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      Glossary

      
      Hoosie – A small house, such as a fisherman’s cottage

      
      Hoose – A larger house

      
      Whiley – A short while

      
      Quine – A term of affection for a girl or woman

      
      Loon – A term for affection for a boy or man

      
      Fit – What

      
      
   



      
      
      1

      
      Portsoy, August 1865

      
      Most of the villages strung along the Moray Firth coastline were built to a neat plan, with their sturdy stone-built houses
         in orderly rows, their windowless gable walls facing the sea in order to withstand the winter storms. But in Portsoy the houses
         were at all angles, as though the builders had simply set them up wherever they happened to find a piece of spare land.
      

      
      Walking down towards the harbour after tramping round the surrounding villages, selling fish from door to door, Eppie wondered,
         as she often did, whether the village was rushing eagerly towards the sea, or clambering uphill, panic-stricken and desperate
         to get away from the rocks not far offshore, waiting with their sharp black wave-lashed fangs bared in the hope of one day
         being able to swallow up the entire village.
      

      
      The first time she had voiced these thoughts aloud, Murdo had laughed the easy deep laugh that seemed to come from the very
         centre of him and made his sea-green eyes crinkle and his mouth stretch almost from one side of his brown face to the other.
         When Murdo laughed everyone within hearing could not resist breaking into broad smiles. It was his glowing zest for life that had made Eppie fall in love with him. He had teased her, telling
         her that only a lassie from Fordyce could think up such an idea.
      

      
      ‘It’s a’ that education they fed you wi’ instead o’ porridge and good herrin’,’ he had teased, ‘and dinnae try tae deny it,
         you that comes from a family o’ school-teachers. Education makes the brain work too hard.’ And when she had tried to protest,
         ‘It’s hooses an’ rocks ye’re talking o’, lass, no’ livin’ creatures. Hooses dinnae run and rocks dinnae eat folk!’
      

      
      Even though the conversation had been more than eight years earlier, she remembered it vividly. The two of them, newly-weds
         and still joyful at having found one another, had been walking hand in hand on the grassy hill near to the marble quarry at
         the time. When Eppie, determined to explain, started to point out the way the sharp rocks protruding from the green, spray-flecked
         water below looked just like teeth, he had tickled her until she squealed for mercy, then tumbled the two of them on to the
         springy grass and kissed her squeals into a happy, submissive silence.
      

      
      She didn’t even realise that she was smiling at the memory of it until an elderly fisherman passing by her as she went through
         the town square squinted at her beneath thick grey eyebrows and remarked, ‘Ye’re fairly content wi’ yer ain company, m’quine.’
      

      
      Eppie blushed. ‘It’s just – it’s been a good day for the fish,’ she stumbled to explain, but he had already gone on his way,
         his own face wreathed in a smile.
      

      
      It had indeed been a good day; the creel on her back was almost empty though her shoulders were tender where the straps had
         been rubbing them for hours. Eppie tried to ease the creel into a different position as she left the square and began to walk down North High Street towards the harbour.
      

      
      She had been right on that day after all – the rocks did eat folk. They had eaten her Murdo a scant two years after he had
         laughed at her fancies. As the boat he and his father crewed on struggled back to harbour one dark and stormy night, weighed
         down in the water by the fish filling the holds, the rocks lurking beneath the surface had torn a great hole in the hull.
         They had scooped her precious man out as easily as the women baiting the hooks for line fishing scooped the mussels from their
         shells, and had chewed his bones and flesh so thoroughly that no matter how much she had screamed and wept and begged the
         next day, the grim-faced men who had found what remained of Murdo on the beach refused to let her see him.
      

      
      ‘It’s yersel’, Eppie. Have ye had a good journey?’ Barbary McGeoch, calling from her open cottage door, shattered the bitter
         memory. Eppie smiled at her friend, grateful for the interruption.
      

      
      ‘Aye, well enough. No’ much fish left.’

      
      ‘I’ll take a hauf-dizzen if ye’ve got them.’ Going by local custom Barbary’s name would normally have been shortened to Babs,
         or Babbie, but her father, who had crossed and re-crossed the world’s seas and oceans in his youth, had insisted on naming
         his only daughter after the wild and beautiful Barbary coast, and had never allowed anyone to alter it. Barbary, tall and
         straight-backed, with smooth olive skin, long black hair and high-cheekbones, suited the name; although Portsoy born and bred,
         there was an exotic look about her.
      

      
      ‘Have ye no’ got a’ the fish ye need?’ Eppie asked now. Barbary’s husband Tolly was a fisherman and the young woman, as well
         as being a friend and neighbour, was one of the two gutters in Eppie’s crew at the farlins. Fishing families always had a barrel of salted fish available.
      

      
      ‘Aye, but there’s no’ much left an’ some friends are comin’ over from Sandend for their dinner the night.’ Barbary gave the
         neighbouring town its local pronunciation of ‘San’ine.’ ‘They like a dish o’ herrin’ and they’ve got terrible bellies tae
         fill. The way they eat ye’d think they never had a meal except when they come tae us. I’ll fetch the money.’ She disappeared,
         to return swiftly with a dish in one hand and a small child tucked beneath her other arm. As Eppie transferred the fish from
         creel to plate the afternoon sun made the silver scales glitter and the baby immediately removed his fingers from his mouth
         in order to reach out towards the new pretty playthings.
      

      
      ‘Na na, my wee loon, we’ll no’ have that.’ Barbary deftly swung her body round so that the herring was beyond wee George’s
         reach. ‘He’d have a’ six o’ them in his mouth afore I could stop him if he got the chance. He’s teethin’, so everythin’ he
         can get hold of gets pushed intae his mouth.’ She kissed the thwarted child, who had started to grizzle. ‘Ye’ll like it better
         when it’s cooked,’ she assured him.
      

      
      ‘He’s comin’ on,’ Eppie said as the other girl put the dish down on a table just inside the door and dipped a hand into her
         pocket.
      

      
      Barbary’s dark eyes shone with maternal pride. ‘Aye, they grow fast, do they no’?’

      
      ‘They do.’ It was all Eppie could do to keep from snatching the child into arms that ached to hold a solid squirming little
         body again. Her Charlotte was seven years old now, but every time Eppie saw a mother with her children her heart ached for
         her own bairn.
      

      
      ‘Come an’ eat wi’ us the night, ye’d be more than welcome,’ Barbary said warmly, but Eppie shook her head.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got work tae do in the hoosie.’ Part of her would have welcomed the company, for there was little pleasure in eating
         alone, but on the other hand she knew that being with a family would only make her feel all the more lonely when she returned
         to her own cottage afterwards.
      

      
      When she left Barbary another dozen or so steps brought her to the small cottage where she lived. As the door closed behind
         her, shutting out the noise and bustle of the street, the silence seemed louder than anything she had heard all day.
      

