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PART ONE










Chapter 1


On 16th October 1845, the Bank of England raised the borrowing rate to three per cent and the market in railway shares went into steep decline. Wild speculation was replaced by panic, prices tumbled and many a fine gentleman who had got rich quick suddenly found himself poor again; Mr Neville Spencer Reeve was not among them. A wink and a nod from a friend in the City enabled him to escape penury by the skin of his teeth, but, for several years thereafter, he was obliged to devote himself to the practice of law with a diligence that had been sadly lacking during his time as an inveterate gambler on railway stock.


      The fortune he had almost lost had been spent mainly on women. He had buried two wives and fathered more than his fair share of children in, and out, of wedlock. He was no model parent but had nursed too many paternity claims through the Court of Chancery to neglect his obligations entirely and had made provision for his offspring, legitimate and otherwise, by farming them out to rural schools or setting them up in industrial apprenticeships. He could not, therefore, be brought to book for irresponsibility or condemned as a man totally lacking in heart. So, late on a gloomy March afternoon, he was not unduly alarmed to experience a twinge of compassion at the sight of little Susanne Thorne, hand in hand with her aunt, tripping across the courtyard of the Staple Inn just below his window.


      He stepped away from the window and carried a walnut high chair from its position against the wall and placed it before his desk on which lay a volume of Blackstone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England together with all the documents relating to Joshua Thorne’s last will and testament.


      The door from the courtyard slammed. The clerk’s voice rumbled in the stone stairwell and, a few moments later, Mrs Hollander and her ward were ushered into the office.


      ‘Madam.’ He shook Mrs Hollander’s hand. ‘Miss Thorne, have you recovered from your ordeal?’


      ‘I have, sir,’ the girl informed him. ‘Do you wish me to sit?’


      ‘By all means. See, I’ve put out a special chair for you.’


      ‘A baby chair, Mr Reeve?’


      ‘A chair for persons who are not full grown.’


      ‘Well, I’m not quite that, not yet.’


      Susanne clambered on to the high chair, planted her feet on the sloping step and did her best to appear grown up. Reeve waited until the aunt settled before he took up his position behind the desk. He was tall but not stooped and, except when occasion demanded it, wore no wig or robes. He was, in fact, far too much a man of fashion to favour the ancient accoutrement that had accumulated around his profession, much of which was designed simply to intimidate.


      ‘What age are you, Susanne?’


      ‘I’m fourteen, sir.’


      ‘Small for her age,’ said the aunt. ‘We’ll feed her up and she’ll blossom into a fine big strapping lassie in no time. Won’t you, my love?’


      ‘Yes, Aunt Bette. It’s what Papa would have wished for me.’


      Joshua Thorne had built up his printing business through sheer hard work and was known in the City for honesty and square dealing. He had married late in life and when his wife had passed away soon after presenting him with a daughter had employed a nursemaid, Miss Ashworth, to care for the baby. Miss Ashworth had been rewarded for her years of devoted service with a legacy of one thousand pounds and, soon after Aunt Hollander had arrived in London to take charge of Susanne, had gone off to live with a sister in Torbay. The Thornes’ house in Holborn, together with the printing shop in Farringdon Street and a paper-making factory in Shoreditch, had been sold and the proceeds invested in a trust to provide Susanne with an income, until she came of age.


      Reeve had first met the girl at the graveside in the cemetery in Gray’s Inn Road; a waif-like figure in childish weeds flanked by the nursemaid and the plump aunt and surrounded by a pack of faux relatives who had calculated precisely what Susanne was worth and who had clambered all over themselves in a belated attempt to lure her away from the Scottish aunt. He had admired her fortitude and common sense then, and he admired her now.


      ‘Do you understand, Susanne,’ he said, ‘the arrangements that have been made for your welfare?’


      ‘My Aunt Bette is to take care of me.’


      ‘Can you read?’ Neville Reeve enquired.


      ‘Of course I can read,’ Susanne replied, indignantly. ‘I learned at Miss Millar’s Academy. I can read music too, and count and embroider.’


      ‘My enquiry is directed not towards ascertaining if you can read, Susanne,’ Reeve said, ‘but to ensure that you are capable of understanding that which I will read to you.’


      ‘Is it the law, sir?’


      ‘It is the law.’


      ‘Is it about my papa’s money?’


      ‘It is.’


      ‘I’ll try to understand,’ Susanne promised.


      Neville Reeve could have recited the relative clauses from memory but he preferred the girl, and the aunt, to have it straight from the horse’s mouth. He opened the volume of legal commentary and read from it: ‘“The power and reciprocal duty of a guardian and ward are the same as that of a father and child, except in as much as the guardian, when the ward comes of age, is bound to give an account of all that has been transacted on behalf of the ward and must answer for all losses by wilful default or negligence. In order then to prevent disagreeable contests it has become a practice for many guardians to indemnify themselves by applying to an officer of the Court of Chancery, acting under direction, and accounting annually before the said officer of appointment.”’


      ‘Is that who you are, sir?’ Susanne asked. ‘The officer of appointment?’


      ‘Indeed, it is,’ Neville Reeve answered. ‘I have been licensed by the Court of Chancery to ensure that your aunt, Mrs Adam Hollander, receives a quarterly sum to keep and maintain you, and that she accounts annually for all additional sums spent on your welfare, no more and no less.’


      ‘Until I come of age?’ Susanne said. ‘When, sir, will that be?’


      Neville Reeve paused, then, by way of answer, resorted to reading from Blackstone. ‘“A female at fourteen is at years of legal discretion and may choose her own guardian; at seventeen may be executrix; at twenty-one may dispose of herself and her lands.”’


      ‘My lands?’ Susanne giggled. ‘What lands have I got?’


      ‘You may dispose of yourself, then,’ said Neville Reeve.


      ‘How do I do that?’


      The lawyer shrugged. ‘By marriage.’


      ‘When I am twenty-one?’


      How typical of a female not to interrogate him about the size of her fortune but to fix instead on the conditions of marriage attached to it. What in heaven’s name were they teaching them in Miss Millar’s Academy these days, he wondered, and had the law found its way on to the curriculum along with etiquette and embroidery?


      ‘Well, no,’ Reeve admitted. ‘Under Scots law, you may, in effect, marry after you are above the age of twelve years. It would, of course, be better – I mean, better for you – if you did not throw yourself into an ill-considered union with some young man who may court you simply because you have money.’


      ‘What,’ Susanne said, ‘if he loves me?’


      ‘Nature,’ said Neville Reeve, ‘may well endow you with all that is necessary to be a wife, and the law recognises that fact. Nature, however, may be somewhat more tardy in endowing you with sound judgement. I would strenuously advise you to seek advice from your aunt before you allow yourself to be beguiled by the blandishments of a person of the opposite sex.’


      ‘Beguiled?’ Susanne giggled again, then, sobering, asked, ‘Do I not need your consent to marry, then?’


      Neville Reeve closed both eyes and wrestled with what remained of his conscience. He tried to imagine what she would look like when she grew up. Pretty, perhaps, but more likely veering to the plain, though those dark brown eyes were mischievous enough to hint that she might have more character than he gave her credit for.


      ‘No,’ he said, at length. ‘No, you do not need my consent to marry.’


      ‘Thank you for telling me,’ Susanne said. ‘That is a useful piece of information to have at one’s disposal.’


      Reeve placed a hand on Susanne’s shoulder and peered into her dark brown eyes. ‘Twenty-one years, young lady,’ he said, ‘twenty-one years is the age at which you will cease to be regarded as an infant, so styled in law, and will be free to do as you wish. Marriage does not enter into it.’


      ‘It might?’ Susanne insisted.


      ‘Yes, my love, it might,’ said Aunt Bette Hollander. ‘There are lots of handsome young men in the Kingdom of Fife.’


      The Kingdom of Fife; a tusk of land jutting into the North Sea. The village of Strayhorn, where Bette Hollander’s husband had built himself a house, did not even deserve a mention on the map; one house, one servant, one adult son, no railway, barely a decent road, as far as Reeve could make out; yet the girl professed herself happy to embrace a new life in that remote corner of Scotland, and who was he, a humble servant of the Chancellor, to deny her?


      ‘Madam,’ he said, turning away from Susanne, ‘I require your signature on the petition of wardship. You will receive your first quarterly payment on the first day of June, paid to you through the Dundee branch of the Merchants and Traders Bank, with which institution a portion of the late Mr Thorne’s capital has been invested. The balance of the fund is under my jurisdiction and will be placed to yield a maximum return.’


