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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.












INTRODUCTION BY LIZZA AIKEN


Weather Witches and Wise Women


You might imagine that Joan Aiken’s American writer-father, the Pulitzer Prize winning poet Conrad Aiken, would have been her most formative literary influence, or even her distinguished stepfather, British author Martin Armstrong. But far more important in the development not only of Joan’s writing, but of her whole character and imagination, was her mother Jessie, a Canadian who met Conrad while he was at Harvard, and she was completing her master’s degree at its sister college of Radcliffe in Boston, and fell in love with the young poet.


The life of a poet’s wife was not an easy one, and a few years later she sadly found herself divorced and living with her three children on the opposite side of the Atlantic in Sussex, England where the family had moved just before my mother Joan was born. The two older siblings were sent away to boarding school, and Jessie became Joan’s sole companion and educator for large stretches of her daughter’s early life, as they had moved to live in a small country village with Jessie’s second husband, Martin Armstrong, until Joan, too, was sent away to school at the age of twelve.


Luckily my grandmother Jessie was a formidable instructress in every way — Joan might be instructed by her to re-write the Bible as Shakespeare, or produce a poem in the style of Wordsworth or Chaucer; to write a sonnet or a villanelle, or take down dictation from The Oxford Book of English Verse. Before the age of five she knew by heart many of De la Mare’s haunting Peacock Pie poems with their stories of loss and mystery, ghostly visitors and vanished children, and the plaintive ballads of Jessie’s earlier Scottish ancestry in which old ladies are robbed by pedlars, damsels elope with gypsies, and lords are poisoned by their lovers.


Learning poetry by heart helped keep her mind busy while Joan helped Jessie work about the house, which in the 1920s had no running water or electricity (water was pumped from a well, and oil lamps and fires had to be prepared daily). Jessie was an excellent cook, and produced all the family food, including preserves made from their garden fruit and vegetables. There was only a small shop in the village, so most supplies were fetched from the nearest town once a week by a carter with a horse. During their work, or while going for walks in the afternoons, they held long conversations, or read aloud from a wide range of literature: from the Brontës to the Bible, Dickens to Dumas, or even stories by the Comtesse de Segur in French. In the evenings Joan would do her own work; from the age of five, she kept a writer’s notebook.


As a twentieth-century upbringing, this may sound extraordinary, but Joan took these writers and their worlds as a matter of course. Their stories and flamboyant styles of writing became the foundation of her literary imagination and formed the common vocabulary of her relationship with her mother, which was perhaps the greatest inspiration of her life.


The real difficulties in the lives of my mother and grandmother (both were left as single parents to bring up small children on meagre incomes) spurred them on, not just to find self-reliant role models in literature but to use the very medium of language and literature to assuage the difficulties and loneliness of their lives, and to pass on this ability to their children. One of our family phrases is “comfort reading”—meaning one’s personal store of fictional friends to whom one can always go for uplift or distraction, to escape from some unhappiness or find a way to deal with it. Joan Aiken took it a step further: being aware of the power of stories to heal or distract, to uplift and encourage, she used her gift to pass them on, and eventually, to her own immense joy, to write them as a means of earning her own living and supporting her family.


From her very first short stories, written while she and her young family were living in a bus, shortly after the end of the Second World War, Joan Aiken drew on the characters of women from folk and fairy tales who may have had to keep their own light under a bushel, but who used their understanding of the ways of the world and often their sense of humour to help not just themselves, but others who were lonely and unhappy. Often delightfully tongue-in-cheek, Joan Aiken presents stories of a shop girl who can sell you a pinch of weather, or a lonely spinster piano teacher who can confront the devil and his pop group in a dark alley. Old ladies, browbeaten wives, silent mothers, unhappy daughters – all are given a chance to speak their thoughts, and even practise a little magic in Joan Aiken’s modern folk tales, particularly in her last collection, called Mooncake. Stories from her whole writing career are included in this collection.


Dark and strange some of these tales may be, as they seek to deal with the real evils of our current society while set in Joan Aiken’s own fantastic and timeless world, but in this way she can call up the voices of the past to pass on the wisdom of previous generations to her readers.


