always worked upon.”


And he’d been right. Even though, just now and then, he’d met rogues who had cheated him. And even though his steadfast determination to be fully a part of the exciting world outside had led him in his blindness finally to a wretched death beneath the hooves of a panic-stricken dray horse. Even then he’d been right. The world was for living in. And people were for talking to, for getting to know.


If only, if only she didn’t find it all so difficult.


Just then the dining car attendant approached, announcing the second sitting for luncheon. Her companions rose at once, opened the door, stopped him, and obtained tickets. Seeing how it was done, Bridie obtained a ticket for herself also. Then she lingered, waiting until they had gone off down the corridor. The attendant, a bright little monkey of a man in a vivid red waistcoat, jerked his head encouragingly.


“They’re serving now, miss. Any time you care to go along.”


Still she lingered, anxious that the manufacturing gentleman and his wife should not suggest sharing a table with her. The attendant glanced in, saw her luggage on the rack, her floppy straw hat with the pink daisies, her portmanteaux, her domed leather hatbox, the travelling container for her Royal Barlock typewriter, and mistook her uncertainty.


“Safe as houses, miss,” he said. “This here is the Midland and Scottish, miss. Not like some of the others as I wouldn’t care to mention.”


She thanked him, waited till he was gone, then stood a moment to tidy herself in the bevelled mirror above the seats, flanked on either side by sepia photographs of Scottish glens. A reasonable face, she decided. Too square perhaps for real beauty, but with sufficient sort of nose, eyes of a passably unusual golden-brown, well-shaped eyebrows, not too thick, and a mouth that was really quite adequate when it smiled. Nothing to be unduly ashamed of. Her hair though—anxiously she licked her palms and pushed ineffectually at its heavy auburn coils. Somehow it just would not get used to the idea of being up—always it seemed on the point of betraying her, of escaping the myriad pins she stuck randomly into it and cascading down about her shoulders. She frowned at it, patted it once more by way of last-minute encouragement, put on her hat and went out into the corridor, a long-legged slim figure looking considerably more determined than it felt.


The dining car had ornate plush chairs with buttoned backs, and cut-glass panels set into the mahogany partitions. The manufacturing gentleman and his wife were installed at a table opposite two young men in gaily striped blazers whom they had already engaged in conversation. Bridie waited nervously by the door till an attendant came and showed her to a table for two. He held the chair for her, and she sat down.


“Madam is travelling alone?”


She nodded.


“Then she would perhaps prefer to take her luncheon undisturbed?”


She nodded again.


At once the chair opposite her was lifted and borne away. Once again she blessed Mr. Pugh-Hennessy for his generosity. Oh, the delights of first-class travel!


She ordered her meal: onion soup, to be followed by fillet of sole and then roast duck á l’orange. Then, with an excitement she hadn’t felt since her father had taken her to the Savoy after the triumphant publication of his biography of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, she finished by ordering the bombe glacé. Briefly she wondered where all that book’s royalties had gone. Mostly on doctors’ fees, she thought sadly. And even then they hadn’t been able to save his failing eyesight.


But then the soup arrived and, by the time she was halfway through her fish, even the prospect of her coming meeting with the formidable Lady Otranta seemed no longer quite so daunting.


Suddenly, a shadow fell across the table. She looked up expecting to see the waiter, and found herself gazing into a pair of piercing blue eyes deep-set beneath beetling ginger eyebrows above a positive entanglement of ginger beard. Her fork clattered noisily onto her plate. It was he again, the man in the kilt and the green Lovat jacket. And this time he was obviously confronting her.


He bowed stiffly. She saw now that he was older than she had at first thought, the red of his hair and beard streaked liberally with grey. “Mistress Bridie Tantallon?” he enquired.


She licked her lips nervously. “I think you have the advantage of me, Mr.—”


“Duncan Symonds.” He bowed again and held out his hand. She shook it timidly—“I serve your great-aunt, you see,” he went on, “I’m the factor on the Tantallon estate.”


She just managed a smile, feeling the colour rise to her cheeks. “Oh yes?”


“I’ve been in York on business. We supply timber to a furniture manufactory there. It was Sir Andrew’s idea that I keep an eye open for you on the train.”


She retrieved her fork. Sir Andrew—that would be her great-aunt’s elder son. “That … that was very kind of him,” she stammered. “But I really—”


“He was feared that I might not know you. But he needna have fashed hisself. The Tantallon features are no easily mistaken. And you have them, Miss Bridie. You have them to perfection.”


