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During the last year of his life Anton [Chekhov] thought of writing another play. It was not quite clear in his mind, but he told me that the hero, a scientist, loves a woman who either does not love him or is unfaithful to him. The scientist goes to the Far North. He pictured the third act thus: a ship is icebound; the sky is ablaze with the Northern Lights. The scientist stands, a solitary figure, on the deck amidst the utter silence and grandeur of the night, and against the background of the Northern Lights he sees the shadow of the woman he loves.

Olga Knipper-Chekhova, The Last Years

Falling in love is the one illogical adventure, the one thing of which we are tempted to think as supernatural, in our trite and reasonable world. The effect is out of all proportion with the cause.

Robert Louis Stevenson, Virginibus Puerisque
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Prologue


Port Blair

Andaman Islands

Indian Empire

11 March 1906

Dear Amelia,

There was an attempt to escape from the jail last night and a small riot ensued. Most unusual. Three of the prisoners were killed but a number managed to flee. Consequently we have a twenty-four-hour curfew imposed on the town so here I am in my house at luncheon writing this long-overdue missive.

All is well, my leg is much better (Dr Klein is very pleased, he says, though I’m walking with a stick – very elegant) and the new tribe we’ve found is slowly becoming accommodating. Colonel Ticknell, the British superintendent here, is most helpful. ‘Your every need, Miss Arbogast, is mine. Please don’t hesitate, the merest trifle, etc., etc.’ And I don’t hesitate (you know me). Transport, bearers, diplomatic postal facilities – even a firearm – have been supplied. I think Col Ticknell has a soft spot for me and he imagines diligent concern will win my heart. No harm in thinking, I suppose. You will call me a calculating minx, but needs must out here.

And, mirabile dictu, the advertisement I placed in the local newspaper and that I personally affixed to the wall in the post office has been answered. I have a new assistant – finally!

A policeman is knocking on the door. The curfew is over, I suspect. I will write again, later.

In the meantime, with my love as always, your sister,

Page

PS. By the way my new assistant is a tall young Scotchman, about thirty-five years old, called Brodie Moncur.
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Part I



EDINBURGH

1894
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Brodie Moncur stood in the main window of Channon & Co. and looked out at the hurrying pedestrians, the cabs, carriages and labouring drays of George Street. It was raining – a steady soft rain driven slant from time to time by the occasional fierce gust of wind – and, under the ponderous pewter light, the sooty facades of the buildings opposite had darkened with the water to a near-black. Like velvet, Brodie thought, or moleskin. He took off his spectacles and wiped the lenses clean on his handkerchief. Looking out of the window again, spectacle-less, he saw that rainy Edinburgh had now gone utterly aqueous. The buildings opposite were a cliff of black suede.

He replaced his spectacles – hooking the wire sides behind his ears – and the world returned to normal. He slipped his watch from his waistcoat pocket. Nearly nine o’clock – better start. He opened up the glossy new grand piano that was on the display dais, propping up the curved lid with its inlaid mirror (only for display purposes – his idea) the better to present the intricate machinery – the ‘action’ – inside a Channon grand. He removed the fall from over the keys and undid the key-block screws. He checked that no hammers were up and then drew the whole action forward by the flange rail under the front. As it was a new piano it drew out perfectly. Already a passer-by had stopped and was peering in. Drawing out the action always compelled attention. Everyone had seen a grand piano with the lid up but having the action on display somehow altered every easy assumption. The piano no longer seemed familiar. Now all the moving parts were visible beyond the black and white keys – the hammers, the rockers, the jacks, the whippens, the dampers – its innards were exposed like a clock with its back off or a railway engine dismantled in a repair shed. Mysteries – music, time, movement – were reduced to complex, elaborate mechanisms. People tended to be fascinated.

He untied his leather roll of tools, selected the tuning lever and pretended to tune the piano, tightening a few strings here and there, testing them and resetting them. The piano was perfectly tuned – he had tuned it himself when it had emerged, pristine, from the factory two weeks ago. He tuned F a modicum on the sharp side then knocked it in – back into tune – with a few brisk taps on the key. He supported a hammer-head and needled-up the felt a little with his three-pronged voicing tool and returned it to its position. This pantomime of tuning a piano was meant to lure the customers in. He had suggested, at one of the rare staff meetings, that they should have someone actually playing the piano – an accomplished pianist – as they did in showrooms in Germany, and as the Erard and Pleyel piano manufacturers had done in Paris in the 1830s and drawn huge crowds. It was hardly an innovation – but an impromptu recital in a shop window would surely be more enticing than listening to the mannered repetitions of a piano being tuned. Donk! Ding! Donk! Donk! Donk! Ding! He had been overruled – an accomplished pianist would cost money – and instead he was given this job of display-tuning: an hour in the morning and an hour after luncheon. In fact he did attract spectators, although he had been the single beneficiary – he wasn’t sure if the firm had sold one more piano as a result of his demonstrations, but many people and not a few institutions (schools, church halls, public houses) had slipped into the shop, pressed a calling card on him, and offered him out-of-hours piano tuning. He had earned a good few pounds.

So, he played A above middle C several times, to ‘get the pitch’, pointedly listening to the tone with a cocked head. Then played a few octaves. He stood, slipped some felt mutes between strings, took out his tuning lever, set it over a wrest pin at random and gave it some tiny turns, just to deliver torque, then eased the pin slightly to ‘set the pin’ and hit the note hard, to deliver a cast-iron tuning, feeling it in the hand through the lever. Then he sat down and played a few chords, listening to the Channon’s particular voice. Big and strongly resonant – the precision thinness of the sounding board (made from Scottish spruce) under the strings was the special Channon trademark, its trade secret. A Channon could rival a Steinway or a Bösendorfer when it came to breaking through an orchestra. Where the spruce forests were in Scotland that Channon used, what trees were selected – the straighter the tree, the straighter the grain – and what sawmills prepared the timber, were facts known only to a handful of people in the firm. Channon claimed that it was the quality of the Scottish wood they used that made their pianos’ distinct, unique tone.

Brodie’s feigning over, he sat down and started to play ‘The Skye Boat Song’ and saw that the single spectator had now been joined by three others. If he played for half an hour he knew there would be a crowd of twenty looking on. It was a good idea, the Continental idea. Perhaps, out of that twenty, two might enquire about the price of a baby grand or an upright. He stopped playing, took out his plectrum, reached into the piano and twanged a few strings, listening intently. What would that look like to anyone? A man with a plectrum playing a grand piano like a guitar. All very mysterious—

‘Brodie!’

He looked round. Emmeline Grant, Mr Channon’s secretary, stood at the window’s framing edge, beckoning at him. She was a small burly woman who tried to disguise how fond she was of him.

‘I’m in full tune, Mrs Grant.’

‘Mr Channon wants to see you. Right away. Come along now.’

‘I’m coming, I’m coming.’

