
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Always Elspeth

        

        
        
          Always Series, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Joanne Austen Brown

        

        
          Published by Joanne Austen Brown, 2021.

        

    



    
        
          Always Elspeth

        

        
        
          Always Series, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Joanne Austen Brown

        

        
          Published by Joanne Austen Brown, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ALWAYS ELSPETH

    

    
      First edition. February 14, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Joanne Austen Brown.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393286646

    

    
    
      Written by Joanne Austen Brown.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ALWAYS ELSPETH

    

    
      First edition. February 14, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Joanne Austen Brown.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393286646

    

    
    
      Written by Joanne Austen Brown.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Always Elspeth

Joanne Austen Brown

Book 2~Always Series

Title: Always Elspeth

Copyright © 2021 Joanne Austen Brown

All rights reserved. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic, digital, optical, or mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher and the author.  

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention. 



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]



Books by Joanne Austen Brown​



[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


Always Louisa ~ Book One: Always Series

Rachael’s Jaunt ~ Book One: Come With Me



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]



Dedication​



[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


I WANT TO DEDICATE this work to my editor Nas and my designer Danielle. You are both two very talented ladies and I am so glad we can work together. You help make me shine.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]



The Portree Loch — Isle of Skye​



[image: image]




––––––––

[image: image]


AUGUST 1818

This was a wonderful spot to watch her before their arrival. The bay was peaceful. The sun had just set, and a silver glow radiated from Suidh Fhinn (Fingal’s Seat) behind the manor house. They were five days early, but it did not matter. His aim was to be here. To watch her and hopefully renew the friendship. Maybe also the love they had once had. She would not appreciate his re-entry into her life, but he needed to convince her that this outpost was not a place she could call home and she would waste away here. She had rejected him once, when they were eighteen, but he was determined she would not do it again.

The bay was actually, a loch. He had been to this loch before many years ago but had never seen it so still. Nothing moved around him. No waves. The loch was still and looked like glass. The greying darkness reflected from the loch. He huddled in his coat as the still cool air seeped into his bones. A few lights flickered on the isle but apart from them, the place was desolate. Why on earth had she come here? It would appear she was determined to get as far away from society as she could. He shook his head. She had achieved that goal.

Returning his attention to the house on the hill, he saw the lights of the downstairs rooms go out. Soon there were two lights from the upper floors that he could determine. One to the left. A big room and he could see her uncle moving around it. His curtains were open. Then the subtle light from the top of the tower. Those curtains were closed. He knew she would be there. That was like her. Keep herself hidden. Rise to the highest point of the land and watch everything around her. But do not let them know she was watching. Fingal’s Seat was taller than the house, but that tower was the highest of the man-made structures in the area. She was there. He chuckled. Perhaps they should have called Fingal’s Seat—Elspeth’s Seat. He could imagine her sitting atop the mount, looking down on all her subjects. And some time in the future he would join her surveying her kingdom, wherever it might be. 

He turned and went to his cabin. Tonight, he would dream of their reunion.
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AUGUST 1818

“I want to thank you again Uncle, for your kindness.” Elspeth leaned back in her chair and gave a sigh. The dinner they had eaten was beautiful. The cook was only part time, but she enjoyed the times Mrs McDougal was here to feed them. A hunting lodge did not have permanent staff. Except this lodge. They had her. She had arrived two months ago. She came to an almost empty house. Only a part time cleaner and Gilly had been here to greet her. Her uncle had arrived three weeks ago, bringing a boat load of furniture and provisions.

“We are family, and your mother would have wanted me to do something for you. It is not what I wanted but I understand why you are insisting. And please call me Charles and not Uncle. Uncle sounds so old.”

She chuckled. “Yes, Charles. But I want to earn my keep. I appreciate the fact you took me in when no one else in the extended family wanted to know I was alive. So, by being your chatelaine here on Skye, I can still have a good life and help you, in return for your kindness.” 

“This can be a temporary situation you know. The ton would forget...”

“I don’t think so, Charles. After what Freddie has done, I will never be acceptable in their sights ever again. And frankly, I am not sure I ever want to go back. It is too...”

“Painful. Sorry my girl, I understand.” 

She watched his eyes, and she could see his pain. He knew what she felt like, but she did not want him bringing up any bad memories for himself. Losing his sister—her mother—was a blow to him, beyond words. They had been so close. She watched him shake his head and then he continued. 

