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  A Note from the Author


In reading the series ‘Samsara-The First Season’, I ask you to consider the era in which this work of fiction is set. In these more enlightened times, elements of this story may be considered homophobic, racist, and outright morally corrupt—along with being barbaric and downright ignorant. However; in 19th century Australia, they were not. Themes throughout the series are reflective of the times and are an accurate account of the attitude, bias and outright hate a large majority of society held towards the LGBTQI+ Community and our First Nations Peoples. In saying this, we no longer consider it appropriate for a fifteen-year-old girl to marry—forced or not—but 130 years ago, it was not uncommon. 

The character of Leo is based on a real person. As outrageous, inappropriate and politically incorrect as he is—I love this soul. It is not my intention to stigmatise him or cause offence to anyone—only to remain authentic in my best effort to honour and immortalise a very dear man who left a significant imprint on my life—and who unfortunately was born without a filter and lacks all sensibilities; and can be very, very badly behaved.
Please be aware there are themes of violence, racism, and homophobia throughout this series; however, I have been mindful to write these scenes as sensitively as possible and with the utmost care.
I truly hope you enjoy ‘Samsara-The First Season’ just as much as I enjoyed writing it.






  
  Chapter One


Ilay still for a moment, relishing the soft linen on my bare skin, before quietly reaching down under the tangled quilt at the end of the bed to retrieve my negligee. Pulling my knee towards my chest and pressing my toes to the silky fabric, I wiggled and squirmed to bring it closer. Every twitch of muscle and turn of body left me fearing I would wake Hamish, still sleeping soundly beside me. Grunting, I grasped the silk with my foot and gingerly eased it up my leg. 
'What in God's name are ye doin'?' Hamish asked as he sleepily opened one eye and stared at me. Producing the negligee in triumph, I held it up so he could see it in the dimness, the sun still yet to rise. 'I think ye should be puttin' that back on.' He smirked while I moved closer to kiss his lips before slipping it back over my head. I no longer ordered my nightwear from Catherine. Hamish did. Many of the items he asked Catherine to make she found highly amusing; however, she did it anyway, and constantly teased me for it. 
Thomas and Hannah had married on June 25th, 1909—the same day my children turned eighteen. They had been living with us for two-years now while they built a lovely cottage a few minutes on from Polly and Angus. The six-room house, built from basalt ‌quarried from Willow Grove, was close to completion, and I would miss them when they moved. I knew they would miss living with us but truly felt they needed to be alone, so in recent months, had pushed Thomas and Hamish to make haste. The building had moved ever so slowly because ‌Thomas and Hannah constantly changed their minds, driving Hamish to drink, while frustrating Eric's construction company no end. 
Emmy remained at home, spending her days helping Hamish in the stables and around the property, while learning everything she could. All in the hope of taking over the running of Willow Grove with her brother once Hamish and I made old bones. She would stay at Catherine's for a night or two once a fortnight, and Beatrice often visited Willow Grove; however, Emmy preferred to stay close to home, and had recently told me how grateful she was for the life she had been given—and I was beyond happy to hear it. 
'Come ‘ere so I can look at ye.' Startling me, he reached out and pulled me to his chest. 
'Do you think Emmy has been herself over the last few days?' I asked him, his eyes fixed on mine.
'Now ye say it, I’ve noticed somethin’s amiss but could naw put me finger on what,' he replied thoughtfully. 'Do ye want tae talk tae her, or would ye rather I did?'
'I will. I’ll get her alone today.' Yawning wide, my joints protested as I stretched before covering my mouth. 
'Aye then, lass. Enough talk o’ the twins, an’ anyone else that comes tae yer mind.' He moved closer, kissing my lips gently as I slipped my arms around his neck. 'I’ll put yer negligee on the pillow later. I promise.' He grinned, his hand drifting up my thigh, while I sighed, my mind empty with not a thought of anyone or anything else.