He stood, thought about closing the piano down but decided against it. He’d be back in ten minutes. He gave a deep bow to his small audience and followed Mrs Grant through the showroom, with its parked, glossy pianos, and into the main hall of the Channon building. Austere unsmiling portraits of previous generations of Channons hung on olive and charcoal-grey striped wallpaper. Another mistake, Brodie thought: it was like a provincial art gallery or a funeral parlour.

‘Give me two minutes, Mrs G. I have to wash my hands.’

‘Hurry along. I’ll see you upstairs. It’s important.’

Brodie went through the back, through a leather, brass-studded door into the warehouse area where the workshop was located. It was a cross between a carpentry shop and an office, he always thought, the air seasoned with the smell of wood shavings, glue and resin. He pushed open the door and found his number two, Lachlan Hood, at work replacing the centre pins on a baby grand – a long job, there were hundreds of them.

Lachlan glanced at him as he came in.

‘What’s going on, Brodie? Should you no be in the window?’

‘I’m wanted. Mr Channon.’

He slid up his roll-top desk and opened the drawer where he kept his tin of tobacco. ‘Margarita’ was the brand name: an American blend of Virginia, Turkish and perique tobacco, made by a tobacconist called Blakely in New York City and to be found in only one retailer in Edinburgh – Hoskings, in the Grassmarket. He took one of the three cigarettes he had already rolled and lit it, inhaling deeply.

‘What’s he want you for?’ Lachlan asked.

‘I don’t know. Darling Emmeline says it’s “important”.’

‘Well, it was nice knowing youse. I suppose I’ll get your job, the now.’

Lachlan was from Dundee and had a strong Dundonian accent. Brodie made the sign of the evil eye at him, took two more puffs, stubbed out his cigarette and headed for Ainsley Channon’s office.

Ainsley Channon was the sixth Channon to head the firm since it had been established in the mid-eighteenth century. On the landing was a 1783 Channon five-octave spinet – the first Channon model to be a true success and which began the firm’s fortunes. Now it was the fourth-largest piano manufacturer, some said the third, in Britain, after Broadwood, Pate and – possibly – Franklin. And, as if to confirm the length of this lineage, Ainsley Channon dressed in a style that had been fashionable half a century before. He wore luxuriant Dundreary whiskers and a stiff wing collar with silk cravat and pin. His receding grey hair hung down long behind his ears, almost touching his shoulders. He looked like an old musician, like a stout Paganini. Brodie knew he couldn’t play a note.

Brodie gave a one-knuckle knock and pushed open the door.

‘Come away in, Brodie. Brodie, my boy. Sit ye down, sit ye down.’

The room was large and gloomy – the gas lamps lit even though it was morning – with three tall, twelve-paned windows looking out over George Street. Brodie could make out the high, thin spire of St Andrew’s and St George’s West Church through the still-falling smear of misty rain.

Ainsley stepped round from behind his partners’ desk and pulled up a chair for Brodie, patting its leather seat.

Brodie sat down on it. Ainsley smiled at him as if he hadn’t seen him for years, taking him in.

‘You’ll have a dram.’

It was a statement, not a question and Brodie didn’t bother to reply. Ainsley went to a table with a clustered, light-winking collection of decanters, selected one and poured two generous glasses, bringing Brodie’s over to him before taking his place behind his desk again.

‘Here’s how,’ Ainsley said and raised his glass.

‘Slangevar,’ Brodie replied and sipped at his amber whisky. Malt, peaty, West Coast.

Ainsley held up a puce cardboard dossier and waved it at him.

‘The Brodie Moncur file,’ he said.

For some reason Brodie felt a little heart-jig of worry. He calmed it with another sip of whisky.

Ainsley Channon had a somewhat dreamy and disconnected air about him, Brodie knew, and so was not surprised at the meandering path the meeting took.

‘How long have you been with us, Brodie? It’ll be about three years now, yes?’

‘Actually six, sir.’

‘Good God, good God, good God.’ He paused and smiled, taking this in. ‘How’s your father?’

‘Well, sir.’

‘And your siblings?’

‘All fit and well.’

‘Have you seen Lady Dalcastle recently?’

‘Not for a while.’

‘Wonderful woman. Wonderful woman. Very brave.’

‘I believe she’s very well, also.’

Ainsley Channon was a cousin of Lady Dalcastle, who had been a close friend of Brodie’s late mother. It was through Lady Dalcastle’s good offices that Brodie had been taken on by Channon’s as an apprentice tuner.

Ainsley was looking at his dossier again.

‘Aye. You’re a clever boy, right enough. Very good grades …’ He looked up. ‘Do you parley-voo?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Speakee zee French? Ooh la-la. Bonjour monsieur.’

‘Well, I studied French at school.’

‘Give us a wee whirl.’

Brodie thought for a moment.

‘Je peux parler français,’ he said. ‘Mais je fais les erreurs. Quand même, les gens me comprennent bien.’

Ainsley looked at him in astonishment.

‘That’s incredible! The accent! I’d have sworn blind you were a Frenchie.’

‘Thank you, sir. Merci mille fois.’

‘Good God above. How old are you now, Brodie? Thirty? Thirty-two?’

‘I’m twenty-four, sir.’

‘Christ alive! How long have you been with us? Three years, now?’

‘Six,’ Brodie repeated. ‘I was apprenticed to old Mr Lanhire, back in ’88.’

‘Oh, yes, right enough. Findlay Lanhire. God rest him. The best tuner ever. Ever. The very best. Ever. He designed the Phoenix, you know.’

The Phoenix was Channon’s bestselling upright. Brodie had tuned hundreds over his six years.

‘I learned everything from Mr Lanhire.’

Ainsley leaned forward and peered at him.

‘Only twenty-four? You’ve an old head on your shoulders, Brodie.’

‘I came here straight from school.’

Ainsley looked at the dossier.

‘What school was that?’

‘Mrs Maskelyne’s Academy of Music.’

‘Where’s that? London?’

‘Here in Edinburgh, sir.’

Ainsley was still computing numbers in his head.

‘’88, you say?’

‘September 1888. That’s when I started at Channon’s.’

‘Well, we’ve got a Channon challenge for you now …’ He paused. ‘Top us up, Brodie.’

Brodie fetched the decanter and topped up their two glasses and sat down again. Ainsley Channon was staring at him over his steepled fingers. Again, Brodie felt vague unease. He sipped whisky.

‘You know we opened that Channon showroom in Paris, last year …’ Ainsley said.

Brodie admitted that he did.

‘Well, it’s not going well,’ Ainsley confided, lowering his voice as if someone might overhear. ‘In fact it’s going very badly, between ourselves.’ He explained further. Ainsley’s son, Calder Channon, had been appointed manager in Paris and although everything was in reasonable shape, seemed well set up, contacts made, stock warehoused, regular advertisements in the Parisian press placed, they were losing money – not worryingly – but at a steady, unignorable rate.

‘We need an injection of new energy,’ Ainsley said. ‘We need someone who understands the piano business. We need someone with bright ideas …’ He paused theatrically. ‘And we need someone who can speak French. Calder seems incapable.’

Brodie decided not to confess how rudimentary his grasp of the French language was and let Ainsley continue.

