
Chapter II

The Skipper

HE proprietor of the Ship Inn, Aberlady,

THE proprietor of the Ship Inn, Aberlady, at the time of which we write, was Mr James Smith, more generally called Jamie Smith.  

He was a retired sea captain, and among his neighbours and more intimate acquaintances had been designated the Skipper.  Those who came to him for a favour, and there was always a number of such, sometimes addressed him as Captain, thinking it might please him better to give him his rightful title; but, as a rule, he himself was quite indifferent as to what name they applied.   Neither pride nor ambition bulked very largely in his composition.   He was a man of Herculean build, over six feet, and thickly and firmly set up, body and limb.  Neither was he deficient in mental powers, although to a large extent these had been allowed to lie dormant.  He had an open, honest countenance, with large kindly eyes gleaming beneath thick shaggy eye-brows; and the furrows on his brow and temples told their own tale of past grief and worry.  He wore a long, wavy beard, and still possessed a thick crop of hair, all now somewhat grizzled with the flight of time.  

When he first came to Aberlady - some twelve years previous - his feats of strength had been the wonder of the countryside.  He was the strongest man of whom the natives had any experience, and legends still survive in Aberlady as to his great prowess.  In the auld kirkyard of the village a tombstone records the fact of his possessing such exceptional strength, and warns others to prepare for death, which had even overcome the “strong man.” Although now just approaching his sixtieth year, his figure was as erect as ever; and he could still perform feats that ordinary men knew it were needless to attempt. 

It was in consequence of this, perhaps, that he had such an orderly establishment. Any visitors to the Inn who became quarrelsome would quieten down at once on his appearance, being afraid, as a rule, to incur his displeasure.  It was remembered how once, not long after he had settled in the village, on one of the “ drouths” of the place becoming unbearably obnoxious under his roof, the Skipper lifted him bodily and carried him to his own doorstep, a lesson which was taken to heart by not a few.  But, if respected on account of his strength, he was no less respected for many other qualities; and many a poor invalid in the district had good cause to bless him for his timely and unostentatious kindness.  A few of his friends, however, and his elder daughter in particular, strongly disapproved of his dealings in contraband goods; although the large majority of the people quite sympathised with him in this, and delighted in telling stories of how he outwitted the gaugers.  

Smuggling in those days was common on the East Lothian coast, and was not considered much of a crime - except by the revenue officials.  There was one of these unpopular officials - “the gauger” - resident in the village; and he had two or three times tried to effect a capture of goods, when he suspected such were being landed on the coast, but each time failed.  After the first few attempts at finding out the Skipper’s tricks in the way of smuggling, and thus showing he meant to do his duty, he did not bother much more about the business.  The Skipper and he became good friends, and, in fact, the gauger acquired a great liking for the flavour of the brandy kept at the Ship Inn, which, of course, should have paid duty, but didn’t. 

Captain Smith had given up his seafaring life before he came to stay in Aberlady - not because he had any dislike to it, or that he had amassed a fortune, but because of domestic trouble.  His wife had been a gentle, affectionate woman, but never very robust.  They had had two daughters and a son, the latter being born about four years after his younger sister. Naturally, both father and mother were greatly delighted with their little boy; but when three years old he took a fever and died, which was the beginning of their troubles.  The father was away on a voyage at the time; and the bereavement was more than the delicate mother could stand.  Before the Captain landed he heard the sad news, which was a terrible blow to him, and hurrying home he found his wife in a state of collapse.  He could not think of going away to sea again and leaving his stricken wife, so he gave up his ship, and devoted himself, faithfully and tenderly, to the task of soothing and comforting her as best he could.  It was thus he had come to settle in Aberlady, near some of his wife’s people; but the poor woman only survived the death of their darling boy by a year or little more. 

His two daughters were now in the very blush of young womanhood.  Jane, the elder, being twenty-one, and Bella, the younger, about nineteen. The rest of the establishment in the Ship Inn consisted of Alisa, or Elsie Wait, a comely maid, who divided her attention between housework and attending to customers, and Sandy Litster, ostler, vanman, gardener, and waiter, as the exigencies of business required.  They all worked together in very good harmony; and, if the business was not a very large one, it seemed to outsiders, at any rate, to be fairly prosperous.  On the morning after the episode related in the previous chapter, the innkeeper was stepping in the front door, after his usual look around to see that all was right, when he heard a quick footstep behind him.  

