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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.









ONE


As I sit down now, twenty years after, to recall exactly as they happened the events of that early summer in 1885 when I first met my fine and handsome Captain, I could wish there was something special to be remembered about the dawning of that day on which they all began. Certainly it should have been a moment of unforgettable significance. It was, after all, to be the last morning of my stay under Mrs. Skues’ frugal roof; the ending, also, of six weary years in the service of the passengers of the Great Western and Southern Railways. And the beginning of all that has been new and exciting in my life since.


An auspicious morning, then—no doubt one full of omens of change. One that surely should have been heralded by an eclipse, a fire-work display, or a roll of drums at the very least.


Yet in all honesty it was not so. It was a morning about as drear as any other. A Sunday morning, admittedly – a Whit Sunday morning, to be precise, the 24th May – and all we restaurant girls much excited at the prospect of the Grand Fete and Gala coming to the city on the morrow. Experience told us that famous artistes arriving in Bristol by rail often passed through our refreshment rooms and might even order soup from us across our counters. It was a morning also that happened to begin for me a day on Late Call, which depressing thought probably sobered what foolish thrills the coming Fete might otherwise have caused me. A morning, in fact, about as drear as any other, and quite lacking in omens of whatever kind.


For the sad fact was that, since the death of my parents in the Ross Bridge disaster, I had been in Mrs. Skues’ employ long enough to have known six Whit Sundays and any number of Late Call days, and never once had either brought me any alteration – let alone improvement—to my circumstances.


To begin the day then on a note of wearisome normality, at six-thirty Barty Hambro came knocking with his strong right arm, the only arm he had, against our dormitory door. Seven days a week, twelve months a year, his night’s work done, Barty would rouse us thus before trudging on up to his own slant-roofed nook close under the tiles. His routine was thus: the morning mail train from London arrived at four-thirty, and the First Class Refreshment Room must stay open till then, tended by him and the girl from our number listed for Late Call by Mrs Skues. At four thirty-five or so he would escort her back here to the hostel through the early morning city – it was no great distance – and then return to the station. By the fine generosity of Mrs Skues this girl was then allowed to lie abed in the dormitory until ten, in recompense for her previous day’s full twenty-two hours of duty.


Barty, meanwhile, would work on alone in the great empty station, cleaning both refreshment rooms, scalding through the tea and coffee urns and milk pans, receiving fresh supplies from the Pipe Lane bakery, and generally making ready for the new day. Even with his one arm he could still fold with marvellous dexterity the paper rosettes for the First Class tables. It seemed to me shabby work for a soldier wounded in the service of Her Majesty, but he never complained.


As was his habit, Barty beat on our door, paused, then beat again. I woke, as always, at the first touch of his knuckles. There is something in me, I fear, that remembers still that knocking, that terrible knocking early in the morning on the very day of my twelfth birthday, bringing to Bristol news of the disaster, news that Papa and my dearest Mama had cruelly been taken from me. A knocking that tumbled all of life mercilessly about my ears. Even today, I still wake at the smallest sound, at the slightest touch on my shoulder, no doubt in dread that further calamity may have crept up on me while I have lain sleeping.


I started up, afraid, then lay back again, reassured by the familiar scene and the calm sound of Barty’s departing footsteps. A sliver of early morning sunlight shone on the wall opposite. It reminded me to hope that the weather would stay fine. Since the early part of summer, when the sun had shone so hotly that the pitch had risen in bubbles between the stones of Temple Street, the weather had not been good, with cold winds and much rain. This was hard on us girls, who had long looked forward to the easier months of summer when lemonade was much drunk in place of troublesome tea, and the press of people at our counters markedly lessened by the simple absence of Inverness capes and Ulsters and dripping umbrellas.


This, in the main, was what fine weather meant to us: easier conditions in our work. This and the chance, on our fortnightly half-day, to walk in the Clifton Zoological Gardens or take an outside seat on a tram to Clevedon or one of the estuary villages. I do not mean to sound self-pitying, for I now know of many infinitely more wretched places of employment than Mrs Skues’ to which I might have been put on the death of my parents and the total loss of my family’s fortune. But at the time I felt as any girl of spirit must do, that the precious days of my youth were being stolen from me in ugly drudgery. Admittedly I had a plan for my own eventual liberation, but all too often its fulfillment seemed quite impossibly distant.


Along the small dormitory with its eight neat beds, the girls were beginning to stir. The room was low and bare, papered with brown flowers older by far than the six years of my own residence, faded to muddy yellow around the gas jets, worn quite bald at door and window. But there was a pretty curtain at the window, such as an ordinary house, even a family home, might have, its little blue flowers repeated in the wash basins and huge water jugs provided for our use. Mrs Skues had provided a picture also, well-meant if not wholly suitable: an oleograph depicting some fearful moment in the American Wild West. The savage treachery of the Indians was powerfully delineated as they fell upon the covered wagons of the brave frontiersmen and their womenfolk. Childish though it was, this picture fed the restlessness in my bones. It reminded me that women could be strong and courageous, and could lead lives of high adventure. And here was I …


I sighed, and pushed back the bedclothes. The girl in the bed to my right was still sleeping. ‘Amy!’ I called to her. ‘Amy – it’s past half past six. Time to get up.’


She rolled over, screwed her eyes more tightly shut. ‘Leave me be. It’ll be time enough when Barty comes. I ain’t moving just on your say-so. It’ll be time enough when Barty comes.’


