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  CHAPTER ONE


  For as long as she lived Evelyn was never to forget her first glimpse of the young soldier. His reflection in the bevelled glass of the little bakers shop in Cobbly Wynd
  was as insubstantial as the relentless dreams that had so often disturbed her sleep lately, yet his tall figure was too tangible for her to mistake it as a mere will-o-the-wisp of her
  imagination.


  It was a warm mellow day in late October; benign fingers of sunlight poked into dark places, clawing away sombre shadows, spreading gold over the grey granite of Aberdeen.


  The pleasantly muted sounds of the city filtered up through the copper beeches that hid Cobbly Wynd from the world. It was one of Evelyns favourite haunts. She loved its old world
  quaintness, the lacy patterns on the cobbles, the smells of fish, brine and tar winging up from the harbour, mingling with the mouthwatering aromas that drifted from the dim interior of
  Berts Baker and Tea Shoppe.


  The old men and women who occupied the benches under the trees seemed always to be there, smoking their clay pipes, talking in quiet voices about every subject under the sun, mutch caps and
  cloth bonnets bobbing back and forth. They gave a sense of peace to a landscape torn apart by war. Somehow Evelyn felt that as long as the wise old heads bobbed and nodded on the benches of Cobbly
  Wynd part of the old order would always remain the same even when all else might change.


  This street held a lot of memories for her. It had been one of Johnnys favourite places too. In golden days of freedom and love she had walked these cobbles at his side and they had
  laughed together, the careless laughter of youth, sure of the future, of each other.


  She had lost count of the times she had walked here with Johnny, and with golden-haired Florrie ONeil who had been her friend from the remembered innocence of childhood. Now Florrie was
  dead and so too was Johnny. Both young and beautiful with all their lives in front of them  dead, dead as the tawny leaves of the beeches drifting like snow all around the shop doorways and
  closes of Cobbly Wynd. The heat of the sun embraced Evelyn and beat through the thick material of her coat. It made her feel uncomfortably hot and wish she had worn something lighter before leaving
  Kings Croft that morning with her father and elder sister, Nellie.


  No sooner had Fyvie clopped his way into the city than she knew she shouldnt have opted to come. The buzz of the streets and the noisy bustling of people irritated her beyond measure.
  Yet, in days gone by she had delighted in those trips into the city. There had been an excitement then, the very air had breathed of it. Even the unflappable Nellie had gathered some of it to her,
  till her gaunt cheeks became pink with anticipation and for once she was able to ignore the teasing, mischievous remarks cast at her by her fun-loving sister, Mary.


  Mary was married now to Doctor Gregor McGregor but still she joined them on their trips into the city, bringing with her Donald, her infant son, who bounced and chuckled in his seat every time
  his mothers gay laugh rang out.


  The day preceding such trips had entailed much careful planning for everyone concerned. In Evelyns case, she enjoyed deciding what to wear, how much money she could afford to take. In the
  privacy of her little attic bedroom she counted the precious coppers she had saved out of her wages from Rothiedrum House. These were stored in an earthenware jar, which she kept safely hidden
  under a pile of underwear in the top drawer of her dresser. When the coppers were sitting in a neat little stack in front of her, she would stare at them for a long time before jotting down
  impossibly long lists of feminine wants: the ribbons and the jewellery and all the other bits and pieces considered too frivolous for a sixteen-year-old girl of the farmtouns.


  In the evening her mother sat by the fire, writing down things she needed from the Aberdeen shops. It was a very different list from Evelyns, based mainly on calculations as to how much
  might be fetched from the sale of croft produce. More often than not certain small items would be omitted and only the bare essentials of the family jotted down and occasionally sighed over.


  As she stared into the window of Berts Baker Shoppe, Evelyn echoed her mothers sighs, not because she couldnt decide what she could and couldnt afford but because it
  seemed so long since she had looked forward to anything. The small things that had once filled her with a frivolous joy now had no meaning for her. Useless things they seemed, useless and
  silly.


  Bowing her head, Evelyn pressed her hot brow against the cool window glass, so lost in thought she wasnt aware that she was no longer alone till she noticed the shadowy figure reflected
  in the glass. For a moment the presence of another human being failed to register in her mind. It might have been an extension of the ghosts that flitted in and out of her thoughts, an imagined
  form without substance.


  Something tells me youre not standing there sighing over Berts baking  however tempting it might be.


  The voice was like rich velvet, with a nuance of laughter in the strong, Glaswegian accent. With a little gasp, she spun round and found herself looking up into eyes as dark and velvety as the
  voice. Smiling, he caught her shoulder and said softly, Hey, steady on, I didnt mean to startle you. I was just passing the time o day, thats all.


  The rough material of his jacket briefly touched her cheek as he drew his arm away. His nearness confused her; the reality of his tall, commanding presence enveloped her, intruding into the
  bleak daydreams that had so recently consumed her.


  Ach  its all right. She drew away from him slightly, annoyed because she had stammered and sounded so cold.


  His eyes appraised her steadily. The sunlight was on her wonderful hair, turning it the same shade as the newly fallen beech leaves at their feet; her luminous green eyes were big in the sweet
  pallor of her face, and her fragile figure trembled slightly but grew still under the warmth of his glance.


  Youve got freckles on your nose. His voice was soft, intimate almost.


  Self-consciously, she put her hand up to her face. I know, I always get them in the sun, theyll go when winter comes.


  Pity. The smile that was in his eyes reached his mouth, a wide, sensual mouth which curved up a little at the corners. He nodded towards the bakers shop. Dont
  think Im trying to pick you up or anything, but would you care to come in and have a cuppy with me? I have some time to spare before I have to go back to the Depot.