“Well, you will always have a home here and at my estate. I will see to that. You have done so much to ready the house for the hunt, I can tell you. Now let us discuss the hunters arriving next week, shall we?”

“Of course.” She reached into the pocket of her dress and pulled out a folded sheet of paper and a small stumpy pencil and placed them on the table in front of her.

“Prepared I see, as usual. Lord Godfrey and his sons Edward and Thomas. The two younger men can share the back, double rooms. Lord Farraday and his secretary Mr Arthur Thomas. They can have the two side rooms in the old wing. His Lordship will be happy in the larger room, of course.”

“Of course, but Charles, just give me the names and I will be sure they get the right room as per their station. I have to do my job after all.”

“Very well, Elspeth.” He paused and then handed her a sheet of paper from which he had been reading. “All the names are here and how many servants are coming as well. I will leave them in your capable hands.” He stood and headed to the door. “By the way, join me in a while for a cup of tea before you retire. And we will confirm all the details.” He left the room.

She looked down at the sheet. Lord Farraday. Her lips curved in a smile. It would be wonderful to see him again. He travelled everywhere with his secretary now as his arm never quite recovered from his accident. 

“Sir Chester McIntyre and his son Oliver, Lord Broderick and son George, can it be...James Raeburn, my James Quinn Raeburn. Lord Donald Raeburn and his sons, James and Lucas. I believe so. Oh, Uncle, no wonder you want to discuss this group over a cup of tea.” 

If it were James, the James whose heart she had broken and who had broken her heart...she would be staying well and truly in the background. She did not need to be reminded of love.

***
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THE DARKNESS WAS COMPLETE. She adored the tower at night. Her uncle had insisted that the tower was for her. It was his private quarters, but he had made it clear when she moved in that this was the best accommodation, and it was for her.

She stood at the open window watching the moon rising and glistening on the loch beneath her. It was the only light spreading across the loch that stretched out beneath her. She often woke at night and would stand looking out over the waters. Being on the non-business side of the small fishing village of Portree, she often did not see any movement other than the waves or a storm. Tonight, she had woken from another bad dream. The reoccurring dream of her brother killing himself. She had not actually seen it happen but her dearest friend Louisa had. She had wished she could take that image from her friend. And over this last year she believed she had. It always seemed so real to her.

Standing at the window at this time of night, looking at the bay was her lot. A sigh left her lips as she scanned the loch for movement. She preferred the Scottish word loch over bay. It seemed so much more romantic as a loch. Was that a lamp light? She looked and watched the light vanish. It was there and then it was not. She looked again but the light did not reappear. She continued to scan for it but it didn’t reappear. She must have imagined it. 

It was then that a small rowboat appeared on the still waters. And a dull and subtle light came from it. She watched it as it glided towards the peninsular on her left. It had come from the anchored ship. The only ship in the harbour. She had watched it come in late that afternoon. There were the occasional ships that would seek out the Portree Loch to rest before they made their way around the peninsular, known as the Lump to the Portree harbour. 

She went to her telescope. This had been one of the treasures from her home at Broadbend that she had not sold. So much of the family jewels, property and paintings had to be sold to pay off her father’s and Freddie’s gambling debts. It had been her father’s and one of the magical instruments that had made her childhood so special. She had been determined to keep it. She needed to remember her father as the man he was when she was a child. What he had become was too painful to remember. As was her image of Freddie.

She directed the scope towards the boat. Two men rowing and two men seated at the rear. She wondered why they were out and about at this hour. She watched as they pulled up on the little beach near smugglers cave. A chuckle left her lips. 

They must be smugglers. 

But then her chuckles stopped abruptly. They each lifted a small crate from the boat and carried them into the darkness of the cave. All eight boxes were taken into the hideout. What were they hiding?

She closed the curtain and carefully touched her way to her bedside table where she lit a candle. She noted the time and what she had seen, writing them into her journal. She used pencil again preferring the instrument to the ink she used for her letters. Her journal was her friend. Here she could write her thoughts down as if she were writing to Louisa or Chalanor. Often, she would share her experiences directly from the journal when she wrote to her dearest friends. She blew out the candle, felt her way back to the window and opened the curtains again. The rowboat was gone and only the white tips of the small waves beyond the loch, showed any movement.