‘Here’s the plan, Brodie, my boy.’

Brodie was to go to Paris as soon as possible – in a week, say, once his affairs were in order – and become Calder Channon’s number two. Assistant manager of the Paris showroom. There was only one thing to have on his mind, Ainsley said: sales, sales, sales – and more sales.

‘Do you know how many major piano manufacturers there are in Europe? Go on, have a guess.’

‘Twenty?’

‘Two hundred and fifty-five, at the last count! That’s who we’re competing with. Our pianos are wonderful but nobody’s buying them in Paris – well, not enough of them, anyway. They’re buying trash like Montcalms, Angelems, Maugeners, Pontenegros. They’re even starting to make pianos in Japan! Can you believe it? It’s a fiercely contested market. Excellence isn’t enough. It’s got to change, Brodie. And something tells me you’re the man for the job – you know pianos inside out and you’re a world-class tuner. And you speak fluent French. Good God above! Calder needs someone like you. Stupid old fool that I am for not realizing this.’ He sat back and took a gulp of his whisky, pondering. ‘Calder was too confident – overconfident, I now see. He needs someone at his side, help steer the ship, if you know what I mean …’

‘I understand, sir. But, if the language is a problem, why not employ a Frenchman?’

‘Sweet Jesus, no! Are you losing your reason? We’ve got to have one of our own. Someone you can trust absolutely. Member of the family, as it were.’

‘I see.’

‘Can you do it, laddie?’

‘I can certainly try, sir.’

‘Try your damnedest? Try your utmost?’

‘Of course.’

Ainsley seemed suddenly cheered and assured him he’d have a significant increase in salary, and his position – and his salary – would be reviewed in six months, depending on results.

Ainsley came round from behind his desk and poured them two more drams, the better to toast the new Parisian enterprise. They clinked glasses, drank.

‘We’ll meet again, afore you go, Brodie. I’ve a couple of wee tips that might be useful.’ He took Brodie’s glass from him and set it on the desk. The meeting was over. As he showed Brodie to the door he squeezed his elbow, hard.

‘Calder’s a good boy but he could do with a staunch lieutenant.’

‘I’ll do my best, Mr Channon. Rely on me.’

‘That I will. It’s a great opportunity for us. Paris is the centre for music, these days. Not London, not Rome, or Berlin. Apart from Vienna, of course. But we could be number one in Europe – see them all off: Steinway, Broadwood, Erard, Bösendorfer, Schiedmayer. You’ll see.’

Back in the workshop Brodie smoked another cigarette, thinking hard. He should be pleased, he knew, incredibly pleased – but something was bothering him, something indeterminate, naggingly vague. Was it Paris, the fact that he’d never been there, never been abroad? No, that excited him: to live, to work in Paris, that would be—

Lachlan Hood sauntered in from the shop.

‘Still here?’

‘Not for long,’ Brodie said.

‘I knew it. Tough luck, Brodie. Hard cheese, old pal.’

‘No. I’m to go to Paris. Help Calder with the shop there.’

Lachlan couldn’t conceal his shock, his disappointment.

‘Why you? Fuck! Why not me? I’ve been to America.’

‘Mais est-ce que vous parlez français, monsieur?’

‘What?’

‘Exactly.’ Brodie spread his hands, mock-ruefully. ‘The benefits of a good education, sonny boy. I happen to speak excellent French.’

‘Liar. Fucking liar. You speak opera French.’

‘All right, I admit it. The key thing is I speak enough French. Which is about one hundred per cent more French than you do.’ He offered Lachlan a cigarette, and smiled patronizingly.

‘If it all goes well, maybe I’ll send for you.’

‘Bastard.’
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Brodie hailed a cab that was trotting by Channon’s and asked to be taken up to Charles Street by the university where the Bonar Concert Rooms were. He sat back in the cab and drew the curtains a little, enjoying the darkness and the reassuring clip-clop of the nag and the squeak of the springs over the cobbles as the cab took him east through the city. Some woman had been in the cab before him, he realized, smelling her scent – rosewater or lilac – masking the odour of old leather and horse shit. Now he had some time alone he thought further about Ainsley Channon’s proposition, aware that he had accepted that proposition without thinking. Should he have asked for some time to reflect? But who would have thought for more than a second? To swap Edinburgh for Paris. To swap being senior piano tuner for assistant manager. To swap four guineas a week for eight. It was hardly a difficult decision.

He paid off the cab and went looking for the stage door. The management that night had asked for an old Channon concert grand and stipulated that it be regulated to the maestro’s requirements, whatever they might be. The house manager of the Bonar Concert Rooms – a solemn, bald fellow with an odd smell of mildew about him, Brodie thought – led him through dark passageways backstage towards the concert hall itself.

‘Who’s the artiste?’ Brodie asked, forgetting.

‘Georg Brabec.’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘Aye. He’s the talk of Prague and Budapest. So he keeps telling me. A big cheese in Leipzig, and all.’

‘God protect us.’

Brodie felt a slight dulling of the spirits. It was the second, third and fourth level of concert pianist that gave the most trouble to a tuner; problems ascending pro rata as the rank diminished. He had tuned a piano for Gianfranco Firmin himself when he came to perform at the Assembly Rooms, Firmin, who was one of the most famous piano virtuosos in Europe, yet a humble, charming, self-deprecating man. Every request preceded by ‘If it isn’t too much trouble’ or ‘Might it be possible for’ – no arrogance, no assumptions of overweening genius. Brodie had a bad feeling about Georg Brabec.

Brodie climbed the short flight of stairs to the stage and wandered through the crowded seats and music stands already in place for the orchestra towards the Channon, set before the empty amphitheatre. Georg Brabec stood beside it. Long hair to his shoulders, Brodie saw, with a dramatic streak of grey. A downy moustache. School of Liszt, Brodie reckoned, it did not bode well. Brabec was smoking a cigarillo.

Brodie shook hands and introduced himself. Brabec interrupted before he could mention his surname.

‘The piano is not tuned,’ he said in a somehow dubious, thick Mitteleuropean accent. Brodie couldn’t place it.

‘And very echo in treble register.’

‘I tuned it this morning before we sent the piano over, sir,’ Brodie said politely and patiently.

He sat down and played a few chords: C major, F sharp minor, E flat diminished. He had played in octaves. The piano was perfectly tuned.

‘And I asking for old piano.’

‘This is an old piano, sir. Forty years old.’

Brabec banged some keys with one hand, loudly.

‘Listen: here is thin. The hammer is …’ he searched for the word. ‘The hammer is not hitting true. Truly.’

Brodie sighed inwardly. Smiled, outwardly.

‘Let me have a look at it, sir.’

He opened his little Gladstone bag and took out his canvas roll of tools.

Brabec pointed the ashy end of his cigarillo at Brodie’s chest, aggressively, almost touching his jacket lapels.

‘And the keyboard is clean. I didn’t not ask for clean piano.’

‘Let me deal with that, sir.’