      ‘Is a signature all that is required of me?’ Mrs Hollander asked.


      ‘That is all,’ Neville Reeve answered. ‘I will see to it that copies of the documents are delivered to your hotel before you set off tomorrow morning.’


      ‘And your fee, sir?’ the aunt said.


      ‘My fee has been deducted from capital. It is all, I assure you, to the letter and quite above board.’


      ‘I don’t doubt it, Mr Reeve,’ Mrs Hollander said. ‘Joshua wouldn’t have chosen you if you hadn’t been reliable.’


      Drawing the papers across the desk, the attorney flicked open the lid of a brass inkwell and, with a flourish that bordered on legerdemain, presented the woman with an ebony pen-holder. He leaned over her shoulder, and pointed.


      ‘There, if you would be so good.’


      Laboriously, Mrs Hollander signed her name.


      ‘There, too.’


      Mrs Hollander repeated the process.


      Mr Reeve dried both signatures with lilac blotting paper, witnessed each sheet with his own dashing moniker, blotted them again and filed them with the rest of the Thorne documents.


      On glancing up he was surprised to see tears trickling down the girl’s cheeks. He was tempted to console her but the milk of human kindness had been somewhat soured by his recent reverses, and he restrained himself.


      ‘Oh now, now,’ Bette Hollander crooned. ‘Oh, my poor wee lamb,’ and, plucking Susanne from the high chair, smothered her with kisses.


      And while this touching scene was taking place Neville Spencer Reeve seized the opportunity to stuff the Thorne documents into his enormous safe and, with a sniff of satisfaction at a job well done, locked them securely away.


 


Competition had reduced the travelling time between King’s Cross and Edinburgh to thirteen and a half hours and the race was now on between the Caledonian and Great North Western railway companies to woo customers with comfort and convenience. The convenience of having a water closet situated between the first- and second-class carriages was greatly appreciated by Aunt Bette Hollander who, so she told Susanne, had a barometer instead of a bladder and could measure not only changes in temperature but even in altitude by her need to make pee-pee.


      In the month of their acquaintance, Susanne had become used to her aunt’s lack of modesty. Life in Strayhorn and marriage to a sea captain had, it seemed, imbued her with an earthiness that sat ill with her aspirations to be regarded as a lady of quality.


      Aunt Bette had spared no expense in contracting for one of the well-upholstered U-shaped berths in the first-class carriage and had paid extra to have the quantities of luggage that she had acquired in the ‘Metrolopus’ stowed in the van. Susanne was unaware that the cost of her transportation from the Hub of the Empire to the Kingdom of Fife had been deducted from her account with the Merchants and Traders Bank, or that Mr Reeve had signed away twenty-six guineas to cover nineteen nights in the New Holborn Hotel where Aunt Bette and she had resided after Papa’s house, empty of furnishings, had passed into other hands.


      It was beginning to dawn on Susanne, though, that she would never see Miss Ashworth again, would never again prattle with Esmeralda Finch or Lisbeth Crouch, her best friends at Miss Millar’s Academy, never sit with Papa in the library upstairs while he read to her from Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare or the illustrated edition of Bible stories that, at Miss Ashworth’s insistence, he had provided for her instruction.


      The coach lurched and rattled. The green fields of England and its dusty towns bobbed past the window, veiled by smoke from the locomotive.


      Long before the train reached Grantham there was a nasty, metallic taste in Susanne’s mouth that not even a sip of cordial from her aunt’s silver flask could remove. After several sips from the silver flask Aunt Bette fell asleep and, lying back against the cushions, Susanne eyed the woman listlessly.


      She looked, Susanne thought, more like a painted doll than a person, like one of those elaborate waxworks that, by means of hidden bellows, were made to breathe. Her plump cheeks were daubed with rouge purchased from a stall in the Soho Bazaar. Her hair hung in fat loops intertwined with tiny pearls bought from a shop at Oxford Circus. She was wrapped in a voluminous mantle acquired from a splendid emporium in Regent Street, and a new black Babet hat, crowned with feathers, danced tipsily to the rhythm of the iron wheels. There was something ungracious about her aunt in repose, something to which Susanne could not yet relate; nor was she entirely convinced that the village of Strayhorn was quite the paradise that the woman made it out to be.


      She had been happy in London with Papa and Miss Ashworth, Cook and Mary Jane to look after her, and no memory of Mama to trouble her dreams. She had revelled in the little treats that Miss Ashworth had arranged: a sail on the Thames to Greenwich, a visit to the Tower, an evening excursion to Drury Lane to hear an opera sung in Italian. She had also reached an age when the future flickered with fascinating possibilities. The older girls at Miss Millar’s Academy were full of talk of balls, parties and picnics, of meeting young men, falling in love and, lurking behind a veil that not even Esmeralda could penetrate, all the alarming mysteries that marriage entailed.


      Then, in January, Papa had fallen sick.


      In those last days Susanne had seen little of him. Miss Ashworth had kept her ‘amused’ downstairs and life had gone on almost as before, except that there had been lawyers and doctors and gentlemen from the Merchants and Traders Bank calling at the house, bearded, black-coated gentlemen in tall hats to which granules of snow or droplets of rain adhered.


      At first Susanne had refused to accept that death had entered her papa’s house. He had seemed so peaceful lying in his spotless nightgown, hair and beard combed, with nothing to indicate that anything much was wrong with him, save for a freckle of blood on a handkerchief tucked under the pillow that supported his head, and the medicines that the doctors had left on the night table.


      Papa had smiled and stroked her hair. He had little enough to say, only, ‘Dearest, dearest, I will soon be with your Mama in heaven, or so Miss Ashworth tells me,’ and, later, ‘I have instructed Mr Reeve to write to my relatives in Scotland and ask them to take care of you.’


      Then, one terrible morning, Miss Ashworth had held her tightly and everyone had cried and, late that same evening, her Aunt Bette Hollander had arrived from Scotland, breathless, but not speechless, with concern.


      Grantham and Newark, Tuxford and Retford, on to Doncaster, to York and Edinburgh and, tomorrow, Perth. All the things that she had loved were being left behind, stripped away, mile upon mile, by cuttings and viaducts, embankments and tunnels. The fields were no longer shot with green. Snow lay in patches along the footpaths. Spring sunshine was swallowed up by lowering cloud that grew thicker and more constant as the locomotive puffed northward.


      In vain Susanne tried to cling to the remnants of her composure, to convince herself that Strayhorn was all that Aunt Bette said it would be and that everyone there would be kind and loving and would welcome her with open arms. But, as the journey became ever more tedious and tiring, her confidence waned and she began to cry, very softly, holding her hands to her face to hide her ingratitude.










Chapter 2


When the grandfather clock in the hall struck six, Buckie Hollander heaved himself from his armchair by the fire and hobbled to the window. He had been on tenterhooks all afternoon, bobbing up and down like a cork in a bottle.


      He pulled back the lace curtain and peered out into the dusk.


      ‘Nancy,’ he shouted. ‘Nancy.’


      Nancy Bissett, the Hollanders’ maid-of-all-work, appeared in the kitchen doorway. A lean, craggy-featured woman on the far side of thirty-five, she had been with the Hollanders long enough to have lost all fear of her master.


      ‘What is it now?’ she said, testily.


      ‘I can’t understand it,’ Buckie said. ‘Bette should have been home hours ago. Do you think there’s been an accident?’


      ‘I told you, she’ll have stopped off in Edinburgh to buy things.’


      ‘Why would she do that?’ Buckie said. ‘She’s been in London for the best part of a month. Her last letter said that the girl’s affairs were close to being settled and they would be home today about noon.’


      ‘They’ll be stuck down the road in Strayhorn waiting for Sandy Raiker to finish his ale. I thought Louis had gone to meet them?’


      ‘He did,’ Buckie said. ‘Hours ago.’


      ‘He’ll be drinkin’ with his cronies in the Dalriada, like as not.’


      ‘Not tonight, surely, not when his mama’s due home.’


      Nancy snorted, and vanished into the kitchen.


      Buckie peered through the salt-stained window but could see nothing to give him hope. The pain in his legs was heavy. He prayed that he wasn’t in for another bad spell. What sort of a welcome would it be for a poor wee orphan lass if the first thing she encountered was a groaning old man? He levered himself upright, reached for his stick, limped into the hall and, taking an old pea-jacket from the cupboard, draped it over his shoulders and opened the front door.