      [image: ]Startled awake by a persistent rapping on the door, I glanced at Hamish, confused for a moment, while uncertain where I was. Shaking my head, the events of the night before came back to me all at once. Thomas and Emmy stood in the doorway, Emmy leaning heavily on Thomas' shoulder, her eyes wide and tear-filled as she peered into the bedroom.
'We need to have a family meetin’,’ Thomas announced before striding in, his muscular arms guiding his sister over to our bed. Bending down, he kissed us affectionately before making himself comfortable beside me, while his large hand, so like his father's, patted the spot on the bed next to him. Hamish and I sat up, and I wondered what was so urgent through my foggy brain. Emmy stood unmoving, her cheeks flushed as she stared at the carpet. Thomas reached out his hand and pulled her down gently onto the bed beside him before glancing across at me over her head and clearing his throat. 'Go on, Emmy,' he encouraged gently. She took an audible breath and closed her eyes, gathering her strength, as if she were about to confide something she had been holding onto for a long time. 'C’mon, Emmy. It's time for some truth tellin’.’ An awkward silence hung over the room while Emmy took a moment to find the words to explain whatever was clearly laying heavy on her heart.
'I'm in love with a woman. I want to live with her and share a bed, the same as other married couples do.' Emmy glanced away, her voice breaking. Although I had always suspected this day would come, I wasn’t expecting it to arrive this soon.
'Are you going to tell us who she is?' I smiled lovingly, my voice gentle as she met my gaze. 
'It’s Beatrice, Mummy, and she loves me as much as I love her. She talks to me when we’re alone. Did you know that?' Tears brimming in her eyes, a smile touched her lips for a moment. 'She has the sweetest voice, and she is so smart because of all the books she has read. I’m complete when she’s beside me, and I know I make her just as happy. I want to spend my life with her, like you and Da. The love between us does not differ from what lies between Thomas and Hannah, or Uncle Angus and Aunt Polly.' She jutted out her chin defiantly as I sighed. 
'Aye, yer right, Emmy. It isn't, but we have tae consider how ye’ll live together without people knowin’ what ye do in private. Although we accept an’ love ye, there are many that wouldn't. If others were tae find out, ye an’ Beatrice would suffer naw only from the vicious tongues o’ the gossips an’ that bloody passionfruit vine o’ Leonardo’s, ye’d be at risk o’ serious harm. Even here at Willow Grove, I could naw protect ye from it. We dinnae want tae see either o’ ye hurt, an’ only want fer ye tae be happy. An’ fer ye tae be safe. Where would ye live?' Hamish asked her gently, her face flushing deeper.
'We could build a cottage, or live in one of the terraces. I don't want to live at Catherine's house. I’d miss home,' she said weakly.
'Tis all fine an’ well, Emmy, but if we built a cottage fer ye both, in time people would become suspicious. Ye an’ Beatrice are naw kin, nor are ye elderly or widowed. If ye moved tae the village, yer new neighbours would think the same an’ find it strange yer both naw livin’ in the main house with yer parents 'till ye marry. The only option is fer ye both tae live here. Beatrice is family tae us, after all, an’ her livin’ here under our roof would cause naw suspicion or scandal.' I squeezed his large hand, holding on tightly to my own under the covers, his body tense, his manner thoughtful.
'Will you allow us to sleep in the same room?' Emmy asked, her face hardening slightly as if preparing for an argument—her emerald eyes glinting as brightly as the precious stone hanging from the necklace I’d gifted to her on her eighteenth birthday.
'Weel, we’d nae expect anythin’ different. That’d be like tellin’ yer mother an’ me tae sleep apart now, wouldn’t it, lass? Mary will have tae know, o’ course, but she loves ye so much she’d never say a word tae anyone. Ye dinnae have tae confide in another soul beyond that, an’ ‘tis yer choice who ye tell in the future.' Hamish bent forward and kissed her cheek as I saw her soften. Reaching up, she embraced him, then me, as I placed my lips on her forehead for a moment.
'We must talk to Colin and Catherine as soon as practicable. Do they even suspect?' I asked, a smile touching my lips. She shook her head, her eyes twinkling in amusement as I stroked her cheek with my thumb.