      
      The coals in the range were still glowing, and the hob was hot. Slowly, wearily, she set a shallow iron pan in place and dropped
         a knob of butter into it. While it melted, she took the two remaining herring from the creel, splitting and gutting them with
         practised ease. Then she dipped them in oatmeal from an earthenware crock and dropped them into the butter which immediately
         began to sizzle. While the herring cooked she sliced the potatoes she had boiled that morning.
      

      
      Once the meal was eaten she cleaned pan, plate and cutlery before going to bed. It was still daylight, but the boats would
         start coming home early in the morning, which meant that she and the other fisher lassies would have to be at the farlins
         before dawn.
      

      
      There was little comfort in going to bed. Eppie had always been used to sleeping close to others. Once she was old enough
         to leave the cradle in her parents’ room she had shared a bed with her elder sister Marion, and after her wedding she had
         slept soundly in Murdo’s strong, warm arms, or lain awake, thinking of him, on the nights when he was at sea. On the terrible
         night of his death she had huddled in a chair until, unable to bear the wild keening of Mag, her mother-in-law, she had slipped into
         bed with the older woman, holding her close and trying to soothe her, when all the time her own heart was breaking. And every
         night after that she had slept with Mag, trying to ease the terrible nightmares that tormented the woman during the dark,
         silent hours.
      

      
      Mag had never recovered from the shock of losing both her husband and her son on the same night. A strong, active woman all
         her life, she had taken to sitting in a chair by the fire all day, scarcely speaking, leaving the housework and cooking and
         shopping to Eppie. The only person who could coax a smile to her grey face was wee Charlotte, then two years old. When she
         was with the little girl Mag was more like her old self, which was fortunate because it meant that Eppie could leave her daughter
         in Mag’s care while she worked long hours at the farlins.
      

      
      When the barrels of herring were covered and stacked and the other fisher lassies were free to go back to their homes and
         families, Eppie then started on her second job – tramping inland with a full creel on her back, selling herring from door
         to door. Every penny she could earn was needed to keep herself, her mother-in-law and her daughter fed and housed and clothed.
      

      
      She would return home at the end of the day to find Mag singing to Charlotte, or telling her a story, or playing a game with
         the little one while the housework and cooking awaited Eppie. The only work the elder woman stirred herself to do was to keep
         the fire going so that Charlotte was warm, and to set out the cold midday meal that Eppie had prepared for them both before
         setting out with her creel. Bone-weary, Eppie would cook an evening meal, put Charlotte to bed, then spend the evening cleaning and washing and darning.
      

      
      At least in those days the house was occupied. Charlotte, too young to be touched by tragedy, bustled about the place like
         a tiny whirlwind, playing with her rag dolls and chattering and laughing. Neighbours called frequently to keep Mag company,
         and as often as not, one or another of them would bring a little soup or a few scones to add to the midday meal. But when,
         eighteen months after Murdo drowned, Mag was laid to rest beside her husband and their son, Charlotte had to go to Fordyce
         so that Eppie’s parents could look after her. And then, for the first time in her life, Eppie was alone.
      

      
      Being on her own in the cottage carried no physical fears for her. Nothing that might happen to her could ever be as bad as
         losing Murdo, and in any case, this was Portsoy, where the folk were decent and law abiding, and neighbour looked out for
         neighbour. But she had never realised until she experienced it that being truly alone was like falling into a deep black void,
         with not a glimmer of light in it, and no hope of ever reaching the bottom. Every night in bed she curled up into a ball,
         shut her eyes tight and said her prayers, then filled her mind with pictures of Charlotte, sleeping soundly in her little
         bed in Fordyce, with her long, silken lashes brushing her round, rosy cheeks and her hands tucked beneath her dimpled chin.
      

      
      She thought of Charlotte awake, laughing and talkative and always busy at something, be it standing on a stool, swathed in
         a pinny as she helped her grandmother to bake, or sitting at the table, drawing a picture with the tip of her tongue poking
         out between her lips and her hazel eyes squinting in concentration.
      

      
      Tonight, though, she had something to look forward to, for tomorrow was Saturday. As the fishermen kept the Sabbath, their boats never went out on Saturday nights, which meant
         that once she had finished work Eppie was free to walk to Fordyce. She would get there in time to play with Charlotte and
         put her to bed, then in the morning after the family attended church she would have the rest of the day with her daughter.
         She wouldn’t have to leave until the evening.
      

      
      She held on to that thought, clutching it to her like one of the lucky charms the gypsy women sold from door to door in the
         summer, until, finally, she slept.
      

      
      A quick knock at the door brought Eppie out of a dream that she knew was happy, but had flown the instant her eyes opened.
         ‘Time tae get up, quine!’ Will Lomond, the cooper who employed the fisher lassies, shouted, and even before she had time to
         respond with, ‘Aye, Will, I’m wakened,’ she heard his boots clattering on down the brae towards the harbour, and his fist
         hammering on another door.
      

      
      She lay for a moment, trying to recapture the dream – trying with such determination that fragments of it floated back up
         from the depths of her subconscious. Murdo had been in it, alive and well, and they had been walking on the shore together,
         with Charlotte, a wee bairn again, riding high on his shoulders with her two fists buried in his thick fair hair. They had
         been talking together, but the words refused to come back, though the happiness of the dream ran through her like a golden
         river, giving her the strength to get out of bed and pull on her clothes.
      

      
      It was still dark outside, and the air was cold against her bare arms. She had forgotten to steep oats for porridge the night
         before, so she hacked a thick slice of bread from the loaf and spread it with butter and the last of her mother’s home-made raspberry jam, then poured out a mug of strong,
         black tea from the pot that had been stewing on the stove all night. The jam tasted of summer and sunshine, and the almost-perfumed
         flavour of the fruit painted a picture of her parent’s back garden where, in season, the raspberry bushes were weighed down
         with large, soft berries that melted in the mouth.
      

      
      Before going out she pulled on an extra skirt and a sturdy fisherman’s jersey. She had been knitting it for Murdo when he
         died, and although he had never worn it, she felt, each time she put it on, as though he were holding her close. As she hauled
         on her thick-soled boots she could hear the women passing by on their way to the farlins, their voices hushed in the chill
         morning air.
      

      
      Eppie tied her long, stiff oilskin apron around her waist before hurrying out to join the steady stream of women on their
         way to work.
      

      
      When selling fish, her first call on a Saturday was always at the three-storey house owned by Alexander Geddes. Jean Gilbert,
         his housekeeper, had been a friend of Mag’s, and Eppie could usually be sure of a cup of tea, a home-made pancake, and a chance
         to sit down for ten minutes before starting the walk up through town, stopping at doors along the way, then out into the surrounding
         countryside.
      

      
      Today, Jean’s usual smiling calm had a faint edge to it. ‘Come away in, lass,’ she instructed as soon as she opened the door.
         ‘The tea’s ready and waitin’ for ye.’
      

      
      ‘D’ye no’ want tae look at the fish first?’

      
      ‘And why should I bother my head wi’ that? I know they’ll be fine. I can trust ye. Just put a dizzen o’ them in the pantry,’
         Jean said from the range where she was pouring tea into two thick cups, ‘then sit yersel’ down. I’ve somethin’ important tae say tae ye.’
      