‘He’s already been,’ I told her.


Kate, in the bed beyond little Amy, laughed bitterly. ‘Though you’d never know it – tapping like a frightened mouse the way he does whenever it’s Bella’s turn for a lay-in.’ She sat up, felt behind her head for thick locks of her beautiful dark hair, and angrily began plaiting them. ‘Hear what I’m saying, Bella? Ain’t that so, Bella? The rest of us could sleep over and get chewed to rags by Skuesy, and your Barty’d not care a fig? Ain’t that so?’


Poor Bella. The current story in the dormitory was that Barty Hambro was soft on Bella, and some of the girls allowed her hardly a moment’s peace from their teasing. Personally I doubted if there was any truth in the matter – Barty was a good, quiet young man and not much given to favourites – but our little community always seemed to need some piece of gossip to keep it entertained. Indeed, had Bella been in better straits to deal with her companions’ raillery I would have welcomed this particular fiction, for it diverted the others from myself.


But Bella was scarcely fifteen, and newly come from Doctor Barnado in London, and as yet quite without defences. Her only response now was to hide her head under the blanket and – I don’t doubt – wish that she were dead.


I got out of bed and began pouring water noisily into one of the china bowls. ‘He knocked loudly enough to waken the dead,’ I said. ‘Some of you would sleep through the trumpet of the Archangel Gabriel himself.’


It was a poor joke, but it served its purpose. Big-boned Kate, her hair pushed up all anyhow, arrived at my side to jostle me as I washed. ‘But not Miss Hester. Oh no. Our Miss Hester Malpass is halfway to the Golden Gates already, if the holy way she carries on is anything to go by.’


Others joined in. ‘Not that she’s got all that much to be so holy about, not all things considered … not when you think why she’s here in the first place. …’


Their words were familiar enough. Putting them out of my mind I stooped in front of the spotted mirror above our long washstand and concentrated on the difficult daily task of subduing my hair: it was dark – I would indeed have called it black had not that colour carried the disgraceful possibility of ‘a touch of the tar brush’ – and of a thickness that rebelled continually against the scrimping up decreed by Mrs Skues. My jaw was hardly to her liking either, being square enough to be open to the accusation of obstinacy. Otherwise, however, I was mercifully unremarkable – well-formed but no more. Certainly nothing as dangerous as a beauty. And if I was privately a little more than satisfied with the unusual amber-brown of my eyes, it was an excess of satisfaction I kept discreetly to myself.


I dressed myself carefully, and let the girls’ taunting words drift over me, being well used to them. Although we were orphans all, in our little grey world the gulf between them and me was immense. For they were respectable orphans, come either from Doctor Barnardo or from a certain Methodist foundation run by a relation of Mrs Skues in Wales, while I was a disreputable orphan, child of that most dreadful of men – a gentleman of pretensions, a failed genius even, a person who had clearly lived beyond his means and been saved from the bankruptcy courts only by the untimely landslide that had taken him and that ill-fated railway embankment down into the river together. …


All this no doubt was true enough. They seemed to consider, however, that the terrible Ross Bridge disaster had been some sort of merciful dispensation. As if my orphaning on that cruel day had been a stroke of good fortune for me. As if a father dead were preferable to one publicly disgraced.


Furthermore, since – unlike them – I had endured paid schooling up to the age of twelve, a degree of learning stood between us that they found difficult to forgive. It made my speech different, and gave me the manner of someone putting on airs. I was thus, in their eyes, fair game.


Yet they were not cruel people: only unthinking, like puppies perhaps, instinctively baiting the outsider, not yet knowing or caring how sharp their teeth were grown. And if I remained, even after six years as one of their number, still mostly an outsider, this was a matter for which I doubt if either side could wholly be blamed.


I hope I will not be thought too fanciful if I trace this blame back to the restless nature of my poor Papa. Failed genius or not, he was a man always pursuing some new vision, his mind impatient of the family circle, and the memories I have of him are sadly not of the happiest sort. In particular I recall a winter’s evening when I found myself – being aged nine or thereabouts – for some reason alone with him in the drawing office behind his shabby workshop. Possibly it was a day in the school holidays, and Mama had detailed him to amuse me for a short time while she went out into the city on some unavoidable errand. He was not, as I have already said, a man good with children. Be that as it may, once the necessity of entertaining his small daughter became inevitable he set about the task with a good enough grace.


He need not have had a difficult time of it. Simply to be allowed in his office was for me a rare thrill. I did not perhaps pay much heed to the dusty engravings on the walls, pictures of engineering marvels, viaducts, bridges, great pumping engines; nor to the misted cabinets containing models of incomprehensible things that smelled sharply of copper and machine oil, and served seemingly no interesting purpose whatsoever. But he had beside his desk a stool, a stool that revolved, screwing its little round leather seat either up or down as it did so, and to sit on this was one of the great excitements of my little life.


But Papa had no understanding of such small joys. Determined upon entertaining me and at the same time testing my abilities, he pushed aside his own mysterious designs and set me drawing from memory various commonplace household devices: the towering shape of the curate’s new bicycle, Mrs Pitts’ mangle out in the steamy wash-house, the hansom cab in which I sometimes rode about Bristol with Mama. … I screwed up my eyes, trying to picture in my mind these simple, everyday things – but I’m afraid my crabbed little drawings were not to Papa’s liking.


