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  ROTHIEDRUM IN ABERDEENSHIRE 1885


  It was a good day for a wedding. The summer countryside stretched, a green and golden patchwork for as far as the eye could see, the rich dark green of the firs in the little
  woods above Mossdyke Croft making a vivid contrast with the azure bowl of the cloudless June sky.


  Margaret Innes McKenzie turned away from the window and touched her hot cheek. She felt flustered, excited and unusually nervous. Wedding or no, she had been up at her usual time of five to help
  her mother with all the tasks around the croft. She had washed and scrubbed till her hands were chaffed and sore, reflecting as she worked how nice it would have been to go to her man with soft,
  white hands. But then, he might have looked askance at such a rare phenomenon for it was no disgrace for a girl of the farmtouns to have rough hands  more a disgrace if she hadnt
   she might have been stamped as a lazy whittrock and no crofter in his right senses would have taken a slut to be his wife.


  Still, she reflected as she made butter and cheese, boiled hens feed and made calfies stoorum, an oatmeal and water mixture that gave the young beasts strength, how good just for
  once to be soft and feminine and to smell of roses instead of the byre before it had been mucked.


  I like the smell of you   The voice of Jamie King Grant spoke inside her head. When Im near you Im minded o the cornfields after rain and I could
  hold you forever just taking the smell of you to my heart.


  Margaret smiled as she thought of Jamie and his gay, carefree intrusion into a life that had become as sedate for her as that of Miss Beattie, the retired old ladys maid to whom she had
  been sent as a companion on leaving school at the age of twelve.


  Miss Beattie had been a difficult old lady to live with. As stiff and unyielding as the stays which made her stand ramrod straight, she waved her walking stick about in bayonet fashion to
  emphasize the demands she barked out imperiously from the moment she rose from bed each morning. The wages she had paid to the young farmtoun lass had been as sparse and as grudging as the
  gratitude she showed for Margarets devoted attention to her welfare; thirty shillings annually, seven shillings and sixpence of which was doled out at three-monthly intervals so that
  Margaret should not keep her mother waiting for her due.


  Faithfully Margaret sent the money to her mother at Mossdyke, a great part of her pining to go home to the croft, a smaller, more insistent part content to stay on at Miss Beatties and
  absorb all the social graces round which the old ladys days revolved. After the harshness of the crofting life there was a genteel security in refined service, and she was willing to put up
  with the old ladys crotchety ways in order to learn more about the lifestyle of a society far removed from the rough honesty of the north-east farmtouns.


  She was almost twenty when Jamie had come into her life, and a bursting, colourful intrusion it had been too, the travellers encamped on the ley field of Mains of Baldoch, meeting up with the
  gypsies who had come north of the border for the summer. Most of them had been Grants, all related and inter-related  a happy, laughing throng who bent their backs to the tattie howking by
  day and gathered to sing round the camp fires by evening.


  Miss Beattie had scowled at the noise yet smiled sourly behind her thick glasses as she told Margaret, They have their place in society too, Margaret, they have their own codes of
  behaviour and stick to them. Orderly  you could say that  and I always admire any breed of people who can run their lives in an orderly way.


  Margaret had politely agreed, and in the privacy of her room had laughed with delight as the wild sound of the gypsy fiddles floated over the fields.


  Soon afterwards she had met Jamie, velvet-eyed Jamie with the curling dark hair and the smile that melted her heart from the very first moment. He was truly a gypsy king, but it was only
  coincidence he told her that King was his middle name. He was of true Romany stock; his mother had been a well known fortune-teller among her own people, his father a Seer of great repute. All his
  life Jamie had travelled country roads. He knew as much about farming as any man in the north-east lowlands. At his mothers insistence he had learned the craft of shoemaking and could stitch
  as fancy a shoe as any souter in the land. Wherever he went he sold his shoes to the gentry and had earned a good reputation for himself among the rich. More of his time had been spent north of the
  border than anywhere else, with the result that he had as much of an Aberdeen twang in his voice as Margaret herself.


  Soon she was besotted with him, he with her. When the time came for him to move south for the winter she had been desolated, when next he came back he asked her to marry him, ready to give up
  his nomadic existence and settle down to a more humdrum way of life. By then Margarets stepfather had been taken ill and she had had to leave Miss Beatties to return to the
  farmtouns.