The moon had risen higher and it was then she noticed there were two ships in the harbour. Another must have come in under the cover of darkness. But which? They were closer together than was usual. 

Unusual. 

But from which one had the little rowboat emerged? The moonlight had provided her with more information than she was comfortable with. She shook her head and made her way carefully to her bed and crawled in. She was tired. 

Go to sleep.

Your answers will come tomorrow.
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THE SILVER LIGHT OF dawn stretched out over the loch. She stood again in front of the window. In the light of day, it was clear there were two ships. She had seen correctly. The way they were anchored made it hard to distinguish the two as separate vessels. 

She turned and finished applying the cap to her head. She hated it but it helped to make her invisible when the aristocracy were around. Her hair was one of her crowning glories, as her friend Louisa had always said. She remembered the day Louisa and Chalanor had their church wedding. She had little blue forget-me-nots pinned into the curls of her dark chestnut coloured hair. She poked a loose curl in under the cap. Those days were gone.

Word had come before they retired last evening that guests had arrived early. Her uncle had not said who but she had most of the rooms ready. She would be sure to find out who had arrived so she could allocate them to the correct room. But which ship are they on? After all, one of the ships had harboured the smugglers she had seen. What if she had imagined the rowing party? And was she about to face a new villain? She had enough of villains. She wanted a peaceful life. 

Making her way down the stairs, she came to stand with her uncle who was awaiting her. 

“I am sorry about this but the letter that accompanied the announcement of guests arriving was marked urgent. I wanted to find out what was going on before I let you know.”

“No need to apologise, Charles. This is your home. You can do as you please.”

“Elspeth, it is our home.” He gave her his usual ‘don’t say that again’ look and continued. “The Raeburn’s have arrived early. Lord Raeburn has some political matters to discuss with me. His sons are with him. But I will arrange for my Gilly to take them out hunting and touring the island. You will not need to entertain them.”

She lowered her head and hoped her uncle would not see the blush she knew was spreading across her face. Her cheeks were burning.

“They are adults. I am sure they can manage. So do not fret.” He placed his hand on her shoulder and then placed it by his side again. 

She kept her head bowed. 

“It would seem, that I owe you another apology. The date for their visit was arranged before you accepted my hospitality.”

“I am your chatelaine. There is no need to explain.”

He stood taller than he had before. “You are my family, and I am proud of you. I would not want you to feel uncomfortable. I remember what James meant to you.” 

He paused and she looked into his eyes. He knew how she felt. He continued. 

“But they have also brought a guest with them. Someone you know.” 

“Someone I know? But I know very few people in Scotland.”

“It is Lord Farraday’s daughter, Delia.”

“Truly? How wonderful. It will be a delight to make her acquaintance again.”

“I hoped you would say so. She is to be reunited with Lord Farraday here. I was sure you would not mind. And that you might appreciate the company of another young lady, instead of having to deal with all the men who will be here.”

“Oh, Charles I am delighted, and I know that Lord Farraday will be also. I promise to spend as much time as I can with her. I want to find out about where she has been. So, I can write to Chalanor and ease his mind.”

“I am very proud of you, my dear. Thank you. I am sure she will be happy to spend time with you also.”

He turned on his toes and headed down the stairs.

He was so dear to her. A more thoughtful uncle she could not ask for. He was the only person who had cared about what happened to her. And she was family as he constantly reminded her. Her mother would be so proud of her brother if she could see the way he looked after her. She headed down the stairs after him and thanked God that she had such a wonderful friend and uncle.

She entered the breakfast room and sat opposite him. 

“It would seem it is I who needs to apologise, Charles. I do not want to presume too much. I feel I am an embarrassment to you. What Freddie did is unforgivable...”

“But, dear girl, it was his downfall, not yours.” He lifted his hand to silence her. And yes, she was about to correct him. “You have taken on his sin as your own and I do not like it. In fact, I hope that while you stay with me, I can convince you that others do not see you in the light that you have placed on yourself. It is not right. You are innocent and I wish to show you that. It is your brother that people need to condemn, not you. And you need to stop condemning yourself. As I said, I am proud of you. Many women could not have been as brave as you, under similar circumstances.”

She slowly got to her feet. Warm tears flowed down her cheeks. She went to her uncle, leaned down, and hugged him. 

