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When they were introduced, Ross Balfour's dark eyes were the first thing that impressed her. She couldn't define their exact colour, but she could say that his dark hair shone like a raven's feathers as he stood with his back to the hall's glowing wall lamps. He regarded her with friendly interest. Most people ignored her after being introduced, especially when they realised she was a minor member of Uncle Aidan's family.

Ross Balfour was above average height - she barely reached his shoulders, and he was clean-shaven. That was unusual in this day and age. Her impression was of a ruggedly handsome man with a slight tan, impeccably dressed. His evening dress of black and white was flawless. No one would ever guess he was a trader who spent his life in the Far East. His bearing was confident, and he was clearly at ease with himself and his surroundings.

She was crossing the hall when she met him. Her Uncle was accompanying Mr Balfour on his way to meet the other guests. They had to pass Sarah, so out of politeness, her Uncle introduced him briefly, then urged him along.

A moment later, her Aunt came looking for her. "Sarah, tell Mrs McGregor to serve dinner in twenty minutes. All the guests are here. And tidy your hair." She looked at her niece and sighed. "It is such a beautiful copper colour, but it looks flimsy as soon as it works loose! At present, it's nothing short of tousled."

"Yes, Aunt Sybil." Sarah mused that she couldn't help the fact that her hair was fine and sometimes unmanageable. It was usually gathered tightly in a chignon at the base of her neck, and then curls, ringlets or plaits were arranged on the sides, according to the time of day and the occasion. At the moment, tiny curls were trying to escape their confining clips. She hurried to warn Bessie that the company was already gathering in the dining room, and that she could begin to serve the evening meal. 

Bessie was busy giving the assistant cook last-minute instructions and inspecting the waiting dishes. She gave Sarah a broad smile and pinched her cheek. "Thank you lassie. You'd better join the others, or someone else will nab your place."

Sarah pulled a face. "To be honest, Bessie, I wouldn't care. These dinner parties are so boring and so stiff."

"Aye, well! Your Uncle is one of the biggest jute manufacturers in the town. He needs to entertain both his customers and his competitors, so that he knows where he stands. Men in his position always do. More business is done over the dining table than you can imagine. I don't suppose your Aunt minds if, as always, you disappear when the men join the women in the drawing room for coffee." Absentmindedly, she tucked some loose strands of hair behind Sarah's ears and smoothed the sides of her draped green skirt before she turned back to the growing activity and noise in the kitchen behind her.

Sarah joined the family members and their guests. She noted that some of them were sneaking glances at the place cards and politely helped them find their chosen seat. She knew where everyone would sit because she'd helped her Aunt to set the table. The most important guests had interesting neighbours. Anyone else, like herself, filled the gaps. Sarah had a local preacher on one side, and an overweight banking acquaintance of her Uncle on the other.

Sarah was sitting opposite her cousin Abigail. Abigail had Mr Ross Balfour, the man she'd met briefly in the hallway, on her right. He was an unfamiliar face, and now she recalled once more what her Aunt mentioned about him when they were arranging the table. According to Aunt Sybil, he was very rich, even though he was still in his early thirties. He was a foreign trader, and his interesting background and colourful history made him a popular dinner guest. When he was present, there was never a lack of out-of-the-ordinary discussions about the colonies, foreign business and other pertaining concerns.

Sarah regarded him more carefully. He seemed to be a thoughtful conversationalist: Abigail appeared quite content. He looked across the table, noticed her watching him, and his eyes twinkled. Sarah looked down quickly. She knew it was ill-mannered to ogle anyone, but she was bored, and her neighbours were such uninspiring communicators. She had almost given up trying to show interest in such things as the monthly meeting of the local church committee or the flagging sale of stock for the new railway being built between Stockport and Manchester.

She wondered what Ross Balfour thought of Abigail. Abigail had pleasing features but she was pretty, not beautiful. He had probably met dozens of more attractive women. Abigail was easily distracted, and she also hadn't read more than a handful of books in her whole life. A stranger would struggle to find mutual themes that would interest her, but he seemed to be trying. Abigail's lack of interest in books was something Sarah found hard to understand. Sarah guessed, as she looked at them, that her Aunt was hoping for a good match for Abigail. She was hoping for someone like Ross Balfour, whose riches matched, or even surpassed, those of her husband.