  Miss Beattie had tears in her steely grey eyes the day Margaret left her service for good. Margaret, she had said sternly. I know you think Im a bit of an old dragon
  but thats my way and I cant change it for anybody. Ive enjoyed having you in my home  if I may say you have something in you that I could never quite fathom.
  Youre too good to marry a gypsy, but nothing I can say will change that stubborn, proud heart of yours so when the time comes I want you to get married here, in my own drawing room. I insist
  on it, Margaret  for the sake of a crotchety old maid who has few pleasures left in life but watching other people make a mess of theirs. She had smiled dourly then and had given
  Margaret fifty pounds to go to her dowry. On impulse Margaret had hugged her and had promised to come back for her wedding to Jamie.


  And now the day had come and the little croft sitting snug in the shelter of the couthy hills shone and sparkled in the morning sunlight. Despite the hours of work that lay
  behind her, Margaret had rid herself of an excess of energy by polishing the already polished doorstep till her arms ached, had cleaned all the windows till the panes winked among their coverings
  of crisp white muslin.


  She looked at her stepfather sitting in his chair by the fire, a substantial armchair it was, red-varnished, its uncontoured wooden seat black-painted, the armrests polished smooth from untold
  years of usage. This was Andra McKenzies chair, his throne, only moved from its place on the left hand side of the fire when the floor was being scrubbed. It was so sacrosanct an object that
  no one dared use it if it was thought Andra might come in and catch them in it. In days gone by its straight back had forced his work-weary bones into rigid lines, but now he sagged down in it, his
  eyes gazing unblinkingly into the torpid flames in the grate. Margaret wondered what he was thinking that blithe morning  if he was thinking at all. Once a tough, wiry figure, leathery brown
  face etched deep with lines from a lifetime of hard work, he was now bent and old looking, surrounded by an aura of loneliness since a stroke had robbed him of speech and much of the power of his
  body.


  Andra, she touched his white head gently. Andra, its a good day for a wedding, is it no?


  The silence of the kitchen answered her, broken only by the slow, easy ticking of the pendulum wall clock and the raucous crowing of a cockerel from the yard outside. Margaret drew her hand away
  from the bowed head and swallowed a lump in her throat. Dear, good Andra McKenzie, she thought, I owe you so much  thanks to you I have a name . . .


  Her mothers light step sounded in the lobby. She came into the room and Margaret gazed at her with tears in her eyes. I wish he was coming, Mam, I dinna want to get wed without him
  there.


  Megsie Camerons tired face didnt waver as she reached out a thin hand to touch her daughters fiery hair. Maggie, she said softly, dinna fret about
  Andra. He lives in his own wee world now, but once you were all his world and the last thing he would want would be to spoil this day for you. Hell be fine here with Kirsty Keith to see to
  him  you know how she loves looking after people.


  Maggie thought about the sharp-faced mistress of Dippiedoon and giggled. Ay, only too well, the sooner she has bairns to see to the better the rest of us might get some peace from her
  poking and prying.


  Megsie Cameron sighed and her daughter looked at her quickly, wondering just how much of the curiosity of neighbours had affected her throughout her life. She had been a maidservant at the royal
  house of Balmoral, an inexperienced girl who had fallen for the flattering attentions of a lordly young creature whose sole purpose in courting her had been to get her into the nearest bed as
  quickly as possible. Margaret had been the result of that ill-matched mating but she had never had to bear the indignity of being labelled illegitimate. Megsie Cameron had been fortunate to meet
  and marry Andra McKenzie in relatively far-off Buchan.


  Before Margarets birth, Andra had inherited the old Mossdyke croft and it was here he brought his young wife to bear her child in the attic room upstairs, in the very bed in which he
  himself had first drawn breath. If anyone in the parish of Rothiedrum suspected that there was disgrace attached to Maggies birth no one ever said as much, though rumour had a nasty habit of
  spreading, giving fuel to the busy tongues of people like Kirsty Keith who delighted in proclaiming to her cronies that there was more to Margaret Innes McKenzie than met the eye.