  No. She drew further away so that she was pressed up against the window. I said I would meet my father and sisters in Union Street at twelve. I must be late  I
   I forgot all about the time.


  His eyes went up to the clock above the shop door. Its only eleven-twenty, you have plenty o time. You look as if you could be doing with someone to blether to and Im
  a very good listener. You seem  lonely somehow.


  He was smiling directly into her eyes and she found that she was unable to tear her own away. A strange warm sweetness was sweeping through her veins, and her heart beat swiftly in her breast.
  Evelyn couldnt even begin to understand why a complete stranger should have this effect on her. He was just another soldier, one of the many who came into town from the barracks on Castle
  Hill where the Gordon Highlanders had their regimental Depot  a faint tremor went through her as she realized how few unmaimed young kilties were about that day. So many would never come
  back from the battles that had been on everyones lips for the last few months. Mons, the bloody massacre at Le Cateau . . . She found herself wondering why he hadnt gone, and in the
  next instant was ridiculously glad that he was still here, whole and laughing beside her.


  Ay, Id like a cuppy . . . The words were out before she could stop them. Without further preliminary he put a hand under her elbow and guided her into the shop, as if afraid
  she might change her mind and escape.


  The interior was dim and fragrant. From her place behind a mound of steaming new loaves on the counter, Berts wife Meg raised a plump hand of greeting to Evelyn, while Bert himself
  screwed up one eye in a wink as the young soldier ushered her towards a small table set in the corner.


  Evelyn melted unobtrusively into her seat, the flush on her cheeks heightening when a young girl came to take the order. She was fresh-faced and winsome, full of coy smiles and flirtatious
  glances aimed at the handsome young Gordon. He responded to her easily, his brown eyes coolly assessing her pretty face with more than a hint of pleasure. He obviously enjoyed flirting. The
  realization came quickly to Evelyn, and she was surprised to find herself resenting the girls presence. She drew herself up. How stupid of her. She didnt know him and already she was
  annoyed at him for daring to look with enjoyment at someone else.


  Covertly, she studied him as he and the girl discussed the order. He was quite handsome  no, more than that, he was beautiful  a beauty of youth and vigour blending with such
  charismatic good looks that she knew he must draw women to him like a magnet. His eyes were warm brown pools, fringed with the thickest lashes she had ever seen in a man; his brown hair was curly,
  little strands of it falling over a high forehead; his nose was straight and perfect, his skin smoothly tanned. His body verged on thinness but the rough material of his khaki jacket sat well on
  his broad shoulders  and that mouth of his, how many women had it kissed into submission . . ?


  Abruptly, Evelyn pulled her eyes away from him, shocked by her own thoughts, not looking at him again till tea and hot buttered pancakes were brought to the table. She didnt remember
  drinking her tea, and nervously crumbled a pancake on her plate without tasting a morsel.


  Thats no way to treat Berts best baking, he reproved her teasingly.


  Im  Im no very hungry, she said in an agony of shyness.


  No, youre not, are you? And here was me thinking that a wee lass like you would eat everything in sight. How old, I wonder? Fifteen? Sixteen?


  Ill be seventeen next May. She had thrown up her head at his question, and something of her old sparkle showed in the glinting green of her eyes.


  Sixteen, he said gently. Too young for such despair. It was the first thing I noticed about you  your shoulders were heavy with it  and its there in
  your eyes, lurking like a dark shadow, dulling the life of you.


  Havers, she managed to say lightly. Only the old are supposed to utter such wisdom  to have such powers of observation.


  He sighed heavily and threw her a crooked grin. Taking out a packet of Woodbine he offered it to her, and when she shook her head he took out one for himself and placed the thin white tube
  between his lips, looking at her all the time with quizzical eyes. Leaning forward, he whispered, Dont tell anyone but Im really an old man of ninety disguised to look like a
  nineteen-year-old soldier. I forged my birthdate to get into the army.


  She giggled and he stared at her seriously. Youre very bonny when you laugh like that. Am I seeing the real you? The girl you used to be before shadows darkened your
  life.


  Ay, maybe you are at that.


  Tell me about it. We may never meet again. Im off soon  Burns comes to mind: Farewell to the Highlands, farewell to the North, the birth place of valour, the country
  of worth 


   Wherever I wander, wherever I rove, the hills of the Highlands for ever I love,  she finished the verse for him. Unable to help herself, the slow tears welled in her
  eyes. She saw the bright valour of his youth shining through his moment of pensiveness. He was so whole and real and young  soon to be swallowed up in the trenches, the mud of the
  battlefields, along with all the others . . .


  Somehow her hand was in his. It felt good and warm and strong. She looked directly into his eyes, found herself drowning in depths of compassion. She didnt know him, yet felt as if he had
  been in her life all along, a vague shadowy dream, always just out of reach, waiting there on the edge of all things, intangible, unreal, beautiful. The strength of his young manhood seemed to flow
  through his hand into her.


  For a moment they became one, one beating, trembling heart crying out for comfort, for understanding, for something yet to be born.


  He was terribly, essentially alive, this young soldier, a stranger yet already more important to her than the sadness of her own life. She sensed the power and the passion of him, the depths of
  emotions she would never know. After this day they would go their separate ways, he to war, she back to a countryside empty of young men, back to the memories of a happiness she had known so
  briefly with her darling Johnny Burns. The realization made her feel unbearably sad. She stared at him with the haunted eyes of a young girl whose life had been so crushed by sorrow that it seemed
  as if laughter had always been a stranger to her small, pale face.


  He saw the sadness in her eyes and wondered at the secrets which lay behind it. Little girl. His voice hushed in her ears. Talk to me  tell me what ails
  you.


  He held tight to her hand, watching her face across the small table that separated them. The little corner in Berts Tea Shoppe had become an oasis to Evelyn, a haven hidden from the rest
  of the world, inhabited only by her and by a stranger who had come to her out of the leafy shadows of that golden October day.