I can remember even now my cold anxiety as I felt his goodwill towards me fade. To be sure, he made a great show of having fun, imagining the strange sort of animal able to ride my topsy-turvy bicycle, and what would happen to old Mrs Pitts if she tried to use my mangle, or to Mama if she tried to sit in my hansom cab. But there was little kindness in his teasing, and I do not think that either of us was much amused. I can hear his voice still, and smell the fine sandalwood pencil he had placed in my hand, one of his very own pencils of which I was so clearly unworthy. Even the twirly stool lost its magic that evening, and I kicked my frilled legs wretchedly against its ugly metal frame and never to my recollection sat upon it again.


But I will be brief, for the point of this memory is not Papa’s impatience. The point is that his impatience grew out of his own great sympathy with mechanisms of every kind and his recurring dissatisfaction with the irretrievably female sex of me, his only child. The simple fact of my sex, he considered, would make me always incapable of sharing with him his only abiding interest. …


The femaleness of my mother he accepted, I believe, as a necessary evil. Certainly I never saw him be anything but patient with his Mary, though she was, I now suspect, a dear but somewhat foolish person. Of practicality she had little. Her passion was for nature, her skills with the sick wild things she rescued and tended from time to time. In my days at Mrs Skues’ I had her likeness with me, and stared at it often. We shared the same dark hair and eyes, she and I. In character, however, I was determined that we were utterly dissimilar.


I had, after all, lived with Papa’s dissatisfaction quite long enough for it to shape my nature. His dissatisfaction became by degrees my own, with the girl I was and with the woman I would become. It became also the constant spur for me to transcend the limitations of my sex. I would not grow up like soft, uncomprehending Mama. In pursuit of this aim I once for several weeks shot catapults and had the grocer’s lad play cricket with me in our patch of garden when he should have been out on his deliveries. There was even a period when I sought education in many daunting subjects not provided by my teachers, such as mathematics and chemistry, turning instead to the books on Papa’s shelves for guidance. The period was brief, the guidance negligible.


I also read Papa’s copy of the Times, with much self-importance if little understanding, taking care that he should see me. By the age of twelve I seem to recall being privately determined upon a career in politics at the very least. Though precisely what politics were I would have been hard put to it to say.


Such then was the scope of the expectations I brought with me to Mrs Skues’ establishment in December 1879, to the situation finally found for me by Mr Margulies, my father’s distrait solicitor. They were expectations that later life taught me to modify, but never abandon altogether. Indeed, it was of these that was born my plan of escape, the secret ambition that gave me continuous hope and purpose through the dreariest of days.


But it was these expectations also that made me intolerant of the other girl’s more frivolous concerns, and gained for me a reputation for priggishness and conceit.


Perhaps the reputation was just. Perhaps I did in truth feel myself superior. Certainly the critical eye I directed upon those around me was but rarely applied to my own failings. But at this moment of writing I find myself still too partial to be able to give a useful answer. I can only strive to remember truthfully, as they happened, the strange events of that spring and summer, and set them down here as honestly as may be, and leave them to speak of me as they will.


We were allowed fifteen minutes for rising and washing and dressing ourselves. As I tightened my apron and tied it behind me in the even bow that Mrs Skues demanded, little Amy came to stand in front of me, her back to me, up on tiptoe so that I could reach to help her, as was my custom, with the last few buttons at the top of her dress. The girls’ taunting had run down for lack of interest some minutes before and was, I think, genuinely forgotten by them. And by myself also, so little did it really signify between us. I leaned forward to deal with Amy’s buttons.


She whispered urgently at me over her shoulder, ‘Hessie love – put in a good word for me with Skuesy, will you? About tomorrow’s half-day off, I mean. I’ve got to get it. I’ve just got to. …’


It was natural enough that Amy should turn to me in this – if my background made me the group’s butt, it also made me its spokesman. Besides, I could well understand that the question of the Monday half-day was far too important to Amy for her to dare to raise it herself. Naturally we would all of us have liked time off on the day of the Fete, but for Amy the need was especially urgent. She claimed intimate acquaintance with a member of the Bristol Reed and Brass Band which was to play on the green during the festivities, and she must see him there in his fine blue uniform and wave to him, or surely die of a broken heart.


Rich indeed had been the selection of back-stage gossip relayed to us by Amy on the strength of her bandsman sweetheart. There was, for example, the wife of Gus Gauntlett the vocal comedian and Canadian skate dancer, who had arrived a full week ahead of her husband and entered into financial agreements with the keepers of Clifton’s drinking houses not to serve Mr Gauntlett at any time on the all-important Monday of his performance. On the other hand – and Amy claimed her bandsman had this on the highest authority – there was the dashing balloonist Captain Deveraux and his wife Kitty, neither of whom would be putting in any sort of appearance whatsoever. Their courage, it seemed, had quite deserted them since an experience at the Hereford Conservative Gala some eleven days before when Madam Deveraux’s parachute, by which she was about to descend, blowing kisses graciously down upon the assembled multitude, was clearly seen to be struck by lightning and utterly destroyed.


Altogether, Amy’s narrations had brought the coming events of the Fete alive for us as never before. And although I might have my private doubts as to the real intimacy of her relationship with the bandsman in question – to my uncharitable way of thinking it was probably confined to a masher’s routine attentions across the counter, or at best to a contact of hands during the purchase of a chaste plate of Ha’penny Fingers – I had no doubts at all as to its importance in poor Amy’s limited scheme of things.