In the last story, ‘The World Next Door’, with her usual prescience, and wry observation, Joan Aiken imagines a now rather familiar-sounding bully, a millionaire property developer, as the villain of one of her stories, who brutally turns an old lady out of her house in order to knock it down and build a golf course. But the aptly named Mrs Quill has her resources; after the destruction of her orchard, her house and her livelihood, she moves into the world next door, from where she haunts Sir Groby until he repents of his greed and the despoiling of his own world, and realises he must try to put back what was lost. You will notice that Mrs Quill has inherited her wisdom and her orchard from her mother and her grandmother, and so is trebly unwilling to break this powerful chain.


However, what is interesting in these socially resonant folk tales with their mysterious women bringing messages to the world, is that in almost all cases, the recipient of this wisdom is will be a boy – a son, or grandson, a protester who goes to live in the woods, a young man who appears and is prepared to tune in to the wisdom of his elders, and specifically to listen to women. The boy who arrives to pass on a message from Mrs Quill to Sir Groby from the apple orchard in the other world, is called Pip.


From her fiercely independent mother, who graduated from Harvard in 1911, to Joan’s own post-war years and the example of working women like the all female staff of Argosy magazine, who had, by rigorous self-training found their own place in their professions, Joan Aiken found role models who she then translated into her fiction. She created heroines who would survive on their wits and will power, even when education or position in society was denied them, from the sparky Dido Twite who appears in her Wolves novels, or the regency anti heroines inspired by Jane Austen, to her modern mock Gothic heroines pitted against the odds in her 1960’s thrillers.


Many of these characters had a strong flavour of Joan’s own personality about them, and thanks to those women who had shaped her own life they were invariably courageous, socially minded, and committed to their female friendships through thick and thin.









THE GARDENER AND THE FORK


IT had been snowing for two days, and when Cassandra turned off the road and up the chalk path which led over the Downs, her feet sank deep, and she left a solitary line of footprints midway between the buried hedges. The sun was just beginning to strike down over the hill, but everything was still very quiet; the birds and animals sat in their holes thinking about the problem of finding breakfast in that freezing waste.


Cassandra was one of those fortunate people who can understand the language of animals — how she learned it is another story — and as she passed a gate she heard two rooks talking, as they scratched the snow out of their feathers.


“There goes that girl,” said one of them.


“Yes,” said the second, “she doesn’t make as much noise as some of those humans.”


Cassandra was pleased at this. She had long ago learned that animals, on the whole, suspect and dislike human beings, and keep out of their way as much as they can; to get near enough to hear what the neighbouring rabbits, birds and foxes were saying, she had practised walking softly and hardly breathing at all, and it was encouraging to know that to some extent she had succeeded.


“My goodness,” the second rook went on, “last night I was sleeping up in Wellwater Spinney, and I’d just got comfortably settled into my first real good sleep, with my head under my wing, when along came three of those dratted great humans.”


“Keepers?”


“No,” answered the other rook scornfully, “when will you ever find keepers out at midnight? These creatures had a great sack, which chinked and clanked, and they were dragging it along on a rope, through the bushes. I didn’t wait to see what they did; I’m fonder of my own sleep than other people’s business.”


“That’ll be the Elphinstone silver, I wouldn’t be surprised,” the first rook said thoughtfully. “You heard it was stolen last night, did you? I expect those were the burglars hiding it.”


“What is silver?” asked the second rook, “any good to us?”


“No, it’s useless stuff those humans keep by them — the sort of thing old James Magpie would like. You can’t eat it. It’s not even any good for nesting.”


“Oh well,” the second rook said yawning, “I suppose I must be thinking about breakfast.” They flew off in different directions.


Cassandra, who had been pretending, while they talked, to look at the pillars of ice in a frozen puddle, straightened up and went on her way, thinking about what she had heard.


“It would be fun,” she said to herself, “if I could find the Elphinstone silver.”


For of course she had heard about the burglary that morning, like everyone else. Lord Elphinstone was a great friend of hers, who had given her a useful penknife at Christmas, so she felt it would be the least she could do to find his silver and return it.


“I wish I knew which Wellwater Spinney was,” she thought, “because I expect the burglars have left the silver there for today, and they’ll come back in the dead of night with a car and take it up to their friends in London, who’ll sell it for them. That means I must work quickly.”


The difficulty was, that of course the birds and animals often have their own names for places, which are quite different from the human ones; but Cassandra remembered that there was supposed to be an old well somewhere in the middle of Scotcher’s Bottom, and that seemed to be as likely a place as any. So she turned off the chalk road and struck up across the shoulder of the hill into the sunshine.