  I loved somebody  I lost him. Her voice came out at last, the words jerky, unnatural, from another self who had disobeyed her will to speak of its own volition. It was easy
  after that, easy to pour it all out, to tell him about Florrie and how she had died from tuberculosis less than a year ago aged just sixteen  and then Johnny, not yet twenty, losing his life
  by drowning in a mill pond only two months ago. He was fighting with another boy when it happened. She paused, remembering the thunder, the lightning, the rain lashing, Johnny jumping
  into the pond to save Gillan Forbes of Rothiedrum House, smashing his head on the paddles of the mill wheel.


  Fighting over you?


  She came back to earth to look at him, aghast. Ay, they were. She spoke in a horrified whisper. And I canna get over the feeling that I was to blame for Johnny dying. I see
  his face all the time  his eyes looking at me  before before he went under.


  His fingers tightened over hers. She held onto him, a lifeline in the midst of her pain.


  Youre young to have known such sorrow.


  She forced a laugh. I feel a million years old  yet only last year I felt I wasnt grown up enough to love Johnny. But I did and now  its all gone.


  Youll get over it, your youth will help you there. Och, Im no saying youll forget Johnny but in time the pain will lessen, youll begin to remember the
  happy times you and he shared.


  After that the talk turned to other things. She learned that he had been born and bred in Glasgow where he had become an apprentice cabinet-maker before joining the army in 1912.


  A smile crooked the corner of his mouth. Im a sergeant now. Ive been doing my instructor at Castle Hill, teaching new recruits how to fight. It meant my own posting had to
  be delayed. Thank hell Im going at last.


  Hell?


  He grinned. Ay, it would be too sacrilegious to thank heaven for something as evil as war. The wars of the human race are spawned by greedy madmen who dont mind reducing mankind in
  order to gain more power. Give them some feeble excuse  like the assassination of the Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand  and all the old festering grievances between one country and
  another come spewing out like pricked boils. Forget the Hapsburg archduke, who the hell remembers him anyway? He was just the felled tree who toppled over and set the rest in motion, one against
  the other.


  He sounded so fiercely bitter that she stared at him, seeing the glinting anger in his brown eyes. He shook his head. Sorry, I cant help it. My brother was killed at Le Cateau. The
  young bugger was only sixteen. My mothers hair turned white almost overnight. He was the clever one of the family. She had plans for his life  so  he smiled, shaking off
  his gloomy mood  Im going over there to sort Jerry out.


  When do you go?


  Almost right away, day after tomorrow in fact.


  She bit her lip. Ill pray for you.


  He didnt laugh. Instead he reached out a gentle finger to touch her cheek. I believe you will at that. Its nice to know you would do that for a stranger. He stood up,
  pulling her to her feet. I hate to say I have to go but  I have to go. Ive enjoyed this whilie with you  Ill remember it.


  Me too. He was standing so close she could easily have touched his lips with hers. Awareness leapt between them. The colour flooded her pale cheeks and abruptly she moved outside,
  leaving him to pay the fluttering-eyed girl.


  Evelyn stood in the sunshine. The cobbled street was still the same: warm, drowsing. The old men and women still smoked their pipes, talked, laughed, occasionally screeched at some shared joke.
  The sad leaves of autumn were drifting from the beeches. One floated towards Evelyn and fell at her feet. Picking it up, she studied it. It was the colour of a ripe conker: rich, red, utterly
  beautiful in its dying glory. A small bubble of joy rose in her breast. Lifting her face, she breathed deeply of the tangy scents of damp woods. The world seemed a brighter place than it had been a
  short time ago. The clock was at twelve-ten. She had known the young soldier for less than an hour, yet already she felt as if her life had changed in some monumental way. A group of soldiers came
  towards her. They wolf-whistled at her, and in a moment of abandonment she returned the cheeky compliment. They roared with laughter and walked away down Cobbly Wynd.


  I turn my back for five minutes and find you seducing all the young men in sight. He had come out of the tearoom to stand beside her.


  Ach you! she laughed but grew silent at the look in his eyes. Ill be going then, she said, not making a move.


  He nodded. Ay, me too.


  Suddenly he reached for her hand and held it tightly, his eyes watching her face. She winced as something hard bit into her flesh. With a laughing gesture he removed the gold signet ring from
  his finger and slipped it quickly over one of hers.


  Oh, but I couldnt she began.


  He laughed, his teeth white in the smooth tan of his face. Ach, of course you could. I wont need it where Im going. Lets call it a memento of our meeting, a kind of
  good luck symbol. When we meet again, you can give it back.


  She knew they were just words. She would never see him again but something made her keep up the pretence. All right then. Ill keep it safe for you. Next to my heart if it pleases
  you.


  Its the sort o thing lovers would do. He was laughing at her, impudent mockery in his voice.


  She reddened, but catching the mischief in his glance she laughed too. Then the sound died in her throat. Nellie was coming up the brae, determined and grim-looking, her hands clamped to the hem
  of her prim skirt to stop it blowing up in the wind. Evelyn pulled her hand away from his grasp as if she had been burned, instinctively curling her fingers into a fist in an effort to hide the
  ring from view.


  So, this is where you are! Nellie puffed up, the flush from her exertions staining her gaunt cheeks, her glance taking in the young man and then darting away to rest critically on
  Evelyns flustered face. Weve been waiting ages for you in Union Street. You know Aunt Mattie doesna like to be kept back when she has a meal waiting. Come you down this minute,
  my girl.