“Thank you, Charles really. Thank you.”

He leaned into her hug and returned the embrace. “Your mother, my dearest sister, was an angel and you are part of her. An angel in your own right. Now sit down and have your breakfast. We have things to get ready.”

She returned to her seat and they had a pleasant meal together. She assured her uncle that all would be ready for the guests’ arrival and that tea would be provided in the evening room when they arrived.

She was determined to do all she could to make this time a joyous one for her uncle. His kindness...overwhelmed her.
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THERE WAS A PATH FROM the loch up to the house. She watched as men carried luggage up the hill. All were isle men and servants she assumed of the Raeburns. After the coming and goings, she finally noticed the three tall gentlemen making their way from the loch. All well dressed and out of place on this island path. And with them was Delia. She was taller than she remembered. Her mother had been very tall. She was wearing a hat and a cloak. Elspeth looked forward to greeting her.

Descending from her tower she went and stood with her uncle in the foyer of the new section of the house. She loved this area as it was a big space and her tower sat right above it. It was only a few years since her uncle had it completed. The original house was large by isle standards but was old and needed to be refurbished. So, he undertook to make a manor house out of it. And he had, adding extra rooms, large lounge areas and a dining room that was larger than most. The wood-stained features made her feel she was in a manor house in London and not on an isle off the west coast of Scotland.

She checked her skirts were in good condition.

“You look wonderful, my dear. Though I wish you would not wear that silly cap. After all, you are my niece. Promise me no more cap.”

His stern look gave her no option but to agree. She nodded.

“Good. Now let me see you smile. Here come the Raeburns.”

First was Lord Donald Raeburn. She had met him some years ago. He looked the same but with more grey at his temples. She curtsied but kept her eyes looking down at his boots.

“Charles, how wonderful to see you.”

“Raeburn, my pleasure.” 

“And we must thank you for your kind invitation. It is good to leave Edinburgh behind us for a while. And Miss Ismay, it is a delight to know that you will be here this visit. My sons require civility, and I am sure your presence will provide it. I have also brought a guest, Lord Farraday will desire to meet again.”

He stood before her and bowed. She lifted her eyes to see both joy and happiness in his lordship’s demeanour. Something she had not seen in the aristocracy for some time.

“It is my pleasure to see you again, sir.”

“Please call me Raeburn. Everyone does.”

Then James was standing in front of her. Her breath caught. He was more handsome than she remembered. Probably because he was a man and not an eighteen-year-old who thought himself a man. But she was drawn to him which she had not expected. After all these years?

His dark red, yes, chestnut hair, like hers, was curling around his collar. He was tall, well over six feet. Taller than the last time she had seen him. His attire was that of a gentleman, despite being in the outer parts of Britain. And his eyes were as blue and deep as the seas around the isle. Blue grey and mysterious.

“It is indeed a pleasure to see you again, Miss Ismay.” He took her hand and bowed to her. “A great pleasure.”

Lucas gave his brother a little shove. “Actually Miss Ismay, the pleasure is all ours. We have been talking of nothing else since we heard that you would be here. You are looking very well. It is so good to see you again.”

She chuckled. “Hello Lucas, if you don’t mind me saying, you haven’t changed at all.” She noted James still held her hand. And it seemed he was unlikely to let go.

“Have I not grown? I know that I am a good inch taller than my brother. And I was a much shorter person the last time we met.”

“That is very true, Lucas, sir...” And it was. He was taller and thinner. Still growing. Handsome, but James outdid him in looks.

“Please call me Lucas, you always did.”

She sensed the eyes of James, always on her as before. It would seem, that had not changed either. And he still held her hand. She gently pulled her hand away from his hold.

Delia now stood in front of her.

“My dear Delia, I am so glad to see you again. It has been so long. I do hope you are in good spirits.” They curtsied to each other.

“Dear Elspeth. When I heard that you were to be here my heart sang. I have so much I would like to talk to you about. Especially how my dear brother Chalanor and his lovely wife Louisa are doing.”

“I will be delighted to share my correspondence and stories with you. I am also delighted that you will be reunited with your dear father. A finer man you will not know.”