“I don’t suppose I shall be able to carry it, either,” she remembered, “if they’ve taken those candlesticks of Lord Elphinstone’s. They must weigh pounds and pounds. I’ll have to move the stuff away to a different hiding place and then come back later on with a wheelbarrow.”


Suddenly a shot rang out from the wood above her, and two rabbits came bounding down the hill, throwing up little spurts of snow behind them. When they saw Cassandra they stopped stock still, and froze into two very obvious brown lumps in the snow.


“Is Paul all right?” one of them shouted anxiously to the other. Of course a rabbit’s shout is very much higher than the average human ear can hear; as high as a bat’s squeak; but Cassandra could hear them quite easily.


“Yes, I saw him going out the back door,” the other one answered. “But really it’s disgraceful. You can’t get a wink of sleep in Wellwater Spinney these days. Keepers there the whole time. They ought to be exterminated.”


“We’ll have to see about getting a house somewhere else,” said the first.


“It’s no use my going on now, if there are keepers about,” thought Cassandra. “But anyway, I know that Scotcher’s Bottom is Wellwater Spinney. I’ll have to come back in the dead of night, too, that’s all, but it’s a great nuisance.”


She turned round and started downhill, and at once the two rabbits bolted like lightning into the woods below.


That evening, as soon as her family were safely in bed, Cassandra got up, put on her thickest trousers and sweater, took some chocolate and a long rope, and climbed out of her window. She paused in the woodshed to get out her sledge which, luckily, was light enough to be carried over her shoulder, and then walked as quickly as she could through the snow over the three fields behind the house, up the chalk road, and over the down towards Wellwater Spinney.


There was a little moon, which gave a faint glimmer of light, and she was just able to see her way through the thick hazel brush and brambles. Even so, it was no easy matter to find the well, and she was almost beginning to despair when she came across it quite by chance.


She shone her torch down, and saw that it was about ten feet deep, with a whole pile of dead leaves and snow in the bottom. This seemed to have been recently disturbed, and the snow round the mouth of the well was kicked and trodden.


“It’s a perfect place to hide treasure,” thought Cassandra. “I bet the sack is down there under that stuff.”


She looked about for a tree to tie her rope to. There was a fairly slender young beech near the well; she tied one end of the rope round that, and dropped the other end down the well. It was long enough so that there was quite a lot of slack in the bottom. Then she slid down into the well.


Her feet landed, not with a scrunch and a rustle, on snow and dead leaves, but with a dull clink on something hard.


“I was right,” she said to herself triumphantly, “there is something here.”


It did not take very long to uncover a large sack, tied round with rope at its mouth, and filled with something hard and nobbly and spiky, which chinked a little when the sack was moved.


“I expect they’ve got the silver all tied up in baize,” thought Cassandra, “so that it won’t get scratched.”


She tied the other end of her rope to the sack, and then climbed back up it. This was not so easy as coming down; she swung about a good deal and banged her fingers, and once she dropped her torch and had to go back for it. Pulling the sack out of the well was not easy, either; it seemed to weigh a ton, and she was very much afraid that the rope would fray on the edge of the well. But at last she got it over the top, and sat panting in the snow, with frozen hands and bruised knuckles.


Then, to her horror, she heard the distant sound of voices. The burglars were coming back to collect their swag!


There was no time to untie the frozen rope, so Cassandra cut it off as close to the tree as possible, gathered up the slack, picked up the bag, and staggered with it as far as the nearest bushes. Then she dropped on to elbows and knees and dragged it a little way through the undergrowth, coming round in a circle. The voices came nearer and she tried to put on a spurt of speed, but tripped over a root and fell forward on to her chin. Her left hand closed over something furry, and an indignant rabbit voice said:


“Here, where d’you think you’re going?”


Cassandra’s mind worked like lightning, and her hand closed over the rabbit like a vice.


“You stay here and keep quiet,” she hissed, “or you’ll be sorry.”


Then she lay flat on her stomach, with one foot hooked over the bag, took a firm grip of the rabbit’s ears, and waited.


Three men came out into the clearing by the well.


“Looks as if someone’s been here,” said a voice, which Cassandra recognized as Harry Link’s, of the house by the village shop.


“Rubbish,” said another voice. “That’s our own footprints from last night. Got the rope, George?”