      The wind almost bowled him over as he stepped on to the wooden porch that fronted the house and peered towards the shoulder of the hill behind which lay the village of Strayhorn. A booming westerly drove masses of tarry-black cloud across the sky. Tonight, when the tide turned, High Cross beach would be swallowed up by a roaring surge and the house would shake with the force of the gale. He hoped that little Susanne Thorne, a city girl, would not be frightened by her first taste of Scottish weather.


      Buckie had never met the girl but he had met her father, Joshua Thorne, Bette’s second cousin, long before Susanne had been born.


      Shortly after their marriage, Bette and he had sailed to London to see the sights and had been entertained by Joshua in his grand house in Holborn. Buckie had been treated to a tour of the printing shop and dinner in a chop house somewhere off Fleet Street. He had rubbed along very well with Mr Thorne and remembered him fondly. So, when a letter had arrived from a London attorney informing Bette that Joshua was close to death and that his little daughter would be left alone in the world, Buckie had urged his wife to leave for London at once and to bring the child back with her.


      Buckie knew only too well what it meant to be alone in the world.


      He, too, had been orphaned at an early age. His father and brothers had gone down with the Goldfinch in the Davis Strait. Three years later, he had set off from Peterhead in the Penguin, to chase the whales like his da but while he had been gone his mother and sister had been taken by the cholera and he had come home to a world as empty as an old crab shell.


      The wind tore at his jacket. He tried to batten the garment around him, and dropped his stick. Just as he bent down to pick it up an enormous curly-coated Newfoundland dog bounded on to the porch, knocked him over, straddled his legs and, with a tongue as long as a grown man’s arm and as pink as a coral daisy, began licking his face.


      ‘Ajax, great heavens, Ajax, will you get off me.’ Buckie wrestled with the dog and glared up at the young man who had followed the dog on to the porch. ‘Call him off, Louis, for God’s sake.’


      Louis Hollander grinned and, grabbing Ajax by the throat, hauled him away. ‘He’s only demonstrating his affection, Pappy. He’s saying he loves you.’


      ‘Well, the stupid creature doesn’t have to murder me to prove it. Here, put him inside, then come and help me up.’


      Louis and Ajax were too full of vigour to know the meaning of restraint, and Buckie could not be angry with them for long. Louis returned, minus the dog, and helped his father to his feet.


      ‘Have you been feeding that animal ale again?’ Buckie asked.


      ‘Of course not,’ Louis said, then, ‘well, just a sup to keep me company. Ajax’s very fond of the barley brew. By the by, the coach from the railway station at Perth hasn’t arrived. If we had a trap and a pony of our own I would have gone to Perth to pick them up.’


      ‘Traps and ponies cost money.’ Buckie tapped the young man’s shin lightly with his stick. ‘Besides, who’d look after a pony? You?’


      Big spots of rain whipped against Buckie’s face.


      Louis tilted his chin and parted his lips to taste the salt, his pilot coat wide open, his shirt plastered against his chest, his jet-black hair forming loose wet curls on his neck. Pride mingled with anxiety in Buckie as he studied his son and wished, not for the first time, that Bette had blessed him with more children.


      There had been three conceptions before Louis, two after, and old Dr Campbell had told him in no uncertain terms that another miscarriage would ‘do’ for Bette, even if she was fifteen years his junior and still in her prime.


      Louis nudged him and pointed. ‘See, Pappy, here they come now.’


      ‘Are you sure?’


      ‘Isn’t that Dr Redpath’s gig on the hill?’


      ‘It is,’ Buckie said. ‘Who’s that waving?’


      ‘Mama,’ Louis Hollander said. ‘Home safe and sound at last.’


 


‘Late?’ Bette bussed her husband’s cheek. ‘Lucky we are to be here at all. What a nightmare of a journey we’ve had of it, not least searching for Raiker in Strayhorn. If it hadn’t been for the kindness of Dr Redpath we would be still be waiting for that horrid little fellow. Louis, bring in the luggage, if you please, and help the girl down.’


      All eyes turned to the gig, and its passenger.


      ‘Allow me,’ Alan Redpath called out.


      The hood of the gig fell low and for a moment all the Hollanders could see of the new arrival was a black skirt and gloved hands. When the doctor approached she stood up, stretched out her arms and let him swing her to the ground. She seemed slight, almost sickly. Her lips were full and the shape of her face pert but she was weedy, too weedy, Buckie Hollander decided; she definitely needed fattening up.


      Nancy Bissett came out to welcome her mistress and cast a wary eye over the newcomer. Ajax had no such reservations. He bounded down the steps, tail wagging, raced towards the child, sprang up between her arms and washed her face with his long pink tongue.


      ‘Don’t be frightened, sweetheart,’ Aunt Bette cried. ‘He won’t bite you.’


      ‘I’m not frightened,’ Susanne said. ‘I love dogs.’


      ‘Well, we’ve that in common, Miss Thorne,’ Alan Redpath said. ‘Watch he doesn’t knock you over, though. He’s a big chap and doesn’t know his own strength.’ Susanne braced herself and kissed Ajax on the snout.


      ‘Aren’t you going to kiss your uncle, too,’ Aunt Bette said. ‘See, this is your uncle, since you call me aunt. And this big strapping lump, who isn’t near as well behaved as you are, is your cousin Louis.’


      Pushing Ajax down, Susanne skipped to the porch and kissed each of her relatives with, Buckie thought, all the grace of a young lady who had been well schooled in manners.


      ‘Welcome to High Cross,’ Louis said and tapped his chin with his forefinger to elicit another kiss.


      ‘The bags, Lukie.’ Aunt Bette pushed her son towards the gig. ‘Come on, you useless donkey, fetch the luggage indoors before the rain comes down again. Besides’ – she looked up at Nancy for the first time – ‘I’m hungry for my dinner. Good evening to you, Nancy.’


      ‘Good evening, lady,’ Nancy said and stepped from the porch to unload the luggage, while the Hollanders, Louis included, made a great show of ushering Susanne indoors.


 


The Hollanders’ wasn’t the only house in Fife to bear the name of High Cross. At one time, two or three hundred years ago, there had been many abbeys and monasteries in Fife and several rude stone coffins had been dug up during the building of the Protestant church that served the fisher folk of Strayhorn. The house had been built on top of a ruined cottage that had occupied the site for as long as anyone could remember. There were three rooms on the ground floor and two on the upper. It was too dark to see much of the yard but, as she washed her face and hands at an iron basin in the kitchen, Susanne could make out a pump and the arch of a well, a scatter of hens, and some bed sheets flapping like apparitions on a length of rope fastened across the mouth of a shed.


      Bette took her turn at the basin. Susanne wandered back into the living-room. Her uncle was seated in a big leather armchair by the fire. Louis, at the table, was cutting a loaf of bread into thick slices and laying the slices in a fan shape on a floral plate. The table, Susanne noticed, was set for four.


      ‘Isn’t the doctor staying for supper?’ she asked.


      ‘The doctor,’ her uncle answered, ‘has other sick folk to attend to. There’s nothing he can do for me.’


      ‘Are you sick, sir?’ said Susanne.


      ‘He has the gout,’ Louis stated, still working the knife.


      ‘Is that a painful affliction?’


      ‘Do not, I beg you, ask him that question,’ Louis said, then chanted, ‘Gout, gout, gout, gout! O God, protect us from the gout.’


      Her uncle grimaced and raised a bushy eyebrow. His big, coarse hands roved over the muscles of his legs, stroking and kneading mechanically.


      Susanne was quite old enough to take a hint, and said no more.


      The room was furnished, mainly, in walnut wood: a sideboard, half a dozen chairs, a hanging lamp of polished brass. Plaster leaked from the painted wainscot. There were scratches on the wallpaper and grease spots on the rug, a general shabbiness that made her realise just how clean her father’s house had been with its glossy banisters and gleaming fitments and not a speck of dust, let alone a stain, to be seen. She did not find the cramped room uncomfortable, though. In fact, it was warmer than any of the rooms in the tall house in Holborn, for her father had always been niggardly with coal.


      Six or eight framed lithographs hung not quite straight on the brown wallpaper: wooden ships, ice and snow, great big fishes – whales, of course. Aunt Bette had told her that her uncle had been the master of a whaling vessel in his younger days.


      ‘Blubber, blubber, blubber!’ Louis chanted, as if he’d read her thoughts. ‘O God, protect us from the blubber, too.’