I wished sincerely that I might be of some use to her. Usually our half-days were posted on the notice-board well in advance. On the subject of the Whit Monday afternoon, however, Mrs Skues had been ominously reticent. When work had ended at ten o’clock the previous evening the space on the board had remained unfilled.


I finished Amy’s buttons and patted her shoulder. She turned to me anxiously: even in her drab grey uniform she had a bright-eyed prettiness that I could well see going straight to any bandsman’s roving heart. ‘I’ll do what I can,’ I told her. ‘Last year Mrs S. was in a good mood and let us off in shifts. All of us. Perhaps that’s why she’s left the –’


My optimistic words were cut abruptly short by the arrival of Mrs Skues herself, bursting headlong through the dormitory door. Mrs Skues never entered a room, or indeed went anywhere at all, in the manner of an ordinary person. Always she seemed to be contending with a strong head wind that only she could feel, battling head down into it with very much the disjointed air of an inside-out umbrella. Disjointed also was her speech, and the assembly of her dress, and her habit of mind.


The door burst open before her, banged shut behind her. ‘Best in the West,’ she announced, braking abruptly and clutching her Sunday black straw hat. ‘Best for Provender, best for Service, best for General Amenity. Cup-winners last year. Cup-winners the year before that. And don’t you forget it.’


As we scuttled to our positions beside our beds she moved rapidly between us the length of the room and back. To some she might have seemed a comic figure, but seldom to us. Such was her power over us and the uncertainty of her temper.


‘My fingers to the bone,’ she proclaimed. ‘And all for what? Eight hundred pounds per annum the Concession do cost me. Eight hundred pounds. I shudder to think.’


We – those of us who had been with Mrs Skues long enough to know the signs – shuddered also. We knew that for her to invoke the Concession never boded anything but ill. And certainly a group of girls worth six pounds a year each, all found, must consider eight hundred pounds a fearful sum to be made responsible for.


‘Impervious vigilance, ladies, that’s what do’s it. You knows that, I knows that, Mr Hambro knows that. Impervious vigilance. …’


She strode back down the room to where Bella, as was her right after Late Call, lay quietly trying to sleep, and pulled the bedclothes into an untidy heap on the floor at the foot of her bed.


‘Now, ladies, this one’s new here, mind, so us won’t make all that much of it. All the same, served tea, this one did, to a gentleman travelling on his Railways Pass. Smart gentleman, he was, in our line of business too.’ She leaned over the bed, raised her voice. ‘Steward in a Restaurant Car, wasn’t he Bella? Talked to Mr Hambro about the inspectors, didn’t he Bella? The company inspectors didn’t he Bella?’


The poor girl was clutching her nightdress round her knees, her face quite blank with uncomprehending terror. And Mrs Skues not yet into her stride. I took a small step forward, grateful, for Bella’s sake, that my years at the hostel had encouraged a certain quick-mindedness.


‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ I said. ‘Bella Parsons roused me this morning, told me about the inspectors, asked me what she should do. I thought it best, ma’am, not to disturb your sleep at that very early hour, I told her I’d see you were informed as soon as possible.’


Mrs Skues stared at me. For a moment I thought she was going to challenge me for the liar I was. Even if she did, I thought I was safe enough – not even Bella Parsons would be fool enough to deny my story. Mrs Skues’ pale eyes narrowed in her deceptively apple-cheeked face as she grappled with the possibilities. Her real problem – and ours – was that she had a mind suited to the complexities of little more than keeping a few yard hens. Occasionally this could be used to our advantage. Mostly, however, it simply bred confusion and ill temper.


On this occasion her gaze faltered, and she fussed uncertainly with the feathery collar of her coat. ‘Well then … Well then, like I said, us won’t make all that much of it… Which isn’t to say there ain’t p’s and q’s to be minded all the same.’ She was stoking up her indignation. ‘Impervious vigilance, ladies, and don’t you forget it.’


She returned to the door. I was glad to see the girls on either side of Bella replace the covers on her bed and make some show of tucking them in. ‘There it be then, ladies. Company inspectors on the prowl. Mr Hambro was good enough to tell me not fifteen minutes gone. You won’t know them, but they’ll know you fine enough.’ She paused to peer (closely) at the large silver watch she carried on a long chain about her neck. ‘My dear soul – another minute and us’ll be late opening, near as drabbit.’


The door banged open and she was gone, we girls in hot pursuit, snatching our shawls about us as best we could. At the head of the stairs she brought up short, causing a sudden breathless jam behind her, and turned to face us. ‘P’s and q’s, mind. Win the cup third time round and it’s ours in perpetuity. Best for Provender, best for Service, best for General Amenity. Ours in perpetuity. …’


Suddenly she smiled, engulfing us all in the warm feeling that we were forgiven. Though for exactly what I don’t believe we asked ourselves. ‘And, tell you what, it’s five shillings each, apiece, all round, if us makes it.’


And there we were, at that moment, willing to follow Mrs Skues to the ends of the earth – not for the five shillings she had promised us, but for the radiance of her smile. So, I believe, do many tyrants rule, not so much by fear of their wrath as by desire for their approval.


And it was I of course, the priggish one, remembering my promise to Amy, who had to spoil the moment’s false comfort. ‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ I said. ‘Excuse me, Mrs Skues, but the girls were wondering if you had come to any decision, ma’am, about tomorrow’s half-holiday. Some of us, ma’am, have a natural anxiety, for we have had hopes that … hopes that. …’


I caught myself sounding humble, against my express intentions. My request was reasonable, not something I need grovel for. But that was not the true reason why my words tailed off so weakly. It must be admitted that I fell mute from sheer panic at Mrs Skues’ outraged expression, which but a moment before had been so sunny.