      
      Eppie always felt a sense of awe when she went into the Geddes pantry, the same awe she felt in church. The cool room with
         its stone flags and scrubbed shelving was almost as large as her kitchen, the main room in her cottage. One long shelf held
         crocks filled with flour, rice, currants, raisins, lentils, barley and goodness’ knew what else, while another shelf held
         cheeses. Hams and cuts of beef had a shelf of their own, as did jars and bottles of preserved fruit, home-made jams and jellies
         and pickles and chutneys. The cupboards below held an amazing collection of cooking utensils including stewing pans, saucepans,
         frying pans and baking tins.
      

      
      She selected a dozen of the best fish from her creel, laid them carefully on the marble slab awaiting them and then covered
         them with a white earthenware lid before tiptoeing back into the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘There’s the money, m’quine,’ Jean was sitting at the table, sipping at her tea. ‘Sit yersel’ down now and listen tae what
         I’ve tae tell ye.’ She cast a glance over her shoulder, as though making sure that the door leading to the rest of the house
         was firmly closed, then leaned forwards lowering her voice. ‘I’ve decided it’s time for me tae stop workin’ here.’
      

      
      ‘Leave here? Why?’ Eppie was dismayed; since Mag’s death she had come to look on Jean as the nearest she had to family in
         Portsoy.
      

      
      ‘Och, it’s a’ these stairs – my poor auld knees are tired of carryin’ me up and down them day in and day out. Look at them
         …’ Jean got up from her stool and hoisted her skirt up to her thighs, displaying puffy ankles, calves lumpy with varicose
         veins, and knees that were clearly swollen far beyond their normal size.
      

      
      
      ‘They look awful’ sore!’

      
      ‘They are, lass, they are. I doubt,’ Jean said, shaking her skirts into place and lowering herself carefully back on to her
         chair, ‘if I could manage anither winter in this hoose.’
      

      
      ‘But where will you go?’ Even as she asked the question, Eppie recalled that Jean had a married daughter who lived not far
         along the coast.
      

      
      ‘Tae Lizzie’s in San’ine’,’ the older woman confirmed. ‘Now that her eldest’s got a good position as kitchen maid in a big
         hoose in Aberdeen there’s room for me. And I can earn my keep by helpin’ oot with the younger bairns.’
      

      
      ‘Mr Geddes’ll be sorry tae lose ye.’ Eppie knew that Jean had started working as a kitchen maid for the present owner’s parents
         when she was twelve years old, left when she got married, and returned as housekeeper after she was widowed. By then, Alexander
         Geddes, the only son of the house, had married and inherited his father’s business interests.
      

      
      ‘I’ve no’ told him yet,’ Jean said now. ‘I wanted tae speak tae ye first. Eppie, lass, I want ye tae apply for the position.’

      
      ‘Me?’ Eppie sat bolt upright suddenly and tea almost slopped over the rim of the cup in her hands.

      
      ‘Aye, you. Why no’?’

      
      ‘What would I ken about bein’ a hoosekeeper? I’m a fisher lassie, an’ a fishwife.’

      
      ‘Ye look after a hoosie, dae ye no’? And ye keep it spotless. Ye can cook an’ bake, I know that from when I used tae veesit
         wi’ poor Mag.’
      

      
      ‘There’s a difference between seein’ tae a wee cottage and lookin’ after a place this size!’ Eppie waved a hand at the ceiling
         to indicate the two floors above. ‘And cookin’ for gentry’s nothin’ like cookin’ for mysel’!’
      

      
      
      ‘I’ve got some very good recipe books ye can have, and there’s two lassies that come tae help with the hoose-work. An’ if
         I stay on here for another few weeks after it’s decided you could come in every day tae work alongside me and get tae know
         the way o’ the hoose. That’s why I’ve no’ said anythin’ tae the master as yet. I wanted tae talk it over wi’ you first an’
         make certain ye’re willin’.’
      

      
      ‘That’s another thing – it’s no’ just Mr Geddes that’ll make the decision. What about his mither?’ Eppie had heard often enough
         from the other fisher lassies that old Mrs Geddes, who had moved back into the house to be with her son when his wife died,
         was a strong-willed woman.
      

      
      ‘If I can get him tae go along wi’ the idea o’ hirin’ you in my place then she’ll have tae go along wi’ it tae. She doesnae
         always get her own way, and he’s no’ a man that takes kindly tae domestic worries. He’ll want the matter settled and the new
         hoosekeeper in place as soon as it can be done.’ Jean leaned forwards, her eyes fixed on Eppie’s. ‘Listen tae me, lass. If
         you worked here ye’d get bed and board as well as a decent-enough wage. Ye wouldnae have tae find rent for the cottage, an’
         lookin’ after this hoose’d be easier than the hard work ye’re at now.’
      

      
      There was no denying that. Eppie was a packer, and working at the farlins for long hours in all weathers, filling the big
         barrels with layer upon layer of herring, was sore on the back. Constant immersion in cold brine meant that her hands were
         red and swollen, the skin chapped by cold working conditions and salty brine, and scarred by cuts from sharp fish bones. In
         some cases, helping to lift barrels full of fish and pickle had caused internal damage to fisher lassies, resulting in difficult
         childbirth and early ageing.
      

      
      
      Jean was watching her closely. ‘Ye’ll soon have tae follow the boats doon tae England, will ye no’?’

      
      ‘Aye, that’s right.’ The herring were beginning to swim south and already the catches brought in by the local boats were shrinking.
         In another few weeks the autumn season would show its face and the fleet would start preparing for the day when it would set
         sail for the English ports. The gutters and packers would have to follow them. It was hard enough having to go for a whole
         week without seeing Charlotte; every year Eppie had come to hate being away from her child for up to two months.
      

      
      ‘If ye take the post o’ hoosekeeper here ye’d no’ have tae go south,’ Jean pointed out. ‘Give it a try, lassie. Let me tell
         the master that I’ve found someone tae take my place. Ye’ll no’ regret it, I’m sure o’ that.’
      

      
      Eppie drained her tea and got to her feet, scooping up the money for the fish, which had been put out, as always, on the table
         by her cup.
      

      
      ‘I’ll have tae be on my way. But I’ll think about it, and let ye know my answer on Monday,’ she promised.
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      Eppie loved the walk from Portsoy to Fordyce. Although she had almost three miles to cover it was a pleasant journey, and
         she enjoyed the peace and quiet as well as the freedom of walking without the weight of a creel on her back.
      

      
      Leaving Portsoy behind, she strode out along the road leading to the town of Cullen, then took a right turn that led her between
         fields where flocks of sheep grazed. Ahead of her the fields sloped up towards Durn Hill, a great rounded mound where, her
         father had told her when she was a little girl, there had once been an ancient Celtic settlement protected by a series of
         ditches to deter invaders. The narrow road took a turn to the left and began to climb, passing a stand of tall trees, their
         leaves beginning to show the first yellow and red tints of autumn, before levelling out. Again, there were fields to either
         side, with several small farmsteads to be seen in the distance. Ahead, she could see the wooded slopes of another hill – Fordyce
         Hill.
      