She was not certain whether or not this constituted a compliment. Her father, whom she presumed she must resemble, had always seemed to her—for all that she loved him most dearly—too rugged of feature for real handsomeness. That she might so easily be identified as his daughter was a new thought, and not altogether a comfortable one.


“To perfection,” Mr. Symonds repeated. “I knew it the moment I first set eyes on you in York. You noticed my interest then, I’m thinking.”


So he was admitting that he had stared at her. And with no hint of an apology either. She found his directness disconcerting, yet oddly in no way disagreeable.


“If I didna approach you at once,” he continued, “it was because I chose to make gey certain. So I checkit in the other first-class carriages. And there wasna a body as came anywheres near you.”


Again the possible compliment. Yet still with no shade of impertinence. Paternal, rather. “You … you knew I’d be travelling first class, then?” she queried.


He nodded. “It was a’ laid out in yon Pugh-Hennessy’s letter. And Sir Andrew had a fair suspicion his telegram wouldna meet with much of a reception.”


“Telegram? What telegram was that?”


Mr. Symonds smiled quizzically down at her and stroked his beard. “Aye … weel, I’m no honestly surprised your employer kept it from you.”


That could hardly be said to have answered her question. But before Bridie could press him further, Mr. Symonds had caught the sleeve of a passing waiter.


“I’d take it kindly if you’d bring us another chair, laddie. Miss Tantallon and I have important matters to discuss, y’ken.”


His confidence astounded her. Inviting himself to her table as if they were old friends. And yet … well, it was done so openly, and with such cheerful innocence, that when the waiter turned a questioning eye in her direction she helplessly nodded her agreement.


The chair was brought and Mr. Symonds seated himself opposite her, disposing his kilt expertly as he did so. Then he waved away the waiter who would have had him order something to eat—he himself had lunched, so he told her, before leaving York—and, resting his elbows on the table and his bearded chin upon his knuckles, gazed affably across at her.


“I’ve no put you off your food, I hope. It’s plain fare we have at the castle, so I’d make the most of it.”


He watched her keenly as she fumbled with her knife and fork, captured a small piece of fish, conveyed it to her mouth, chewed, swallowed.


Seeing her awkwardness he clucked sympathetically. “I’ll warrant it’s as cold now as a herring on a marble slab,” he said. Then he raised his voice the merest shade. “Miss Tantallon will have her next course now, an’ it’s convenient,” he announced.


And at once, almost like magic, her plate was whisked away, and the duck appeared in front of her, and she was accepting French beans and golden-brown potatoes from a silver chafing dish. And the extraordinary thing was that she, who would usually rather have died than have such attention drawn to her, now found herself almost enjoying the unquestioned sense of friendly importance Mr. Duncan Symonds gave her.


“Are you no taking wine wi’ the duck?” he murmured. “There’s a Barsac they have on these trains as I’ve heard is passing drinkable.” He leaned slightly closer. “And if you had a wee half bottle I’m no saying as I wouldna join you in a glass.”


And, to her own astonishment, “I’ll have half of a bottle of your Barsac, please,” she heard herself saying. “And would you please bring two glasses?”


When the wine was brought it was he, reassuringly, who tasted it and approved. She tried to remember the capacity in which he had said he served her great-aunt. Factor—was that the word? She’d no idea what it meant, but he was certainly unlike any other servant she’d ever heard of.


“I’m thinking this is your first visit to the Lowlands,” he observed, watching her across the top of his glass.


She nodded. “I’ve never been to Scotland at all. And I’m much looking forward to it.”


Her own words surprised her. Certainly she hadn’t been looking forward to her visit half an hour before.


“Aye … weel, you’ll be seeing us at our best the now. It gets gey dismal come October.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.” She frowned. Already the year was into the first week of September. “Surely Mr. Pugh-Hennessy explained that I’d be with you for five or six weeks at least? Lady Otranta’s memoirs, you know—there’s a great deal of work to be done on them.”


For a moment he didn’t answer. Then, “The heather’s mostly past its best,” he said heavily. “But we’ll find you a sprig of the white if we’re canny. It’s for good luck, y’ken, the white is.”


It was his second avoidance. Possibly he was trying to tell her something. But just then the train began to slow, distracting her attention. For the first time in miles she turned to the window. They had come unnoticed to a sombre city, mile after mile of soot-caked rooftops beside a murky river, and over all a heavy pall of smoke which dulled the brightness of the day to a sickly yellow. Soon station boards were announcing Newcastle.


“Mercifully it’s a short stop, this one,” Mr. Symonds told her, half-rising to close the window above their table. “If you’re wise you’ll hold onto your breath till we’re on our way again.”


He seated himself and began to tell her about the city: the fine ships that were made there, and pottery fit for the King’s table.