  She flounced away and Evelyn followed, humiliated beyond words, inwardly fuming at being treated like a child at a time when she had wanted to appear womanly. She felt his eyes on her. Turning
  her head, she threw him a quick half-smile to which he responded with a sweeping bow, right there in Cobbly Wynd outside the window of Berts Tea Shoppe.


  A giggle escaped her, making Nellie look round quickly and say, How could you, Evie? The minute you get the chance youre off gallivanting wi strange young men. Ive
  lived wi you all my life, yet there are times I just dinna understand you at all.


  Youve lived with a child all your life. Im a woman now.


  Nellies nostrils flared. A woman, eh! And that gives you the right to behave like a brazen wee whittrock


  Oh, Nellie! Evelyn spoke sharply. We only had a cup of tea together and a blether. I never even found out his name. Ill never see him again  hes going
  away to fight  hes only a young soldier.


  Softness stole over Nellies features. She glanced at her young sisters angry face. And he made you laugh, Evie, I saw the pair o you as I came up the brae. He made
  you laugh and thats no bad thing. I havena seen you laughing since Johnny died.


  Evelyn was half-running to keep up with the others long stride. Ay, he made me laugh and it felt very good. Ill remember him for that. You dinna have to tell anyone about
  it, it was only a small thing  and Ive hurt no one.


  Only a small thing! Yet she would never forget him. Plunging her hand into her pocket she let his ring slide from her finger into it and she was smiling when she greeted her father and Mary in
  Union Street.


  Jamie looked at her keenly. I thought you would be in the shops buying yon ribbons and things.


  I felt like a walk, Father, so I went up Cobbly Wynd.


  Mary was climbing into the trap. Come on, she urged impatiently. Im starving. I can almost smell Aunt Matties lentil broth from here. She made room for
  Evelyn at her side. Are you no a bittie hungry yourself, Evie?


  Nellie was about to say something to the contrary but a look at Evelyns face stilled her tongue. A pink glow diffused the girls cheeks, and she welcomed it as she would a spring
  rose opening to the sun. It had been a long time since any sort of colour had touched that small, pale face and Nellie threw her sister a little smile of understanding as she took a hold of
  Fyvies reins and urged him forward.


  



  CHAPTER TWO


  Big Mattie, as she was known to most, lived in old Aberdeen or the Aulton as it was usually called. It was a quaint, peaceful little settlement with a cloistral air about it
  and a strong atmosphere of the past. Big Matties cottage was situated in College Bounds, a charming street in the old Scots style, broken by closes and little secluded lanes running along to
  neat cottages with green fields beyond. The College stood on a green sward a little way back from the street, a quiet bustle of comings and goings and students with books under their arms standing
  about, talking. The houses of working people rubbed shoulders with the manses of professors, the simple charm of one not detracting from the dignity of the other.


  Evelyn had always loved the sequestered peace of the Aulton. A favourite walk of hers and Johnnys had been to take the road along the Chanonry, past the Cathedral to Don Street and the
  Brig of Balgownie, under which the golden-brown water of the Don tumbled its way to the sea.


  Aunt Mattie, as she had always been to the Grant girls although she was no relation, was at the door of her cottage to greet them. Evelyn thought she had a face like an enormous red apple, with
  eyes like shiny black buttons and thick, curly dark hair which fell about her merry face in attractive disarray. She was a huge monument of a woman with massive arms and a big, soft bosom, a bit
  like a fluffy feather pillow, well shaken. Her voice was rich, fat and deep. She was wont to burst into loud and infectious song at any time of the day, no matter where or when.


  As Fyvie drew up he was immediately surrounded by the children of the street to be patted and fussed over, while Jamie fetched the oat-filled nosebag from the trap. The sheltie gave a little
  whinny of pleasure, and was soon contentedly snuffling into his dinner despite the grubby hands that fondled his ears.


  Aunt Matties face was wreathed in warm smiles as she drew the visitors inside. In bygone days she and Jamie had travelled country lanes with the gypsies and she still treated him like the
  Gypsy King he had once been, much to the amusement of all his daughters with the exception of Nellie, who didnt entirely approve of some of her fathers friends. But she had a soft
  spot for Aunt Mattie and admired the way she kept the house in College Bounds so neat and tidy.


  Come away ben, King Jamie, Mattie invited hospitably, her voice full of affectionate deference for the man who had been such a figurehead in her life. Always she addressed him as
  King Jamie, a title that had no bearing on his middle name of King but to his standing in her eyes.


  The room in which they arranged themselves smelled of polish and soup. Brasses winked on the red tiles of the hearth, an enormous black cat snoozed contentedly on a sheepskin rug by the fire,
  dozens of faded sepia photographs jostled one another on the mantelpiece, and a brown and white cowhide was thrown over the torn back of a lumpy horsehair sofa which sat under the geranium-filled
  windowledge.


  In a recess behind the door stood an enormous brass bedstead. In it reposed an ancient woman of ninety-five known as Grandmother. She was lying on top of a faded patchwork quilt, the top half of
  her wizened frame dressed in a black cape and bonnet after the style of Queen Victoria, the bottom half encased in red flannel pantaloons and thick, pink woolly bedsocks. Once she had been the
  Matriarch of the travelling people; now, too old and frail to move from her bed, she was looked after by Mattie who had given up her nomadic existence two years ago to devote herself to the old
  ladys welfare.


  Grandmother might easily have been blood kin to both Mattie and Jamie. The ties of the travelling people were close, but whether she was related or not didnt matter to Mattie. Enough that
  Grandmother needed her. So long as theres breath in me, the old lady will no end her days in some faceless institution, she vowed.


  King Jamie  girls  yere late! Grandmothers imperious tones were scolding as she acknowledged their intrusion into her domain  for it was just
  that. Mattie berated, threatened, wheedled, but in the end it was Grandmother who made the rules and saw to it that they were carried out.