“Good morning!” said David Dnncan, for it was he, “I just called to see how Miss Bella is this morning.” 

“‘Deed!  She’s nane the better o’ that daft pliskie o’ yours yesterday, anyway” answered the Skipper sternly, and few cared to argue with him when angry.

“Oh, well,” responded Davie, trying to be as affable as possible, for he was very reluctant to get into the innkeeper’s black books, “I do hope she’s nothing the worst. She would tell ye, nae doot, hoo it a’ happened.”

“I didna get a’ the particulars, but I got enough to ken ye made a couple o’ fools o’ yersels - I never heard o’ sic a daft caper.”

“It was a pure accident; and I am very sorry about it, I assure you.” 

“Accident!  Aiblins yer’ dookin’ was an accident; but ye should hae thocht on what ye were doin’, and ta’en mair care. Did I no plainly tell Sandy an’ you to get her to gang roond by the road?”

“Yes, Captain; and we tried to get her to gang back, but she wadna.”

“Noo, dinna be tryin’ to put the blame on the lassie.  I am very disappointed wi’ ye, an’ never thocht ye’d ha’e been sic a confoonded idiot!”

Davie winced, and did not speak for a moment.  He had not expected to be taken to task in this manner; but he saw the Skipper was angry and in real earnest, and tried to appease him.

“As I told you,” he said at length, “I’m very sorry it happened; but all’s well that ends well, and I hope Bella is nothing the worst of it.  She doesn’t blame me for it, I’m sure.”

“I’m jist gey muckle afraid that she will be the worst of it.  If it’s no the death o’ cauld she’s got, it’s a michty wonder she escaped bein’ drooned.”

“Oh, but ye ken, Captain, that I’m considered a strong swimmer, and that I would do everything in my power to save her, for her own sake, if nothing else.  If she had been drooned, so would I.”

“Maybe; but what guid wad that hae dune?  Do ye think that wad hae mended matters? It wad only hae broken yer puir mither’s heart, as well as mine!”

“Now, now” said the youth, trying to get the subject treated more lightly, “I think you’re taking far too serious a view o’ the matter altogether.”

“Young man,” rejoined the Skipper slowly, as his brows went down, “ye’ve a gey lot to learn.  It’s nae trifling matter, by any means.  It may be that nane will be muckle the waur o’ it; but I tell ye it was a narrow shave, and wad hae made a’ the difference in the world to me. Dinna let me ken o’ ye doin’ any sic daft pliskie again, if any bairn o’ mine is wi’ ye.”

“You’ve always been a good friend to my mother and me, Captain Smith, and I-I-I’ve been on very good terms with your daughters, in whom, of course, I am much interested; so I hope you will trust me to land them in no more difficulties. And will you please tell Bella I called to enquire for her ?”

Davie Duncan walked off, feeling rather

aggrieved by the view the Skipper took of the

bridge incident, and the manner in which he had talked to him. It was with great difficnlty,

“You’ve always been a good friend to my mother and me, Captain Smith, and I-I-I’ve been on very good terms with your daughters, in whom, of course, I am much interested; so I hope you will trust me to land them in no more difficulties.  And will you please tell Bella I called to enquire for her?”

Davie Duncan walked off, feeling rather aggrieved by the view the Skipper took of the bridge incident, and the manner in which he had talked to him.  It was with great difficulty and only because of his feeling for Bella, that he managed to overcome his somewhat petulant temper, and keep civil to the angry father.  He did not think he had done anything very far amiss; and in fact he thought he might have been complimented on the way he had clung to the struggling young lady, and got her safely ashore.  Was he not merely trying to get Miss Bella home a little sooner, when she got tired waiting?  And was it not a fact that he even risked his own life towards that object?  The stumble was a simple accident.  The more he thought of it (and he was one of those who brood over these things) the more did he consider himself unfairly treated by the Skipper. 

Captain Smith had turned inside, and met his elder daughter at the foot of the stair.

“Weel, Jeanie,” he said, “hoo’s Bella this morning?”

“ She’s not up yet, father; and I was jist tell​ing her she should keep to her bed for a while, She says she feels shivery a bit, and complains of a sore throat. You might go up and see her.”

“She’s not up yet, father; and I was just telling her she should keep to her bed for a while.  She says she feels shivery a bit, and complains of a sore throat. You might go up and see her.”

Captain Smith had turned inside, and met his

elder daughter at the foot of the stair.


“ Weel, J eanie,” he said, “hoo’s Bella this

morning ?”