      Susanne experienced a little prickle of annoyance at her cousin who was, she thought, showing off. On one side of the fireplace hung an ancient barometer. On the other, dangling from a shrivelled leather thong, was a fat brass telescope and, monopolising the length of the mantelpiece, a model ship, intricately detailed down to the longboats that hung from its tiny tarnished chains. She asked, ‘Did you catch whales in this boat, sir?’


      ‘The Merrilyn,’ her uncle answered. ‘I owned her.’


      Before his son could wax sarcastic, the old man pushed himself to his feet, lit the hanging lamp above the table and in a voice more whimsical than dictatorial, called out, ‘Dinner, where’s our dinner?’


      Nancy stormed out of the kitchen and stood in the doorway, hands planted on her hips. ‘Who said that?’


      Father and son answered in unison, ‘He did.’


      And Susanne, knowing no better, laughed.


 


The dog was locked in another room. The lamp was lowered over the table. Susanne was seated between her uncle and her cousin. Nancy served broth from a porcelain tureen while Bette, with the restlessness of a person who can’t remain still for long, rummaged among the luggage in the hall. She returned with a chamois bag from which she extracted a battered silver mug that Susanne recognised as one that she had used as a child in the nursery in Holborn. It occurred to her that the Hollanders still thought of her as a child and, until she proved otherwise, would continue to treat her as if she were nine years old.


      Aunt Bette wiped the mug with a napkin and placed it before her.


      ‘Nancy, take away the water glass. Susanne is used to having her own mug which, as you can see, I retrieved before it could be sold.’


      ‘Ah yes, the sale?’ Louis glanced up. ‘How much did his stuff fetch?’


      ‘That,’ Aunt Bette said, tartly, ‘is none of your business.’


      Susanne let the servant fill the silver mug with water and dutifully took a sip or two. She had forgotten all about the nursery mug that Miss Ashworth had stored with other baby things in a chest in the attic. For the last year or so she had been taking wine at dinner; Miss Ashworth, like her papa, had been very fond of claret.


      The soup was too salty for Susanne’s taste. She mopped it up with a slice of bread, a mere peck compared to her cousin who finished the whole loaf almost by himself then sat with an arm draped over the chair back, looking expectantly towards the kitchen. Nancy brought in a big serving plate on which slithered a wet piece of meat. She dropped the plate on to the centre of the table. Bette looked at the meat, and sniffed. Buckie gazed at it mournfully.


      ‘What else have you got, Nancy?’ he asked.


      ‘Fried potatoes.’


      Buckie sighed.


      ‘Flank mutton, my favourite.’ Louis reached for the serving plate and a sharp-bladed knife. ‘Mater, pour vous?’


      Buckie said, ‘With the potatoes, Nancy, the malt vinegar, if you please.’


      ‘No vinegar for you,’ Nancy told him. ‘You know what the doctor says.’


      Buckie uttered a petulant little moan and, with a nod, sanctioned Louis to place a slice of mutton on his plate. He tucked his napkin into his waistcoat, lifted his knife and sloshed the meat about in a puddle of gravy. Louis served his mother and Susanne, and helped himself to the lion’s share.


      Susanne cut the mutton into tiny pieces and contrived to swallow without chewing. The taste was strong, not subtle. She recalled casseroles of prime lamb that Cook had produced and the delicate sauces that flavoured them. She drank water, ate the greasy meat and greasy potatoes, and envied Louis his appetite.


      For the next quarter of an hour not a word was spoken as each of the diners coped in his or her own way with the mutton and the lumpy suet pudding that followed it. As soon as supper was over, the table was cleared and Nancy laid a faded red cloth over it. Buckie settled into his armchair at the fireside, Bette, Susanne and Louis at the table. Released from captivity, Ajax bounded hopefully about, licking and whining and generally exhibiting a servility that sat ill with his size. He nudged Susanne’s legs and lapped up every microscopic crumb that had found its way to the floor. That done, he claimed his space in front of the fireplace and, with a windy sigh, fell asleep.


      Louis left the room and returned with an armful of papers, an inkstand and pen. He spread the papers out beneath the lamp and began to copy something from one sheet to another.


      ‘For heaven’s sake, Louis,’ Aunt Bette said, ‘can’t you put your work aside for one evening, especially as you haven’t seen me for weeks?’


      ‘I’m here, am I not?’ Louis said, without looking up. ‘You know very well that my concentration is absolute and that talking doesn’t put me off. Fire away and talk to me. I’m all ears.’


      Susanne roused herself enough to enquire, ‘What are you writing, Louis? Is it an essay?’


      ‘Music,’ Louis said. ‘I’m transposing a Bach chorale.’


      ‘Oh, you’re a musician?’ Her aunt had failed to mention that aspect of her cousin’s genius.


      ‘Music,’ said Buckie, mildly. ‘No money to be made in music.’


      Louis smiled indulgently at his father. ‘Bach didn’t do too badly.’


      ‘I hope you’re not comparing yourself to Bach?’ his mother said.


      ‘One has to start somewhere,’ Louis told her. ‘Besides, it’s not something over which I have much control. Music, I suppose, is my destiny.’ Then, lowering his head, he concentrated on throwing more musical symbols on to the paper.


      The heat of the fire, and the long day’s journey, had tired Susanne. Resting an arm on the table she laid her head down upon it, closed her eyes and, after a moment, let out a little purl of breath that bordered on a snore.


      ‘Wore out, poor lamb,’ Bette said. ‘We’ll wake her when tea’s served and then I’ll put her to bed.’


      Louis laid down his pen and, brushing a lock of hair from his brow, peeped at his sleeping cousin. ‘All right, Mother,’ he said. ‘Out with it. How much is she really worth?’


      ‘No more than we’d have been worth,’ Bette Hollander said, ‘if we’d invested our savings with Mr Reeve instead of that scoundrel Coburn.’


      ‘It wasn’t Henry’s fault that railway stock plunged,’ said Louis.


      ‘Perhaps not,’ his mother said. ‘I have remarked, however, that Henry Coburn isn’t living in reduced circumstances.’


      ‘That’s true,’ Louis admitted, ‘but old Harry has property and you’ll never starve if you have property.’


      ‘We have property,’ Buckie reminded him.


      ‘Property?’ said Louis. ‘Do you call this dismal hovel property? If ever we have to borrow on it, how much do you think we’ll get? Hardly a penny. Hasn’t it occurred to you, Pappy, that Mama and I deserve something better?’


      ‘If only we’d invested our capital with a London gentleman like Mr Reeve,’ Bette rambled on, ‘we’d be sitting pretty by now.’


      ‘You were obviously impressed by this lawyer chap,’ said Buckie.


      ‘He’s a man of some authority,’ Bette said. ‘He’ll do well by Susanne.’


      ‘Ah!’ Louis said, softly. ‘And Susanne will do well by us, n’est-ce pas?’


      ‘That,’ said Aunt Bette Hollander, crisply, ‘remains to be seen,’ then, rather more flustered than usual, reared back in her chair and called out to Nancy to fetch in the tea.


 


Bette held her up as if she were an invalid and offered her the nursery mug filled with milky tea. She took the mug in both hands and drank while her uncle and aunt studied her admiringly, as if she were performing a clever trick. Then her aunt took a candle-holder from the mantelpiece, stuck a candle in it, lit it with a taper, shepherded her out into the hall and up the steep staircase into the room at the rear which would be her bedroom. It was not so grand as her room in Holborn but the wallpaper was a cheerful creamy yellow flowered with little blue roses and there was an iron bedstead with a patchwork quilt, a dressing-table, a chest of drawers and two chairs upholstered in faded green velvet.


      ‘Nancy has put a hot pan in the bed,’ Aunt Bette told her, ‘and unpacked your clothes. There’s water in the jug, towels and soap and, yes, there’s your nightgown on the pillow. Don’t be alarmed by the noise, dear. It’s a wild night and the wind will find all sorts of things to throw about. If you’re frightened call to Louis across the corridor.’


      ‘Yes,’ Louis said, making her start. ‘I’ll fend off the ghosts and ghouls.’


      He leaned in the doorway, arms folded, watching her. He had taken off his collar and unbuttoned his vest and looked, Susanne thought, very languid and handsome in that pose.


      ‘No such thing as ghosts,’ Susanne said.


      ‘Is there not now?’ said Louis. ‘Ah well, we’ll see.’


      ‘Off with you,’ Aunt Bette said. ‘Give the poor girl some privacy.’