      
      Striding along, breathing in deep lungfuls of the country air, she reached the triangular field known as the Feein’ Market, where the local farmers and those looking for farm work came together twice a year to strike work contracts. Tinkers
         used another triangular area of rough ground on the opposite side of the road as a makeshift camp when they came to the area
         to sell their wares.
      

      
      To Eppie’s relief, the camp area was empty of the tarpaulin and cloth shelters that the tinker folk could set up in no time;
         she had never had any problems with these people and was always happy to deal with the women when they came to her door to
         sell their goods, but at the same time she was uneasy whenever she passed along that road while a clan was in residence. The
         women and children tended to disappear silently and swiftly into their makeshift homes when she or any other stranger approached,
         while the men watched warily, and their lean dogs curled their tails between their legs and flattened their ears back, narrowing
         their eyes at her. Her father, who maintained that all folk were equal and nobody should fear anyone else, always passed the
         camp with a cheery word and a friendly wave of his walking stick, but to Eppie there was something alien and vaguely menacing
         about the dark-skinned people when they were gathered together in groups.
      

      
      Almost as soon as the Feein’ Market and the tinkers’ ground fell away behind her she was in Fordyce itself, passing the Free
         Kirk schoolhouse with the one-roomed school behind it, then the church itself and on down the sloping street to where the
         small castle stood in the middle of the village. From there it was only a minute’s walk to the lane where her parents’ cottage
         stood.
      

      
      Charlotte, as always, was waiting at the garden gate. ‘Mother!’ she cried as soon as Eppie came into view. She came rushing
         out of the gate, her golden brown curls flying about her round little face. ‘Mother!’
      

      
      
      Laughing, Eppie dropped the basket she carried and held her arms open. Charlotte flew into them and as Eppie hugged her daughter
         she saw that her own mother, alerted by Charlotte’s excited screams, had come out to the gate and was waiting there, beaming.
      

      
      Eppie was home.

      
      ‘You should apply for the position,’ Marion McNaught told her sister in her usual decisive way. ‘It’s a sight better than
         working on the farlins and selling fish door to door.’
      

      
      ‘But what if Mr Geddes doesn’t consider me good enough to be his housekeeper?’ Eppie had become almost bilingual since marrying
         Murdo and moving to his village – in Portsoy she spoke as the other fisher lassies did, but when she was home in Fordyce she
         reverted to the more formal speech her family used.
      

      
      ‘Of course you’re good enough – more than good enough. You’re the daughter of a schoolteacher and the sister of a schoolteacher,
         aren’t you? You’ve been educated in Fordyce – that alone should be sufficient to make the man’s mind up.’
      

      
      ‘But in Portsoy I’m a fisher lassie and a fishwife,’ Eppie protested.

      
      ‘Is that what they call folk that smell of fish?’ Charlotte asked. She was sitting at her mother’s feet, playing with the
         little doll that Eppie had brought for her. ‘You always smell of fish, Mother.’
      

      
      ‘Everybody in Portsoy,’ Marion told her little niece, her nose wrinkling, ‘smells of fish.’

      
      ‘And some of the folk in Fordyce smell of chalk,’ Peter McNaught put in, smiling at his younger daughter in an effort to take
         the sting out of Marion’s hectoring tone. ‘Charlotte, most of the folk in Portsoy earn their living by catching fish, just
         as your father did, God rest his soul, or by cleaning them and selling them as your mother does. It’s only natural that they should always carry the scent of the
         sea about them.’
      

      
      Grateful for his intervention, Eppie returned his smile, then said defensively to her sister, ‘Nobody down in Portsoy knows
         or cares about what I did afore I married Murdo.’
      

      
      ‘“Before”,’ Marion corrected her without thinking, and then, as Eppie flushed and bit her lip, ‘I can write a recommendation
         for you if you like.’ Marion taught at the village’s infant school, while her father taught at Fordyce Academy.
      

      
      ‘That’ll no’ – not – be necessary,’ Eppie said hurriedly. On occasion, especially when she was tired, she found it difficult
         to make the transition from her Portsoy voice to her Fordyce voice. ‘Jean Gilbert’s recommendation’ll be good enough. What
         do you think I should do, Mother?’
      

      
      Annie McNaught was sitting in her rocking chair by the window, listening to the conversation but keeping her own counsel.
         Annie tended to leave the talking to her husband and her elder daughter, both well read and with strong opinions of their
         own. But when she did choose to speak she was worth listening to, as Eppie knew. Now she said, ‘I think you should listen
         to this Jean Gilbert, lass. If she thinks you good enough to fill the position, then you must be. There’s nothing wrong wi’
         being in service.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not saying that there is anything wrong with being a servant, Mother,’ Marion protested. ‘I know fine well that you were
         in service yourself, but you didn’t have Eppie’s education. She should have been a teacher, like Father and me. She’s got
         the brains for it.’
      

      
      ‘But not the will,’ Eppie decided that it was time to speak up on her own behalf. ‘I’m grateful to all of you for your advice, but I’ll wait till I get back to Portsoy tomorrow before I make up my mind. In the meantime, I’m off to take
         a walk round the garden.’
      

      
      ‘I’m coming too,’ Charlotte said at once. A placid, contented child, she was happy enough during the week with her grandparents
         and Marion, but when Eppie was there the little girl stayed close to her side all the time. ‘I’m going to call her Peggy,’
         she said as the two of them went into the walled garden at the side of the cottage. She held up the doll, made from a clothes
         peg and dressed from scraps of material stitched into a frock. Eppie had drawn smiling features on the peg’s round top and
         glued on some yellow wool to give the illusion of hair. A tiny bonnet was tied over the little head. ‘She’s a very pretty
         lady and she lives in a castle.’
      

      
      ‘Like the one in Fordyce?’ Fordyce Castle was a tiny fairy-tale building nestling in the centre of the village. Mary Beaton,
         one of Queen Mary Stuart’s four ladies-in-waiting, had married an Ogilvie of Boyne and lived in the castle. She was buried
         in the local graveyard.
      

      
      ‘Much, much bigger,’ Charlotte said. ‘A castle like King Arthur’s, with knights and horses in it and a big table. We got told
         about that at school. Lady Peggy has a big white horse with silver reins and a golden saddle, and she rides all over the castle
         grounds on it.’ She skipped off down the garden between the fruit bushes, clicking her tongue to simulate the sound of horses’
         hooves and dancing the little peg doll up and down, as though she were rising and falling on a saddle.
      

      
      ‘She’s doing fine, lass.’ Peter fell into step with his daughter. ‘She’s enjoying the school and she’s a clever bairn.’

      
      ‘Like Marion.’ Eppie, the younger by three years, had always lived in her sister’s shadow.

      
      
      ‘Och, you’re just as clever as your sister.’