He sighed. “It’s a sadness,” he said, “that the price for a’ that must be so much filth and squalor.”


His bitterness surprised her, and he a man she’d thought composed of wry smiles and easy confidence. She ate her food quietly, and tried not to notice the acrid fumes that passed for fresh air in this busy city.


It was however, as her companion had said, only a short stop. In no time at all they were on the move again, the roofs and towering chimneys quickly left behind.


She looked across the table. “You said it was Sir Andrew’s idea that you should try to find me on the train. What for, exactly?”


He settled himself calmly in his seat. “Mebbe I should tell you something of Castle Tantallon,” he said. “It was built some sixty years ago, y’ken, about the time when the old Queen, God rest her, was discovering the wonders of the Highlands. Sir James was appointed steward of her estates near Stirling. He built the castle and marrit himself the first Lady Tantallon. The Lady Margaret was daughter to the provost of Edinburgh, and—”


But Bridie was tired of not receiving direct answers to her questions. “Is this why my cousin asked you to meet me? So that you could acquaint me with the family history?”


The corners of Mr. Symonds’ eyes crinkled unconcernedly. “I’d say Sir Andrew was in fact your second cousin—though I’ll grant you that’s neither here nor there. The original Castle Tantallon, y’ken, lies away to the east. It’s been a ruin these hundreds of years. Sir Jamie’s idea it was to build a—”


“But you still have not answered my question, Mr. Symonds.” She waited, suddenly horrified by her boldness. She couldn’t imagine what had possessed her. Could it really be that scarcely an hour in the company of this forthright gentleman had made her so totally forget all her habitual shyness?


Mr. Symonds, however, seemed in no way put out by her tart reminder. “I’m thinking Sir Andrew’s instructions are no longer of muckle importance,” he said, scratching the side of his nose in amused perplexity.


She took a deep breath. “I’d like to hear them all the same,” she insisted.


“Aye… weel, I was afraid you might.” He finished his wine and placed the empty glass carefully upon the white damask tablecloth. “The fact is, Miss Bridie, I was to put it to you—in the kindest fashion, mind—that you’d be far better staying the night in Edinburgh and taking the morning train back down to London. That Castle Tantallon was, in short, no place for you.”


Bridie stared at him incredulously. “But that’s absurd! Mr. Pugh-Hennessy made all the arrangements. I have Lady Otranta’s personal invitation.”


“Sir Andrew kens that weel. He also understands your employer’s difficulty concerning the memoirs. That is why he was feart that his telegram might have little effect. So he askit me to—”


“Telegram?” Bridie was angry now. “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned a telegram. What exactly was in this telegram?”


Mr. Symonds spread his hands. “Words … just words. And if yon Pugh-Hennessy didna show them to you, I reckon he must have had his reasons.”


Yon Pugh-Hennessy, indeed! “May I take it you don’t approve of my employer?”


“Don’t approve?” Mr. Symonds laughed. “I know nothing of the man. Save that he has a fancy Sassenach name I can scarce get my tongue around.”


Bridie felt she was being distracted from her main purpose. She tapped her fingers on the rim of her glass. “If your instructions were to send me back to London,” she said, “how is it that you’ve been so reluctant to carry them out?”


“On account of I’ve never been a man to waste my time.” Suddenly her companion was serious. “One look at you told me you were a Tantallon to the verra tips of your fingers. Not that it surprised me, y’ken.” He paused, thoughtfully pushing at the tablecloth with the prongs of a fork. “So I’ll just ask you this: now that I’ve told you Sir Andrew doesna want you at the castle, are you likely to be away at once, back down to London?”


“Certainly not!”


Slowly his seriousness dissolved into the broadest of smiles. “Then you’ve answered your own question,” he said.


“But how could I go back?” Bridie insisted crossly. “I have my employer to think of. And besides, Lady Otranta is relying on me to—” She broke off. She must be mad. Wasn’t this just the excuse she’d been looking for? Not to have to go to the castle? Not to have to face her alarming great-aunt? And yet… well, the letter from Lady Otranta that Mr. Pugh-Hennessy had shown her had been disjointed, but not unwelcoming. And she, Bridie Tantallon, was hardly one to shirk her duty at the very first hint of opposition. “And besides,” she repeated, glaring obstinately across at Mr. Symonds, “Lady Otranta is relying on me to help her with the writing of her memoirs.”


Mr. Symonds rubbed his hands. “You see? It isna only the Tantallon face you’ve been gifted wi’. You have their spirit too. Their determination.” He tilted his head. “And their blind, pig-headed obstinacy as well, I wouldna be surprised.”