Delia lowered her head, and Elspeth could see the blush rise to her cheeks. She looked up and smiled at her and she knew the coming weeks would be a wonderful time of reconnection for her and Lord Farraday. Elspeth turned to the gentlemen who waited patiently for them to finish their greeting.

“Please gentlemen, let me escort you to your rooms to freshen up.” 

She was glad her uncle had spoken. Somewhat rattled, she let out a breath she had been holding. Having James by her side again and knowing Delia would be returning to the bosom of her family, was a dream. But it was reality, and it began to excite her. These were good things, and she could do with some good experiences in her life.

“I will have tea brought into the evening room uncle, for when you are ready.”

“I do hope you will be joining us, Miss Ismay?” James was staring at her, waiting for a reply. And her uncle quickly made things very clear.

“Of course, she will, gentlemen. And please call her Elspeth, after all you are old friends.”

She stared at her uncle and he smiled at her. She had not expected an invitation. She curtsied and made her way to the bell and gave it a pull.

As the gentlemen made their way up the stairs, Morag the only maid, came to stand with her.

“Can you bring the tea into the evening room in ten minutes, Morag? But please will you first escort Miss Delia to the room on the first floor next to my tower stairs?”

“Yes ma’am” she curtsied and turned towards the stairs. “They are handsome gentlemen.”

“Yes, and gentlemen is what you should remember.” She had said the words more harshly than she intended. 

“Yes ma’am” she replied and went on her way. Elspeth noted the rise of colour on her cheeks.

She looked at the stairs as Morag escorted Miss Delia to her room. Morag would be the death of her. She observed too much and did not mind saying so. Being a maid was her part time occupation. She also worked down at the beaches harvesting seaweed. But even that job was in the decline. She was a good girl, just not used to having to wait on ladies or gentlemen.

She made her way to the evening room and checked the fire was burning well. August was cool but some of the days were still warm. She again chuckled. Four seasons in one day was the Isle of Skye. A fire was always welcome. 

All she could see was the smiling face of James. And the touch of his hand. And that fragrance. Yes, all three men smelled distinctly of sandalwood. She took a deep breath in. 

Stop it. Don’t think about him.

Her heart it would seem was no longer frozen but was thawing out near the warm fire. And perhaps it was the fact James was here.

***
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JAMES ENTERED THE SMALL room at the rear of the building. It was comfortable and clean. Not what he was used to but for such a far-flung place it was more than acceptable. He could see Elspeth’s touch. His bags and trunk were at the foot of the bed and their valet would no doubt unpack them after he had dealt with his father’s belongings.

He went and stood at the window and looked out over the stable yard. Two of the servants were wandering around. It was no use. He could not get the image of Elspeth out of his head. That stupid silly cap. He hoped he could talk her out of wearing it. Her auburn curls were poking out from underneath, no doubt trying to escape. His lips curved in a smile. She was still as beautiful as she had always been. Now even more so.

“She still is as beautiful as ever.” Said his brother as he came through the doorway.

“Still don’t know how to knock I see...” he turned to face him. He looked like the cat that had caught a mouse. “Yes, she is.”

“Perhaps she might be interested in a young buck rather than an old rake.”

“Dearest brother, I am no longer a rake, as you well know. I have every intention of settling down. And my intention is to settle down with the love of my life, not your imagined love.”

His brother came and placed his hand on his shoulder. “You need not worry little brother, oh I mean big brother, she is yours and I am aware of it. But it is so very nice to feast one’s eyes...”

“Just so long as you remember you look and do not touch. And you are only an inch taller, so please do not call me your little brother.”

“Yes sir. Do you think she might listen to you? I do hope so. It would be grand to have her as a sister. But she has matured and may not be interested in being your love.”

“I hope she can see she need not hide away in the west. It was her brother who was the villain. She needs to stop thinking she is tainted by him. She is herself. And I hope I may renew a spark that had once existed.”

His brother went to the bed and sat down. “Some people don’t see it that way. Oliver McIntyre and George Broderick for example.”

He came over to stand before him. “I know. So now that we have arrived before them, we can try to convince her that she is safe with us. And will then avoid those clods. If they treat her badly, I do not know what I would do. But I want her to trust us.”

Lucas nodded and he hoped he would help him to convince her she was safe with him again in her life. He also hoped he could convince her of much more.

Their valet knocked on the open door and excused himself as he came in and started to unpack his luggage.