'Oh no, Mummy. They have not a clue, and I dread what their reaction will truly be.' They would be surprised, no doubt, but I knew Catherine, and I knew her heart, as she did mine. She saw the world as it was, not as she wished it to be. Catherine would come to terms with it all in the end, just as she always had whenever she had faced trials and tribulations.
'I'm glad that’s all sorted now. Emmy’s been wantin’ to tell ya for weeks now, an’ drivin’ me mad with it.' Thomas glanced at his twin and smiled affectionately, and she returned the favour immediately as she straightened her shoulders. They had always shared a deep bond, and despite Thomas now being married, they were still each other's biggest supporters. I suspected this had contributed to Thomas' reluctance to move from the main house, and I was well aware he didn't want to leave Emmy alone; however, now that she had Beatrice, he felt secure in the knowledge she would be happy and have someone she loved with her. 
I was confident Thomas and Hannah would still visit our home throughout the day, and they had expressed a number of times in recent weeks they would still like to dine in our company each night, which thrilled us. It helped that Thomas worked with Hamish, Angus and Harry on the property, although I had been bitterly disappointed when he rejected attending university in Melbourne. He had been clear there was nothing else he wanted to do, so with a deep sigh and much eye-rolling, I accepted his decision and put away my dreams for him, while promising to help him follow his own. 
Observing Hamish and Thomas together reminded me so much of Aaron and Hamish's relationship; it was obvious to all they were as close as any father and son could be. They exchanged stories, shared interests, and often had a good sense of what the other was thinking. They seemed to communicate without words while they worked side-by-side. The twins pecked us on the cheek, their embrace firm, before bidding us farewell and striding out arm in arm to return to Emmy’s room. Hamish and I watched them go, a silent moment of understanding passing between us before he lay back down beside me and covered us both with the heavy quilt.
'Catherine will not take this well at all,' I murmured, while Hamish nodded thoughtfully. I felt slightly ill at the thought of telling her, given she was unaware Emmy was attracted to women, let alone it was Beatrice who she loved, and who loved her back just as fiercely. 
'Aye, but Catherine is a reasonable woman, an’ she’ll understand once she’s over the shock of it,' Hamish assured me cheerfully as I got out of bed to get dressed. I tied my hair up on top of my head, and not wanting to bother Bessie, asked Hamish to help me dress. Rising to his feet with a grunt, he took my hand in his, kissing me on the nose before moving down to my mouth. I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him back, while he lifted me up off the carpet, my feet dangling in the air as all thoughts of Emmy and Thomas left me.

      [image: ]We made our way towards the kitchen as the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and sizzling bacon filled the hallway. Thomas and Emmy jabbed each other playfully as we entered, both swapping barbs as they sat opposite at the wooden table, while Hannah smiled and greeted us cheerfully, her familiar hug filling me with warmth. She had become like another daughter and was just as relaxed with us as she was with her own parents, who visited often. Leo was in his element at the stove, flipping pancakes with one hand and cradling a steaming mug of coffee in the other. His voice animated as he called out his morning greetings as I passed him, his dark hair shimmered in the morning light streaming through the windows. 
'Well, Emmeline, I think it's wonderful, and I hope you’re safe and happy for the rest of your days, dirty birdy. You’re fortunate to have these two as parents, let me give you the drum. Mine didn't give a flying fig and couldn't have cared less about what happened to me, and that was when they only held suspicions regarding my true self. Once it was confirmed that I was normal and loved men, I was thrown out on my beautiful derriere.’ Emmy’s eyes widened, her hand going to her throat as Leo placed a plate down in front of her. ‘Well, not literally, Emmy.’ He made himself comfortable next to her before reaching for her hand. ‘I left because they would never give me my own way in anything. Not once.’ He screwed up his nose indignantly before continuing. ‘They were well aware I must be the centre of attention if I were to be truly happy, but what did they do?’ He paused for the longest time, while Emmy appeared pained. Thomas and Hannah looked on in silence, my son’s eyebrows raised in amusement.