His complacency infuriated her. “How dare you!” she said.


Abruptly his smile faded. He straightened his back. “You’ll find we dare much, we Scots,” he said with calm dignity. “Both for ourselves and for those we serve.”


Silenced utterly, Bridie lowered her gaze. For a time neither of them moved. Then her companion relaxed, leaned forward and put his hand gently on her arm. “There now, Miss Bridie. I fear I’ve preachit at you, which was never my intention. We’ve a terrible weakness for the pulpit, we Scots. Aye, and we’re unco’ proud, too. Can you forgive me?”


Her heart was touched by the warm simplicity of his words. She lifted her eyes. Of course she could forgive him. For in truth there was nothing to forgive.


“Don’t let us talk of forgiveness, Mr. Symonds. Let us say instead that we understand each other a little better now.”


He nodded. Then he lifted the wine bottle and poured its small remaining contents equally into their two glasses. “To your stay at Castle Tantallon,” he said, lifting his glass. “And may it be a happy one.”


She joined him gladly in the toast. Briefly there was silence between them. The train clattered on through the sunny countryside. Then the attendant came and removed her plate. When he was gone she cleared her throat.


“Though I really don’t see that my stay can be happy if Sir Andrew is so determined to make me unwelcome,” she said softly.


“Och, that …” He waved the suggestion away. “I’m no saying that he doesna have his reasons, mind. But once you’re at the castle he’s no a man to deny you a decent hospitality.”


She was relieved to hear it. All the same, “These reasons of his—what are they exactly?”


For once, however, Mr. Symonds appeared in some difficulty. “That’s … weel, that’s something I’d rather you found out for yourself, Miss Bridie. It may be that they’re nobbut a fret about next to nothing. In which case you’d be better not knowing. I’d just have you mindful of this, though—she’s a remarkable old wummun, the Lady Otranta. I’d do anything in the world for her. Anything at a’.”


With that unsatisfactory reply Bridie was obliged to content herself, for Mr. Symonds now turned to the window and spoke firmly of the distant prospect. The ridge of the Pennines, so it appeared: the ancient highway between North and South. Her pudding arrived, the bombe glacé, dark and enticing beneath a glaze of liqueur, with a crisp sugar violet placed elegantly upon the top of its chocolate-coated sphere. And, unlike many anticipated pleasures, it fully lived up to her expectation.


They came to Morpeth, then on through hills and wooded valleys, with glimpses of mirror-smooth water and four-square granite cottages. Gradually Mr. Symonds began to talk again about the people she would meet at her destination. He was always carefully circumspect and loyal, she noticed, and never more noticeably so than when speaking of Lady Otranta’s elder son, Sir Andrew. From this she was able to deduce his secret disapproval.


“He works himself into the ground, that laddie. Out in a’ weathers. Forestry, sheepherding, the saw-mills—I’ve never seen a man more eager to learn. And he’s no afraid to get his hands dirty. Next month he’ll be there with the rest of us, juicing the sheep. It’s no his fault if—”


“Juicing the sheep?” Bridie laughed. “What on earth is that?”


“It’s a dip the shepherds use to keep the poor beasts healthy. Tobacco and soapy water boiled up in a cauldron. Aye, it’s no the laird’s fault if the men think him a wee bit interferin’.”


And not only the men, Bridie decided. “And what of his brother?” she asked.


“Young Mr. Robert?” Duncan Symonds stroked his beard thoughtfully. “He’s a second son a’ ower, if y’ken what I’m saying. But he’ll find his place in the world soon enough. You’ll get on with him fine, I’m thinking. And there’s nothing his mother asks of him as is ever too much bother.”


This was clearly more than could be said for the older Sir Andrew. But they had to break off then, for the dining car attendant was hovering with the bill. Bridie reached for the sovereigns Mr. Pugh-Hennessy had given her, only to be respectfully forestalled by her companion. “The Tantallons of Tantallon may be Scots, Miss Bridie, but they’re no ower tight-fistit. Sir Andrew gi’ed me the most precise instructions.”


But that, she thought, was when he’d believed she might be persuaded to return at once to London. Nevertheless, she didn’t argue. Mr. Pugh-Hennessy would doubtless be delighted to be spared the price of such a sybaritic luncheon.


The bill paid, Mr. Symonds accepted her invitation to return with her to her compartment, and together they went back along the corridor. She was relieved to find the manufacturing gentleman and his wife sleeping soundly in their corners, and neither stirred as she and Mr. Symonds stepped cautiously over their out-stretched legs and settled themselves by the window.


Bridie waited a moment. “There’s an older half-sister, isn’t there?” she then asked. “And not married, I understand?”