      Louis seemed reluctant to leave. ‘Isn’t she going to say her prayers?’


      ‘What would you know of prayers?’ Aunt Bette said. ‘A pagan wretch like you wouldn’t know a prayer if it was sung to you by angels.’


      ‘Well, we have an angel now,’ Louis said, ‘an angel of our very own, so perhaps I should stay and listen. Who knows what I might learn?’


      ‘Out,’ said Aunt Bette, and closed the door on him.


      Susanne took off her shoes and stockings, dress and petticoats and slipped into her nightgown. She knelt by the side of the bed, bowed her head and tried to recall the prayers that Miss Ashworth had taught her. She could think of nothing, though, except the strangeness of it all, how weary she was, and how, even at the back of the house, she could hear the roar of the sea as clearly as if it were breaking over the sheds in the kitchen yard.


      She murmured the Lord’s Prayer into her fists.


      Aunt Bette stood behind her, nodding approval.


      ‘I’ll leave you now,’ Aunt Bette said when the prayer was over. ‘See, here’s a little candle in a water-dish. It’ll burn for an hour and you’ll be fast asleep long before that.’


      ‘Thank you, Aunt Bette,’ Susanne said. ‘Thank you for everything.’


      Another kiss and, without haste, her aunt left her alone, closing but not locking the door behind her.


      Susanne sat on the end of the bed and listened to the storm batter against the roof. She felt both small and large, like a child and a grown-up at one and the same time. Soothed by the light of the little tablet of wax that floated in a saucer of water on the dresser she turned to the bed and peeled back the covers.


      The entity leaped out, sleek and black with evil yellow eyes.


      It soared from the pillow to the floor, and vanished.


      Susanne shrieked and fell from the bed.


      She flew to the door, flung it open and fled into the passage.


      Louis’s bedroom door was open, the room lamplit behind him. He had stripped off his vest and shirt and was barefoot and bare-chested.


      ‘What’s wrong?’ He showed no alarm. ‘Ghosts already?’


      ‘Yes,’ she gasped, shivering. ‘Yes, a ghost was hiding in – in my bed.’


      He stepped past her into her bedroom and with a courage that seemed almost foolhardy, knelt on the boards and peered under the iron cot. He fished about with his hand and dragged ‘the entity’ out by the tail. With the cat in his arms, Louis came towards her. Black fur against his pale skin seemed so unnatural that it was all Susanne could do to look at him. The cat’s yellow eyes closed and opened, pure black paws opened and closed on her cousin’s flesh.


      ‘It’s only our Thimble. She was sleeping in your bed. Trust her to find the warmest spot in the house. You frightened her as much as she frightened you. She’s really very amiable, as a rule.’


      Susanne, still shaking, forced herself to stroke the cat’s forehead. The cat purred loudly and rubbed her nose against Louis’s chest.


      ‘She’ll sleep with you if you’re nice to her,’ Louis said, ‘or would you prefer me to take her away?’


      ‘Take her away,’ said Susanne.


      ‘She’d be company for you, you know.’


      ‘No, please – just take her away.’


      Louis stepped past her, tossed the cat into his room and closed the door. He came back across the passageway and laying a hand on Susanne’s waist guided her back to the bed.


      ‘I’ll leave my door ajar,’ he told her. ‘If you need me, I’m but a step away. Meanwhile’ – he kissed her – ‘sleep tight.’


      ‘I will,’ she promised. ‘I will.’


      She held the sheet to her chin and watched him close the door, then, when she was certain that he wasn’t coming back, stretched out her legs, folded her arms over her breast and dented the pillow with her head.


      The candle flame flickered. The window frame shook. Rain beat upon the slates. The sea, like a huge heartbeat, pumped waves on to the shore.


      None of that mattered.


      Her brave cousin Louis was just across the passageway.


      She grew warm beneath the quilt and, with everything fading from her mind, sighed and settled down to sleep, eager now for the first day of her new life to begin properly.










Chapter 3


The path that zigzagged up the cliff from the cove was regarded as unsafe. Bette was the only one who used it regularly. On Sundays Buckie summoned the trap from Strayhorn and, with Nancy striding out behind them, Bette and he were driven over the hill to the edge of the village and doubled back to the church. It took a half-hour by the village route but only ten minutes to scramble up the cliff path and plump Bette Hollander was, as a rule, so eager to meet with her friend Thomas Oakley that she would have tackled the cliff with a rope and grappling iron to keep her rendezvous with the minister.


      She was flushed and breathless when she clambered on to the apron of grass below the wall of the burial ground that hugged the stout grey granite of Strayhorn Old Parish Church.


      The building itself was ungainly – some called it ugly – with urn-topped gables and a battlemented tower in lieu of a steeple for, sixty years ago, patronage had fallen into the hands of a branch of the family Arbuthnot who were Episcopalians and consequently had queer ideas about architecture. The Arbuthnots had been generous in their endowments to the parish, however, and had recently spent upwards of two hundred pounds improving the manse, much to the relief of Effie, the minister’s wife, who had become thoroughly weary of satisfying her husband’s less-than-spiritual needs with drips from a leaky roof falling on her head. New slates and plaster lathes did not fill small bellies, though, and the living of Old Parish was scant by any standards.


      Couched in a mellifluous baritone that could make the reading of marriage banns sound like a new Apocalypse, Tom Oakley’s question was, therefore, pardonable. ‘And what, my dear Bette, have you brought me this gusty March morning?’


      Tom Oakley was a small, squat man. He had a round head topped by a scroll of hair, more ginger than brown, that with diligent combing and an application of pomade, could, so he fondly imagined, be groomed into something resembling a tonsure, not monkish – dear God, no – but senatorial.


      Bette panted, ‘I – thought – you would – be pleased to see me.’


      ‘I am. I am indescribably pleased to see you. Overjoyed, in fact.’


      ‘Have you – missed me?’


      ‘With every sinew of my being.’


      The wind filled her black cashmere cloak, and her spoon bonnet, veil removed, clung to her head by the merest thread. Tom took her arm and drew her into the potting shed that leaned against one of the buttresses. The garden, part of the church’s inventory, had already been turned over and planted with spring vegetables and the potting shed was hardly more than a hut for tools. Dropping her wicker basket, ripping off her bonnet and throwing open her cloak, Bette closed her eyes, and puckered her lips for the minister’s kiss.


      Wrapping an arm about her, Thomas Oakley kissed her, passionately. His lips were hard, his tongue as soft as a sea anemone, but when he took her hand and pushed it down into the fork of his clerical breeches Bette found no matching softness there.


      Tom murmured into her ear, ‘Every sinew, I said, and every sinew I meant. What have you brought me, my dear? What is my reward to be?’


      ‘For the sake of pity, Thomas,’ Bette said, ‘do not tease me.’


      He crushed her hand between his thighs and, rocking rhythmically against her, kissed her lips once more. The wind beat upon the door like a fist. Thomas calmly walked the lady backward and pushed her shoulders against the salt-stained wood to silence the clamour. Her fingers were already fumbling at the double row of buttons that contained him.


      ‘Greedy,’ he said. ‘Oh, you are a greedy girl, Bette. Is this what London has done to you, made you forget your manners?’


      ‘Damn my manners, Thomas,’ Bette Hollander said. ‘Where are you?’


      He brushed her hand aside and removed the last impediment.


      ‘Right here,’ he said.


 


‘Where’s Aunt Bette?’ Susanne seated herself at the breakfast table and stared at the lumpy grey substance in the bowl that Nancy had dumped before her. ‘Is she still sleeping?’


      ‘Gone out,’ Nancy replied, then returned to the kitchen to grind the coffee beans that the lady had brought from London.


      Buckie took his hands from his knees and lifted a spoon.


      In spite of the ache in his legs, he smiled and patted Susanne’s head lightly. She had combed her hair and put on a clean, chequered dress and looked as sweet as a little hazelnut, and all bright and curious.


      ‘Your aunt,’ he said, ‘has gone to visit her friend the minister. I believe she has gifts for his family.’


      ‘Yes, she has,’ said Susanne. ‘She bought a snuff thing in the shape of a sheep’s horn in Edinburgh to give to him. And a whole Dutch cheese in a wax cloth. Peppermints. And a big packet of chocolate, the kind you drink. And – and I do not know what else. Is Mr Oakley poor?’


      ‘Poor enough,’ said Buckie, ‘to welcome donations to his domestic welfare. He’s a minister, what you, I believe, call a vicar. Did your – em – your father, did he take you to church every Sunday?’