  Maggie grew up knowing the true facts about her existence. On one hand she was proud of the blue blood flowing in her veins, on the other she was resentful of the idle rich, and
  over the years had built up quite a hatred against the so-called gentleman who had fathered her with such blithe irresponsibility. To make matters worse she knew who he was, although she had never
  met him. He had family connections with the House of Rothiedrum and from time to time little snippets of gossip filtered through from the local girls who worked to the laird. Whenever the name of
  Lord Lindsay Ogilvie was mentioned in her hearing she would purse her lips and turn away, trying to ignore the unwilling yearning she experienced at the sound of her fathers name. Yet he was
  just a name to her, as unreal as the fact that she was a first cousin of his niece, Lady Marjorie Forbes, the attractive new wife of the young Laird of Rothiedrum . . .


  Its time to get ready, Maggie.


  Maggie started out of her reverie and stared at her mother.


  Ay, Mam. Reaching out she touched her mothers hair, once as rich and red as her own, now dull and streaked with grey. Jamies the right one, isnt he,
  Mam? You liked him from the beginning.


  She sounded breathless, anxious. Megsie smiled. Ay, Maggie, hes a good man  and fitting that a king should marry such a noble lass.


  Maggie joined in her mothers laughter. King of the gypsies  my Jamie  hes giving up a lot for me, I just hope hell be able to settle down after the
  roving life hes led.


  Megsie nodded wisely. Keep his bed warm and his belly full and hell no stray far from your side. She took her daughters hand and held it tightly. We need a man
  about the place again, she glanced at her husband so still and peaceful by the hearth, now that Andras no as able as he was. Jamies a Godsend for us all and I bless the
  day you and he met. Now help me get Andra ben the house and well bring the tub to the fire. You must go to your man smelling as pure as the dawn. I have a wee bottle o rose water I
  bought from the travellers last year which well put in the water.


  Maggie coloured. Mam, she whispered urgently, Jamies the first serious man Ive had in my life  Im a bittie feared of what lies ahead.


  Megsie looked affectionately into her daughters earnest, flushed face. Ah, Maggie, she nodded, would that I had been so innocent when Andra betrothed himself to me.
  There is nothing to fear, lass. Jamies a mature man o thirty, no some callow youth who is all bothy talk and no experience. Loving each other will come as naturally in bed as anywhere
  else, you mark my words.


  The door rattled and Betsy ONeil of Cragbogie breezed in. A real sloven of a girl was Betsy whose origins lay in the notorious slums of Aberdeens Peacock Close. Hard-bitten and as
  boisterously crude about the facts of life as Maggie was shy of them she more than made up for her shortcomings with her kindly heart and vigorous personality. Her husband, a hard-working,
  hard-drinking Irishman known as Danny the Fist, had bedded his bride well before their betrothal with the result that she was heavily pregnant after just three months of marriage.


  When she had heard that Maggie was marrying a gypsy, she had subjected her to merciless teasing concerning what she called Jamies hot blood and Maggie, a puritan with a keen sense of
  humour, caught between Miss Beatties carefully cultivated gentility and the down to earth world of the farmtouns, could never wait to get rid of Betsy so that she could give vent to her
  mirth in the privacy of her own room. Despite her swollen girth, Betsy still moved with a certain lithe grace and as soon as Andra was settled in the parlour and the hot tub was brought to the fire
  she all but yanked Maggies clothes from her body to throw them willy nilly on the clickit rug, the only adornment on the cold, grey stone floor of the kitchen. Backed by hardwearing
  seed-corn sacks, hooked through with a variety of discarded but colourful variety of old breeks and stockings cut into strips, these rugs littered the floors of the house, but for practical reasons
  only one was placed at the kitchen fire, rolled up and placed against the wall during morning scrubbing sessions and only put in front of the hearth during the evenings and for special
  occasions.


  Steam from the tub filled the kitchen, the kettle sang on the swee, ready to top up when the water got cold. Betsy lathered soap energetically over Maggies smooth shoulders and she might
  as well not have spoken when she protested she could manage fine on her own.


  Ach, wheesht, Maggie, scolded Betsy, wiping soap from her nose. Its no every day a lass gets married, and youd best take time to preen yourself now for Jamie
  will no give you a minutes peace for the next few nights.


  Standing back she gazed at Maggies shapely figure admiringly. My, Maggie, its amazing what secret lies beneath these drab frocks you wear. Youre a beauty and no
  mistake. Ay, Jamie will no go short o his pleasure wi you in the feathers beside him, for youre shaped just like the hour glass on my kitchen sideboard . . .