“Lucas, hurry and freshen up and we will see if we can beat father down to tea.”

He smiled as his brother turned and dashed out the door to ready himself. He took a deep breath. 

Ahhh. 

The faint smell of forget-me-nots. Elspeth. She was everywhere in this house.
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MORAG CARRIED THE TRAY of cups and saucers into the evening room. She placed them on the table and returned to the kitchen. Elspeth placed the cups and saucers out around the table and removed the tray. Morag returned and placed the tea pot on the candle burner sitting in the centre of the table. She took the tray from Elspeth.

“I will return with some items to eat and milk and sugar, ma’am.”

“Thank you, Morag.”

Morag curtsied and smiled and then left the room.

Her uncle came in and sat in one of the voluptuous sofas. Although old pieces, she had the cushion parts restuffed but had kept the original silk Damask that was still in good condition. She had spent many days cleaning them. They were not very fashionable anymore, but they were practical for light entertaining.

“This chair has never felt so good to sit in since you had the cushions plumped up. Thank you. It has made them very comfortable even in an old hunting lodge.”

“It is still your home away from Edinburgh and your estate and needs to be serviceable. I have just made adjustments.”

“And I love them, my dear. You can alter whatever you want. I also hope you do not mind that I bought some of the pieces from Broadbend. I just did not wish to see them disappear forever. Your mother will be glad they are here.”

“It really does help to make things feel like home. Thank you, uncle. Especially the pieces from my original bedroom. Mother would be pleased.”

Morag re-entered and placed the last few things on the table. She curtsied to them both and again, left.

“Would you like tea, uncle?”

“Yes, my dear. Black please.”

She poured him a cup and was placing it in her uncle’s hand as Lucas and James entered the room.

“You called this the evening room, did you not Elspeth?”

“I did Lucas, but it really is an all-day room. We have morning and afternoon teas in here and have our evenings here after dinner. It is a very versatile room. After all this is not a great manor house. It is a hunting lodge.”

James was standing at the window looking towards the loch. “There are some trees to give you privacy. Yet the outlook is beautiful.”

“You get better views from the rooms upstairs. Your father has one of the best aspects.” Her uncle had responded to James as she was unsure if the comment was even directed to her.

Thank you, Uncle.

But she was left in no doubt about the next question.

“Do you like it here?” He turned and was looking at her. His eyes were penetrating. Her stomach gave a little flip.

“Yes, I do. It suits my needs, and it is quiet.” She dropped her gaze and turned back to the teapot on the table. “Can I pour you some tea, James?”

He came and stood next to her. “Yes, milk and no sugar. Thank you.” She poured him a cup and handed it to him. Their hands touched and suddenly she was back in London remembering the last time she had given him a cup of tea. She pulled her hand away and picked up her cup and went to sit next to her uncle. 

She sat quietly with her head down and drank her tea. Her emotions could not be trusted. She did not want to look at him for fear of revealing her feelings.

***
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HE HAD NOT WANTED TO make her uncomfortable, but it would appear he had. She had answered his question but immediately had become sullen. Why had he done that? He should take care when speaking to her. He should not make her uncomfortable. He quietly looked at her as she seated herself next to her uncle. His brother looked at him and shook his head. Confirmation he had gone too far. He sat in the seat opposite her and Charles. 

“Charles, I must say that you have done a lot to the house. The extension is quite dramatic.”

Charles looked at him with kindness. “The house is much larger than your last visit here. I do believe that was ten years ago?”

“That’s right and I believe the extensions were started not long after that visit.” 

He enjoyed reminiscing about his last visit

“We McDonalds love our great houses. Though I would hardly call this a great house.”

I believe your cousin has built a new Castle in Armidale.”

“It is a grand house, but it looks more English than Scottish. Which is such a shame as a Scot designed it. James Graham.”

James detected an increase in the Scottish accent as he continued to talk.

Through the whole conversation, Elspeth said nothing and kept her head down. This was not the Elspeth he had known all his life. She was so cut off, timid.

“I do not wish to be rude, but I cannot stay silent any longer.”

Just then, his father entered the room with Delia on his arm.

“I hope that you have said nothing amiss, James?” He asked.

“Not yet father. But we have been conversing a great deal about life here on the isle and Elspeth has said nothing. Elspeth, please talk to us. Are we not old friends?”
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