I was terrified. I’m sure we all were. Looking back on it, I think that a large part of the fierceness of Mrs Skues’ glare could have been attributed to her extreme shortness of vision. Comforting explanations like that, however, have a sad habit of turning up only after their moment of usefulness is long past.


‘Half-holiday, Hester Malpass?’ The aitches were breathed with infinite menace. ‘Has your fancy airs turned your brain, then? Half-holiday? With half the company inspectors in England a-prowl? Not to mention incoming excursions, four extra on Monday afternoon as you well know – Swansea, Weymouth, Tintern and Chepstow. … Not to mention the Guv’ment’s new liquor tax, paring me profit to the bone? Eight hundred pound per annum, the Concession do cost me. Where’s the profit gone if I lets you girls off a-gadding? I shudder to think.’


To which, of course, there was no answer. I hung my head. With even Mr Gladstone and his new liquor tax arrayed against us, what chance did we poor girls have?


It was then a subdued party that hurried in its usual helter-skelter crocodile behind Mrs Skues, down Temple Parade to Temple Meads Station. And there, as we turned into the station approaches, there on the wall a Fete poster was prominently placed, beside a faded advertisement for Mrs Allen’s Hair Restorer, to taunt us with the exciting particulars. Performing dogs, a tight-rope walker, clowns, double trapeze artistes, dancing on the green, refreshments of the finest quality … and – as yet uncancelled – the daring exploits of Captain Edward Deveraux and his wife Kitty.


The climax of their performance was to be an ascent at dusk, discharging fireworks and coloured fires, while at a certain height his intrepid wife would parachute down carrying a magnesium light capable of illuminating the countryside for miles around. Surely such an enterprising pair would never allow a mere bolt of lightning to discourage them!


Being Sunday morning, the station platforms were quieter than usual. The weather was bright, but by no means warm, with clouds already gathering away to the west. The seven-ten for Reading, getting up steam on Platform One, had attracted few passengers, and no train was expected in for twenty minutes. With little to do, therefore, the porters leaning on their barrows had time to turn, and stare after us, and whistle – though surely a duller lot of girls than we in our plain white aprons and drab grey dresses would have been hard to imagine. Today their impertinence sparked off no flirtatious giggles, no sidelong glances, no secret blushes. We were, I think, even the most susceptible of us, too wretched for that.


Even I, who had secretly vowed not to visit the Fete on account of the financial temptations it would offer, even I was bitterly disappointed. Fireworks, the music of the band, perhaps a glimpse of the balloon, even the cheerful bustle and sense of general festivity – these were things that could have been enjoyed from outside the grounds without cheating my china savings Pig of even the sixpenny entrance fee. Life was grey enough. And now even these small pleasures were to be denied me.


But as always the thought of Pig – old Mr Margulies’ parting present to me – comforted me. By means of the strictest economy Pig’s little treasure had grown steadily over the years. The sum I needed, the sum my plan needed, the sum I had decided would be enough to set me free, was twenty pounds. Of these Pig now guarded a full eleven, laying safely wrapped in my spare pinafore in the corner of the small tin box at the foot of my bed. There was little else in the box: an outgrown pair of silk slippers kept for remembrance’s sake; a bundle of my father’s papers and rough drawings similarly hoarded; a little silver picture frame containing my mother’s likeness. I rebuked myself for my childish disappointment and determined that from now on Pig would receive an even larger portion of my slender resources. I was nearly nineteen and life was slipping away between my fingers.


Once inside the refreshment rooms Mrs Skues lined us up on the black-and-white tiles of the First Class for a brief Sunday morning prayer. We folded our hands together and bowed our heads. In her prayer that morning I remember Mrs Skues referred to us as cup-bearers of the Lord – no doubt a subtle reminder to the Almighty of her own cup-bearing aspirations. I certainly hoped it would not pass unnoticed: apart from the five extra shillings for Pig that success would bring, it was after all quite nice to be Best in the West. And the cup in question – prominently displayed on a mahogany bracket over the First Class counter – was a fine, eye-catching affair. And even a refreshment room girl, I thought wryly, could have her pride.


The prayer over, we were despatched to our various duties. As always, mine were with Kate and Amy in the First Class, the one place where my faded gentility was thought by Mrs Skues to be of some small advantage. Mercifully this caused less resentment among my companions than might be thought, since serving the nobs was generally a far more troublesome task than serving the decent, ordinary folk. For one thing, they were assumed – quite wrongly, in my experience – to have more sensitive palates. The matter of the mustard pots was a case in point. While it sufficed for the girls next door to stir in whatever slight skin as might have formed on the mustard overnight and shuffle the pots out round the tables again, my first task each morning was to empty completely the ten First Class pots – saving the contents, of course, for later Second Class use – clean them and polish them, and fill them anew, each with four spoonsful of the freshly-mixed condiment. Yet I swear that the result was in no humanly detectable way superior.


And so the distinctions went on throughout the day. Our floor, being polished tiles, required constant attention in rainy weather, while the Second and Third Class customers trudged contentedly in and out on friendly sawdust. Our tables had cloths while the girls next door could whisk round smart brown marble. And to cap it all, our customers behaved with an imperiousness that the few odd extra pence they paid seemed hardly to warrant. There were times, in fact, when to be Best in the West seemed scarcely worth it.