“Here it is,” a third voice said. “Take that end of it. Don’t trip on it, you blooming fool. Give us a light, Harry.”


Cassandra peered out, and saw Harry Link and two other men whom she did not recognize. The man called George tied one end of the rope round a tree. Then be stooped down and said: “Hey!”


“What’s the matter?”


“Someone else has been tying rope round this tree.”


“Blimey! D’you mean someone else has been here?”


“We’ll soon see,” said George grimly. “Shine that light down the well, Harry.”


He went down the rope hand over hand, and almost immediately there was a muffled shout from the bottom. The other two men leaned over the edge and called, “What’s the matter?”


“Matter,” said George, his head suddenly reappearing over the top. “The stuff’s gone, that’s what’s the matter.”


“Go on.”


“Nonsense, George, it can’t have.”


“It has, I tell you,” said George. “Go down yourself, if you don’t believe me.”


So Harry went down, but came up in a minute saying, “He’s quite right, the stuff is gone.”


“D’you think it might be somewhere round about?” said the third man. He took the torch from Harry and began to shine it around. “Look, that might have been where someone was dragging it.”


“Might just as well be where we dragged it in,” said George gloomily.


“I dunno,” said Harry, “doesn’t that look to you like something under that bush?”


He came a few steps towards the bush where Cassandra lay hidden. She let loose the rabbit, giving it a smack, and it bounded out, almost on to his feet.


“Garn,” said George, “that’s nothing but a rabbit. Come on, we might as well be getting back to bed, and a worse night’s work I never did.”


Harry poked in a few more bushes with a stick, but soon they all moved angrily off. Cassandra waited a long time after they had gone, till she was half frozen, and then came out, collected her sledge, which luckily she had left a fair distance from the well, and tied the sack to it.


It was fiendishly difficult getting the sledge through the thick wood, lifting it over roots and edging it through narrow places, but once out of the trees it was fairly easy, and the only trouble was going down the steep hill, when the sledge was likely suddenly to catch up with Cassandra and bang uncomfortably against her calves. And she thought that she would never be able to use her hands again, they were so numb with pulling on the rope.


She left the sack in a holly bush, not far from Lord Elphinstone’s back gate, and went home to bed, wondering if it would be possible to make some cocoa in the kitchen without waking anyone.


Next day, as Cassandra was going by the short cut to the village shop, she met Lord Elphinstone.


“Hullo,” she said, “how are you?”


“Gloomy,” he said. “First of all I lose all my silver, and then my gardener marries the cook and they are both leaving. You don’t know of any gardeners, do you Cassandra?”


“No, I don’t, offhand,” she said, thinking. “But are you interested in yellow bluebells, Lord Elphinstone?”


“Yellow bluebells? Not if you’ve seen them at this time of year. It sounds a bit too much like apple-pie beds.”


“All the same,” said Cassandra, “I strongly advise you to go and look under that holly bush over there.”


She gave him a mysterious look and walked on towards the shop, but out of the corner of her eye she noticed that he was going in the direction of the bush.


Next day he came and called.


“Mother and father are both out, I’m afraid,” said Cassandra, meeting him at the front door.


“That’s all right,” he said, “I only came to return this book. By the way,” he added, looking sharply at Cassandra, “there’s a fork missing.”


“I’ve been thinking,” remarked Cassandra absently, “about gardeners. Harry Link is a very good gardener, and he’s out of a job at the minute.”


“He’s a bit wild, though, isn’t he?”


“Oh, I’m sure he’d settle down if he were in a regular job,” Cassandra said. “A fork, did you say?”


She showed him out of the front door, and then walked reflectively down the village street, with her hands in her pockets. Outside the shop was Harry Link, leaning against a wall and looking at nothing in particular.


“Morning, Harry,” said Cassandra. She was rather a friend of his.


“Morning, Cass. My mother was just wondering when you were coming in to see her.”


“Lord Elphinstone’s looking for a gardener,” said Cassandra. “I told him you were a good man. By the way,” she added, as if on an afterthought, “are you interested in forks?”


“Forks?” said Harry, “you don’t mean gardening forks? I dunno what you’re talking about.” His face was quite expressionless. “But if you go in and see my mother, I don’t say but what she mightn’t give you a nice piece of cake.”


Cassandra went off to the cottage and saw old Mrs. Link, a nice old lady who gave her a piece of chocolate cake and said, sighing, that she wished Harry could get another job, instead of hanging about all day.