Brodie removed the fall, and pulled the action out. Most concert pianists he knew – 99 per cent of them – had absolutely no idea what happened between their striking a key and the note being produced. The vital factor was to reveal the arcane complexity of the moving parts. Brabec stared at the action for a moment, blinking.

‘Let me work on it, sir,’ Brodie said. ‘I’ll inform you when everything is in order.’

The manager reappeared and led Brabec off to his dressing room.

As soon as they disappeared Brodie pushed the action back in and put away his tools. In his Gladstone bag he had a small glass bottle containing a thin solution of honey and water. With a fine badger-hair brush he painted the keys with this solution then wiped them down with a rag. He checked the merest trace of tackiness that was left. Accumulated finger grease was what some pianists wanted when they demanded an old piano – the tiniest hint of something sticking so the palps of the finger would grip ever so slightly. All was well: the Channon perfectly tuned and regulated. Georg Brabec would be even more pleased with himself.

Brodie went in search of the manager and found him in his office with a small glass of port and water on the go.

‘Not the most accommodating of fellows, our Signor Brabec,’ Brodie said.

‘Aye. Total bampot,’ the manager said flatly. ‘And he now tells me he wants you in attendance for the recital, in case he needs you to retune at the interval.’

‘Tell him I’ll be here,’ Brodie said. ‘But in fact you probably won’t be able to find me …’

‘Right enough.’ The manager actually smiled and held up his port and water. ‘Will you have a wee snifter?’

Brodie – carrying his glass of thinly acidic claret – followed Senga up the stairs to her room. She kept looking back over her shoulder as if she couldn’t quite believe he’d actually come to see her. Brodie had left the Bonar Concert Rooms as soon as Brabec had marched on stage and taken his bow and had gone directly to Mrs Louthern’s ‘house’ in its side street off the Royal Mile down towards Holyrood Palace. He had sat in the small parlour for ten minutes with two of the other girls while he had waited for Senga to come free. The girls silently played bezique and paid him no attention although he was the only man waiting in the house.

What he liked about Mrs Louthern’s establishment was that there was a rear exit into a close behind the tenement. You didn’t leave the way you arrived, through the parlour, and so he would have no idea who Senga’s last client was. He was under no illusions – she had a job to do and the busier she was the better for her. Still, it was all the more welcome not to have to encounter some grinning, flush-faced farmer up for the agricultural fair fresh from her bed and, thereby, become pointedly aware of his own place in the queue.

Mrs Louthern topped up his glass of inferior claret and suggested that if he was in a hurry either Ida or Joyce here could happily oblige. No thank you, Brodie said, I’d rather wait for Senga. And Senga duly arrived.

In her bedroom upstairs Senga kissed him on the cheek and said she’d missed him. He hadn’t been to Mrs Louthern’s in over two months so it may have been true. Brodie put his glass down and began to undress. Senga undid her skirt and hauled off her frilly blouse, standing there in her cotton shift and ankle boots watching him strip off his clothes down to his vest and drawers.

‘I’ll be wanting the shift off, Senga,’ he said.

‘It’s another two shillings,’ she said. ‘Even for you.’

He didn’t care, he wanted them both to be naked. Senga was from South Uist, a girl who had come to Edinburgh to work as a housemaid in a big house in the New Town. She had become pregnant, had been promptly sacked, and had ended up at Mrs Louthern’s establishment earning another, somewhat more profitable, living. She was younger than him, twenty or so, he supposed, and there must be a child cared for somewhere, he supposed further. He hadn’t asked: it was Senga who provided all the information about herself.

She was fair, slim and heavy-breasted – which was why she was so popular – though he had heard some clients say they didn’t want the ‘squinty lassie’. Her right eye was a so-called ‘lazy eye’ and it obviously put some people off. Brodie, with his own acute eyesight problems, didn’t care. She still affected the good manners she had learned at the New Town house – despite the straightforward carnal nature of their encounters – and was always polite and she genuinely seemed to like him. More to the point, she aroused him. Maybe it was the lazy eye, he sometimes wondered.

Both naked now, Senga drew him to the narrow cast-iron bed and they sat beside each other while she gently worked at his penis with both hands, making it hard.

‘Why have ye no been to see me, Brodie?’

‘I’ve been busy,’ he said, watching her breasts sway.

‘Busy doing what?’

‘Writing.’ He had told her he was a composer.

‘Writing a song for me?’

‘Maybe.’

Seeing him ready, she rolled onto her back, spreading her legs and Brodie eased himself on top of her, resting his weight on his stiff arms.

‘Can I kiss you?’ he asked.

‘I don’t like kissing,’ she said. ‘You know that.’

‘I’ll give you a shilling.’

‘I don’t want another shilling. I don’t like kissing.’

‘All right. Have it your way.’

He eased the weight off his arms and she reached for him and guided him into her – so easy, he thought. How many times has she done that?

‘Take your specs off, Brodie.’ She had a lilting Highland accent.

‘No.’

‘Go on.’

‘I want to see you Senga. You’re a pretty girl. I like to see the pretty girl I’m fucking.’

She eased her knees back. She was familiar with the routine and the banter.

‘You say that to all the girls. A handsome bastard like you with your enormous big graith on ye, like a shinty bat. You want to see us girls as you take your pleasure, don’t you, fine sir? Like to see us shidder, don’t ye?’

‘I certainly do.’

Brodie sent down for a bottle of claret. A ridiculous, overpriced five shillings but he didn’t want to leave just yet. As long as you were spending then Mrs Louthern’s house never closed. Sometimes he’d walked out of Mrs Louthern’s into a refulgent Edinburgh morning, all sharp-angled sun and scouthering breezes, and gone straight to Channon’s, stinking of drink, tobacco and fornication – or so he thought – unshaven and greasy-haired and then ducked out at lunchtime to a barbershop for a shave and slap on some pomade before Mrs Grant could complain to Mr Channon about his staff’s debaucheries.

He poured Senga a glass and she drank the wine avidly. They had both dressed after their exertions. She was called Agnes McCloud but she didn’t like the name Agnes and so had simply reversed it.

‘I’m going away, Senga.’

‘No! Where’s better than Edinburgh?’

‘Paris.’

‘Ah. Right.’ She looked sad for a moment. She couldn’t compete with that.

‘What’ll ye do in Paris?’

‘Write a symphony or two, I suppose.’

‘And there’ll be lots of they French girls for you to dally with.’

‘I’ll always think of you, Senga.’ He poured more wine.

‘No ye won’t, you’ll forget me in a flash.’

‘No I won’t, I promise. You’re very special.’ He touched her cheek below her right eye. ‘That’s why I want to tell you something.’

‘What’s that, then?’

‘You know your funny eye? Your right eye. You can get it fixed.’

This had never been brought up before and it made her seem suddenly discomfited, vulnerable. The strange unspoken decorum of their transaction – her trade with him; money for services rendered – was suddenly present in the room. She had been objectified, somehow, and Brodie felt obscurely ashamed for mentioning the matter, trying to be helpful.

‘What’s wrong with my eye?’