I moved off and settled resentfully over my tray of little mustard pots. It was a bad start to the day that for me must continue without respite till four the next morning. Amy went to unlock the public doors and behind me Kate banged about, setting the water to boil in the tea and coffee urns. Whatever Kate did was noisy, and frequently things got broken. I sighed, and wiped ten small mustard spoons, and put them on one side for washing.


A chirrup from Amy caused me to look up. The station cat had appeared in the doorway, and Amy was passing the time of day. But it hurried on, too wise in the ways of Mrs Skues ever to dare linger. We’d put out milk for it later, behind one of the weighing machines, when no one was looking.


The seven-ten for Reading left in a last minute flurry of banging doors and shrilling whistles. Its smoke hung about the platform, drifting slowly. The lad from W. H. Smiths sauntered past, ostentatiously reading one of his own stall’s newspapers. The sun must already have gone behind a cloud, for the light that filtered down through the sooty glass of the station roof was sad and grey. As sad and grey as our spirits that Whit Sunday morning.


Amy returned behind the counter and began lining up bottles of porter. ‘I’m going,’ she said. ‘No matter what.’


Kate and I both knew she was referring to the Fete. ‘You’ll never dare,’ Kate said.


Amy glared at her. ‘I will so. And if she gets on at me I’ll run away to my brother Patrick on the barge.’


‘You’ll never dare,’ Kate said again, clashing teacups till I wondered at any of them retaining their handles.


‘I will so.’


I was glad Kate let the matter drop then. It was going to be a long day. Soon we served our first customer, a young army officer who had clearly been out all night and loudly demanded the blackest cup of coffee we could provide. Mrs Skues shot through from next door in a moment and chaperoned us all the time he was on the premises. In the face of her suspicious stare it cannot have been a cup of coffee either enjoyable or particularly restorative.


Quickly the morning settled down to the usual trickle of out-going trade – no heavy drinking, but the most troublesome sort all the same. Customers catching trains are always in a hurry, the nobs jostling each other quite as much as the ordinary folk, the occasional manservant demanding preferential service for his master lounging elaborately at the farthest table. And Mrs Skues continually in and out, berating us through the fixed joviality of her public face. When not doing this she was assessing each customer for his potential as a company inspector in disguise … ‘That’s a possible over there by the door, Amy – the one looking at his watch. … It’s by their watches you can spot them, often as not. Their watches, I say. Big silver watches. Company watches. You mind what I’m telling. …’


I’d heard it all before, of course. And the only company inspector I’d ever spotted, having caught him making notes on the bill of fare, hadn’t had a watch of any kind at all that I could see. A fair-minded sort of man he’d been, who’d promised not to mention my hem where I’d caught my heel and left it hanging.


Around eleven the pattern changed: arrivals then, and more leisurely, ordering shilling bowls of soup and willing to wait their turn. I’d learnt to spot arrivals quite well: even the most-travelled of them had a certain timidity, none of that brassy grab-what-you-can-and-be-off, lingering over their food as if the station was the last safe place before they launched out into the city. I learnt a lot about people, and not all of it bad, in those quiet years of my innocence, so soon to be shattered.


On this particular day, of course, arrivals were especially interesting for the chance that any one might be a personage or world-famous artiste. Many such would be crowding into Bristol in preparation for the morrow, and in this matter a degree of friendly rivalry had grown up between us girls. I can remember my chagrin when I realised it was the girls next door who had set the ball rolling.


The first Kate and Amy and I knew of this was when the high level of conversation coming over the partition was interrupted by a piercing whistle, followed by a succession of short sharp yaps such as are made by the smaller kind of dog. At the time I was serving chops to a gentleman in the company of a lady young enough to be his daughter but almost certainly nothing of the sort. This person affected to be much startled by the noises off, at which her elderly knight errant grandly ordered me to discover what they signified and immediately stop them. They were, he assumed, my personal responsibility. Glad of the excuse, I retired from their table.


Amy was ahead of me, and Kate not far behind. Such is the power of curiosity that I think even had the Queen herself been lunching at our tables, we would have found some excuse to spy upon the happenings next door.


The sight that met our eyes in the Second and Third Class refreshment room was astonishing. A space had been cleared among the people in the middle of the floor, and round it paraded six little dogs of a breed I did not immediately recognise, all of them dressed in red cut-away jackets and walking upon their hind legs. Standing at one side of the circle was a thin, immensely tall old gentleman, obviously their trainer, dressed in lemon yellow breeches and a smart hacking jacket, a high-crowned topper upon his head. In one hand he held a silver-mounted riding crop and in the other a small ivory whistle. Just as I pushed my way in among Mrs Skues and the other girls behind the counter, he blew a short blast on his whistle and rapped twice with his little whip on his thigh. At this the dogs neatly reversed the direction of their circling and paired off, for all the world as if they were dancing. It was a charming spectacle, and brought applause from all sides.


On a second whistle blast the dogs dropped obediently onto all fours, then sat, wagging their stumpy tails and panting, while their master went down the line and solemnly shook the front paw of each. He was so tall, and they were so tiny, that there was much kindly laughter at this courteous gesture. I looked carefully for any sign of fear in the dogs or of the whip being used as an aid to discipline, but saw none. Clearly this old man ruled by love rather than by terror.