Sarah ate, listened, and tried to make appropriate comments to the men to her left and right, but as she was a young woman and an insignificant relation, her table companions took little notice of what she said. She sighed softly between the various courses. The meal seemed to drag on. Knowing how Sarah had reacted at previous dinner parties, her Aunt had counselled her again that morning not to express incongruous personal beliefs.

"Men don't like women who express private opinions. We are here to make their lives comfortable, not to make ridiculous remarks about subjects we know nothing about"

Most evenings when they entertained, like today, Sarah had to bite her tongue. When the meal ended, her Uncle always invited the men to the library for brandy or whisky, and her Aunt led the ladies into the drawing room for gossip and coffee. Sarah tagged along behind the other women as far as the stairs, then picked up her bunched-up skirt and escaped to her room. There she settled down to read: it was her favourite pastime. She loved books passionately. Her Uncle had a well-stocked library, but no one but she and Uncle Aidan ever used it.

This evening, the lamp in her small bedroom, at the end of the main upstairs corridor, was turned down low when she reached her room. Massie had already turned back the quilt and the bedclothes. She removed the clips and undid the chignon, then started to undress when she realised her book was still in the library. "Blast'. She hastily pinned her hair back behind her ears, where it fell like molten copper to her waist. She waited for a while and then went back downstairs and put her ear to the library door. There was still a myriad of voices, so she retired to the cloakroom opposite, until quite soon afterwards she heard the men and their loud voices crossing the hall on their way to the drawing room. There was the sound of soft piano playing and chatter as the men went inside. Relieved, she walked into the library and was greeted by the familiar smell of potpourri mixed with her Uncle's cigars.

Her green dinner dress with its tight-fitting, low-necked bodice and its skirt drawn back and bunched at the rear rustled as she moved towards the large desk. A sound disturbed her, and she whirled to find Ross Balfour sitting in one of the high-backed armchairs alongside the fireplace. The colour flooded her cheeks. "Oh! I wasn't expecting to find anyone here anymore."

The flickering flames of the fire threw shades of colour across his face and into the recesses of the chair. He was smoking a cigarillo and blew a cloud of blue smoke into the air. "So I gather! We have been introduced, and I recall that you are a relation, but I can't remember your name."

She steadied. "Sarah Courtney. I'm Abigail's cousin."

"Are you on a visit?"

She was surprised that he was curious enough to ask. "No, not on a visit, I live here. I've lived with my Uncle's family since my father died over a year ago."

Ross scrutinised her eye-catching appearance. A lamp on the desk gave him a better view of Sarah than she had of him. Her face was delicate with a generous, curved mouth. Her eyes were cool grey, and their shifting colour reminded him of the loch near his childhood home. She had a slender, willowy figure. Her hair was quite spectacular. It looked like burnished gold. It fell in thick waves, and it tumbled carelessly down her back. Quietly, he asked. "And ... do you like it here in Dundee?"

She realised that a polite society would demand a positive answer. She was too direct and honest not to grab the chance to reply truthfully. He seemed different to anyone she had ever met before. "My Aunt and Uncle are very kind to me, but I don't particularly like Dundee, and that is all I've seen of Scotland since I arrived. I preferred where we lived before, in Leicester. Dundee at this time of year is dark when we get up, cold and miserable all day long, and dark again early in the evening."

He smothered a laugh, and his white teeth flashed in light coming from the fireplace. "Ah, well, it probably does seem quite austere and bleak to an English woman, but autumn and winter are never pleasant anywhere in Britain, are they?"

With an inkling of defiance, she replied. "I love autumn's colours and the snow in winter. I only mean that further south, the temperatures and the winds are milder. Here, the wind stiffens your bones before you've gone ten yards. But I only know Dundee, and everyone extols the beauty of the Lowlands and the Highlands. People also say the Scottish islands are very wild and beautiful. Perhaps I'll see them one day and appreciate Scotland more."