‘It’s just “lazy”, so they describe it. But they can fix it, nowadays.’

He took out one of his calling cards and wrote the name and address of his optician on the back.

‘I’ll pay. Just go and see this man – show him this card and he’ll know it’s from me – and he’ll sort you out.’

‘Will I have to wear spengtacles like you? Those awfy bottle-bottoms.’

‘For a while, and maybe a patch, till your eye gets stronger … But life will be better, Senga, believe me.’

‘Life will be what life will be, Brodie. Nothing much we can do about it.’

‘I’ll be back one day. Have some more wine.’

He poured more wine into their glasses. She looked at him – winnel-skewed – harder somehow.

‘Aye. Maybe. Maybe not. Well, I wish you luck,’ she said, standing and going to the door. ‘Thanks for the wine. I’d better be getting on with things.’
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Brodie paid off the rest of the month’s rent he owed to the landlord of his lodging house in Bruntsfield. The landlord, a surly fellow called McBain, was irritated to lose a long-term lodger at such short notice and wanted to penalize him further, Brodie realized. He searched Brodie’s room diligently for signs of damage or neglect but could find none.

‘It’s so sudden because I’m off to work in Paris, you see,’ Brodie said, keen to make McBain envy him.

‘Rather you than me. It’s a sink, Paris. A sewer.’

‘So, you’ve been there, Mr McBain. To Paris.’

‘I don’t need to step in a sewer to know what a sewer is.’

Brodie lugged his cabin trunk to the end of the road and waited for a cab to come by. Paris was the great opportunity of his life, he realized, but it provided its own set of concerns. One in particular was beginning to stand out – Calder Channon. Brodie knew him a little from the short time he had spent in the George Street showroom before the Paris opening beckoned. A flighty, complicated individual had been his assessment, and very pleased with himself, moreover. Still, Paris was Paris – Calder Channon couldn’t ruin an entire city.

He caught the 10.45 train from Waverley station to Hawick and sat in the window seat of a smoking compartment looking at the rolling countryside of the Borders as they headed south out of Edinburgh. Vallonné was the word the French used for this type of landscape, he suddenly remembered. The hills were softly rounded, not jagged or rocky, carpeted with tough blond grass and heather. Nothing forbidding or awe-inspiring – just nature at her most pleasing and easy on the eye. And between the hills at their foot were swift shallow rivers, woods and copses, small fields of corn and barley, sheep and cattle grazing in pastureland. Clouds slid to reveal the sun and for a moment the valleys were exposed in a perfect fanfare of light. Brodie felt his heart give a thud of applause. It was beautiful countryside but he was heading homeward.

At Peebles station he threw his trunk into the back of a dog cart and told its driver to take him to Liethen Manor, a village some three miles away from town off the road to Biggar. The driver, a boy in his teens, gladly accepted Brodie’s offer of a cigarette, broke it in half and lodged the half he’d smoke later behind his ear.

‘I think I ken you,’ the driver said after twenty minutes, the rest of Brodie’s cigarette now smoked down to his fingernails.

‘Well, I’ve lived in Liethen Manor most of my life.’

‘You’re a Moncur. That’s it – you’re Malcolm Moncur’s son.’

‘I am, for my sins.’

‘Aw, no! No, no – he’s a great man.’

As they turned off the Biggar road, crossed the three-arched bridge over the Tweed river, Brodie felt that sinking of spirits that returning home always seemed to engender. They headed along a single-track metalled road between drystone walls running between farmland and woodland, meandering up the Liethen Valley towards the small village that was Liethen Manor. The village sat snug on the north bank of Liethen Water, a small, fast-flowing tributary of the Tweed. Brodie looked about him at the round hills that framed the valley and duly recalled his many ascents of them – Cadhmore, Ring Knowe, the Whaum. This was his home – there was no denying it. And he thought of a new definition of the word. ‘Home’ – the place you have to leave.

They arrived at the outskirts of Liethen Manor. An abandoned tollbooth and then a few low, slate-roofed, small-windowed workers’ cottages. On this side of the village there was a shop, a public house, a livery yard and blacksmith, an agricultural supplies depot, a dame school and a post office. In between these establishments was an untidy assortment of cottages and larger houses set in their vegetable gardens. The village was made important by its unusually large church and manse, both built only thirty years before, further down at the end of the main street, such as it was, on the western side. These were imposing buildings of red sandstone, somehow out of scale for this modest hamlet in its gentle valley. The big church and its grand four-storey adjoining house seemed more suited for a prosperous suburb in a big city.

The dog cart clip-clopped through the village and led them past the church, St Mungo’s, still looking new – pure Gothic Revival with flying buttresses, finials wherever a finial could be placed and a tall bell tower with no steeple. Its rowan- and yew-dotted cemetery was crowded with ancient graves, former parishioners, the late, good folk of the Liethen Valley. Then they turned into the gravelled carriage drive of the manse, set in a wide dark garden filled with ornamental conifers – monkey puzzles, larches and cedars – and beech trees. Beeches grew well in the Liethen Valley soil.

Brodie’s mood slumped further as the dog cart pulled up outside the porticoed front door of the manse and he glanced back at St Mungo’s, built on the site of the old Liethen Kirk that had been completely demolished to make way for the new church. The church and the manse had been constructed to his father’s design and financed through a complicated Tontine scheme. The Reverend Malcolm Moncur had put Liethen Manor on the ecclesiastical map and these dominant, inappropriate buildings were brash evidence of his power and sway.

Brodie paid the lad his sixpence and gave him another cigarette.

‘Is Moncur preaching this Sunday?’ the boy asked.

‘I’m sure he is,’ Brodie said and, thus reminded, told the boy to come back and collect him at 6 a.m. prompt on Sunday. As the dog cart turned round on the gravelled sweep, the front door opened and two of Brodie’s six sisters rushed out to welcome him. He turned to greet his family with the broadest smile he could manage.

Brodie sat on the bed in his old bedroom on the third floor under the eaves of the manse. He had gathered up the few belongings he had left there – a pair of heavy boots, a tweed overcoat, some photographs, some books – and had already packed them away in his trunk. Two nights at home, he thought to himself, surely it can’t be that bad …

There was a knock on the door and his brother Callum appeared. They looked at each other, blankly.

‘Are you a stupid, miscreant bastard or are you a terrible, poor lunatic fit for the loony bin in Penicuik?’ Callum said, apparently not joking.

‘Well, I’m here,’ Brodie said. ‘So, you’re probably right. I am insane. But, then again, so are you.’

They shook hands warmly and Callum punched him on the shoulder and Brodie punched him back. It was what they did when they saw each other.

‘I’ll have one of your fancy American cigarettes, thank you very much,’ Callum said. Brodie dug out his tin of Margarita from his trunk and they lit up.

Callum was two years younger than Brodie, shorter and more muscled, with a soft blond moustache. He worked in Peebles as a clerk to a Writer to the Signet. He lay back on Brodie’s bed and crossed his ankles on the bed-end, smoking histrionically, blowing smoke rings at the ceiling.