  Och, be quiet, Betsy, scolded Maggie, grabbing a towel and wrapping herself in it while her mother and Betsy between them fussed with her hair, rubbing at it, combing it,
  eventually esconsing her by the fire where little eddies of steam rose from the drying locks. Soon it rippled down her back to her waist, a cascade of rich red waves burnished to gold in the
  firelight.


  Enviously Betsy took the heavy tresses in her hands and let them slide through her fingers. Danny says mine are like rats sookings  ay, Maggie, wi one thing and
  another Jamies in for a fine time. When hes no touching your hair hell be busy somewhere else  I doubt hell have no strength left by the time he comes back to
  farm Kings Croft.


  Kings Croft! Maggie and her mother spoke in unison and dimples dented Betsys cheeks.


  Ay, thats what folks hereabouts have christened the place already.


  Daft gowks! flared Megsie, her eyes darting to the door as if afraid her husband had overheard Betsys careless words. This is Andras croft and will be till the
  day he dies!


  Ay, Betsy murmured sympathetically and gently pushed Maggie away from the fire and upstairs to help her get ready.


  Margaret Innes McKenzie didnt think herself beautiful. She knew the attraction of her face lay in its strength; her features were finely drawn, pride and mischief
  flashed out of her grey-green eyes, her generous mouth was firm and well set, there was about her an aura of a gentlewoman and a dignity in her bearing that defied her humble surroundings. She knew
  that people spoke behind her back about what they called her uppitiness but she could no more help her refined ways than she could help breathing.


  Staring at herself in her mirror she saw the face of a flushed, bright-eyed girl of twenty-one, framed in a bridal hat trimmed with little flowers and a veil which would later hide her nervous
  blushes. Her black, full length bridal gown sat well on her slender, small-boned figure. For almost a year she had saved every spare penny to secure the outfit from Esslemont and Macintoshs
  in Aberdeen and now she was glad she had made all those little sacrifices.


  In the rowan trees outside the window blackbirds were singing, laughter drifted from the track leading along to the croft, down below a door banged, voices floated upstairs, among them the
  masculine tones of Archie McCaskill the travelling vanman who for years had been sweet on Maggie. The house was filling with wellwishers and wedding guests.


  Maggies heart fluttered. She turned to Betsy. Do I look alright? My face  its so hot . . .


  Calmly Betsy applied a powder-saturated wad of cotton to Maggies red cheeks and flipping up the ruched hem of the dress she tucked a white linen hanky into the rim of the blue silk hose
  that covered Maggies shapely legs. Only her petticoats covered her modesty for as yet the fashion for under-drawers had reached only the high society north of the border. She thought
  wistfully that it would have been rather nice to be in line with the most fashionable on this very important day of her life, but Betsy soon dispelled her thoughts by patting the hanky and saying,
  There, you never know when you might need it. I was glad o one at my wedding and no for my nose either. Danny was sweating that much at the idea o losing his freedom I just
  whipped up my dress in front o the ministers nose and he was that busy goggling at my bare dowp he forgot to glower at Danny for blowing his nose and nearly forgot the words o
  the blessing forbye.


  Maggie burst out laughing and took Betsys hand. Youve been a Godsend today, Betsy. Sometimes I canna thole the way you go on about Jamie and me, and at others I just shut
  myself in my room and piddle myself laughing.


  Betsy giggled and holding hands both young women rushed to pull open the door, looked at one another and choking back their laughter walked sedately down the wooden stairs to meet the assembled
  guests.


  It seemed to Maggie as if the whole of Rothiedrum was gathered there in parlour and kitchen to see the wedding guests off in the hired brake which had seating ranged down the
  sides for more than twenty-four people. Bunty Lovie the postmistress, a round, fat little woman with an inquisitive, bird-like face and bright black eyes, stood at the gate with her cronies, her
  hanky to her eyes and her tongue going nineteen to the dozen as she hurled hawthorn petals at anyone who happened to pass her line of vision. George the Forge, the village blacksmith, had brought
  along a barrel of his home-made beer and together with his mates was ensconsed under the hedge that lined the track, shouting out a garbled stream of good wishes as the brake passed by. Charlie
  Lammas the butcher, a tiny little man who wore an old bowler hat both in and out of his shop, was there with Lily, his stout, domineering wife and Maggie waved at them all till her arms ached and
  she was glad when the horses turned onto the comparative peace of the turnpike. The fifteen mile journey to Miss Beatties house passed in a dream. In no time at all it seemed they were at
  their destination and there was Miss Beattie at the door to welcome them, resplendent in black silk, her loud, imperious voice barking out orders to all and sundry.