      
      ‘That’s why I pack herring, then sell it door to door,’ Eppie said drily.

      
      ‘What sort of talk is that?’ Peter took his daughter by the shoulders and turned her to face him. ‘We both know that you could
         have been teaching alongside Marion in the infant school if you’d wanted to. And what stopped you?’
      

      
      ‘I met Murdo.’

      
      ‘Exactly. You put your heart before your head and there’s nothing wrong with that,’ Peter said firmly. Then, closing one eye
         in a huge wink and lowering his voice until only Eppie could hear the words, ‘You take after me, for I did the same thing
         myself. When I fell slave to a bonny face and a sweet smile my father was raging because the lass I wanted was a servant and
         they had me marked down for marriage to another teacher, or mebbe even a gentleman’s daughter. But I went ahead and married
         your mother, and I’ve never regretted it, just the way you’ll never regret choosing your Murdo, God rest him.’
      

      
      They had reached the end of the garden, where the three bee skeps stood close by a wall of rose-coloured bricks. Bees flew
         in and out of the entrances and a low contented buzz could be heard from inside each skep. One or two bees came to investigate
         the visitors, and when they landed on Eppie’s hands she made no move to brush them off. If startled, the tiny creatures might
         sting, and that would be a tragedy, for Eppie had learned almost before she could walk that honeybees had a barbed sting that
         stayed in the wound, and once bereft of its sting the bee then died. Peter, like his father before him, had always had skeps,
         and even as a small child Eppie had learned to work with them. Bees held no fears for her.
      

      
      
      She watched the bees crawl over her hands and then, curiosity satisfied once they had flown away, she asked ‘How are they
         doing?’
      

      
      ‘It’s been a good summer and they’ve worked hard. Now they’re beginning to settle down for the winter. Your mother’ll have
         a few jars of honey and some beeswax for you to take back with you,’ her father said. And then, rubbing his hands together
         in eager anticipation, ‘Now then, it’s time to go indoors, for even at this distance I can smell that herring you brought
         sizzling away in the pan, and it’s fair making my mouth water.’
      

      
      As always, Eppie’s visit to Fordyce passed too quickly. She and Charlotte always shared a bed, and she lay awake most of the
         night, listening to her daughter’s slow soft breathing and making the most of the child’s nearness.
      

      
      On Sunday morning the family, all members of the Church of Scotland, attended morning service in the sturdy little church
         where her parents and she herself had been married, and where she and Marion and Charlotte had been christened, then as evening
         approached it was time to return to Portsoy and what she looked on as her other life.
      

      
      As always, the parting from Charlotte was heartbreaking, and the walk back to the fishing village had none of the pleasure
         she had known the day before.
      

      
      When she came back from selling fish on the following Wednesday, Eppie fetched the hipbath kept in the lean-to at the side
         of the cottage and filled it with water that had been heating on top of the range all day. She sank into its comfort with
         a sigh of relief, and would have stayed there contentedly until the water cooled if she had had the time.
      

      
      
      Instead, she reached for the small stiff-bristled brush and the cake of washing soap laid out on an adjacent chair and scrubbed
         herself all over, taking special care to run the bristles of the brush right under her fingernails until the tender skin began
         to tingle.
      

      
      Then she washed her long brown hair, rinsing it again and again in an attempt to rid herself of the smell of herring that
         clung to all the fishermen and fisher lassies. Charlotte sometimes referred to her ‘Fish Mam’, and although it was meant as
         an endearment, the name, coupled with Marion’s barbed remarks, embarrassed Eppie.
      

      
      When she had dried herself, and dried her hair as best she could with the towel, she pinned it up before putting on her best
         clothes. Finally, she opened the cottage door and took a long, deep breath to calm her nerves before setting off for the Geddes
         house. It was located at the harbour, a handsome three-storey building on the corner of Low Road and Shorehead. The house
         faced on to Low Road, with two narrow flights of stairs set flush against the house wall, running up from the street to meet
         on a landing before the main door, which was on the first floor. A door set in the Shorehead side of the building led to the
         kitchen and servant’s quarters on the ground floor.
      

      
      ‘Ye look grand, m’quine,’ Jean said as she opened the kitchen door.

      
      ‘Ye think so?’

      
      ‘That I do. The master’ll see for himsel’ that you’re a clean, decent quine. And mind,’ Jean said as she opened the door leading
         to the rest of the house, ‘that he’s the one ye want tae please, and nob’dy else.’
      

      
      Eppie had never been further than the kitchen; venturing beyond it and up into the area where the family lived was like travelling
         into a hitherto unknown land. She followed Jean along a flagged passage with doors to either side, then up a flight of stone steps to a wide hallway where
         the doors were polished, panelled and decorated with fine brass handles. Large paintings hung on the walls between each door.
         To Eppie, who had never been in such an imposing house before, it looked like a palace.
      

      
      ‘The ground floor’s got the kitchen an’ pantry, an’ a store room an’ my own wee room,’ the older woman explained as she bustled
         along. ‘Up here’s the room where they eat their meals, an’ the big parlour, an’ the master’s library an’ a wee room that Mrs
         Geddes uses as her own parlour. The four bedrooms are on the next floor. Now then …’ She paused before one of the doors and
         turned to face Eppie. ‘Are ye ready tae meet yer new master, lass?’
      

      
      ‘I-I don’t know if I’ll be suitable …’

      
      ‘Of course ye will. He’s no’ an ogre, even though he’s no’ what ye’d cry a man wi’ a keen sense o’ humour. No’ that he’s got
         much tae laugh about, poor soul.’ Jean lowered her voice to a whisper, though Eppie was doubtful that anything louder than
         a shout could penetrate the solid panels of the door before her. ‘And I’ve given ye a bonny reference,’ she added briskly,
         ‘so that should go a long way tae makin’ him look on ye wi’ favour.’ And without further ado, she tapped on the door.
      

      
      Butterflies began to flutter so hard in Eppie’s stomach that she clutched her waist with both hands. She thought of turning
         and fleeing back down the stairs and out of the kitchen door, but almost at once a man’s voice barked out a command and Jean
         opened the door and stepped into the room beyond.
      

      
      ‘Eppie Watt’s here, sir, tae apply for the post of hoose-keeper,’ she said, and then, opening the door wider, ‘Come on in,
         then, lass, an’ let Mr Geddes take a look at ye.’
      

      
      
      Everyone in Portsoy knew who Alexander Geddes was, for the man was involved in several of the local industries. Eppie knew
         that he was part owner of the fishing boat that Tolly McGeoch crewed on as well as the small marble quarry to the south of
         the harbour. She had heard that he also had an interest in the salmon bothy, where salmon caught locally was prepared and
         packed. He shipped goods in and out of Portsoy, and she had seen him often enough striding about the place or riding through
         the streets on his horse. But she had never been as close to him as she was now, or been the subject of his piercing gaze.
      

      
      ‘So – Mrs Watt.’ He had been seated on the far side of a large desk, but now, to her surprise, he rose to his feet, for all
         the world as though she was gentry like himself.
      