‘Your telegram informed us you were going to Paris,’ Callum said.

‘I am. I’m here to pack up my things and say goodbye to my stupid brother – and the rest of the Moncurs, of course.’

‘Oh, yes, you’ll be fucking French girls, lucky dog.’

‘I’ve got a very serious job to do. Where’s Malky?’

‘Malky has gone to Glasgow. He’ll be back tonight.’

‘Glasgow …’ Brodie thought. ‘Why does he keep going to Glasgow? Has he a woman there?’

‘Because nobody knows him in Glasgow – he’s safe. And there’s no particular woman – he just goes a-whoring with his cronies, I’ll wager. Incognito.’

Callum talked on, salaciously denigrating their father. Only between the two of them was he referred to as ‘Malky’. Brodie walked to the small dormer window and looked down over the garden spread below him. Three of his sisters sat on wicker chairs darning and sewing. Doreen, Ernestine and Aileen. The three oldest Moncur children, all in their thirties, and all unmarried. He and Callum referred to them as the ‘Eens’. He looked at the Eens as they worked and chatted. It was like a moment from a Russian novel, he thought: Tolstoy or Turgenev. He had six sisters, four of them older than he was, yet none was married. Why, he wondered? He turned away. Come to that, he wasn’t married either, nor was Callum – and the third Moncur son, Alfie, was only nineteen. Perhaps they’d all be married in the fullness of time … The key factor was to put as much distance between yourself and Malcolm Moncur, he knew. That was why he so wanted to go to Paris, he suddenly realized – Edinburgh wasn’t far enough away. Of all the Moncur children he was the only one who had fashioned and made good his escape. Perhaps he’d be an inspiration to the others.

Brodie came down to dinner promptly at six. He had shaved, and had oiled and combed his hair flat. He wore his charcoal-grey suit, a white soft-collared shirt and his Channon & Co. bow tie with its jocular symbols of musical notes, like polka dots. A bow tie made him feel older, somehow. He remarked to himself that he felt unusually nervous for someone who was meant to be welcomed to the bosom of his family.

He stepped into the big drawing room. Callum was there and five of the sisters.

‘Where’s Electra?’ he said. ‘And Alfie?’

‘They’ll be here,’ Doreen said sharply. ‘We’ll all be here to greet the Prodigal Son.’

‘What’s prodigal about him?’ Callum said. ‘Prodigal Idiot, more like.’

Aileen came over and took Brodie’s arm. Perhaps he liked Aileen best, he thought.

‘He’s prodigal because he went away and now he’s home,’ she said.

‘And how long will you be gracing us with your company?’ Doreen asked. She was the oldest and occupied a position somewhere between housekeeper and surrogate wife. Certainly Malcolm Moncur talked to his eldest daughter as rudely as he had talked to his wife when she was alive, Brodie remembered.

‘Two nights,’ Brodie said. ‘I leave for Paris at dawn on Sunday.’

‘You have to stay for the sermon,’ Ernestine said, shooting worried glances at Doreen. ‘Papa will want you to stay.’

‘Alas, alack – I don’t control the steamer timetables.’

Brodie could hear voices and laughter – men’s voices and laughter – coming down the corridor from his father’s sitting room. His ‘receiving room’, as he sometimes termed it.

‘Who’s with Papa?’ he asked Doreen.

‘The mayor of Lyne and some friends who’ve come up from England for some sport.’

‘And what sport would that be?’ Callum said. ‘Not fish or fowl, I bet you.’

‘Callum!’

They listened to the laughter growing louder from the sitting room and heard Malcolm Moncur’s booming voice shouting: ‘… and he’s not fit to wash my shoes!’

Brodie felt briefly nauseous, turned away and walked over to his sisters.

‘Any chance of a preprandial drink? A sherry or Madeira?’

‘Papa has locked the pantry and has the key.’

All alcohol in the manse – and there was a copious supply – was locked in a large walk-in butler’s pantry off the drawing room. Only Malcolm Moncur had the key; only he dispensed liquor in his house.

‘There’ll be something to drink in the receiving room,’ Callum said. ‘If they haven’t finished it already.’

‘Sneak in and grab a bottle,’ Brodie said to Isabella, the second youngest. She was a quiet girl who wore spectacles like him. ‘He’s never cross with you. Tell him we’re all dying of thirst out here.’

‘I don’t dare, Brodie. He’ll belt me.’

‘You’re seventeen years old, Isabella!’

‘He still belts me when he’s roused.’

‘Sweet Jesus. Are we allowed to smoke?’

He took out his pewter cigarette case with his pre-rolled cigarettes and passed them around. All his older sisters – the Eens – smoked, he was glad to see. Small acts of rebellion in this household were important. He lit their cigarettes, then Edith, his fourth older sister, decided she would like one as well and, when he and Callum lit up, they were all smoking, all six of them (only Isabella declining), as they made small talk, creating quite a fug, so that Electra, when she came in, followed by Alfie, opened the French windows onto the back lawn to provide a bit of air, she said. They greeted Brodie shyly, as if he were a stranger.

‘I hear you’re leaving us,’ Electra said. She was petite and the prettiest of all the Moncur girls.

‘Aye. Off to Paris.’

‘You’ll never come back,’ she said.

‘Of course I will,’ Brodie said. ‘It’s just a job. I’m not emigrating.’

‘I’d emigrate,’ she said, lowering her eyes.

‘And where would you emigrate to?’ came a loud voice from the doorway. ‘Darkest Africa? You’d be chicken soup in a second, my darling. Best to bide with your old papa. Eh? Eh?’

Electra slid behind Brodie as Malcolm Moncur stepped into the room and scanned his large family as all the women severally stubbed out their cigarettes.

Brodie glanced at Callum. They knew the signs, the descending stages, of Malcolm Moncur’s intoxication – four-fifths drunk, Brodie calculated: it could be a difficult evening.

The Reverend Malcolm Moncur was a short, burly man – going to fat – with a big strong-featured head, almost out of proportion to the rest of his stocky body. He was sixty years old but his light reddish-brown hair was just greying at the temples and he had a dense well-shaped moustache, like something cut from coir matting, a darker gingery red. Callum thought he had some barber colour-tint it.

Malky Moncur, Brodie thought, in your cups as usual, waiting for his father’s eyes to settle on him, as they duly did.

‘Talking of Africa – look! The darkie’s come home. Well, well, well.’

‘Hello, Papa,’ Brodie said, his voice staying calm.

‘How’s my wee mulatto?’ he said coming up to Brodie. Brodie was a head taller than his father and the pointed height difference always seemed to agitate Malky, Brodie had noticed, as if it were some kind of personal genetic affront. Brodie was very dark – his hair ink-black, his eyes brown, his skin sallow – alone in this family of fair-haired, light-eyed, pale-faced Moncurs. His father had commented on this discrepancy all his life. Brodie rather hoped that he was the result of an affair his mother had enjoyed with some olive-skinned Latin visitor to Scotland. It was a fantasy, he knew.

‘You’re as black as ever, I see. Black as the day you were born.’