  The minister was ensconsed in the heavily draped drawing room, a nervous tic quickening at his eye every time Miss Beatties voice fell upon his ears. The Reverend Andrew McAuley knew
  Maggie well. During her time with Miss Beattie she had accompanied the old lady to the kirk every Sabbath, her young face sober as befitted a servant lass imbibing the words preached in the
  Episcopal church, yet a glimmer of fun sparkling out of her eyes and that air she wore of gracing the establishment with her presence.


  Margaret. He rose to welcome her, taking her hand courteously.


  Mr McAuley. Her prim, well-modulated voice with its charming north-east twang fell coolly on his ears and his hand grew perceptibly limp in her firm young grasp,
  Its a fine day for a wedding  is it not? she queried politely.


  He looked directly at her. The grey-green eyes behind the little veil were twinkling and suddenly he lost his resentment at presiding over a marriage ceremony into which he had been bullied by
  the dragonly Miss Beattie. Never had he thought to be called upon to bless the union of a gypsy to a farmtoun lass but now, seeing the happiness shining our of the girls refined young face,
  he felt his heart growing as blithe as the bright June day outside.


  Indeed a fine day, Margaret, he nodded and was shocked at the realization that it was taking him all his time not to wink at her.


  Jamie arrived in as carefree a manner as he had breezed into Margarets sedate young life. The brake which had conveyed himself and a variety of friends and relatives from a communal
  meeting point was as gaily and outrageously decorated as the fresh horses which had carried the party from the halfway stage where refreshments had obviously been freely taken. They were all
  singing as they arrived at Miss Beatties discreetly genteel front door and from the depths of the throng the untamed notes of a fiddle arose, teeth flashed in sundrenched faces. Miss Beattie
  took one look and twitched back into the drawing room to partake of a furtive glass of port wine.


  From out of the throng of brown, sweating bodies, a figure detatched itself and walked with dignity up Miss Beatties spotless steps to her polished front door with its refined display of
  gleaming brass ornamentation proclaiming her standing in her own peculiarly snobbish society.


  Jamie King Grant was not a tall man, but his arresting dark good looks more than made up for his lack of stature. His brown eyes were vividly alive in his sunburned face, its heavy black
  Kitchener moustache not quite hiding the full sensual mouth that had carried Maggie to heights of shivering ecstasy in their times of courting under the still black trees that shielded Miss
  Beatties house from the outside world. Surrounded by a colourful entourage of friends and relations he descended on Miss Beattie, a fine handsome figure in his black, swallow-tailed jacket
  and lavender coloured shirt, his eyes flashing at sight of his bride and his manner so courteous to Miss Beattie she was soon won over by him.


  A wonderful day for a wedding, Mr Grant, she beamed, parched skin tautening round her protruding cheekbones as she welcomed each guest in turn, sucking in her breath a little as
  whisky fumes bathed her and work-roughened hands seized her delicate birdlike fingers in too-hearty handshakes.


  Mr McAuleys rather grim countenance was relaxing, smiling even as the spirit of Margarets wedding day infiltrated his dour soul.


  In the middle of all the greetings there came a pause, a perceptible and respectful hush fell over the gathering of travellers and gypsies. Almost automatically they seperated into two rows to
  make way for a quartet of men who were carrying a rickety object which resembled a sedan chair. On it, ensconsed in a cloud of cushions and blankets, was an old woman, dressed to her wrinkled
  yellow throat in scuffed blue silk, her crown of white hair barely restrained by an enormous black hat decorated with pink birds wings.


  Maggie was glad of the veil that hid her blushes. Out of the corner of her eye she met the devilish, twinkling ones of Jamie and she was seized with an almost irrepressible urge to run to him
  and hug him. She knew she would remember the agony and the ecstasy of that memorable moment for the rest of her life. She had met Grandmother only once before and had never forgotten the impression
  the grand old gypsy woman had made upon her. She was the matriarch of the travelling people. All her life she had tramped the highways and byways and now, too old and frail to walk any further, she
  was carried everywhere in her sedan chair by a willing army of subjects.