      
      ‘Sir.’ Not quite sure what she should do, Eppie dipped a hasty curtsey.

      
      ‘Jean tells me that you’ve got experience of housework.’

      
      ‘Just in my mother’s house, and then my own. Not in a big place like this, sir,’ Eppie kept her gaze fixed on the desk. It
         was as large as her kitchen table, with piles of paper stacked neatly on its polished surface. One pile was held in place
         by a large lump of polished marble, the light from the window striking green glints in its glossy surface.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure one house is much like another. Mebbe this one’s larger than those you’ve known, but it’s got furniture to polish
         and floors to wash and stairs to sweep like most other homes. You’ll have daily help with the heavier work, of course. And
         you know about how to do laundry, and cooking and baking?’
      

      
      ‘She kens a’ these duties, Mr Geddes,’ Jean said firmly. He was still on his feet, and now a few steps carried him around the desk to the long window that looked out over the harbour. He stood gazing out for a moment, framed by the graceful
         sweeps of the heavy curtains which were caught back with cords. Eppie glanced at Jean, who smiled and nodded encouragingly.
         While she waited for Alexander Geddes to resume the interview she glanced round the room. It was easy to see why the room
         was known as the library, for three of its walls were hidden by shelves of books, from the floor to the high ceiling. The
         fourth wall held a handsome wooden fireplace flanked by two dark brown leather armchairs, and two portraits. One, directly
         above the fireplace, was of a very beautiful dark-haired, green-eyed young woman, her soft rosy lips slightly parted as though
         about to curve into an amused smile. The other, slightly smaller portrait was set to one side of the fireplace, and was of
         an older woman with dark brown hair drawn smoothly back from an oval, serious face.
      

      
      ‘I understand that you are a widow, Mrs Watt, and that you work at the moment as a fisher lassie.’ Alexander Geddes had turned
         away from the window to face into the room, hands clasped behind his back. With the light behind him, Eppie could see little
         of his features; all she could make out was that he was quite tall, and lean-built.
      

      
      ‘Aye, sir, I’m a packer, and when we’re done at the farlins I take my creel round the doors an’ sell fish tae the housewives.’

      
      ‘A fishwife as well as a fisher lassie? You must work long hours.’

      
      ‘Needs must, sir.’

      
      ‘I suppose they do. At least it proves that you’re hardy, and not afraid of work. Since you come from Fordyce I take it that
         you’ve had a good education? The place is well known for its fine school and academy.’
      

      
      ‘My father teaches at the academy.’ Pride in the declaration helped Eppie to lift her head and look squarely at the dark outline against the windowpanes. ‘And my sister teaches
         too, at the infant school.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed? But you chose to turn to the sea for your living.’

      
      ‘I chose marriage, sir.’

      
      ‘And as I understand it, you were widowed young. That,’ he said, his voice suddenly bleak, ‘happens all too often. Jean tells
         me that you have a child.’
      

      
      ‘A daughter who lives in Fordyce with my parents. She’s content there,’ Eppie said swiftly, suddenly worried in case he thought
         that she expected him to take Charlotte in as well.
      

      
      ‘How old is she?’

      
      ‘Seven years, sir.’

      
      ‘The same age as my own daughter. I asked about your child, Mrs Watt, because I would not want a housekeeper with no experience
         of children. I have a son too, but he’s a good few years older than his sister. I don’t suppose you would object to working
         in a house where young folk live?’
      

      
      ‘Of course not, sir!’ Eppie was shocked at the very thought.

      
      ‘In that case …’ Geddes was saying when the door, which Jean had closed, opened and a querulous voice said, ‘Alexander, I
         really must speak to you about – who’s this?’
      

      
      Eppie turned so sharply that she almost stumbled. Her first impression of the woman confronting her was of a pair of piercing
         eyes as blue as a summer sky, but with none of its warmth. Cold and hard, they were set in a strong, lined face with a long,
         straight nose and a thin mouth. The newcomer had a head of snowy white hair; once, she must have been breathtakingly beautiful
         but now, in the winter of her life, she was striking. Eppie had glimpsed her in the village, looking out of the window of the
         small carriage she used to travel even short distances.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’ the newcomer wanted to know, though the tone of her voice was really asking, ‘And what do you think you are
         doing here?’
      

      
      ‘Mother, this is Mrs Watt, come to discuss the post of housekeeper. As you know, Jean has decided to move to Sandend …’

      
      ‘I know that very well, and I have been setting my mind to finding another …’ the terrifying blue eyes raked Eppie from the
         top of her head to the toes of her boots, then travelled back again ‘… suitable housekeeper,’ Mrs Geddes finished.
      

      
      ‘I believe that I may have found one,’ Geddes said calmly, while Eppie wanted nothing more than to sink through the thick
         carpet beneath her feet and fall right out of sight.
      

      
      ‘What households has she worked in before?’

      
      ‘Mrs Watt works at the moment as a fisher lassie and a fishwife.’

      
      ‘I could have told you that, for the room reeks of fish,’ Mrs Geddes snapped, and Eppie took a step back, one hand flying
         to her mouth. She felt as though she had just been slapped hard.
      

      
      ‘I was not aware of it – and even if it is so, almost every soul living in Portsoy and along the entire Moray Firth smells
         of fish, since catching, preparing, selling and cooking fish is the main industry in these parts,’ Alexander Geddes said calmly.
         ‘It is honourable work and there is a lot to be said for anyone involved in it. You can’t deny, Mother, that you enjoy eating
         fish as much as the next person.’
      

      
      
      The woman’s already thin lips tightened even more, and Eppie saw a splash of crimson appear on each high cheekbone.

      
      ‘If you insist on interviewing prospective servants – though I believe that you have better things to do with your time than
         that – then I should be present in order to advise you. Hiring servants is not a man’s work.’
      

      
      Alexander Geddes began to move, and as he passed Eppie he ceased to be a shadowy outline and she saw that his hair was thick
         and dark, greying at the temples. His eyes were dark and heavy-lidded, while he had his mother’s long nose and straight mouth.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps, Jean,’ he reached the door and opened it, ‘you could take Mrs Watt to the kitchen and offer her some tea. I’ll be
         with you shortly.’
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      ‘Now then, ye might as well start learnin’ where things are,’ Jean said when they were back in the kitchen, ‘so we’ll just
         start with a fresh pot o’ tea. The tea caddy’s on that shelf, and there’s the pot. There’s oatcakes in that tin and butter
         on yer left hand as ye go intae the pantry. I’ll put the plates out.’
      

      
      ‘There’s no sense in me learnin’ where everything’ is, since I’ll no’ be gettin’ the position.’ Eppie’s hands shook as she
         lifted the caddy down, and there were tears behind her eyes and in the tremor of her voice.
      

      
      ‘Fit makes ye think that, m’quine?’

      
      ‘Och, Jean, Mrs Geddes would never have me in the hoose. You heard her – I’m no’ good enough an’ I smell of f-fish.’ Eppie
         scrubbed at her eyes with her free hand and sniffed loudly.
      