‘Thank you, Papa,’ he said, levelly. ‘You seem well. Glasgow must have been invigorating.’

The two of them looked at each other. Brodie kept his features impassive, his eyes dead. You may control the others but you do not control me, Malky Moncur, he thought: I am my own man.

‘Agonizing Christ!’ Malky Moncur turned on his oldest daughter. ‘Are we going to eat or starve, Doreen? I’m dying of hunger!’

And at this the Reverend Malcolm Moncur marched into the dining room, the Moncur sisters and brothers silently following, looking sharply at each other, unspoken messages darting between them.

The dinner passed off relatively well, Brodie thought. Doreen carved a big side of mutton – boiled potatoes and carrots as supplements – served by the Moncur housekeeper and cook, Mrs Daw. A short grace was said (by Alfie) before the family picked up their knives and forks and ate with hungry enthusiasm. Jugs of water were served as drinks and Brodie, for once, was glad of his huge family – there were ten of them round the table – therefore many conversations took place outwith Malky’s orbit. Doreen and Ernestine flanked him and on the whole managed to confine him to his end of the table. But from time to time Malky would rise to his feet and leave the room for a couple of minutes; or he would wander down the table and affectionately squeeze the shoulders of one or other of his daughters and whisper in her ear; or, if he needed it, he would personally go in search of the salt cellar or water jug and carry it back to his seat. He seemed to like this perambulating way of dining: his mood improved – he seemed mellow, almost paternalistic, Brodie thought, as the meal progressed.

But it all changed with pudding – blancmange with raspberry jam – an offering that prompted Malky to expostulate that, ‘I may be a confirmed bloody fool but I will not eat that shite!’ and he strode out of the room leaving the rest of the family to their dessert. The mood lightened, instantly.

After dinner the women all slipped away to their bedrooms but Brodie, Callum and Alfie decided they might confront Malky in his den if there was the prospect of something to drink. When they wandered into the drawing room the door to the butler’s pantry was open and Malky was inside.

‘Anything to drink in this pub?’ Callum called out and Malky appeared, jacket off, braces hanging round his rump.

‘Is that the donsie loun clerk of a third-rate Peebles notary speaking?’ Malky said aggressively, swaying slightly, brandy bottle in hand. Five-fifths drunk, now, Brodie thought.

‘We’re away to bed if there’s no drink,’ Callum continued, bravely.

Malky grudgingly provided them with small tumblers of brandy and they sat down on armchairs facing him as he sprawled on the Chesterfield.

‘Here’s how, Papa,’ Brodie said, raising his glass.

‘Sláinte,’ Malky replied. ‘And I’ll have none of your Anglo-Edinburgh, pretentious claptrap in this house.’

‘I’m allowed to wish you “good health”, I assume.’

‘Weeping God!’ he said theatrically. ‘Weeping God that I should have three such sons.’

Brodie passed round his cigarettes and Malky reached forward to take one.

‘And how is Ainsley Channon?’ he asked Brodie. ‘The fornicating bottle-washer.’

‘He’s very well,’ Brodie said. ‘He asked me to convey his very best wishes to you.’

‘He can shove his best wishes up his narrow arse, I say.’

Callum now had the brandy bottle and was refilling everyone’s glass.

‘Ainsley Channon is a good friend to this family,’ Callum said, keen to provoke more profanities. ‘Look what he’s doing for Brodie.’

‘He’s an Edinburgh counter-jumper,’ Malky said, ‘who had the good fortune to inherit a family business when his cousin died young. He sits on his bum in George Street and counts the money coming in.’

Brodie covertly signalled Callum to drop the topic but Malky spotted the gesture and turned on him.

‘Just because he’s sending you to Paris doesn’t change a thing,’ Malky said, coldly. ‘You black bastard.’

Brodie drained his brandy.

‘Goodnight, Father dear.’

He left, not closing the door and not listening to the imprecations following him and climbed the stairs to his bedroom on the top floor. He didn’t feel angry – he felt strange. Why did his father – a complicated man, admittedly – resent him so? He went to the small oak bureau set opposite his bed and opened a drawer and took out the cameo of his mother that he kept there. Moira Moncur, 1842–1884.

She had died in childbirth when he was fourteen years old so at least he had strong fixed memories of her: a wan, loving but harassed figure burdened by her many children and constant pregnancies. From 1861 to her death twenty-three years later, Brodie had recently calculated, she had given birth to fourteen children, five of them stillborn or dead within days of their parturition. He wondered what his father thought about this woman, his wife. Was she just some sort of child-factory, a breed-cow? First came four daughters in five years, then the initial two stillbirths, then his, Brodie’s, arrival in 1870. She was twenty-eight years old. Two other boys followed (Callum and Alfie, with a dead brother between them) before the female cycle resumed again with the appearance of Isabella and Electra, also on either side of a dead infant. The stillborn child that hastened her death was another son, unnamed. Nine children living and she was dead at forty-two years old.

He looked intently at her face in the oval cameo but the dated formalities of the pose, the exposure’s long hold denied any sense of the real person emerging from the portrait. It was a mask, this image, really, not any depiction of a living, breathing human being. What was she like? What if she were alive now? She would have been fifty-two. How would things have been different? It seemed unimaginable: how could she have lived alongside the monstrous, self-obsessed spectacle that was Malky Moncur today? And he thought, not for the first time, that her premature death may have unleashed some devilry in her husband. Though that was too charitable, he corrected himself – Malky Moncur was a dark singularity, unique. He had always known which direction he was heading in: his destination was fixed.

Brodie put the cameo away safely in his trunk, wondering vaguely about his five dead siblings. He wasn’t entirely sure of their sex, he had to admit – they had been boys and girls, some named – a Hector, he recalled; a Marjorie – some just anonymous foetuses, as far as he was concerned. He felt guilt over his ignorance. There must be a parish record somewhere, he supposed. Maybe he should do their tiny memories a modicum of justice by finding out whatever bare facts there were about these lost children. But the prospect suddenly seemed overwhelming, futile, and he slumped on his bed, weary, exhausted by the multiple tensions of coming home. Think of Paris, he told himself – that is the gift that the gods of chance have given you. Paris was waiting.
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The next morning, Saturday, Brodie – freshly shaved, nails cleaned with his penknife’s point, smoking his first Margarita of the day – walked the mile or so up the Liethen Valley to Dalcastle Hall to meet Lady Dalcastle. He had had a note delivered to her on his arrival and she had suggested by reply that a rendezvous at eleven o’clock in the morning would be ideal. She was ‘looking forward with anticipation’ to seeing him again.