  The look on Miss Beatties face was one never to be forgotten. All her hard-won composure failed her in those moments of Grandmothers arrival. Her face sagged, little ringlets of
  skin curled over the high neck of her dress, her mouth hung suspended for several moments before she took several deep breaths and braced herself for what was to come. Into the elegant drawing room
  Grandmother was borne in style; her voice, delightfully Highland but no less imperious than Miss Beatties, barking out orders till she was eventually set down amidst Miss Beatties
  softly padded sofas and glass fronted cabinets.


  Without preliminary, Grandmother called the minister to her side and made herself known to him, thereupon engaging him in such intricate questions about the Kirk and its functions an audible
  sigh of relief escaped him when eventually he made good his escape.


  Silks and stays rustling and creaking Grandmother arranged herself on her cushions and when she was settled to her satisfaction her bright eyes raked through the gathering, alighting and staying
  on an aghast Miss Beattie. There ye are, my dear, she cried accusingly. Come you here to me and let me look at ye.


  To Maggies complete surprise Miss Beattie obeyed as meekly as a lamb, her only indication of discomfiture showing in two bright spots of colour emblazoned on each bristling cheekbone.


  Would you look at that, Megsie whispered in her daughters ear. The old lady is as superior as any Miss Beatties worked to in her day, shell be licking
  her boots before the day is over.


  If it ever begins, Maggie replied for it seemed to her that no semblance of order could possibly emerge from the chaos in Miss Beatties sequestered drawing room. Everyone
  was talking and laughing, Grandmother and Miss Beattie were engaged in a lengthy conversation concerning the merits of tea, the minister had retired to a corner to gaze rather soulfully from the
  plush curtained window to the sun-splashed meadows beyond the garden.


  Get me a glass o port, dear, Grandmothers high, commanding tones pierced everyones ears. All this talk o tea has made me drouthy but its
  too tame a potion for my needs just now. Its been a long journey and I will no feel like myself without a glass o the grape inside me.


  Miss Beatties face was animated as she fetched bottle and glass and bore them to Grandmothers side. A full measure warming in her purple-veined hands, the old lady settled back in
  her cushions, smiled toothlessly at all and sundry and demanded sweetly, What are ye all waiting for? Wheres that meenister mannie? Jamie and his bride mustna be kept waiting and the
  sooner the ceremony is ower wi the sooner we can get on wi the feasting.


  Miss Beattie smiled rather nervously at the minister; there was a discreet and decorous positioning of people and chairs round the room. Jamie stood close by Maggies side, his dark eyes
  serious now as the minister took his place and the wedding began. Mr McAuleys high-pitched, euphonistic voice rose in the silence; a mistle thrush sang in the deep-shaded sycamore tree by
  the gate. On the dusty road a rag-and-bone man trundled past on his hot, lethargic way, his little donkey dragging its hooves so that they made trails in the dust, cups and saucers chinking with
  every turn of the cart wheels, a lolling-tongued dog trailing listlessly behind.


  Any old ra-ags! Any old ra-ags!


  The toneless dirge fell clearly on the ears of the wedding party. Maggie stole a quick look at Jamie. Was it a portent of their life together? Rags and bones with no little riches in between to
  brighten the way? Jamie half turned. His eyelid came down in a sly, deliberate wink. She straightened. Life with him would always be rich and satisfying, no matter how poor their circumstances.


  At the back of the room Grandmother belched softly, a misdemeanour hastily covered by a ripple of respectful throat clearing.


  Blessings fell solemly from Mr McAuleys thin lips followed by prayers and hymns and finally the words of the marriage ceremony itself. The palpable heat of the room enclosed Maggie. She
  swayed a little. Jamies hand slipped under her elbow, strong, reassuring. She loved him, oh how she loved her gypsy Jamie. The words uniting them in wedlock fell sweet and dear on her ears.
  The air lightened, a little whisper ran round the room, breaking the tension that had held everyone stiffly to attention.


  And then it was over, chairs scraped, Grandmothers high, lilting voice sang out its congratulations. Jamie took his bride in his arms. The lips that kissed hers were soft and tender, warm
  with the promise of passion to come.