      ‘Miss Ashworth took me to church. I don’t think Papa believed in God.’


      ‘Did not believe in God!’ said Buckie, dismayed. ‘How can a man not believe in God?’


      ‘I don’t know, sir. Papa wasn’t sure what he believed.’


      ‘Good Lord!’ Buckie Hollander said. ‘All a person has to do to be assured that we’re the receivers of God’s bounty is to look from the window.’


      Susanne turned her head and gazed at the glass. She remembered the fierce arguments that Miss Ashworth and Papa had had on the subject of religion and how she would hear them at it long after she had gone to bed.


      She frowned. ‘Has the storm gone away?’


      ‘Abated. It’ll be fine this afternoon, though still breezy.’ Buckie put her spoon into her hand. ‘Eat your porridge, sweetheart, there’s a good girl.’


      ‘Miss Ashworth told me it would be fish here, nothing but fish.’


      ‘We often have fish, it’s true,’ Buckie told her, ‘but the boats haven’t been out for days.’


      ‘Because of the storm?’


      ‘Aye, because of the storm.’


      ‘Where’s Louis?’


      ‘Dead to the world.’


      ‘And Ajax?’


      ‘Guarding his master, I expect.’


      ‘Lying on Louis’s bed, sir?’


      ‘Under it. By the by, you don’t have to call me “sir”.’


      ‘What should I call you?’ said Susanne.


      ‘Buckie will do.’


      ‘Isn’t it disrespectful to call you by your name?’


      ‘Nay, there’s nothing disrespectful about it.’


      ‘What is your name, sir?’


      ‘Adam,’ the old man told her. ‘I was born in Buckhaven, down the coast a piece, and it’s a habit sailors have to baptise you again. Buckie’s not so bad. It could have been Puggy or Porker or the Dribbler.’


      Susanne giggled. ‘The Dribbler.’


      ‘A fine enough fellow,’ Buckie told her, ‘and a grand man with a harpoon but he couldn’t sup his meat without spilling it down his beard. He was, I think, somewhat short of teeth – and do you know why he was short of teeth?’


      ‘Because he didn’t eat his porridge?’


      ‘Hah!’ Buckie shouted, delighted by her quickness. ‘The nail on the head. So, my lass, up with the spoon, open the hatch and shovel it in, or we might be calling you the Dribbler, too, before much longer.’


 


Tom opened the door of the potting shed and stuck his head out. Duty done, he was all safely tucked away, and now he wanted his reward.


      Within the shed, among the spades and hoes, Buckie Hollander’s wife rearranged her clothing and shakily called out, ‘Is the coast clear?’


      The coast, in fact, was rarely anything else but clear at that hour of a weekday morning for the older children were at school and the babies still tied to Effie’s apron strings. Tom gazed out to sea. Bands of sunshine moved across the face of the deep and the swell was less violent than it had been a half-hour ago. There were reports of heavy shoals of herring out by May Island. The winter drive for the silver fish had not peaked yet and the season, so far, had been poor. Soon the boats would be pushing out from Anstruther and, if they’d nothing better to do, the fishermen of Strayhorn might even deign to join them.


      Cautiously, Tom scanned the wrinkled coastline.


      ‘Coast clear, my dear,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘Come along, come along, a step or two around the corner will set us free of suspicion.’


      Bette stuck her nose out of the shed. Holding down her skirt and, Tom noted happily, clutching the wicker basket to her chest, she emerged and with quick, tight little steps, as if she were holding an apple between her knees, trotted round the buttress into the garden proper.


      If Effie, with or without the baby at her breast, did happen to be scurrying about the yard or squinting from the kitchen window she would see only what she had seen a hundred times before: her dear husband being charming to one of the ladies who put bread on the table and beef into the mouths of her bairns. Mrs Hollander seated herself on the rustic bench, damp though it was, and primly pressed her knees together. Mr Oakley placed one foot on the bench and looked down at her, gravely.


      ‘Did you conclude your business in London to your satisfaction?’


      ‘I did, Tom, I did.’


      ‘The girl, the orphan, where is she?’


      ‘At home with Buckie, having her breakfast.’


      ‘Is she pleasant?’


      ‘Very pleasant,’ Bette said. ‘A little treasure.’


      ‘In more ways than one, perhaps,’ said Tom Oakley.


      ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.’


      ‘I’m sure you do,’ said Tom.


      ‘The extra income, certainly, will be useful.’


      ‘A godsend.’


      ‘I would not go so far as all that,’ Bette said. ‘It’s the child herself who’s the godsend.’


      ‘Of course, of course.’


      ‘You’ll meet her on Sunday and see for yourself.’


      ‘I look forward to it.’


      ‘And us – I mean, when will we  ...’


      ‘Reconvene?’ Tom Oakley extracted a small notebook from his vest pocket and pretended to study it. ‘Monday?’ He looked from the booklet to the plump wife. ‘Will you not be too busy?’


      ‘Too busy doing what?’


      ‘Looking after your protégée.’


      ‘No,’ said Bette, curtly. ‘I’ll not be too busy.’


      ‘Monday then,’ Tom said.


      ‘But not standing up in that filthy shed. I’m tired of being treated like a – I mean, so off-handedly.’


      ‘Very well,’ Tom Oakley said. ‘I’ll come down to the shore, to the cave at half past eight. Is that suitable to you?’


      ‘Monday’s a wash day.’


      ‘Dear God, Bette!’


      ‘Yes, yes, Monday at the cave; half past eight.’


      ‘Good!’ Tom Oakley reached for the basket, but she held it away from him, clutching it with a possessiveness that he had not detected in her before. ‘What?’ he said. ‘What’s wrong now?’


      ‘On top, in a brown paper wrapping,’ Bette told him, ‘is my gift to you.’


      ‘Oh!’ Tom said. ‘May I peek?’


      ‘No, you may not peek.’ Bette Hollander gave his groping hand a little smack. ‘It’s a surprise.’


      ‘Will I like it?’


      ‘I’m sure you will.’


      ‘I’m sure I will, too,’ Tom said, generously.


      He offered her his hand. She rose to her feet.


      As a rule she was prudent enough to release him at once but this morning, with the wind blowing and sunlight skimming across the water, she held on. For a moment he thought she might be about to throw herself into his arms and cling to him like a barnacle to a rock.


      ‘On Sunday ...’ the woman began.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Will you say a welcome to my little niece?’


      He let his breath out and, with his head tilted to show off his professional profile, said, ‘Of course, I will, my dear, of course I will,’ then, with relief, escorted her to the end of the garden and, a minute or so later, watched her vanish over the edge of the cliff.


 


Behind a sandstone outcrop at the base of the cliff path Bette paused to catch her breath and wipe her skirts before she rounded the rocky corner and followed the line of shingle that led to the house. She was surprised to find Dr Redpath’s gig drawn up by the porch and experienced a flutter of panic at the thought that Buckie had been struck down in her absence.


      Buckie, gout and guilt had been inextricably linked in her mind since she had been forced to leave her fine house and her fine friends in Dundee. If only she had realised then that her pleasure would be so short-lived and if her ambitions for her son’s advancement were thwarted not by shipwrecks or storms or a slump in the price of whale oil but by insidious changes in the constitution of her husband’s blood.


      At first she had treated the disease as something of a joke. Buckie had long been a trencherman of repute in a town where eating and drinking to excess were regarded as attributes of manliness. He had displayed all the hardiness associated with his trade by sneering at pain, a rebellious phase that did not last long. All too soon swellings and fevers had sent him scurrying to doctors as far afield as Edinburgh, and aches, pains, diagnoses and cures became the sole topics of his conversation.


      Bored, anxious and resentful, Bette had been obliged to learn a whole new vocabulary that had nothing to do with whale oil or what style of hairpiece was in fashion but had everything to do with urates, diathesis and the so-called ‘law of atavism’, by which was meant the transmission of hereditary disorders. The plain fact of the matter was that her husband had flouted the doctors’ advice and had continued to console himself for his misfortune by consuming quantities of red meat, pickled herring, oysters and goose liver, washed down with wine, and the decline in family fortunes was, in Bette’s opinion, attributable to nothing more atavistic than greed.


      ‘What,’ she said, bustling into the hall, ‘is the matter with him now?’


      ‘What do you think’s the matter wi’ him?’ Nancy growled. ‘Didn’t you hear him groanin’ in the night?’