During his passage down their line the dog trainer must unobtrusively have attached some sort of ribbon to their collars, for now, at a final command, the dogs leapt up and resumed their former parade. And strung between them this time was a yellow satin banner emblazoned in red with the words:




* Professor * Morrell’s *


* Unrivalled * Performing * Poodles *





To my surprise no collection was taken. Doubtlessly Professor Morrell considered the advertisement well worth a few moments of his time, for he now bowed, distributed a number of handbills, and then led his talented troupe out through the open doors of the refreshment room.


Beyond, on the platform, a truck loaded with theatrical hampers was waiting, and an assistant with any number of other little dogs on leashes about him. The six leading performers of our brief show leapt nimbly up onto the truck, and the entire party moved slowly out of sight.


I turned to Amy. ‘I’m glad I’m not the one who’ll have to untangle them all when they get where they’re going.’


But she did not laugh. Her face was fixed in a glower of determination. ‘I’m going,’ she whispered fiercely. ‘I’m going to the Fete, whatever Mrs S has to say.’


‘But how my dear? If she finds out she’ll discharge you surely.’


‘I don’t care. …’


I might have reasoned with her longer, had not Mrs Skues herself suddenly discovered us there and trodden briskly upon my foot to remind me of my duties. Back we trooped, Amy and Kate and I, back to our various impatient customers. I told my irritable gentleman of the little performance I had just seen and was immediately berated for not having stopped it sooner. Was there not, he demanded, some law to prevent such vulgarity from occurring in a public place?


In reply, of course, I had no alternative but to murmur meek nothings and wait for him to finish. Out of the corner of my eye, however, I saw the little lady’s attention quickly begin to wander, and with it her gaze – now here, now there … and suddenly becoming riveted. Curious, I edged round – still filling the gaps in her companion’s tirade with appropriate noises – till I could identify the object of her fascinated attention.


It was, predictably, a gentleman … or rather, to be accurate, a person not exactly a gentleman, the green of his bowler and matching waistcoat a little bright for that, his cravat a little daring, the raven curl of his moustaches a little too luxuriant. Clearly a man of style, however, and flair, and most appealing, I thought, to a young lady definitely not the daughter of her elderly consort.


The fine newcomer quickly noticed her interest as he surveyed the restaurant, and tipped his hat very civilly in return. Then he picked up a largish basket that had been out of sight on the floor beside him, and eased himself through the crowd towards us. Arriving at the table, he swept his hat from his head and bowed deeply, allowing his glance in passing to linger on me in a brief smile of seeming complicity. Unbidden, the thought entered my head that it was me he had noticed from the door, and not the young lady at all… Then his eyes were lowered, his mouth solemn, his whole attitude one of respectful supplication to my two customers.


‘Madam? Sir? A moment of your time, I beg! It will not be wasted, I promise you.’


Clearly the young lady had all the time in the world. And before her friend could protest, the handsome stranger had lifted his basket and placed it firmly on the table. A silver plate vase of folded serviettes went flying, and one of my mustard pots as well. Cutlery was scrambled, and my customers’ plates of food much endangered.


‘Madam? Sir? A moment of your time, I say … And do not fear – the simple, rustic delights of performing dogs are not within my competence. Rather I bear in my basket here a phenomenon more fitted to the diversion of sophisticated minds.’ He gestured widely, spared me a minute but unmistakable wink. ‘Sophisticated, I say … tasteful, unique, instructive … and never before seen in this noble city.’


The basket was about two feet square, with a carrying handle on its lid, and no grille or aperture round its sides whatsoever. Its contents, thus, were completely mysterious. The newcomer placed his hand upon its catch with a flourish. My elderly gentleman was too occupied with keeping his disordered lunch plate out of his lap to be concerned, but I must confess I stepped back a pace. Anything at all, I felt, might be forthcoming. Not surprisingly, our little group was beginning to attract the attention of the whole restaurant. Even the most exemplary gentlemen craned vulgarly to see. Our fine stranger’s hand remained poised upon the basket’s catch. Evidently our curiosity was to be screwed up still further.


‘Ladies and gentlemen. …’ He was not a tall man, neither did he unduly raise his voice, but I’ll swear he was seen and heard in every corner of the restaurant. ‘Ladies and gentlemen – allow me to introduce myself. I am Deveraux. Captain Edward Deveraux. I am, as you must know, a scientist, an engineer, an aerial wayfarer. Tomorrow I ascend into the higher air for your instruction and delight. But now, today, in less than a moment’s time, I propose to offer – quite without charge and entirely for the general good – a rare, an unique spectacle. Ladies – be assured my small entertainment is both tasteful and discreet. Gentlemen – be assured it will commend itself to your most serious attention.’


He tapped lightly upon the basket. ‘In this humble skip, ladies and gentlemen, is emprisoned the embodiment of a prophetic vision, my prophetic vision, a glimpse of future felicities without bounds. …’


The words flowed as smooth as silk. He paused on the up-flow of his peroration. He was indeed handsome and fine, this mountebank Captain. For all that I could recognise and distrust his masher’s eye, his roaring way with words, his showmanship, he held me breathless, mesmerised. In that moment I’ll swear he held us all so. He was a powerful weaver of spells, this fine and handsome Captain.









TWO


‘Ladies and gentlemen – ladies and gentlemen, I give you Josephine. I give you Josephine, my little treasure!’