  Welcome to my life, Mrs Grant, he whispered softly.


  And you to mine. Her voice was low, tremulous. Their eyes met and held, wordlessly pledging their love to one another before they were surrounded by wellwishers.


  During the feasting and the revelry that followed, the toasts, the dancing, Maggie was aware of her mothers anxiety to be off home to Andra. When it came time to leave she took her
  mothers hands and squeezed them tightly. Hell be fine, Mam, never you fear, she reassured, then added softly, I miss him too. When I was a wee lass I used to
  think how it would be on my wedding day  you and Andra at my side.


  Hes a good man, Maggie, said Megsie huskily.


  The best. Maggie smiled though there was a poignancy in her  for Andra  for her mother who had once been so bonny and who now, at just past forty, was grey and old
  looking beyond her years though occasionally the young Megsie flashed into the sweetness of her face, a fleeting shadow of the beauty she must have been in her girlhood.


  Maggie had changed for the journey to the little fishing village where she and Jamie were to spend a few precious days together in rented rooms. The blue of the tight-bodiced dress with its
  chaste high neck, was a perfect foil for the upswept tresses of her bright, luxuriant hair upon which sat a blue bonnet tied under the chin, decorated with two gay green feathers.


  Megsie looked at her daughter with pride, and her green eyes were shiny when she said, My bonny Maggie. You should always be dressed in fine clothes instead o the drab frocks that
  hide the pride o you from the world.


  Maggie laughed. A fine bit fool I would look mucking out the byre dressed in velvets and bows. Gathering her mother to her bosom she held her tightly for a brief moment.
  Goodbye, Mam, I hope youll manage while were away. It will pass in no time and then Jamie will be there to take care of everything.


  Megsie drew away. Ach, you mustna think yet o coming back, you make the most o your time away for it will only happen once in your lifetime.


  She got into the brake that had brought Maggie. It rattled away and Maggie turned back into the house to seek out Miss Beattie to thank her for all she had done.


  It was a pleasure, my dear Margaret, intoned the old lady with dignity even though she hiccupped discreetly into her hand in the pretence of clearing her throat. She and
  Grandmother had partaken freely of port wine and had giggled together like schoolgirls in a quiet little corner of the barn where Mains of Baldoch had allowed the dancing to take place. Miss
  Beattie seized Maggies hands in her birdlike claws. I truly wish you well in your future life with Jamie Grant. I must say I had entertained some doubts about the wiseness of your
  choice of husband but today I found out he is not only a gentleman, he is quite regal in his own way and thoroughly deserved to be made a king in his own class.


  Maggie hid a smile. Dear old Miss Beattie. She was a snob but an endearing one and Maggie knew she would always have a soft spot for her. As yet she hadnt found another companion to suit
  her.


  Fools, every one of them, she told Maggie forcibly. Initiative and good manners are so hard to come by  a pity you had to leave my service, Margaret, she had
  ended accusingly. I could have taught you so much about the finer things in life.


  Social etiquette is of little use in the byre at five oclock in the morning, Maggie had answered lightly, making the old lady smile sourly and mutter, Quite, quite,
  still, I will always regret having to let you go. Youll be wasted, Margaret, wasted, and in time youll forget all you learned here and become a slave to home and family. The years
  will settle heavily upon those little shoulders, mark my words, dear.


  The blood of the youth leaping strong in her veins, Maggie hid her smiles and she was still hiding them, though her affection for her former employer was such she gathered her into her arms and
  planted a kiss firmly on one wizened, bony cheek.


  Tears sprang to Miss Beatties keen grey eyes and transferring her hanky to them from her nose she said huskily, Be off with you, girl  and luck go with you. I wont
  forget you, Margaret, thats a promise. I hope you might find the time to come back and visit me  someday.


  Tears pricking her own eyes, Maggie went quickly outside to the brake that had brought Jamie and his rumbustious following. He was waiting to help her up, his strong arms enclosing her waist
  briefly, his dark eyes intent and full of warmth as they gazed into hers. Crushed next to him in the packed bench she shivered a little though the cold night air that swept over her had nothing to
  do with her tremors. He was so hard and warm beside her, so overwhelmingly masculine, she was almost ashamed of how eagerly she anticipated the time when she would be alone with him at last.