He felt a need to defend his homeland. "There is breathtaking scenery nearby, and the sun does shine here, too. When the skies are blue, it is a special kind of blue, one I only find here. You might not believe it, but I actually miss miserable weather sometimes."

She shrugged. "Do you? How strange, but if you live in foreign climes, I can understand that it will be part of your hankering reminiscences! I must say, it was nicer in spring, and it was almost mild some days in summer, although I've discovered it is never wise to dress frivolously."

His eyes were bright with merriment as he considered the way the copper tresses framed her face. He wished he could reach out and feel its texture.

Sarah wondered if he thought she was completely irrational and added quickly. "People tell me Scotland does have sunny, warmer weather, but I just haven't been around long enough yet." His mouth twitched with amusement, but he remained silent. She ploughed on. "I've heard that you live and work in the Far East, Mr Balfour. That must be exciting."

He nodded and noted that she'd remembered his name. He enjoyed her spontaneity and lively conversation. Unlike most of the women he'd met since he returned, she could probably hold an intelligent conversation. He was sure Sarah Courtney was not fishing for attention either. He had enough experience to judge that. "Yes, I live in Singapore and Hong Kong."

"Oh, how thrilling. Hong Kong is still a relatively young colony, isn't it? It must be interesting to be part of its growth and development. I've read about Singapore too. It must be grand to live in such places. You don't need to worry about fog, rain, snow, or icy winds in either of those spots."

He chuckled. "No, but you worry about hurricanes, fierce typhoons, uncomfortable temperatures, cholera, outbreaks of the plague, dysentery, malaria, and lots of other unpleasant things instead."

She challenged his words. "Ah, but you are generously compensated by beautiful flowers, plants, colourful and exotic surroundings, a distinctive atmosphere, and a contrasting culture." She hastened to add. "Although I only presume so because of what I've read in books or in newspapers."

He stared at her silently for a moment. She was an interesting woman. "Most people get used to the heat eventually, but it does have drawbacks. It is not just a romantic adventure, Miss Courtney. Living and working in such localities can be risky and exhausting. There is appalling poverty and injustice, tropical diseases, and a lot of puffed-up beings who think they are pint-size gods." His eyes quickened with mischief. "You seem extremely interested and well-informed. Most people have no clue about, or care for, Singapore or Hong Kong. They often don't know where it is on the map unless they are soldiers, politicians, businessmen, or bankers."

She gestured in a wide arc with her hand. "This room is full of information, and I always read my Uncle's newspaper when he has finished with it. Bessie gives it to me before she uses it to light the stove in the kitchen. I love reading, especially about foreign places like Hong Kong, even if I'll never see them. I think my Uncle and I are the only ones who ever read books or papers in this house. For me, books are windows to another world outside of these walls, and outside of this town."

"I gather that your mother is dead? If she were still alive, there'd be no need for you to live with your Uncle."

"Yes. She died ten years ago. She had inflammation of the lungs, and even my father couldn't help her." She explained. "He was an apothecary, a very good one. People trusted him and loved him for his knowledge and help."

"And when he died, you came to live with the Courtneys?"

Unwavering and trying not to sound ungrateful, she stated. "Yes. If I were a man, I could have kept the shop, but a woman has no choice. I worked with my father. I watched him and learned from him. I already knew a great deal about medicine and mixtures by the time he died. I loved him deeply, and the work he did mattered. He cared about people, and he helped anyone, even if they couldn't always pay for his help." She looked down for a second, lost in memories.

For some reason, he wanted to heighten her gloominess. He declared. "The Chinese use medicines and treatments that go back thousands of years. They use many plants and natural substances in their mixtures. It is surprising how effective they are."

"Yes, I've read about that too. If people were not doubters about so many things, we could combine all helpful knowledge for everyone's benefit."

"I presume your father was not interested in the jute industry? If you are a Courtney, he was one too."

"He was Uncle Aidan's brother. Papa told me that when he visited Bangladesh as a young man, he found it difficult afterwards to accept that workers there were paid a pittance for producing and shipping the raw jute. He argued about the working conditions in the factory here too, declaring they were unnecessarily bad and unhealthy. My grandfather agreed to finance his studies with a famous doctor in Edinburgh because he saw my father would only cause disruption and discord in the company. Eventually, my father decided he could help ordinary people most by becoming an apothecary. Sometimes I think he knew more about medicine than our local doctor."