  Stretching out a shrivelled hand covered with skin like yellowed parchment, she patted the bed and bade Evelyn sit beside her that she might hear all the news of Kings Croft. How
  is yer mither? Yer sister Murn? And you, lassie, how are you? Still pale and thin I see.


  Obediently Evelyn sat down on the bed. Theyre all fine, Grandmother, and so am I. Mam will be along to see you next time and Murn will look in when she can.


  The old lady cackled. Murn! Im no grand enough for the likes o her. She thinks because shes a teacher o infants she knows everything but I could teach
  her a few things she would never hae learned in any university. Grace now, shes different. I like fine when she slips in to see me when she has time off frae the hospital. She looks that
  braw in her uniform, blue goes wi that bonny hair of hers. Too pale though  like you  Marys the only country-lookin lass among the lot o ye. Mind, Grace
  has her hands full wi the nursing. Its no for the like o her. She has the look o a real lady to her and should be livin like one. Its worse for her
  wi the war. She tells me theyre takin in wounded soldiers because the military hospitals canna cope wi them all. She sighed, her bony chest heaving under its
  layer of black silk as she rambled on about the war, the loss of young men from the land, her mind carrying her back to the Boer and Crimean wars.


  Taking up a silver-backed brush, Evelyn began to work with the long silvery locks streaming from under the black hat.


  Jamie was seated at the fire, puffing at his Stonehaven pipe, while Nellie and Mary were bustling about, helping Aunt Mattie bring steaming bowls of broth to the table. Without warning, Mattie
  burst into a loud and stirring rendering of The Holy City.


  Grandmother pretended to frown as enthusiastic Jer-oo-salems and Whose Annas rent the air, but under her breath she was humming the tune and joined in with Mattie as
  a particularly infectious Whose Anna in the high-EST brought the song to its booming finale.


  Well, it makes a change from grace, giggled Mary.


  Ay, we must try it at home, supplemented Nellie, who had found herself unable to resist joining in the last rousing strains. We could get Mam to try it in that nice soprano
  she has.


  Or even when shes going out to milk the kie in the morning.


  Nellie smiled sourly. I dinna think they would appreciate it, nor would anyone else at that ungodly hour.


  Evelyn tucked a white linen traycloth under Grandmothers hairy chin and helped her spoon soup into her mouth. The frail hands were too palsied now for even this simple task, but the old
  ladys fierce independence was such that she clamped her birdlike fingers over Evelyns firm young hand as the spoon went rhythmically from bowl to mouth. Other than Mattie and Grace,
  Evelyn was the only living soul whose help she graciously condescended to accept. Despite her age, her appetite was as healthy as a horse. The broth disappeared in no time and Evelyn patted the old
  hand and stood up.


  Ill get my own now, Grandmother.


  Ay, and see you sup it all, lassie. Your bones could be doin wi a bittie meat happed round them. Her faded blue eyes peered kindly into the young girls face as
  she added softly, Yer wee hert is sore for your Johnny, eh lass?


  Ay, Grandmother, it is, but all the better for seeing you today. Youre an old rascal but under it all your own hearts as romantic as my own.


  The infant Donald, having finished his soup, was toddling about the room, disturbing the cat who glared at him with one malevolent eye before burying his nose deeper into his tail.


  See the bairn up here, commanded Grandmother. I like bairns aboot me. Mattie, take my teeth and syne them under the tap. He can hae a wee play wi them. It will keep
  him quiet for a whilie.


  Mary opened her mouth to protest but it was too late. Mattie had rinsed the teeth and was scooping Donald into one plump oxter to dump him on the bed and hand them to him. With a gurgle of
  delight he grabbed the teeth and stuck them in his mouth, whereupon he treated everyone to a grotesque grin.


  A disgusted Hmph from Nellie turned into a snort of laughter, while Mary and Evelyn clutched one another and collapsed in a heap over the table. Jamie took advantage of the
  diversion to dunk bread in his soup, something he only did in the privacy of his own home and even then under Nellies ever critical eye.


  The door opened and a young man walked in, one of the students boarded by Mattie for a small fee. In return she heaped as much food on her lads as they could eat, together with a
  bounty of motherly love and companionship. Since the country had seen the start of war, more and more of the College students had melted away. Hugh Saunders was Matties third boarder in less
  than three months, a bespectacled lad with angry red spots on his as yet hairless chin and nervous eyes that darted at once to Grandmothers bed as if she was the Big Bad Wolf in person, all
  dressed up for the kill.


  But Mattie enveloped him in a spate of fond greeting and directed him to the sink to wash his hands and then to the table to sup his broth.


  Matties table was a sumptuous one. Weekdays she worked at the slaughterhouse, puffing home at dinnertime to see to Grandmothers needs before steaming out again to put in another
  few hours of sweated labour. She stank excessively of slaughterhouse smells which she scrubbed out of herself each evening in the doubtful privacy of the tiny scullery off the kitchen. But if her
  job had its drawbacks it also had its rewards. The sheepskin and the cowhide were just a few of the perks, parcels of choice meats were another. A vast steak and kidney pie was brought to the
  table. Aunt Mattie picked up a knife and sent it plunging without ceremony through flaky golden crust into savoury steaming depths.


  Grandmother sniffed the air and without ado snatched her teeth back from Donald who immediately started to howl.


  Wheesht, lad, wheesht! barked the old lady. The little boy immediately stopped crying to stare at her in awe, before slithering head first down the quilt to the floor and into his
  mothers arms.


  Ill have to adopt your methods, Grannie, laughed Mary, burying her rosy face in the chubby layers of her sons neck.


  Ach, yer too soft for that, snorted the old lady. All you young mothers are the same nowadays. A good skelpit leatherin never did a bairn any harm. When I was on the
  road I used to keep an eye on dozens o bairns as well as my own five and the whole jing bang o them did everything I told them.