“Though I won’t say but he doesn’t keep the garden nice, when it’s not all covered with snow,” she added. “He’s a born gardener, Harry is.”


When Cassandra came out she found Harry leaning against the gate.


“Like to see a kitten?” he asked. “My mother’s got a white one. I daresay you might find it under that currant bush. It often goes there.”


Cassandra went and looked under the currant bush.


“Find it?” asked Harry when she came back.


“No,” said Cassandra. She did not say that she had seen the kitten sitting on the hearthrug indoors. Her hand in her pocket curled round something thin and heavy, wrapped in an old bit of rag.


“Well, goodbye, Harry,” she said indifferently. “Don’t forget what I said about Lord Elphinstone.”


“Cor,” he answered, “you’re barmy. He wouldn’t have me.”


Cassandra went home, wrapped her present up in tissue paper with red ribbon, and added a note:


“Dear Lord Elphinstone. By the way, Harry Link grows the most wonderful peas.” Then she left the present and the notice in his front hall and went for a walk.


Some months later Lord Elphinstone met Cassandra in the street.


“You were quite right about Harry Link,” he said. “He does grow the most wonderful peas. And my garden’s been a different place since he took it on.”


“Ah,” said Cassandra, “he’s a handy man with a spade, is Harry. Or with a fork, either, for that matter,” she added thoughtfully.









DON’T PAY THE POSTMAN


YOUNG Miss Wind lived with her father in his cottage on an island north of the Hebrides. It was a lonely life for her, as her mother was dead, and her father, Wind, was out all day, and often all night too, on his work, blowing.


Miss Wind kept the cottage tidy, dusted (which she did very well), knitted warm woolly socks for her father and generally looked after him as far as she was able, cooked the supper and dug in their little patch of garden where nothing would ever grow. Her only possessions were a comb and a gold ring, which had been her mother’s. She spent long hours sitting gazing out to sea, wondering what life was like in the south, where she had never been.


The cottage was built of breeze-blocks, with huge windows made from slices of wind, and dark curtains of night-wind for use in the summer when the sun is still shining at midnight in those northern regions. No one ever called there except the postman who visited all the islands in his motor boat. Old Wind did not encourage callers. He could not prevent the postman, who had to bring his licence to blow, certificates of proficiency and other government documents, but he told his daughter never to let the man into the cottage, and that she was not to gossip with him.


Wind was not fond of society. By the time he came home from his work all he wanted to do was fall on his great bed and pass into a sleep so heavy that it took three alarm clocks and Miss Wind with a cup of boiling tea to wake him.


On Sundays he went to be cleaned, for by the end of the week he had collected up so much dust, paper, straws, leaves, bits of wool and general odds and ends, not to mention chimney-pots, masts of ships, trees and waterspouts that he was quite choked up and unable to function. The cleaning took all day, and was done backwards and forwards, many times over.


Miss Wind used to find Sunday her loneliest day until she learned about the Sunday paper, and then it was her happiest. She was very fond of reading, but there were no books or magazines in the cottage, as Wind did not hold with them. He said that paper was flimsy, useless stuff and it stood to reason that anything written on it would be useless too. So Miss Wind had to hide her Sunday paper, and when she had read it right the way through she burned it, though very regretfully.


The postman brought the Sunday paper when he made his weekly visit on Saturday afternoon. Miss Wind did not obey her father’s rule. She always asked the postman in and gave him a cup of tea. Moreover, she paid him twopence for the paper and another penny for delivery; he had told her that this was the regular fee. This was not the case, but Miss Wind, who lived very much out of the world, believed him. He also told her that the reason for the arrival of the Sunday paper on a Saturday was that, as they were so far north and the sun rose at midnight, their day began before everybody else’s. Miss Wind did not quite understand this, but she believed it too.


She always turned first to the Great Fashion Competition and filled in her entry for it while the postman drank his tea. Then she would give him some money for stamps to stick on the completed form and he would take it away when he went. She had never won anything, and this was not surprising for she knew very little about fashion. When the postman had gone she used to read her horoscope. This was the treat of the week. She took it most seriously, and would often become very excited if it said something like:


‘A promising social opening this week will mean a widening of your horizon and many new friendships’, or


‘After a gay and lively week you will need to relax at the weekend’, or


‘A new business contact will lead to heavy and important responsibilities.’