Dalcastle Hall was a strange hybrid of a manor house. Brodie walked through ornamental gates past a neo-Gothic lodge with polygonal chimneys, ridge tiles, gingerbread eave-trim and wheel-windows and then down a potholed drive through an avenue of ancient beech trees towards the hall. The first glimpse through the trees revealed what seemed like an old fortified tower, thick-walled, castellated, with small high asymmetrical windows. It was in bad repair. Moss and small ferns grew from the pointing of the stones and some of the windows were boarded up. But as he approached, the Georgian wing came into view – white stucco, three storeys, symmetrically placed sash windows and, adjoining that, was the extensive stable block and beyond the stables the high grey walls of two gardens, one for a lawn, flowerbeds and glasshouses, the other for fruit and vegetables. Lady Dalcastle lived here alone – alone with her staff, that is. Her husband, Hugo Dalcastle, had died in his thirties (‘Of drink and debauchery,’ Malky said) and their only child, Murdoch, a captain in the Scots Greys, had perished ten years later of yellow fever in Ashanti in West Africa in 1870 aged twenty-four. In her grief Lady Dalcastle had found solace and company with the minister’s wife, Moira Moncur, and the two of them had become fast if unlikely friends.

Brodie was born in the year Murdoch Dalcastle died and Lady Dalcastle had taken a special interest in him, as if somehow the soul of her dead son had transmuted into the infant Brodie. She singled him out for treats and presents and he was regularly sent to Dalcastle Hall to ‘play’. When it was discovered that he had perfect pitch and he began to sing in the St Mungo’s Church choir it was Lady Dalcastle who had paid for further lessons and, as the pure integrity of his voice was recognized, it was she who had come up with the fee for him to be sent to Mrs Maskelyne’s Academy of Music in Edinburgh when he was nine years old. There was talk of a foreign conservatoire; prospects of a brilliant operatic career beckoned. But when, at the age of thirteen, Brodie’s voice broke it became clear that the incandescent treble had mutated into a mediocre baritone. Brodie switched to the piano but although perfectly competent – he tried hard – he had no special gift. He could have taught the piano but the world was full of moderately talented piano teachers, he swiftly realized. His perfect pitch – his ear – was still there, however. It was an asset that could be cultivated. Lady Dalcastle spoke to her cousin, Ainsley Channon, and Brodie was taken on, after his leaving certificate examinations – he was a bright, intelligent boy – as an apprentice piano tuner at Channon & Co. It was a steady job that quickly became a vocation. He was eighteen, it was 1888.

All these memories clustered around him as he approached the front door of the hall, as familiar as the manse in its way, and with happier associations – he owed Lady Dalcastle almost everything, he acknowledged, including whatever good manners and gentility he possessed. There was a family joke that Brodie was destined to inherit the Dalcastle estate but every time the idea was entertained Malky would mock him, vigorously. ‘She’s in debt up to her oxters,’ he would sneer. Hugo Dalcastle had drunk and gambled away the family fortune. The estate was mortgaged ten times over. ‘Ask your dunderhead notary-public brother. He knows all about it. You’ll not get a brass farthing, laddie!’

This information made Brodie relieved rather than cast down. He didn’t want to live in the Liethen Valley under an insuperable burden of debt a mile away from his family home and Malky Moncur. What a circle of hell that would be! He liked Lady Dalcastle and would be forever grateful to her that she had provided the means for his escape. The only aspect of her life that troubled him was that she was a constant attendee of his father’s Sunday sermons. She never missed a single one; she thought Malcolm Moncur was inspired and inspiring. Malky in his turn became atypically demure whenever he spoke to her. Brodie found this very amusing and, at the same time, somewhat repulsive.

He knocked on the front door and was admitted by Broderick, Lady Dalcastle’s butler, and led upstairs to the small drawing room. Broderick was an elderly man, he’d been in Dalcastle service for over fifty years and had a slight stammer. He paused on the landing.

‘Lady D-D-D-Dalcastle is not well, Mr Brodie.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it.’

‘She mustn’t get tired.’

‘I understand. I won’t tire her. Ten minutes – just to pay my respects.’

‘Ten minutes maximum, Mr Brodie. She mustn’t be fffffffatigued.’

‘Consider it done.’

Broderick led him into the drawing room and left him there. Brodie wandered about, suddenly craving a cigarette. The room was panelled in a very light wood – ash? Walnut? – and there were small dark landscapes hanging on the panelling from a picture rail. Two windows looked out over the walled garden. To Brodie’s eye it appeared somewhat neglected. A tree had fallen. The herbaceous borders were full of weeds, willowherb and nettles. There was a whitewashed glasshouse and a couple of tethered sheep grazed on the lawn – it was well cropped.

Brodie heard a polite cough behind him and turned to see that Lady Dalcastle had crept silently into the room. She offered her hand to be kissed. Since Murdoch’s death she had decided to wear only the gayest colours. Today she had on a cerise velvet jacket over a wide plum-coloured skirt. Her grey hair was tied back with a yellow silk scarf. She wore her hair long like a girl’s.

She was pleased to see him, she said, though it had been – what? – two years now, he was a scoundrel for neglecting her.

‘But I’ll forgive you, come and sit beside me.’

They sat down together on a small sofa and Broderick brought in a tray of tea. He set the fine china cups and saucers out with such a rattle that Lady Dalcastle dismissed him and poured from the silver teapot herself, chatting away, talking about replacing Broderick but she hadn’t the heart, it would be the death of him, so she had to do more and more herself, c’est la vie.

She was incredibly thin, Brodie saw, thinner than ever, as if her wrists might snap from the weight of the full teapot she lifted. But she was bright and eager, eyes shining, a little lip rouge applied, her scent – of lime-tree flowers, Brodie thought – subtle yet pungent.

The tea was tepid; the shortbread biscuits crumbled under his fingertips like damp sugar.

‘Do please smoke if you wish, Brodie. I know you like a cigarette.’

‘No thank you, Lady Dalcastle. I’m trying to give up – it’s an expensive habit and I’ve foolishly developed a taste for American tobacco. There’s only one shop in—’

‘Have you seen your father’s advertisement?’

‘No. What advertisement?’

‘In the Scotsman, no less.’ She reached for a folded newspaper on the side table and handed it to him. There was a black-framed square advertisement in the bottom right-hand corner. ‘The Reverend Malcolm Moncur will preach on Sunday at St Mungo’s Church, Liethen Manor. Transportation available at Peebles railway station. The text is from the Book of Baruch (Apocrypha). Admission free.’

‘Callum told me about these advertisements,’ Brodie said. ‘Sometimes they get five hundred in the church, I hear. Folk coming from Edinburgh, Selkirk, Biggar—’

‘There are dozens of carriages. Dozens. The streets of the village filled. Charabancs at Peebles station. He’s quite the draw. Oh yes.’

‘Well, he always wanted to attract—’

‘I wouldn’t miss it,’ Lady Dalcastle said firmly, in case there was any doubt about her zeal. ‘It can be quite fascinating – his interpretations of these very obscure bits of the Bible. Very intuitive what he digs out.’

‘Alas, I’m going to miss it, I’m afraid. I have to leave very early tomorrow morning.’

She wagged a skinny finger at him.

‘You’re not an atheist, are you, Brodie?’

‘To be honest … I do have doubts, Lady Dalcastle. I find my father’s faith … a paradox.’ Brodie was happy to let her know he might be saved. But he was the son of Malky Moncur
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