  His strong brown hand curled over hers and she leaned against him, content to be quiet during the riotous journey. The brake rumbled through a night that would never grow entirely dark during
  the long northern mid-summer days. The skylarks were still singing in the sky, the ecstatic sound of them seeming to precede the briskly trotting horses along the roads, in the buttercup strewn
  meadows the peewits were calling in alarm as they ushered their round fluffy babies away from threat of danger, the sun was just below the horizon to the north-west, sending up great unfurling
  banners of golds and pinks that merged and spiralled upwards like molten smoke.


  Grandmother had been transferred from her sedan chair to a well-cushioned seat at the front. She was fast asleep, her silvered head nodding onto her scrawny bosom, quite oblivious to the
  good-natured ribaldry going on all around her. Whisky had appeared like magic from inner suit pockets and as the drams flowed so did the singing and the earthy jokes, instigated by the cradle which
  sat between the rows of feet.


  How soon will ye fill it, Jamie? cried a black whiskered man known as Whisky Jake. Built like a bull with a voice to match, he was Jamies best friend but Maggie had never
  taken to him, hating his habit of nudging her roughly and whispering crude suggestions in her ear. She pretended to like him for Jamies sake, though she was certain if Jamie knew half the
  things about Jake that she did he would send him on his way in no uncertain terms.


  The question started off a whole spate of good-natured taunts concerning Jamies fertility and it was a boisterous company who rattled into the sleepy little village in the early hours of
  morning, causing a few windows to be thrown open so that straining eyes could better see what all the excitement was about.


  In the hour that followed Jamie was subjected to a whole chain of indignities and when the ribald crew had at last departed into the night, Maggie was left to look at her new husband,
  trouserless and dishevelled, hands and feet bound and tied to the bedhead. Jakes parting shot rang in Maggies head. The choice is yours, Maggie lass, leave him as he is and get
  a good nights rest  or let him loose and answer for the consequences.


  A strangled giggle escaped Maggie at sight of Jamies hangdog look.


  Come on, Maggie, he said evenly. Dinna just stand there laughing. Get me out o this.


  For answer she untied her hat and tossed it away from her. It sailed through the air to land on top of the wardrobe, its proud cockade of feathers touching the ceiling. Choking back her
  merriment she put both hands on her hips and surveyed her new husband for a long, considering moment.


  I wonder . . . she taunted, eyes aglow with mischief. Im tired and needing a good rest right enough. These daft gowks made a fine job of tying you up. I think
  Ill feel safer if I just leave you the way you are . . .


  Maggie. His voice held a warning note. It will be the worse for you later if you dinna stop tormenting me now.


  Ach, Jamie, she scolded pleasantly, and here was Miss Beattie thinking you were so refined. Thats no way for a gentleman to speak to his new bride 


  Maggie! If you dont untie me right this minute Ill start singing at the top o my voice and fines the rest youll get then.


  Breathless with laughter she hastened to free him from his bonds and immediately his arms came round her to draw her close.


  Jamie, she whispered. It was a good wedding, wasnt it?


  The best. There will never be another like it. His lips nuzzled her ear, making her shiver anew. I love you, Maggie.


  She stroked the dark, curling hair from his brow. I hope youll never regret giving up everything youve ever known  for me.


  Oh, Maggie, he crushed her to him. If you hadnt come into my life I would have wandered forever  with no one. Im thirty years old, lass. Ive been
  a man for a long time but never in all my years did I meet anyone I loved enough to marry. Im not giving up everything  Ive found it  so wheesht now  and let me
  love you.


  Gently he pushed her away and reaching up undid her hair so that it cascaded over her shoulders in a fiery cloud. Such bonny hair, he breathed. It was what I noticed first
  about you  your hair.


  Lifting a thick tendril to his lips he kissed it tenderly and when she saw the burning yearning in his black eyes her heart began to beat swiftly.


  Jamie, she murmured. My gypsy Jamie  well have a good future together, you and me  and Ill be proud to bear your children.


  His lips sought hers, roughly, searchingly, so filled with warm passion she felt the heat of it throbbing through her, filling every aching space of her unfulfilled body.


  She clung to him, wanting only this now, this night in the arms of Jamie King Grant to last forever. All her tomorrows could wait. The future and all it held was another world away as Jamie
  carried her with him into realms of an ecstasy she had only just glimpsed in her dreams.
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