      Bette bounced into the living-room and, waving her hands, said, ‘What, again? No sooner do I get back from London than you start bellowing. Stop it, Buckie, you’ll frighten the girl.’


      Susanne didn’t seem to be in the least frightened. She knelt on the rug, watching Dr Redpath mix powders into a glass of water.


      Ajax was transfixed by the sight of the old man’s swollen legs and Thimble, very still, very attentive, clung to a wing of the old man’s chair. Everyone, Bette noted, was gathered around her husband, everyone except Louis who, of course, was far too sensible to tumble out of bed to observe another of his father’s fits.


      Alan Redpath had not been a practitioner of medicine for long and his patients were still suspicious of his abilities. They had trusted old Dr Campbell even after his legs had gone, and there was something too fresh and springy about the new chap to satisfy their need for gravitas.


      ‘Who sent for you?’ Bette asked.


      ‘No one sent for me,’ Alan answered. ‘I happened to be in the vicinity and thought I’d drop in to enquire how the young lady had passed the night. No,’ he corrected himself, ‘not strictly true. I didn’t like the look of Mr Hollander last evening, which is why I happen to have sedatives in my bag.’


      ‘I passed the night very well,’ said Susanne. ‘Uncle, is it very sore?’


      ‘Aye, lass, it is,’ Buckie got out.


      Every eye was centred on her husband’s swollen feet. Not for the first time Bette cursed the gout for having blasted all her hopes and for driving her out to this god-forsaken hole where nobody cared who she was.


      ‘What’s that you’re givin’ him?’ Nancy asked.


      ‘Iodide of potassium and sulphate of magnesia.’


      Alan stirred the cloudy liquid with a glass rod. His leather portmanteau, the colour of liquorice and shiny new, was open on the table, rows of small bottles glinting in the sunlight that brightened the room.


      ‘Is that the sun?’ Buckie craned forward in his chair. ‘Aye, Susanne, you’ll get out’ – he winced and went on – ‘out on the shore today now the – the clouds – are breaking up.’


      Ajax’s sad brown eyes followed the glass but the cat remained indifferent as if she, unlike the dog, had learned to tell medicine from milk.


      Alan wiped the rod against his sleeve and slipped it into his waistcoat pocket. He glanced at Buckie and shook his head. ‘There won’t be much sunshine for you for a week or two, old chap. Bed is best, I think.’


      He handed Susanne the medicine glass. She held it carefully in one hand and insinuated herself across her uncle’s lap. She placed her hand behind Buckie’s head, eased him forward, held the glass to his lips and let him drink, rubbing her hand across his neck as he did so, as if she were soothing a child.


      ‘Poor chap,’ she said, ‘not being able to enjoy the sunshine.’


      Buckie forced a smile. ‘Well, the sun will still be there tomorrow.’


      Bette, disgruntled, bounced off to help Nancy make ready the sick-room and, as if a spell had been broken, Ajax bounded off upstairs to rouse his master, and Thimble, with incomprehensible urgency, fell to washing her tail.


 


There had been a time, now long forgotten, when the minister’s wife had believed in love, when, trapped in the gloom of her father’s manse on the Lammermuirs, she had dwelt in lovely ignorance of the brute realities of marriage; a border region midway between maidenhood and motherhood when the fecundity of every male over the age of twelve had seemed like an invitation, though to what she did not know.


      She had been wrapped up in and protected by her father’s obsession with sin and redemption, of a love that spoke its name all too often but none too clearly, a spiritual manifestation of love that had no meaning for a sixteen-year-old country girl who, when young Thomas Oakley had arrived to serve term as her father’s probationer, had thus been ripe for the taking.


      Now, in her thirties, Effie cared not a fig about her body or her soul, only about keeping the two together; that and feeding her children on the pittance that Tom, by one means or another, scraped from the parish.


      She fell on the basket that the whale-master’s wife had given her husband, tore off the dainty cloth cover and tipped the contents on to the table. The latest baby, ten months old, clung desperately to her teat, his gums tugging at her elongated nipple, his fingers clenched to her flat breast, blue eyes wide with fear that he would be separated from a sure source of nourishment.


      ‘Cheese.’ Effie rolled the object across the table. Tom caught it. ‘Sweetmeats. What do we need with sweetmeats?’ She despatched the parcel of peppermints by an airy route. Tom caught it, too.


      ‘What’s this?’


      ‘I have no idea,’ Tom said.


      Effie hoisted the baby higher in her arms and stripped off the brown paper wrapping. ‘What is it?’


      ‘It looks like a snuff box,’ Tom said, placidly, ‘or, to be more accurate, a snuff horn.’


      ‘I can see it’s a horn. Is that silver?’


      ‘I imagine it might be.’


      ‘Is there snuff in it?’


      ‘Here, give it here,’ Tom said.


      He scooped up the wrappings and the horn before his wife could object and, tucking the brown paper under his arm, flicked up the lid of the chased-silver object and, wetting a finger, slipped it inside.


      He shook his head. ‘No, no snuff.’


      ‘What’s she giving us a snuff horn for? I mean,’ Effie whined, ‘why in the name of our Sovereign Lord does she think we need a snuff horn?’


      ‘She’s a kindly soul,’ said Tom, ‘but I doubt if she fully comprehends our predicament. However, after a decent interval, we’ll sell it.’


      ‘What’s it worth, do you reckon?’


      ‘Two or three guineas.’


      ‘Pop it,’ Effie said. ‘Pop it tomorrow.’


      ‘I’ll do no such thing,’ said Tom, firmly. ‘I’ve no wish to insult Mrs Hollander who has, after all, been very good to us these past few years. I’ll keep it for a six-month and let her see me using it, then I’ll sell it.’


      ‘Two guineas would buy us many a good joint of beef for Sundays.’


      ‘We’ll have fish on Sundays,’ Tom told her.


      ‘Fish, fish, fish.’ Effie rummaged among the other items that she’d poured from Bette Hollander’s basket. ‘I’m sick of fish, of cooking it, smelling it, eating it. I’m sick of picking bones out of my teeth and slapping the bairns on the back for fear they choke on your precious fish. Meat, I want meat, a good juicy joint to thicken my blood and improve my milk.’ She held the baby, Roland by name, up and appeared about to throw him at her husband. ‘Ask this poor wight if he prefers a silver snuff horn to a bellyful of hot brisket.’


      ‘Paaah,’ Roland squeaked in alarm. ‘Paaah-paaah.’


      Stuffing the snuff horn into his pocket, Tom reached out, took the latest into his arms and let him ride on the crook of his elbow. He tickled the little boy under the chin, ‘Oatmeal saps and cream of the milk for you, my lad,’ he said. ‘You wouldn’t know what to do with a joint of beef yet.’


      ‘Yes, he would,’ said Effie. ‘He has teeth.’


      ‘Has he?’


      ‘If it was your teat he was gnawin’ upon you’d know about teeth.’


      ‘Drinking chocolate,’ Tom said, lifting up the packet. ‘And, look, I think that’s chicken pieces in a jar of aspic, all the way from London town. You could do something with those for Sunday, Effie, could you not?’


      ‘Aye, I could swallow them whole, aspic and all,’ said Effie, ‘and still have a gap in my stomach the size of a hayrick.’


      ‘Come now, Effie,’ Tom said, less patiently, ‘you’re not starving, and the children aren’t starving. Compared with some—’


      ‘Don’t you dare trot out your list of comparisons, Tom Oakley,’ she told him. ‘If I was one o’ your farm girls you’d treat me with more respect.’


      ‘My farm girls?’ Tom addressed the question to his son. ‘What does your mama mean by that, I wonder?’


      ‘Mama means you tend your flock better than you tend your family.’


      ‘I see cake,’ Tom said. ‘I see fruit cake in a wax-cloth shroud.’


      ‘Yes, because it’s dead.’ Effie pounded the fruit cake on the edge of the table. ‘Dead and mortificated.’


      ‘Behold a tub of plum preserve, too.’ Tom continued to address his son. ‘I see a feast fit for a queen, yet all your mama does is complain. Complaining keeps her happy, you see. Complaining is her way of praising God for all His bounteous mercies. But if she doesn’t shut her mouth very soon, I’ll really give her something to complain about. Now’ – he dangled the infant over the table – ‘Papa’s going into the study to unearth an apposite text for Sunday morning and write a marvellous address that will enchant the multitude and oblige them to give thanks for all the blessings God has bestowed upon them. And Mama’ – he propped the little boy on the table top and let Effie catch him as he began to fall – ‘Mama is going to make Papa a scrumptious luncheon, is she not?’