The Captain flung back the lid of the basket. Immediately there was a puff of smoke, contrived I know not how. Out of this smoke there rose, with a whirring of released clockwork, a most delicate and pretty device. It was clearly a miniature balloon, but elongated and turned on its side, for all the world like a neat little vegetable marrow, with, suspended below it, a tiny aërial carriage, windows and doors being painted skilfully upon the sides. At either end of this carriage air paddles rotated, driven by some clockwork mechanism concealed within. And along the delicate blue of the balloon, in big silver letters, the single word: Josephine.


The apparatus spiralled up to within a few feet of the restaurant ceiling, and then commenced to travel in wide level figures-of-eight, its paddles churning the air to very good purpose. From many tables spontaneous applause broke out – though not, it need hardly be said, from the table so cheerfully invaded by the Captain, his ingenious basket, and its noisome puff of smoke. No, my elderly gentleman customer was so much not amused that his young lady companion was obliged – though less vocally – to disapprove also.


The Captain’s way of dealing with them was disarmingly simple. He appeared to hear not a word that was said. In a flash, however, he had whipped the basket from off their table, had straightened the cutlery and plates, restored the mustard and the vase of folded serviettes, and was offering each of the astonished diners a beautiful crimson carnation produced from I know not where. A carnation, and the most winning smile you could imagine.


Meanwhile, the Josephine continued to cruise majestically above our heads. One by one a succession of containers within the carriage opened, letting down rose petals, and a veritable snowstorm of confetti. And finally, as the paddles slowed, the craft descended to head height, hovered, and let down a tiny rope ladder. So perfect was the illusion that for a moment I half expected a suitably tiny man to emerge and climb jauntily down.


The implication was clear enough. Now Captain Deveraux moved between the tables to where the Josephine hung motionless in the still air, recaptured her, and returned her adroitly to his basket. Only then, her deeds having spoken far louder than any words of his could, only then did he address us.


‘I promise you I am no mere toy maker,’ he said. ‘My little Josephine here embodies all that is newest in aeronautical practice. Her purpose is serious, and strictly scientific. One day very soon I shall build her again – but ten, a hundred, a thousand times bigger. Then at last mankind will truly have conquered the aërial elements. …’


He talked on in this entranced manner for some short time more, but I will confess that I hardly heard him. It was rather the brightness of his eye that held me enthralled, the breadth of his gesture, the fervour of his whole being. Assuredly, here was no man to be discouraged by a mere bolt of lightning. And the wife of such a man – surely she must be of like spirit!


Suddenly he was preparing to go, and his words were nearly over, ‘… Tomorrow as you must know, I ascend into the higher air for your instruction and delight. Indeed, now, at this very moment, my monstre balloon, the Emperor, is being unloaded from the train that brought it hither. Tomorrow the intrepid Madam Kitty and I will ascend together, and all of Bristol will marvel. But remember –’ he was at the door now, basket in one hand, the other tapping his bowler matter-of-factly onto his head ‘– remember, it is the free balloon drifting at the mercy of the elements that is really the toy. My little Josephine may seem to you today no more than a pretty conceit. But tomorrow her like will span the skies, just as today ships of steam span the oceans.’


‘And what’ll push ’em along?’ shouted some hard-faced, practical man. ‘More clockwork?’


There was a murmur of laughter. But the Captain was already gone, the door swinging shut behind him.


It was as if a light burning brightly in the room had suddenly been extinguished. The place was shabbier for his going, more wearisome. The disbeliever was nothing to me. Captain Deveraux was no man to be confounded by mere practicalities: he had a vision, and faith in his vision – the faith of a Stephenson, the faith of a Brunel. I swear I could have warmed my soul for ever in the blaze of his words, and my heart in the brightness of his presence.


The couple at my table soon departed, the old gentleman still somewhat enraged, the young lady strangely absent-minded – seemingly quite entranced by the scent of the Captain’s carnation. …


Sadly I turned back to my petty tasks. The day wore on, dragging me gradually back to the smaller preoccupations of my life. The first of these being to keep out of Mrs Skues’ way for another nine hours.


Starting at two-thirty we were each allowed, in turn, fifteen minutes’ break back in the kitchen with Cookie, stoking up on gravy and vegetables, plus generous slices of bread and any broken pies that the Pipe Lane Bakery might have delivered. It was Mrs Skues herself, of course, who examined the pies and pronounced upon them. Yet the strange thing was that there were always enough genuinely broken pies for each of us girls to have at least one. … Now, even Mrs Skues might have been forgiven for thinking this too convenient a coincidence. But delivery of the pies was taken early in the morning by Barty Hambro, and he – for all his youth, being scarcely five and twenty – was a man with a formidable dignity. He had marched with General Roberts to Kabul. He had given an arm in the service of the Queen. To think that such a man might break pies himself, dishonestly, with malice aforethought, was beyond even Mrs Skues’ suspicious nature. So we lunched well, we girls, and asked no questions.


My lunch break with Cookie was always a welcome break. She was an Irishwoman, a cheerful bag of bones with six children, her carter husband dead three years before in a level-crossing accident, and she lived a life of courage and independence that was a daily example to me. There were always, so she said, so many people worse off than she: ‘Remember, Missie, back in old Ireland there’s thousands starving this very moment minute. When they’re not after killing the British sojers. I just thank the Holy Mother for finding me a man to take me safe out of it. Seven years we had, himself and me, and such a loving he gave me as will last me out me time. …’
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