      
      ‘Ach, that old woman doesnae like anyb’dy. It’s nothin’ against you,’ Jean said airily. ‘She’s vexed because the master didnae
         ask her tae see ye along wi’ him – or instead o’ him. An’ he didnae ask her because he kens fine that she’d scare ye off.
         The final word’ll rest wi’ him – and he listens tae me, does Mr Geddes, for he kens I’ve got a good head on my shoulders.’
      

      
      ‘I wish she didnae bide here!’

      
      ‘So does Mr Geddes, I’m thinkin’,’ Jean said drily. ‘Oatcakes – and butter.’

      
      ‘I’m gettin’ them.’ Eppie put the tin of oatcakes on the table and then located the butter.

      
      ‘Ye just have tae be polite tae the woman and get on wi’ yer own work,’ Jean said, buttering oatcakes. Eppie, used to making
         every scrap of food go a long way, watched in astonishment as the rich yellow butter was spread thickly. ‘She invited hersel’
         here when young Mrs Geddes died and the maister was left wi’ two bairns tae raise, one o’ them newborn. I could have managed
         fine wi’ the help o’ a sensible lassie tae nurse wee Lydia, but Mrs Geddes was inside the hoose before me or the maister got
         time tae sort ourselves oot. An’ she’s had her feet well lodged under his table for the seven years since, lookin’ after her
         son and his bairns, by her way o’ it.’ Jean poured some tea into her cup and studied it. ‘Ye make a good strong cup o’ tea,
         lassie,’ she said approvingly, then went on as she filled both cups. ‘If the truth be known, she’s stayin’ here tae make certain
         that the man doesnae get the opportunity tae make another bad marriage.’
      

      
      ‘A bad marriage?’

      
      ‘Eat up, lassie.’ Jean buttered another oatcake for herself. ‘An unfortunate marriage, I should have said, for there was nothin’
         wrong wi’ both the lassies he married, other than bad fortune. The maister’s her only child and his first wife was the daughter
         o’ a friend o’ his parents – that was Duncan’s mither. She brought a dowry with her, enough tae let Mr Geddes expand his business
         interests. Then she died, and for a good few years he was too busy tae consider marryin’ again. Then one day he met up wi’ a young lady visitin’ the place wi’ her faither,
         who’d a share in the marble quarry here. Mr Geddes fell head o’er heels for her, and afore his mither realised what was happenin’
         he’d followed her back tae Glasgow an’ asked her tae be his wife. Mrs Geddes never took tae the poor lass, though she was
         a lovely lady and she made the man very happy. Then did she no’ pass away when wee Lydia was born. It was awfu’ sad—’
      

      
      She broke off abruptly as the door opened and Alexander Geddes came in.

      
      ‘You’re still here, Mrs Watt.’

      
      ‘Aye, sir.’ Eppie scrambled to her feet, almost knocking her cup over in her agitation. ‘I was just about tae leave, sir.’

      
      ‘Take your time. You thought, Jean, that Mrs Watt could come in every day for a month to work with you and get to know her
         duties?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, sir. I’d no’ leave ye without makin’ sure that ye’re a’ bein’ well cared for.’

      
      He smiled at the housekeeper – a warm smile that lit up his dark eyes. ‘I know you’d never leave us in need, Jean,’ he said,
         and then, to Eppie, ‘So perhaps you could start next Monday, and arrange to move in once Jean feels that you are ready to
         take over as housekeeper?’
      

      
      ‘But what about—?’ Eppie began, then as Jean’s booted foot sent pain flaring through her ankle, she said meekly, ‘Aye, sir.
         Thank you, sir.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll miss ye,’ Barbary said as she helped Eppie to clean out the cottage and make it ready for its new tenants.

      
      ‘I’m only goin’ as far as the harbour.’

      
      ‘You’re goin’ further than that.’ Barbary, who had been scrubbing the floor, sat back on her heels and used her strong, rounded forearm to sweep a lock of thick black hair from her
         face. ‘You’re goin’ up in the world. You’ll be livin’ in a big hoosie.’
      

      
      ‘In a room next tae the kitchen, just.’

      
      ‘Even so – who’d have thought when we were workin’ thegither at the farlins that you were goin’ tae be livin’ in the same
         hoose as the man that’s got a share in the Grace-Ellen?’ Barbary said, referring to the vessel her husband sailed on. ‘An’ he’s got an interest in the cooperage that employs us
         tae gut and pack the herrin’ too. I’m tellin’ ye, Eppie Watt – ye’ve gone up in the world!’
      

      
      ‘It won’t make any difference tae me – or tae you,’ Eppie said, suddenly worried in case she lost her closest friend. ‘We
         can still see each other, can we no’?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, but you’ll have tae come tae my wee cottage, for I’d no’ feel right in that big place.’ Barbary plunged the scrubbing
         brush back into the pail of soapy water, spattering her apron.
      

      
      A hand seemed to catch at Eppie’s stomach and squeeze it painfully. ‘Ye don’t think I’m makin’ a mistake, do ye, Barbary?’

      
      ‘I do not.’ The other girl was working so vigorously that the water sprayed from her brush with each sweep forward and back.
         ‘Ye deserve a better life, and it’s hard work ye’ve been doin’ for the past few years, slavin’ at the farlins and then walkin’
         for miles wi’ a heavy creel on yer back. You’re doin’ the right thing, m’quine!’
      

      
      At first Eppie doubted her friend’s faith in the move from the farlins and her tiny cottage to Alexander Geddes’s big house.
         Despite the fact that three other people lived there – she had not yet seen Duncan, her employer’s son, since he was boarding
         in Aberdeen, where he attended school – the house was unnervingly quiet. Although she had often felt lonely in her little cottage she had always heard boots and horses’
         hooves and wagon wheels clattering and rumbling along the narrow cobbled street just outside her windows. The farlins too,
         were noisy, with the fisher lassies talking and singing, seagulls screaming, the coopers hammering at their barrels and the
         voices of the fishermen, buyers and spectators all about the place. But even the noise from the nearby harbour failed to penetrate
         the Geddes house’s thick walls, and its occupants were silent most of the time – Mr Geddes working at the big desk in the
         library when he was not out and about on business, and his mother in her own small parlour, or prowling about silently in
         order to spy on the servants.
      

      
      Even seven-year-old Lydia made little noise, spending most of her time in her own room or with her governess in her grandmother’s
         parlour, which was used as a schoolroom in the mornings. Eppie, used to her Charlotte’s constant chatter, found the little
         girl’s adult behaviour quite worrying. It wasn’t natural in a child of that age.
      

      
      Throughout her first week in the house she lived in constant terror of doing or saying something wrong, or of breaking one
         of the lovely, delicate glass and china ornaments. ‘It’s Mrs Geddes,’ she told Jean nervously. ‘She moves about the hoose
         so quietly that I never hear her comin’, and then I get such a fright when she speaks, or when I turn round an’ see her standin’
         there, starin’ at me. Can I no’ work in the kitchen just now an’ leave the rest o’ the house tae you?’
      