Miss Wind faithfully followed their directions as well as she was able.


One Saturday she was feeling low. Her father had been bad-tempered all week because it was the Equinox and he had extra work to do with the gales and spring tides. Moreover, Miss Wind was beginning to think about the spring-cleaning. She wished that she could get a woman in to help her, but unfortunately there was no one available within fifty miles. She was afraid that her father might decide to help, and find one or two cherished horoscopes which she had not been able to resist cutting out and keeping.


When she heard the chug of the postman’s motor boat she put the kettle on for tea and decided that she would cheer herself up by turning to her horoscope first instead of doing the fashion competition.


She saw the postman into his chair, with the sugar bowl beside him, and eagerly turned to page three, looking for the square block in the two middle columns. When she had read through it she looked up with an exclamation of dismay.


‘What’s up?’ asked the postman, drinking his tea.


‘It says “Don’t pay the postman who brings you this paper. He is paid by the Government and requires nothing further from you. You will receive a newspaper bill in due course.” ’


‘Eh? What’s that?’ said the postman, grabbing the paper from her. When he read it an ugly expression came over his face.


‘And I suppose you’ll believe a wretched, twopenny paper rather than me, who’s been bringing it regularly all these months.’


‘I must believe it,’ replied Miss Wind with dignity, though she was rather frightened. ‘I always believe my horoscope.’


‘Anyway it’s last week’s so it doesn’t apply,’ snapped the postman.


She looked at the date (which she had never thought to do before) and turned pale.


‘So you’ve been deceiving me when you said it was tomorrow’s paper,’ she said slowly. ‘In that case I certainly shall not continue paying you.’


The postman swore in a nasty way, took hold of her wrist before she realized what he was going to do, and snatched off her gold ring. Then he made off with it, shouting:


‘That’ll pay you out, you miserly little skinflint.’


She heard the chug-chug of his boat as she reached the door, and knew she could never hope to catch him.


Wind arrived home early that day, and in a bad temper. He had become quite clogged up with blowing on a fire in a sock factory in Glasgow. He wanted his tea and he wanted to go to bed. When he entered the cottage he found his daughter in tears seated before a fire which was nearly out, surrounded by the pages of the Sunday Illustrated. There was no kettle on, no hot scones, no girdle cakes, no kippers.


‘What’s the meaning of this?’ asked Wind furiously.


Poor Miss Wind sobbingly let out the whole story – the postman, the papers, the tea, the horoscopes, the payments, the fashion competitions, and worst of all, the loss of the ring.


As Wind listened his face grew darker and darker, and finally at the end of the recital he gave her a stinging slap on the cheek – the sort that you feel when you go out in a north-east gale.


‘This is a pretty kettle of fish!’ he said. ‘I knew how it would be if you let anyone into the house. Here’s this fellow been cheating you out of threepence every week – I don’t suppose the newsagents saw a penny of it – not to mention the entry money for the competitions – and now he’s got away with your mother’s ring. Perhaps you’ll obey my orders another time. Now leave the house, and don’t come back unless you have the ring with you – and take that disgusting trash out of my sight.’


Poor Miss Wind picked up her Sunday paper and wrapped her comb and some oatcakes in it. Then she went down to the anchorage where she kept her little boat, for she guessed that the postman would never come back to the island, and if she wanted the ring she would have to go after him.


Wind raged furiously round the house trying to light the fire. He blew so hard that a great clot of half-burned socks, which had been stopping him up, suddenly flew out and finished off the fire completely. That made him angrier than ever, and he determined to go in search of the postman himself. He set off across the islands, and by pure chance met the postman’s motor boat just rounding a promontory. Wind pounced on him, intending to grab the ring, but the man had it in his pocket. The motor boat capsized, the wicked postman was drowned, and the ring was lost.


Then Wind was sorry, and went looking for his daughter to tell her to come home again and cook his supper, but she was nowhere to be seen.


Miss Wind had gone in quite the other direction, and was rowing her boat slowly south. She felt very sad. Her father was angry, she had lost her ring, and she had been following the wrong horoscope every week. She felt that she had nothing left but the fashion competition, so in order to cheer herself a little she turned over the scattered pages of her paper until she found it, and set seriously to work, trying to judge the merits of twelve different hair styles.