  Ay, and fine Mattie and myself know it, put in Jamie, his eyes shining with reminiscence. We were among those bairns and I can still feel the sting o your hands
  through the seat o my breeks.


  Ay, and yer none the worse o it the day, Grandmother said sternly. Of course, her eyes twinkled, I aye carried a sweetie or twa in my pooch in case I
  should run out o steam, but I never did  and you know I found some o these sweeties in my old frock no so long ago, all melted and stuck to the lining. It just goes to
  prove there is no need for bribery if ye have a guid firm tongue in yer head


  She paused to take her washed teeth from Hugh, who was holding them at arms length as if afraid they were about to bite him at any moment.


  Ye see that, she turned a triumphant face to the table. The loon washes my teeth wiout being asked, and though the very sight o me scares the shat out o
  him he does these wee things for me because he respects my authority  is that no right, son?


  Please, Grandmother. Hugh spoke as if he was addressing a much feared and respected headmaster. It wasna that  though ay, I do respect you a lot. It was just 
  well  whiles the wee boy was playin wi them I noticed he was sitting on them and, if youll pardon me for being as frank as yourself, I think he had just shat his hippen
  at the time  its runnin down his leg now.


  All eyes turned to Donalds sturdy legs. The lads right enough, spluttered Jamie. The bairns got the skitters by the look o things.


  Father, reproved Nellie, rising out of her chair to go dancing round the room fanning the air with a newspaper, while Mary rushed her offspring through to the scullery.


  A high-pitched cackling screech rose from the bed. Grandmother was lying back on her pillows, black hat askew, her toothless mouth a pink cavern in her seamed face, her skinny ribcage heaving,
  wrinkled fists beating the bedclothes as she gave full vent to an ecstasy of raucous mirth. Every so often she paused to stare at Nellie dancing round the room, at Jamies suspended fork, at
  Hugh watching her in silent awe, his pimpled jaw hanging at half-mast, his spidery arms still folded respectfully behind his back, and then she was off again, pink heels pummelling little valleys
  in the quilt, fleshless stomach quivering under the red flannel pantaloons.


  Evelyn wiped the tears of laughter from her eyes and looked at her father, glad to see him laughing in a way he hadnt done since Johnnys death. Since he had left Birkiebrae to come
  and work at Kings Croft, the boy had been like a son to him. Jamie had lost his own sons in infancy. His five daughters were a continuing solace and joy to him but the rigours of working a
  north-east croft demanded the strength of men. An orra loon (youngest member of a farmtoun crew) was about the only hired help he had ever been able to afford, and the years of toil had taken the
  heart and the strength out of Jamie King Grant. Johnnys coming had eased so many burdens. The spring had returned to Jamies step, he ceased to turn to the solace of the bottle and
  became more like the gypsy Jamie of old, black eyes clear and eager for life, shoulders back and straight with the returning of a faith in the harsh landscape that had been his hope and joy and
  finally his heartache and sorrow.


  Now Johnny was dead, and so it seemed in the last weeks was Jamie. The deep dark eyes that Evelyn so loved were dull and hopeless once more, the shoulders stooped in a familiar weariness that
  was there all the time now. And he was drinking again, secretly and furtively as if he was ashamed of his own weaknesses. That hurt Evelyn more than anything. He had always taken his drams openly,
  and in so doing had allayed any doubts his family might harbour about his excesses. All the men of the farmtouns drank and no one blamed them for doucing the raw cold of the earth from their
  bones.


  Evelyn wanted to tell him it was all right, she understood, but when she found the empty bottle hidden in the little shed he called his shoppe she knew that it was too late to say
  anything. If she told him she was aware of his drinking he would know she had been to the shed, and would see her interference as a violation of the only privacy he had ever had in a house full of
  women.


  He felt her watching him and he smiled at her, one lid coming down in a quick, conspiratorial wink. She smiled back, a little catch in her throat at the knowing that he trusted and confided in
  her so much. An affinity had always existed between them. She was the seventh of his children, the one most like him in temperament and nature. He told her she reminded him of himself as a child,
  the gypsy Jamie whose freedom of spirit found its echo in her. His hair, once black as night, was almost white now, yet his infectious laugh, his twinkling eye were still those of a young man, and
  she couldnt think of him as ever being old.


  She was glad now that she had come to Aberdeen that day. So much had happened in one brief morning: first the meeting with the young Gordon and now Grandmother, dabbing at her eyes with a corner
  of the quilt, fully in command of herself once more as she took her teeth from Hughs sweating palms and popped them into her mouth, then demanded help with her dinner which Evelyn went
  willingly to give.


  The combined bells of the Cathedral and the College were chiming out the hour of two as the visitors were preparing to leave. A cursory ringing of the front-door bell heralded the arrival of a
  big, burly dark-haired man who came confidently into the room.


  Relatives and friends were always popping into the cottage in College Bounds, but the latest arrival was greeted in rather an abrupt fashion by both Mattie and Grandmother. His bulk seemed to
  fill the room, blotting the light from the window. Nellie paused in the act of fastening her coat. Something about the man tugged at her, not recognition but something that was at the edge of
  memory, pushed down never to surface  except in the hideous, distorted, dark worlds of sweating nightmares.