‘Would you hurry up and tell us,’ Emmy snapped before lifting her fork to her mouth, while Leo rolled his eyes.
‘They go and have more children after me on purpose just to take the attention away. That's not including the ten brothers and sisters I’m forced to tolerate because of my father and his mistresses bumping uglies. They’re all spoiled wee shites who think they’re better than me.’ His face now darkening, he rose to his feet, his hand resting on his hip. ‘All are terribly unfortunate-looking and possess the personalities of sloths. They’re beyond hideous. I cannot believe we were spawned by the same imbecile of a man.’ Leo, highly distressed, shook his head before lowering himself back down next to Emmy. ‘Although I must say, the old bastardo did well by me. He passed down his love of learning, a trait he failed to give my idjit siblings, who could barely speak Italian the last time I saw them, let alone English. It's unfortunate that I am the only one out of eighteen who was born perfect. I would’ve appreciated having at least one brother or sister who wasn't so stupid that they made a fool of themselves every time they opened their mouth. It was once a wonderful life being the smartest in my family, until my secret was discovered. Until then, I was their favourite son; did I tell you that? Now I’m not welcome in my home anymore, and the only family I have now, and for the past twenty-years, is all of you.' Leo beamed at Emmy proudly as she kissed him on the cheek. 
He had always been an integral part of their lives—far more attentive and loving than most uncles connected by blood—while they had known his truth since they were young. He did not hide who he was from them, and would discuss his love interests with unabashed enthusiasm, talking of the joys of being himself. There was never a defining moment when they realised he was a homosexual man. They had always known. He was the fun uncle who helped them express their opinions and exercise their freedom, always making them laugh and encouraging them to embrace their uniqueness. He cheered for them, watched them play, told them stories that highlighted acceptance of all, and taught them to love who they were. They embraced him from an early age for his ability to love unconditionally and couldn't imagine him any other way.
'You’re acting like you have had something to do with Emmy's choice about who she falls in love with,' I teased, smiling across at my darling Leo. His brow creased for a moment, his eyes locked on mine.
'Maybe I have had some influence because they grew up around me, Abigail. That may have helped Emmy accept herself at a much younger age than I did. I suffered years of torment and loneliness before I realised I deserved the love you’ve all given to me.' I embraced him far harder than I meant to, while feeling my heartbreak for him. He rarely confided in any of us when it came to the past; however, he had occasionally hinted ‌just how painful and full of rejection his life had been before arriving in Australia.
'You’re right. You’ve had an enormous influence on her happiness.' I kissed him on the lips in thanks, my fingers reaching up to touch his hair that he had painstakingly plaited into tiny ropes and tied back with a silk scarf. I pulled one out, leaving it hanging loose to annoy him, while he giggled as he tried to put it back.
'You’re evil sometimes, Abigail, and that, of course, is why I love you.' He threw back his head and laughed aloud, while I giggled along with him.
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  Chapter Two


Hamish and I perched side by side on the plush velvet settee in Catherine's wood-panelled drawing room, our eyes scanning the walls lined with stately oil paintings of her ancestors. Colin sat across from us, his hands fiddling with the folds of his trousers—I assumed as a direct result of our unannounced visit—while Catherine’s bottom lip trembled as she bit down, her gaze darting around the room. Although their smiles were bright and welcoming, it was Beatrice whose demeanour had changed; her normally rosy cheeks were now drained of colour, her large blue eyes focused on the intricate patterns of the Persian rug beneath her feet. 
'We have come to talk to you about Emmy,' I said, shattering the uncomfortable silence. 