Miss Wind had quite a lot of hair herself, of a strange, silvery colour. She never wore it in any particular style, merely keeping it combed and wishing that she could cut it short – but she had no scissors. So she gazed with interest at the different pictures of curled hair, waved hair, upswept hair, downswept hair, and sideswept hair. The last picture was one which particularly took her fancy; it was short and comfortable-looking, not too tidy (she had such difficulty in keeping her own hair tidy) and the caption underneath was ‘Windswept’. That decided her; she unhesitatingly put a cross under it and wished that she had some stamps, or some money to buy them.


These reflections had taken time, and when she looked over her shoulder she found that she was approaching the mainland. A row of mountains stood up out of the sea, and at the foot of them was a little fishing village.


‘Hey there, are you a mermaid?’ somebody called, and she saw a young fisherman bobbing in a boat near by.


‘No I am not,’ she replied with dignity. ‘My name is Miss Wind and I am looking for the postman. Can you assist me?’


‘I’m afraid you’re unlucky, Miss,’ he said. ‘The postman was drowned in a gale this afternoon off Point Ness.’


‘Oh dear,’ exclaimed Miss Wind.


‘I shouldn’t worry,’ the fisherman consoled her. ‘He was a bad lot. Been taking money out of the registered envelopes for years. He’s no loss.’


‘No, but he had my ring in his pocket,’ said Miss Wind sadly. ‘Now I shall never get it back.’


‘Oh I don’t know. Rings often turn up inside fish. You stay around in Port Lomas for a while, and it’s odds someone finds your ring in a herring.’


‘Is this Port Lomas?’


‘Yes it is. My dad keeps the fish shop.’


A fat man in a white apron appeared in a door and stuck up a notice which said ‘Frying Tonight’. When he saw them he shouted:


‘Jock! The fan’s gone wrong again.’


‘That’s bad,’ said Jock gloomily. ‘I’ve no more repair parts left. It’s the fan we use for cooling the fish,’ he explained to Miss Wind.


‘Perhaps I could do it instead,’ she suggested. ‘I’m very good at blowing.’


They agreed to take her on temporarily until the fan was mended, and Mrs Andrews, the fishmonger’s wife, let Miss Wind have a room. Her pay was five shillings a week.


Miss Wind liked her work, and the Andrews family took a great fancy to her. Mr Andrews started teaching her to play the bagpipes, and Mrs Andrews helped her fill in and post her fashion competition entry.


Unfortunately the time came when the fan was mended, and then Miss Wind was out of a job. There were only two other shops in Port Lomas, a butcher and a baker. The butcher kept his meat in a huge refrigerator, and the baker heated his oven by means of an electric bellows, so neither of them needed Miss Wind’s services; moreover, the baker said that Miss Wind’s presence in the bakehouse was enough to make the dough sink.


Luckily the Provost, who had seen her at work in the fishmonger’s, offered her a job as a street cleaner. It was not very well paid, but she did not mind; she tied up her hair in a blue and white cloth to keep out the dust and toffee papers, and much enjoyed seeing all the people go by and saying good morning to them.


One day she was working hard clearing away a lot of confetti left over from a wedding when the sky became black, and looking up she saw her father standing with arms folded and regarding her in a very awful manner.


‘So this is where you have got to! What is the meaning of employing yourself in the public streets in this manner?’ he said.


‘Well,’ replied Miss Wind with spirit, for she was no longer the timid little thing she had been when she lived at home, ‘you turned me out, so I had to earn my own living.’


‘It is quite out of the question for you to do it in this way,’ said Wind. ‘You have no training, no diploma, no certificate, no licence to blow, and you are not a union member. You had better come home right away before the union gets to hear about this.’


‘I don’t want to come home – it’s too dull – besides I haven’t found the ring yet. And I like street cleaning, and I do it just as well as anybody else.’


‘That is not the point,’ pronounced Wind. ‘Are you coming home or not?’


‘Not.’


Wind flung his plaid round him and stalked off to the post office without another word. His daughter placidly continued removing the bits of confetti and sweet papers from the pavement.


Wind sent telegrams, saying that a non-union cleaner was operating in Port Lomas, to the Amalgamated Union of Trade Winds, the International Transport, Propulsion and Motivation Workers’ Union (a somewhat sluggish union generally known as the Doldrums), the Federated Roaring Forties (a progressive splinter group), the Sirocco, Simoon and Mistral Co-operative Union, and the North-East Trades Council.