Ross nodded regretfully and leaned forward to crush his cigarillo in the ashtray. "With that sort of background, he probably did. I think honest people don't try to exploit others. I think you gain the most loyalty from any employee if you treat them fairly. Usually, that means less profit, and unfortunately, most bosses are only concerned with the size of their profit."

His voice was soothing; he knew what he was talking about. Feeling relaxed and at home with him, she asked. "What do you trade in?"

"Optical and nautical apparatus. My brother and I are partners. Until now, we were based solely in Singapore, but Hong Kong is becoming an important hub, so we decided to open a subsidiary there. When I return, I intend to live in Hong Kong and establish a main office. I bought a plot of ground in an auction before I left, and my house is under construction at this moment. Our trade with China is increasing steadily, so Hong Kong is ideal, both geographically and politically. The presence of the British military on the island gives us the safe haven and protection we need to operate without hostility." He brushed any stray ash from his silk waistcoat. "Anyway! Why aren't you in the drawing room with all the other ladies? I stayed here because I wanted to finish my cigarillo in peace." He could see her interest was genuine, and Ross couldn't remember when he had last had such a normal, unstilted conversation with a woman or talked to a woman about his business.

"No one will miss me. I often disappear when my Uncle and Aunt have visitors. I just came down to get this book." She reached forward and picked one up from the desk. "I left it here this morning."

"What is it about? A gothic mystery? Women seem to be reading them all the time nowadays."

"I read them too, now and then, because they are entertaining, but this book is by someone who disputes Darwin's The Origin of Species."

His brows raised, and there was a complete surprise on his face. "And it's worth reading?"

"Yes. This particular author disputes Darwin's conclusions, but I think Mr Darwin is probably right. He gathered a great deal of information about all kinds of plants and animals in their natural habitats and sailed around the world comparing similar species in different situations. His findings and conclusions are logical. He's not the first scientist to suggest this theory. Other scientists have advocated the same thing before, but they never went into such detail or were able to itemise their justifications."

He got up. Sarah looked up into his dark eyes.

Her words intrigued him. She was a very unusual woman. She was wasted, hidden away like this. He remarked. "Many others, the church in particular, are still up in arms, and it's been ten years since Darwin published his findings."

"I know, but anyone who presents a new idea is often treated with scorn. I want to read what this man thinks is so wrong about Darwin's ideas. It is a thin book; it will not take me long to finish."

He moved closer and viewed her more closely. There was both delicacy and strength in her face. "Does your Uncle approve of you reading such things?"

She studied the tall, beardless man and his appealing face. Instinctively, she felt she could say anything she liked to him. "Good heavens, no, Mr Balfour! In his opinion, women should be seen and not heard. I use my spare time to read. No one knows. If they did, he would forbid me to do so and tell me to spend more time with my Bible. I hope they think I'm reading religious commentaries or something equally boring."

He laughed, and his brilliant eyes twinkled. He also felt an inkling of pleasure that she seemed to know that he would not reveal her secret to anyone else. "Well, I won't tell on you, promise! I think I must join the others now before someone comes looking for me." She smiled at him, and he thought what a refreshing young woman she was. She had a genial face, made sensible comments, the colour of her hair was fantastic, and her lips were full and rounded over even teeth.

"Yes, I'll disappear upstairs again, too. Goodnight, Mr Balfour. It was a pleasure to meet you."

He dipped his head. "Likewise! Goodnight, Miss Courtney." He turned on his heel and strode to the door, leaving it open behind him.

On her way to her room, Sarah regretted that she would probably never converse with him so intimately again. Perhaps they would never meet again. He was courteous and not patronising; an interesting man who listened and hadn't dismissed her words as nonsense. He didn't mind her candour either. She guessed that most of the businessmen who dealt with her Uncle would have been appalled if she had spoken so openly to them. That was why she disliked attending the dinner parties so much. She found it impossible to confine her conversation to the weather, church matters, upcoming social events, the paintings on the walls, or the Royal Family.
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