Hamish explained gently what Emmy had confided in us when she was fourteen; on our wedding day, in fact. Catherine recoiled immediately, gasping in disbelief as she sat back in her chair as if he had struck her. Colin, on the other hand, seemed unaffected; his expression blank, with not a hint of shock or disapproval. I couldn't help but be impressed by how he remained so stoic in the face of such confronting news. I straightened my shoulders and relayed what Emmy had disclosed this morning to further gasps from Catherine; the tears cascading like a waterfall down her pallid cheeks as Beatrice, now trembling and her face tear-streaked, listened in silent horror. Hamish cleared his throat, and a long pause fell between us. He spoke carefully, as though each word were a stone being laid down with utter precision.
‘We believe this is the only solution,’ Hamish mumbled, his voice thick with emotion and the weight of something greater than any of us. Catherine sat perfectly still, her eyes wide and her mouth slightly agape as she glanced desperately at Beatrice, whose dismay was clear as tears continued to stream down her face, her loud sobbing almost too much to bear. Hamish continued on, explaining that protecting them both was our priority, while advising them of the limited ways available to us in which to do so. Catherine sat back heavily in her chair, her ears pricked and her body rigid with anticipation as he spoke. Her gaze darted from me to the others, gauging our reactions.
'Do you love Emmy as much as they say she loves you, and in the same way, Beatrice?' Catherine asked, her voice steady, her manner outwardly calm. Beatrice nodded ‌fervently, her face flushed a deep red. 'Well, then it's settled. You can move to Willow Grove to be together, but no one in our family must ever know the true nature of your friendship.’ Relief washed over Beatrice as Catherine nodded formally, her hands trembling in her lap, unnoticed by everyone but me. ‘All our family and friends need to know is that you wanted to live on a farm where you could ride horses and be with your friends. They will think nothing of it, not that we see them that often anyway.' Catherine sighed deeply as Beatrice embraced her, the tears she now shed ones of joy. Catherine hugged her back, while reassuring her sister that they loved her deeply, no matter what her choices. 'You may as well start putting your things together, Beatrice,' Catherine remarked, her smile weak as Beatrice nodded and quickly left the room. 
‘You did well, my love,’ Colin murmured as Catherine relaxed back into him.
'Well, there is no better life she could have than at Willow Grove, nor with anyone I trust more to look after her. If they make each other happy, then I’ll accept it. It may take me a little time to become comfortable with the situation.' Catherine smiled weakly at me, and I nodded knowingly before reaching across and squeezing her hand. Colin and Hamish politely excused themselves before making their way downstairs to look over some new jackets and trousers while Catherine and I drank our tea. 'I cannot speak of it anymore today, Abigail, if that's alright with you? Please give me time to get used to the idea, as I never suspected a thing between them. I thought they were exceptionally close, like we are. Did you know?' I could see the pain in her eyes, and I flinched. 
'No. I didn't know, but lately I have suspected Emmy cared deeply for Beatrice. I did not know that Beatrice felt the same. Today was a shock for us too, but not as much as it was for you.' I smiled at her, and she nodded to herself. 
'Anyway, tell me, how did the maid outfit look? Were you happy with it?' Laughing loudly and holding her stomach as she rocked back and forward, I laughed too as I shook my head at her.
'Would you be a dear friend and please tell me if it's you inflicting this on me, or that husband of mine?' 
'It's all him, I promise,' she replied, giggling now. 'He surprises me every time, and it's all I can do to keep from collapsing onto the floor with laughter.'
'Soon he will have you making matching warrior and wench outfits, or Romeo and Juliet. I wouldn't put it past him to request a gypsy costume in the coming weeks,' I spat, and she laughed again.
'Don't think he hasn't tried.' We rolled around on the settee, while tears poured down her face as she told me just some of Hamish’s antics that I was unaware of. 'You have no idea the things he comes up with, and I try my hardest to keep him in check. I do say no to some things, but I end up giving in for most. Who can resist those big brown eyes when they plead with you?' We composed ourselves, while Catherine poured us a fresh cup of tea.
'Oh, and please thank Colin for Hamish's new trousers. I adore the style.' 
'Yes, I noticed how they fit him at the engagement party for Martha and Andrew last week. You are a fortunate woman.' She giggled, her musical laugh filling the room. 'I assume you would like Colin to make all his pants like that in the future?' she asked, her eyes widening innocently.