  She looked again at the man. He was watching her. A black phantom whose thick-set body loomed over her, above her  the blood froze in her veins . . . She was ten years old  alone
  in Kings Croft except for her father and his friend drinking downstairs in the kitchen. In the dread shadows of night a man beast came to her, his weight crushing her down on the bed, his
  hot breath stifling the screams that rose in her throat. Horror after horror engulfed her along with the pain that ripped her virgin flesh apart and made her scream out for her father while the
  beast of the night grunted and moaned and writhed against her skinny frame, tearing her, inflicting upon her an unbelievable torture of mind, body, and soul. And her father never came. All through
  the night watch she lay whimpering and calling for him, for never once in all her childhood had he ever let her down. She had waited in terror, as afraid of the smothering shadows that crept all
  around her as she had been of the crouching man beast, but her fathers familiar figure had not intruded into that endless night.


  He was in the kitchen, in a senseless stupor, too drunk to hear, see, or feel anything until he flitted upstairs with the grey ghosts of morning and found her wide-eyed and petrified, lying on
  her bloodied sheets.


  From that day she had never clapped eyes on the vile creature who had so violated her innocence  until now, this moment of seeing him in flesh and blood that was no less evil to her than
  the cruel phantoms of her dreams.


  Father! Father! You never came! The voice beat uselessly inside her head. It was an old accusation, one that seemed to have been there from the beginning of time. She had never forgiven him. She
  loved him, she wanted to forgive, but always the old, bitter, admonishment rang in her head, making her distrust all men, her father more than any for having betrayed her trust.


  He too was staring at the new arrival, and she knew that his thoughts were carrying him back to that long-ago night of shame and degradation which had always haunted him. If only Nellie knew how
  he hated himself for having failed her, but she wouldnt discuss the matter, couldnt allow the subject to come up without all her old hatred and mistrust boiling to the surface. His
  heart turned over as he caught sight of her tortured face. Stark fear was in her eyes. She stood in a room full of people yet she was as terrified of Jake as she had been on that dark and
  godforsaken night of her childhood.


  The man was looking round the gathering, rubbing his hands together affably, black eyes narrowing as they came to rest on Jamie. My old friend, are ye pretending ye dinna ken me? Surely
  ye havena forgotten the jokes and laughs we shared? He stuck a thick grimy palm in front of Jamies face but Jamie didnt take it. Instead he got up without a word and went to
  get his coat from the stand in the lobby.


  What are ye doin here, Whisky Jake? Grandmother had been napping when the door bell sounded and she was irritated by the interruption. But there was something else. An
  unease in her manner, a soft spark of fear in her eyes as Jake moved to the bed.


  Sitting down he took her old hands in his huge grasp. Grannie, Grannie, he chided, are ye no pleased to see your old Jake then? Im putting my roots down in
  Aberdeen for the winter, got myself a good job at the Stoneywood paperworks so Ill be able to visit my favourite old Grannie as much as I like.


  Grandmother snorted, unimpressed by Jake and his honeyed tongue. More like comin tae see what ye can get oot o me. You were aye a rogue and Im no too far gone
  to see ye havena changed for the better. Mattie and me dinna want ye here interfering wi our lives so you stay away if ye ken whits good for ye. Jake laughed and, bouncing off
  the bed, began to prowl round the room, raising his voice to Jamie in the lobby. My, youve bonny daughters, Jamie lad, too bad we let the years slip away and me missin my
  chance o seeing them growing up.


  He ruffled Marys bouncy black curls, paused to look at Evelyn and say, Ay, Jamie might be a wee man but he sure spawned some beauties. You must only hae been a glint in his een
  last time I was over at Kings Croft.


  He turned slowly to Nellie, Nellie of the prim frocks and fair soft hair, framing a too severe face, an oddly mature face for a young woman, with high cheekbones and hollow cheeks verging on
  gauntness. But one forgot all else when looking at the arresting beauty of her amber-green eyes and the full, sweet softness of a mouth that was disturbingly sensual.


  Whisky Jake put his heavy face next to hers, his cruel mouth twisting as he said mockingly, And youre Nellie, of course. Youve grown a bittie since last I clapped eyes on
  you  ay His voice became oily. Youre a severe-lookin wee madam right enough but I happen to know theres more to ye than meets the eye  eh,
  Nellie lass?


  Nellie felt the room spinning. Her heart was racing so madly she found it difficult to get breath  she was suffocating, suffocating against that dark, hairy, sweating face . . .


  Leave her! Jamie was there, warning the other man off, not laying hands on him but a dangerous glint in his black eyes giving a hint of the anger that seethed below the
  surface.


  Ach, Jamie. Whisky Jake threw himself into a chair and lit his pipe. Dinna tak on so. I was only makin friends wi yer lassies. He studied the
  older man, noting the whitening hair, the waxen skin beginning to tighten over the cheekbones, the sinewy frame bent and shoulders grown stiff from continual wettings in rain-soaked fields, the
  austerity of expression that came to men of the farmtouns while still in their prime and made them look older than their years.


  Dyod, yeve aged, man, Jake remarked with brutal directness. Ye were just a stripling when I last saw ye. Yeve grown old, Jamie, old. It isna worth it, in the
  end the land will take ye and hap itself about ye, laughing at a mere mortal mannie for thinkin he could reap a livin out o dung and sweat. Leave the croft, Jamie, move to
  Aberdeen and get a house. You could go back to your old trade as shoemaker or I could put in a word for ye at the factory. The wages are no bad at all and ye could gie the lassies things
  they never knew existed.


  You very effectively did that to one o my girls and as a result you maimed her mind for life and made her curse me. Jamie spoke thickly, his knuckles clenched to white. In a
  flurry of choking rage he forgot himself, forgot to keep a rein on his words. Nellie, face and neck stained crimson, was telling him to shush, the others were staring at him in puzzlement.


  Nellie put a shaking hand on his arm. With an obvious effort he restrained himself and bade his daughters go out and wait in the trap.


  They settled themselves silently, even Mary looking serious for once, like Evelyn sneaking cautious glances at Nellie who sat with her back ramrod stiff, lips folded into a tight, secretive
  line, eyes staring straight ahead.