As a result of these telegrams the various wind unions met and decided to work to rule. This meant that there was just enough wind to encourage housewives to hang out their washing, but not enough to dry it; enough wind to get yachtsmen out on the water but not enough to move them; enough wind to persuade farmers to cut their grass, but not enough to make hay.


Still Miss Wind went on with her job. She did not see why she should stop for a lot of unions, though she was visited by dozens of shop stewards who tried to persuade her to stop, and picketed by breezes, light airs, gusts, eddies and capfuls of wind who got in her way and tried to hinder her work.


Then a general strike of wind was decided on, and this was more serious.


Poor Miss Wind began to get beseeching letters: from drought-parched farmers in California who saw rain-clouds in the next valley which never moved; from ship-owners; from millers; from the Lord Mayor of London to say that the city was enveloped in a dark cloud of smog and people would soon be dying of it; from gliding clubs; from children who could not fly their kites; from directors of airlines; all imploring her to leave her job and allow the winds of the world to get started again.


In the end she gave in. With tears in her eyes she pounced on her last bit of newspaper and then started slowly back to her digs at the Andrews’. As she came within sight of the door she saw them all there, jumping up and down and waving.


‘You’ve won it, lass!’ shrieked Mrs Andrews. ‘You’ve won the hair-style competition.’


A fat agreeable man came forward, said he was from the Sunday Illustrated, and presented her with a cheque for £500.


‘May I ask how you will use it?’ he asked, whipping out his notebook.


‘I shall start a hairdressing establishment in Port Lomas,’ replied Miss Wind at once. ‘I already have a comb and an interest in hair (not to mention waves) and I can do the drying myself; there is no hairdresser’s for two hundred miles so I shall have plenty of custom.’


This plan proved most popular and in no time Miss Wind was doing a roaring trade, creating newer and more elegant windswept styles, larger and more permanent waves.


A week after she was installed young Jock Andrews came into the shop with something in his hand.


‘Guess what I found inside a herring?’ he said.


‘My ring,’ answered Miss Wind at once. She took it from him and put it in a registered envelope, addressing it to Wind, Esq. ‘I hope the new postman is more reliable than the last one.’


‘Aren’t you going to go back and live at home?’


‘When I’m so happy here? Not likely. I’ll visit Father on my half days and do a bit of cleaning for him.’


‘How about marrying me?’ suggested Jock Andrews, pulling another ring out of his pocket.


So she married him and they lived happily ever after. If custom was ever slack, she went out with her husband in his smack and blew him along, and every August they went for their holiday to stay with Wind in the little house built of breeze-blocks.













A SMALL PINCH OF WEATHER


PETRONILLA’S GUEST HOUSE, where the Bishop stayed, was next door to a little shop with small unimpressive windows containing a mixed-up tangle of things which nobody ever looked at, because they always walked straight into the shop and told Miss Sophy Ross what they wanted, and she always had it, whether it was three ounces of three-ply for a jersey or half a mile of mare’s-tail for Tuesday.


The previous woolmonger before Miss Sophy had been an old lady who had called the shop ‘Joy’. The signboard read like this:


Wools and JOY Embroidery


with the JOY in bigger letters to show it was intended to be read first. Of course nobody ever did. They called the shop ‘Wools and Joy’. When the old lady died Sophy’s father gave her the shop for a twenty-first birthday present and suggested she should change the name to ‘Wools and Sophy’, but she preferred to call it ‘Wools and WEATHER Embroidery’, and had the sign changed accordingly.


The town of Strathcloud, where the Ross family lived, still employed an official Weather Witch. The post was hereditary. So at twenty-one Sophy had automatically become Weather Operator for the Strathcloud Urban District Council at a salary of four pounds a year, a bushel of sunflower seeds, and free upkeep of her bicycle.


Her duties were simple: she had to provide suitable weather for any town occasion, such as Bonfire Night or the ceremonial ducking of the Provost which took place on April 1st. And when these fixtures were dealt with she was free to make weather bookings for any private citizens who wanted them, provided they did not conflict.


“Half an hour’s rain for your carrots, Mr McCrae, Tuesday morning? I’m afraid eleven thirty to twelve is booked sunny for Mrs Lowrie – Janet Lowrie’s wedding, you know; would twelve to twelve thirty suit? Fine rain, or medium fine? And do you want any wind with it?”


There was no charge for the weather itself, but a sixpenny booking fee which went towards municipal expenses.
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