      
      ‘An’ fit use wid that be? When I’m gone tae San’ine tae bide wi’ my faim’ly you’ll be in charge o’ the whole hoose. I know
         ye’ll have Sarah an’ Chrissie comin’ in tae dae the heavy work, but you’ll be responsible for where they go an’ what they do. Ye cannae hide in the kitchen an’ leave them tae run aboot upstairs on their own, especially Chrissie.
         She’s a grand strong worker, and nob’dy can scrub stairs or polish furniture like her, but ye darenae leave her on her ain,
         for she gets so carried away wi’ what she’s doin’ that she’s apt tae send one o’ those wee ornaments flyin’ aboot the room.’
      

      
      ‘Mebbe I’m no’ the right one for this position …’

      
      ‘Aye, ye are, an’ I’ve already told the maister that, so ye cannae let me down now,’ Jean said calmly. ‘Ye’ll be fine. Just
         treat Mrs Geddes wi’ respect – she likes that – an’ give yersel’ time tae settle in.’
      

      
      As the days passed and Eppie became more accustomed to the big house her nervousness eased, just as Jean had predicted. Mrs
         Geddes still frightened her, but she learned to hide her nerves behind a calm face and quiet voice, and the woman began to
         accept her, albeit grudgingly.
      

      
      ‘Though I don’t know how I’ll be when Jean leaves and I’m on my own,’ Eppie told her parents and Marion on her next visit
         to Fordyce.
      

      
      ‘You’ll be fine,’ her father said comfortingly, ‘you’ve got a good sensible head on your shoulders.’ While her mother added,
         ‘An’ ye’re a grand cook, so they’ll no’ hae any worries on that score.’
      

      
      ‘You’re just as good as they are,’ Marion added almost fiercely. ‘They’re fortunate to have you working for them. Keep telling
         yourself that.’
      

      
      It was easy for Marion to say that, Eppie thought ruefully. Her elder sister had always had a good opinion of herself, and
         neighbours had been known to say in amusement when Marion was little more than a toddler that she behaved as though God had
         created the world just for her benefit. It sometimes seemed to Eppie that Marion had enough confidence for both sisters, while she herself had almost none.
      

      
      But a month later, when Jean had gone off to live with her family in Sandend and Eppie had moved into the small room next
         to the Geddes kitchen, she was surprised at how well she was settling in.
      

      
      Each time Eppie visited Fordyce, Charlotte insisted on hearing all about Lydia’s nursery. ‘Tell me again,’ she begged whenever
         she could get her mother’s attention. ‘Tell me about that girl and her toys.’ And then her hazel eyes and neat little mouth
         rounded into three almost-perfect Os as Eppie described the big dappled rocking horse with its bright-red harness studded
         with tinkling bells, the enormous dolls’ house with every room furnished in perfect detail, and the shelf of dolls and teddy
         bears. Charlotte’s favourite doll, formerly Prudence, was now known as Lydia.
      

      
      ‘Now tell me about her clothes.’

      
      ‘We’ll keep that for after church tomorrow,’ Eppie said, but Charlotte was already bouncing with impatience.

      
      ‘Now, now!’ she insisted, and when Eppie had described the tallboy filled with vests and petticoats and stockings and drawers,
         and the wardrobe holding handmade dresses and skirts and blouses, she said, ‘That girl must go to a lot of parties.’
      

      
      ‘No, she doesn’t,’ Eppie said in surprise. It was something she had not thought of before. ‘In fact, she doesn’t go out much
         at all unless she’s in her grandmother’s carriage.’
      

      
      ‘Why doesn’t she go out every day?’

      
      It was a question that Eppie was beginning to ask herself. ‘Mrs Geddes says she’s too delicate to go out,’ she said, and then,
         as Charlotte’s brow furrowed, ‘that means that she isn’t very strong and she has to be careful in case she catches a chill from the cold wind, or gets her feet wet.’
      

      
      ‘De-li-cate,’ Charlotte said thoughtfully. ‘Write it down.’

      
      Words fascinated her, and since starting school she had taken to carrying a bundle of paper and a stubby little pencil in
         the pocket of her smock. Now she laid them on the table and watched as her mother wrote down the word ‘delicate’.
      

      
      ‘Now me.’ She took the pencil and copied the letters one by one, the tip of her pink tongue protruding from one corner of
         her mouth and her eyes narrowed in concentration. ‘De-li-cate,’ she said with satisfaction, stuffing the papers back into
         her pocket. ‘I’m not delicate, am I?’
      

      
      ‘No, you’re not, you’re a very healthy lass, and I’m glad of that.’

      
      ‘Does Lydia go to school in the carriage?’

      
      ‘She doesn’t go to school at all. A teacher comes in every day to do lessons with her.’

      
      ‘A teacher like Aunt Marion?’

      
      Delighted by her niece’s natural enthusiasm for learning, Marion had taken to giving Charlotte extra lessons at home. It troubled
         Eppie, who wondered at times if the little girl was being worked too hard, but dependent as she was on her parents and sister
         to look after Charlotte on her behalf, she could say little. When she did mention her concerns to her father he told her soothingly
         that Charlotte enjoyed the sessions with her aunt, and that he would not allow Marion’s zeal to give the child more work than
         she could cope with.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said now. ‘A teacher like Aunt Marion.’

      
      ‘But if she doesn’t go to the school, and she doesn’t go out to play, how can she see her friends?’ Charlotte persisted.

      
      
      ‘She doesn’t have many friends,’ Eppie admitted. ‘I think Mrs Geddes takes her to houses sometimes where there are little
         girls to play with.’
      

      
      ‘I could be her friend. You could take me back to Portsoy with you, and I could play with her. I’d like fine to see that rocking
         horse with the bells that ring when it’s rocking, and the bonnie hoosie that her dolls live in.’
      

      
      ‘One day, mebbe,’ Eppie said, knowing full well that old Mrs Geddes would be horrified at the very idea of her precious grand-daughter
         having anything to do with the housekeeper’s child.
      

      
      As she set off for Portsoy the next day Charlotte’s ‘How can she see her friends?’ rang in her head. It had seemed to Eppie
         from the very beginning that Lydia Geddes was a lonely little girl. Missing Charlotte as she did, Eppie would have liked to
         take Lydia for walks, or down to the water’s edge to show her the wonders of the seashore with its shells and pebbles and
         rock pools. But when she suggested such an outing to Helen Geddes the woman was shocked.
      

      
      ‘My grand-daughter is not a strong child and I will not have her exposed to the bad elements that float in the air.’

      
      ‘But the sea air’s good for bairns, surely?’

      
      ‘For bairns from the cottages, may be, but not for the likes of Lydia. We’ll have no more talk of her going out with you,
         if you please,’ she said sharply. ‘Perhaps you should bear in mind that you’re employed here as the housekeeper and nothing
         more than that. There’s plenty of work indoors to keep you occupied, and Lydia’s welfare is none of your business.’
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