      ‘What about the garden?’ Effie said, not quite meekly.


      ‘For the time being,’ Tom Oakley told her, ‘the garden can look after itself.’ Then, turning on his heel, he strode out of the narrow kitchen and across the hall to the study, with Bette Hollander’s love-gift tucked away safe in his pocket.


 


Buckie said, ‘Our little friend would make a fine doctor, would she not? Her gentle caresses are easing my old joints even as we speak.’ He lay rigid in the armchair, trying to make light of his pain.


      ‘She canna be a doctor,’ Nancy said. ‘Girls aren’t allowed to be doctors. What would you say, Captain, if she was obliged to siphon your water from your parts, eh?’


      Buckie closed his eyes. ‘It was only a manner of speaking, Nancy.’


      ‘She could be a midwife, though, if her stomach’s strong enough.’


      Susanne glanced at Dr Redpath. ‘Doesn’t a midwife deliver babies?’


      ‘She does,’ Alan Redpath answered.


      ‘I’d rather like to deliver babies.’


      ‘She doesn’t even know what her womb’s for an’ she wants to bring babies into the world,’ Nancy said. ‘It’s sheltered she’s been in that fine mansion in London, I’m thinkin’. She’ll make some man a good enough wife, though, her and her money.’


      ‘Nancy, that’s quite enough,’ said Buckie.


      Alan Redpath closed his portmanteau.


      Nancy, hands on hips, said, ‘Are you not leavin’ us any laudanum?’


      ‘No, I’m not.’


      ‘Dr Campbell always left the laudanum.’


      ‘I’m not Dr Campbell.’


      ‘He was a real doctor,’ Nancy said. ‘He knew how to keep pain at bay.’


      ‘I don’t believe in leaving laudanum where anyone can find it,’ Alan Redpath explained. ‘If the captain feels he needs it then send for me and I’ll administer a dose in the proper balance.’


      The argument was interrupted by a strange wheezy wail from the apartment upstairs followed by a ripple of notes that grew so strident that Susanne felt it drumming on her temples.


      ‘His lordship’s up at last,’ Nancy said. ‘Up, with the day half gone.’


      ‘What is that noise?’ Susanne asked.


      ‘It’s your cousin Louis composing his masterpiece,’ Buckie answered. ‘He claims he’s at his best when he first wakes up, his head so full of harmonies he has to get them down before they drive him mad.’


      Nancy stepped into the hall and opened the front door just as Ajax came bounding downstairs and shot out on to the porch.


      ‘If you’re wise,’ Buckie said, ‘you’ll follow the dog, Redpath. The boy might keep that racket up for an hour or more before he comes down in search of breakfast.’


      Head tilted back and eyes fixed on the ceiling, as if she expected an arm or a leg, or a quaver or a crotchet, to break through the plaster, Susanne said, ‘What sort of instrument is it? Is it the bagpipes?’


      ‘Lord, no!’ Buckie answered. ‘A parlour organ. Louis studied music in school and nothing would do but he would have an instrument of his own when he came home. I argued with his mother about the expense, but she was adamant. Nothing’s too good for her darling boy, you see. So an organ was ordered. A pretty penny it cost, too, shipped from London in parts in a watertight crate. I’ll give Louis credit, he knew how to put it together and bring it into tune, or whatever it is you do with a thing like that.’


      The conversation seemed to have taken her uncle’s mind from his affliction but the notes that poured from upstairs had an angry, unsettled quality that set Susanne’s teeth on edge.


      She started when the doctor put a hand on her arm.


      ‘Come,’ he said, ‘accompany me to the top of the brae and I’ll show you where you are and what lies about you. You’ll not be out of sight of the house and will have no difficulty in finding your way back.’


      ‘Aye,’ Buckie said, ‘go with him, sweetheart, for it’ll be no pretty sight watching me being put to bed.’


      ‘Won’t Louis come with us?’ Susanne said.


      ‘Not him,’ said Buckie, ‘not when the musical mood is on him.’


 


The gig was lightly sprung, the pony, a Shetland, sturdy and passive. Susanne forgot about her uncle’s distress, her aunt, even her musical cousin as the wonder of the ocean filled her eyes once more.


      She held her bonnet on with one hand and left the other, all unconsciously, resting on Alan Redpath’s knee.


      She wriggled this way and that, glancing inland at the cliff-top church, at fields ploughed for sowing, at cottages hiding in trees and farms set so far back from the road that they might, for all she knew, be in another county.


      Demanding and irresistible, though, was the sea: the North Sea, the German Ocean, a confluence, so the doctor told her, of the great rivers Forth and Tay, containing headlands and bays and hidden coves, fragments of land stretching out like the spidery legs of a compass to mark the line where the land stopped and an infinity of waters began, indistinct even on a whisking, cloud-tossed morning.


      Alan braked the gig at the top of the hill and left the pony free to graze on the scant grasses. He helped Susanne down, offering his hand as if she were a lady. He wasn’t as tall as cousin Louis, or so handsome. He had a square face with a cleft in his chin but his eyes were piercing blue, very sharp and amused and, though he was older than Louis, he was not so old as all that.


      They climbed to the crest of the hill.


      There was no definite edge to the cliff. It dipped down a grassy slope and slipped into the sea in a jumble of reddish-black rocks strewn with seaweed. Flocks of seabirds rode on the waves and hung on the air currents. Cowering against the back side of the hill lay the village of Strayhorn, not much of a place by the look of it, and the wall of a harbour in poor repair.


      Alan said, ‘Only seven or eight boats there now, though once it was a thriving fishing station.’ Susanne leaned against the doctor, and followed the line of his finger. ‘St Andrews lies in that direction. Beyond it, the River Tay on which stands the town of Dundee where your aunt and uncle lived at one time. Far off, too far to see, is Aberdeen where I, for my sins, studied medicine.’


      ‘Is that where you were born?’


      ‘No, I was born in Inverness, far to the north of here. My father’s a doctor there and my brother’s a surgeon in the Royal Infirmary in Edinburgh. He has a daughter, my niece, about your age. He’s much older than I am, of course.’


      ‘Are you a Highland man?’


      ‘Aye,’ Alan said. ‘I suppose you might say I am.’


      ‘Do you speak the language of the Gaul?’


      ‘Gael,’ the doctor corrected. ‘No, lass, I’m afraid I never learned Gaelic properly, though my mother, rest her soul, spoke nothing else until she was twelve years old.’ He studied Susanne for a moment or two, then smiled. ‘It’s geography we’re here to teach you today, not history. See’ – he pointed again – ‘out there is the Isle of May, the broad, flat one not far from the shore, where, sometimes, the fish gather in profusion and all the boats from the towns and villages round about go pouring out and the quays are slathered with fish and the merchants come from far afield to buy them up for curing and smoking. It’s a sight you’ll see for yourself if you stay long enough.’


      ‘I have to stay,’ Susanne said. ‘I’ve nowhere else to go.’


      Alan nodded, turned her again by the shoulders. ‘In that direction,’ he went on, ‘lies Anstruther, a market town, and that way, Crail, our post town. If you lift your eyes a wee bit and look across the water you’ll discern the shape of the Bass Rock that lies off the coast not far from Edinburgh.’


      ‘Fife’s a very big place, is it not.’


      ‘A world unto itself,’ Alan Redpath said. ‘Not a world like London, though, not so much life as London, I’m afraid.’


      ‘I must try to put London behind me if I’m to be happy,’ Susanne said, ‘for I’m here now and – and it’s not so bad.’


      They walked down the slope to the gig.


      ‘Your – what is he to you? – Louis Hollander, I mean?’


      ‘I call him cousin,’ Susanne said.


      ‘Well, your cousin will tell you about the nature of the things that inhabit the shore. He’s better versed than I am in that respect.’


      ‘Is he as clever as my aunt says he is?’


      ‘No denying that he’s a clever fellow and, in spite of his recital this morning, a very fine musician.’ Alan put a foot on the step of the gig. ‘Off with you now, Susanne Thorne.’ He tapped her bonnet in farewell. ‘Follow the path and you won’t go far wrong.’


      If she had been parting from him on one of the byways of Piccadilly she would have dropped him a pretty curtsey but somehow a curtsey didn’t seem appropriate in this rough landscape.

OEBPS/OPF/image/cover.jpg
~ JESSICA
STIRLING






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom2.png
HopDER G
sty