Mr. Symonds frowned and hesitated. “Weel now, she’s the strange one, yon Mistress Melissa. Nearing thirty, aye, and still no marrit, and no for want of suitors either. But she goes her own way and she keeps her own counsel.” He lifted one hand and scratched the side of his nose in what was becoming a familiar gesture. “It’s a dainty wee name she has, but I wouldna say as it suited her. They sent her away to a Sassenach schule, y’ken, and she came back home wi’ the queerest notions. She’s aye gadding about on one of them bicycles—and she’s a great one for what she calls ‘the rational dress’. Yon baggy trouser things. Not at a’ what old Sir James would have approved of, I’m thinking.” He brightened. “But she’s a good-hearted body, and you’ll get on fine wi’ her. So dinna fash yoursen on that account.”


In Mr. Symonds’ book it seemed that everyone got on fine with everyone. He and her father, Bridie decided, would have had a lot in common.


“And what of Lady Otranta?” she asked, as casually as she was able.


At which Mr. Symonds sat forward, his hands laid purposefully on his thick, muscular knees. “My lady is a remarkable wummun,” he said with some emphasis. “A remarkable wummun—I’d do anything in the world for her. And so would every man on the estate. Anything at a’.”


Bridie remembered his having said something very similar only a few moments before, when Lady Otranta’s name was mentioned. A remarkable wummun—and spoken so fiercely that it was almost as if he were challenging her to contradict him. It had to be admitted that the words themselves told her very little. And yet, possibly, by what they left unsaid, they told her a great deal.


After a short pause Mr. Symonds relaxed. “And then there’s old Peggy. Herself is the one you’ll be needing to be on good terms with. They’re as close as twa corbies, her and my lady.”


“Peggy?” This was the first time Bridie had heard of any such person. “Who’s Peggy?”


“A fair old tyrant, if you want the truth, Miss Bridie. Workit for my lady back in her theatre days, old Peggy did. Dresser, I believe the word is. Back when my lady was a famous artiste.” He gave the word its French pronunciation. “Before her and Sir James was marrit, y’ken.”


“And she still looks after Lady Otranta?”


“Looks after? Aye, you could say that. And more. For I swear there’s no a person within fifty miles of the castle as doesna go in fear of her.” He smiled again. “My lady included.”


Listening to him now, much of Bridie’s former apprehension returned. Certainly what she had learnt of the castle’s occupants was hardly reassuring. Mr. Duncan Symonds, with his charming directness and good humour, might have disarmed her completely—but what of the others? What, in particular, of her second cousin, Sir Andrew, who had tried so hard to prevent her coming? Was it not enough to be travelling to meet all these strange, threatening people, without having also his inexplicable animosity to contend with?


She was quiet for a time, staring disconsolately out of the window. Suddenly a thought came to her. “Mr. Symonds—you told me that you were employed by Lady Otranta.”


“Aye. The estate needs a manager, y’ken.”


Manager—so at least the unfamiliar word factor was now explained. And something of her companion’s easy confidence also. “If your employer is Lady Otranta,” Bridie insisted, “then how can it be that Sir Andrew would send you on a mission so completely contrary to his mother’s wishes?”


It was a question that verged on the impertinent. If she had feared that Mr. Symonds might take offence at it, however, she was quite mistaken.


“That’s no a verra great problem,” he said, folding his arms and regarding her imperturbably. “First point—it’s no for a man in my position to take sides in every wee family difference that may come along. And second point—as I’ve told you already, I kenned weel that you’d no be a true Tantallon if you took heed of a single word I said.” He smiled. “So where was the harm in it?”


Mr. Symonds paused. He was, she saw now, a man of rare shrewdness and diplomacy. “And I’d say you’re a fair bit wiser for the chance of this wee talk it’s given us,” he concluded. “If I’ve helpit you, I’m glad. For it’s no an easy household you’ll be going into, I’m thinking.”


She nodded slowly. For all his kindness, the picture Duncan Symonds painted was hardly reassuring. On top of all her other forebodings, she had discovered that she was entering a divided family, unwanted by at least one of its members. Briefly she felt a surge of resentment against Mr. Pugh-Hennessy for having concealed from her the matter of Andrew Tantallon’s telegram. Her anger didn’t last, however. He was, after all, a businessman and her employer. For him it was his investment in Lady Otranta’s memoirs that counted, and in that she could hardly blame him.


No, in her present situation she could only be profoundly grateful that the amiable Scotsman opposite her seemed willing to give her his support and friendship. Clearly she was going to need both in the difficult weeks that lay ahead.
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