“ She’s not up yet, father; and I was jist tell​ing her she should keep to her bed for a while, She says she feels shivery a bit, and complains of a sore throat. You might go up and see her.”

“I’ll do that,” replied the father, at once mounting the stair, and giving a knock at his daughter’s bedroom door. 

“ Come in!” was the answer from inside, in a rather husky tone. “Oh! it’s you, father; good morning !”


“Guid mornin’. lassie! an’ hoo are ye after

“Come in!” was the answer from inside, in a rather husky tone.  “Oh!  It’s you, father; good morning !”

“Guid mornin’ lassie! An’ hoo are ye after that mad escapade o’ your’s yesterday?”

“Not very bad, I think. Only a little hoarse,

“Not very bad, I think. Only a little hoarse and sore about the throat.”

aggrieved by the view the Skipper took of the
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aggrieved by the view the Skipper took of the

“Ye maun get yeI’ chest rubbed wi’ olive oil, an’ maun tak’ a spunefu’ wi’ sugar, it’ll do ye guid; an’ mind, you never trust anybody to carry ye owre the timmer brig again. It’s jist a michty wunner I’m no a sairly-bereaved faither this day! Davie Duncan was here spierin’ for ye, an’ I just gien him a bit 0’ my

“Ye maun get yer chest rubbed wi’ olive oil, an’ maun tak’ a spunefu’ wi’ sugar.  It’ll do ye guid; an’ mind, you never trust anybody to carry ye owre the timmer brig again.  It’s jist a michty wunner I’m no’ a sairly bereaved faither this day!  Davie Duncan was here spierin’ for ye, an’ I just gien him a bit o’ my mind.”

Bella blushed slightly, and wondered what had been said. 

“I’m thankfu’ ye werena drooned, for the sunshine o’ my life wad hae been fairly blotted oot.”  “Bella,” he added abruptly, as a sudden idea flashed through his mind, and lowering his voice, “is there anything atween Davie an’ you?”

“N-no!” she said, falteringly, being somewhat startled by the unexpected question, and not very certain if she were answering truthfully.  “You know, father, he is a friend, has been on intimate terms with us all for quite a long time, and he and I have often been together at parties and what not.  He’s a wiselike fellow and not bad company - that’s all.”

“Oh! Tak’ care, lassie - my ain dear lassie! Tak’ care.”

Then stroking the girl’s forehead with his large, rough hand, and gazing into that pretty face, so like her mother’s, “My dear bairn,” he said, with a slight tremble in his voice, and forgetting she was now woman-​grown, “ye’re jist yer mither’s image, an’ that very fact has dune a lot to sweeten my life sin’ she left us.  Ye were but a young thing when she was ta’en awa’; an’ it a’maist seems as gin her spirit had entered into ye, an’ ye’ve grown liker an’ liker her every day!”

“I’m afraid I’m not nearly so good as mother.”

“We’ll no discuss that point; it’s sufficient for me that ye’re sae desperate like her.  Weel, Bella, lass, I wad never like to come atween you and your happiness, but some day, nae doot, ye may be wantin’ to leave yer auld faither for a hame o’ yer ain; an’ I dinna ken what I wad do withoot ye aside me.  But tak’ a thocht, lass, an’ gang warily when ye do look that way - as yet ye’re far owre young to think o’ sic as that.”

“Of course I am, father. Never trouble

yourself on that matter, for such a change is

“Of course I am, father. Never trouble

“Of course I am, father.  Never trouble yourself on that matter, for such a change is not in my mind at present.  And, besides there’s Jean....”

But even at that moment the said Jean called up the stair that her father was wanted, so the conversation was cut short in the meantime.  

After her father left her bedroom, Bella Smith ruminated for some time upon the conversation they had just had.  Her father’s very sudden and unexpected question caused her to think the matter over now by herself, with the result that she found some difficulty in arriving at a definite settlement in regard to her feelings.  Yes, she liked Davie Duncan’s company sometimes, and he was always very attentive to her.  Then there was Mr Falconer, a commercial traveller who put up at their house occasionally.  He was a smartly dressed, fashionable young gentleman of the time, possessed of good manners, and a glib tongue.  He had shown her a good deal of favour, and altogether his visits had afforded her considerable pleasure.  But there were long intervals between these visits, while Davie was always at hand.  Thus her thoughts wandered about from one to another; but, to give her justice, they came back to her doting father at last, and she said to herself she would not leave him for a long time at least.