  What did that man do to you, Nell? Mary asked the question softly, her dark eyes full of a new sympathy for the sister whose spinsterish ways had so often incited her to teasing
  comment.


  A fresh upsurge of blood stained Nellies fair skin. The others couldnt tell if it was brought about by anger or shame for when she spoke her voice was tightly controlled, as if she
  was keeping her emotions on a tight rein. It is none o your business, Mary. Just leave me be for I will no say another word and thats final.


  Nell, Mary laid a gently persuasive hand on her sisters arm. Were your sisters. Surely you can confide in us. Ive always felt there was something about
  you I never rightly understood. Theres another Nell hiding under all those snide words and angry flouncings. Tell us, Nell, and maybe well be able to understand you better.


  Ach, havers, Mary! You aye did talk nonsense! Furiously she shook her sisters hand off, her bony fingers going to the reins, one black-booted foot tapping impatiently on the
  floorboards as if she couldnt wait to be off.


  Mary looked at Evelyn and lifted her shoulders in a defeated shrug. Whatever lay at the back of Nellies mind would never be divulged by her  that was a certainty.


  Jamie had grabbed Jakes arm and pulled him into the lobby away from the curious looks of Grandmother and Aunt Mattie. See here, man, he began warningly. I never
  thought to have the misfortune of laying eyes on you again but I should have known better. The bad penny aye turns up sooner or later. He looked directly into Jakes sardonic eyes.
  Just keep out o my road, thats all I ask  and if ever you lay one finger on any o my lassies, Ill kill ye  and thats a promise.


  A half-smile touched Jakes lips as he surveyed the other man. Jamies hands werent quite steady; it was a tremor that reached up to his head so that it too shook slightly on
  the seamed brown column of his neck.


  Yere an old man, Jamie, Jake spoke mockingly. And frae the look o ye Id say yere in need o a good stiff dram  or maybe a bottle
  might be more in your line. Ive heard things aboot ye, King Jamie, and from all accounts yere no the same man who less than twenty years ago could drink the night away and get
  up at five to sort the beasts.


  Jamies fists knotted into sinewy balls. Leave them be, he repeated softly, or Ill kill ye.


  Turning on his heel he went out of the room, Jakes softly mocking laugh following him as he went. As he was getting into the trap, Aunt Mattie came bustling out to push a soft, fat paper
  package into his hands. A wee thing for the pot. Wheest now, I have plenty. Her apple-red face grew solemn and she seemed about to say something more, but thinking better of it she
  stepped back, her lusty cries of farewell following them all the way down College Bounds.


  Maggie turned a hot face from the fire as they came through the door. Well, did you have a good day? she inquired. Did you get the things I asked
  for?


  Jamie put the shopping bag on the table and smiled at her. Ay, we did that, lass, and a wee bittie extra besides. Mattie sent over some meat. Well have roast for the Sunday pot
  thanks to her.


  Ach, shes a good soul. Maggie turned to her youngest daughter whose brightness of face hadnt escaped her notice. Youve enjoyed yourself today, Evie. You
  have a wee rose plunk in the middle o each cheek and yet this morning you were as white as the driven snow.


  Aunt Mattie and Grandmother were a tonic, Mam. Youll have to come along and visit them next time.


  They regaled her with some of the goings on at the house in College Bounds. No one mentioned Whisky Jake though Maggie looked once or twice at Nellie sitting withdrawn and quiet at the fire. She
  hadnt even taken off her coat, but sat huddled into it as if she was cold despite the warmth of the room. Maggie turned a questioning eye on her husband but he avoided her gaze and went
  rather hurriedly with the bucket out to the fuel shed.


  Wee Col came toddling in. He had been playing in the barn and his golden-red hair was full of jagged pieces of straw. The little boy had been born mentally retarded, and at almost six had the
  physical and mental capabilities of a two-year-old. At first everyone had been bemused by the small, quiet stranger and afraid too of what the gossips in the community would have to say about
  Maggies failure to give her man a healthy son. For there was pride in the heart of Margaret Innes Grant, it showed in the way she walked, in the sparkle of her grey-green eyes and in the
  refined arrogance of her handsome face. She was the bastard daughter of a nobleman, one Lord Lindsay Ogilvie who was the uncle of Lady Marjorie Forbes of Rothiedrum House and great-uncle to Gillan,
  the Forbes only son and heir.


  No one, not even Jamie, knew that his wife was related to the Forbes of Rothiedrum, and if she had her way it was a secret that would remain with her till her dying day.


  But certain things were inherent in her. They manifested themselves in various ways and were an irritant to some of her neighbours who had, when Col was born, experienced a wicked satisfaction
  in the knowing that even superior-looking mortals like Maggie were by no means perfect. She hadnt wanted the boy in the beginning, his very existence reminded her of her shortcomings, but
  gradually, with the passing years, she came to love the flawed child. He was an adorable little creature who doled out love to his family without restraint. It was a bottomless font, springing
  freely from the happy, blithe heart of him, but if he had a favourite person in his untroubled life it was Nellie. She had loved him and cared for him from the start and it was to her that he now
  turned, holding out his arms and saying, Nella, in a way that suggested the short time she had been away from him seemed more like a year.


  Ay, come on to me, my bonny wee mannie. She snuggled him onto her knees to cuddle and kiss him and pick straw from his hair with which she tickled the back of his neck.


  His laughter was as infectious as a summer cold, his big, dreamy blue eyes bright as he threw back his head and gave vent to warm, deep, fat, belly-shaking chuckles.


  Evelyn smiled as she stepped over the cobbles to fetch butter from the milk shed, forgetting all about Whisky Jake in the warmth and security of Kings Croft which happed about her like a
  soft warm blanket.
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