'Yes, please,' I answered just as innocently, winking at her as she again erupted into giggles.

      [image: ]We shuffled down the hallway after removing our coats, soon catching the sound of hushed conversation. Stepping into the sitting room, I noticed Emmy and Leo nestled side by side in armchairs. Their faces lit up with conversation; I couldn't help but smile at the sight of them.
I approached, and Leo stopped talking, his eyes bright and his face relaxed, as if he'd been deep in conversation for some time, getting lost in words and ideas.
‘Ah, there you are! Come sit with us,’ he called out, gesturing to the lounge opposite. 
'We’ve brought ye a surprise,' Hamish announced, guiding Beatrice through the door. Emmy ran to her, and they were soon wrapped in each other's arms, crying and kissing tenderly, before collapsing on the lounge. Hamish and I sat down next to them and waited for the emotion to pass, while Leo looked on proudly. 
'Oh, I just feel like the universe has blessed us all. Just look at how sweet they are together.' Leo sighed as I smirked at him. 
'Thank you, Da. And Mummy. For everything. I’m the happiest woman alive now that I have my love with me,' Emmy murmured, her emerald green eyes gazing at Beatrice as she stared back lovingly. 
'Hmmm, now I have two more rooting rabbits to put up with,' Leo teased, a grin from ear to ear spreading across his handsome face. He didn't care who was fornicating with whom, as long as they were fornicating with someone. 
'What's so amusin’, Abigail?' Hamish inquired as he made himself comfortable next to me on the lounge.
'Must I share every thought with you?' Hamish narrowed his gaze and grunted to himself, while my lips curled up into a gentle smile as I rested my gaze on my two daughters lovingly entwined on the lounge beside me. Beatrice, her eyes closed as she basked in Emmy's embrace, I felt my heart swell at the delight gracing her pretty face, while my daughter, her head nestled against Beatrice's chest, smiled with a radiance that could have lit up a room. I was beyond proud of them both, as finding the courage to live their truth despite what society said would not be an easy road for either of them. I knew that feeling all too well, of loving someone and being unable to control or hide it. Love was something that transcended all bounds, and I was grateful Beatrice and Emmy had found each other. 
'We are going up to our bedchamber to speak in private. Please excuse us,' Emmy said, rising elegantly to her feet before taking Beatrice's hand and gently pulling her up. They embraced us warmly, although I was surprised when Beatrice reached out to hug Hamish, who reciprocated and welcomed her to our family. Beaming at us as they left the room hand in hand, Leo stood up before hurrying to my side to lift me up off the floor into a tight embrace. 
'Aren't you just the best Mummy in this whole, wide world? I wish I had you in my life when I was fifteen and wanted to kill myself for being different. I know I make fun of my past, but the pain you feel inside when you are like us is immeasurable when you don't have even one person who understands. You have set Emmy up for a life of happiness, where she can be as true to herself as possible in the safety and love of her home. I am so proud and so in love with you right now. I would even dip my wick in your wax pot.' He kissed me hard on the mouth before quickly setting me back down as Hamish snorted with laughter. Now crying openly and clearly emotional, he pulled Hamish to his feet and embraced him. ‘You thought I forgot about you? No luck in your corner today, Adonis.’ Hamish hugged him back while I looked on in amusement. ‘Thank you for being a real man and accepting what makes your daughter happy. You have done everything in your power to ensure she has an easier road than she would have had, and I commend you on that. If Aaron were here, he would thump you on the back right now with tears in his eyes for what you have done for, and become to, his children. You have seen them through their young years, which are confusing for any bairn, but to have your father murdered, well, it’s just too much to bear. You’ve guided them into adulthood, and are still there every moment for them. I know I tease you, Hamish, but you are a wonderful man and you love my Abigail well.’ Leo gazed down and winked at me, his lips twitching, his face tear-stained. ‘It’s not my fault God gave you the nicest backside I’ve ever laid eyes on. Oh, the places I want to put my lips.' Hamish quickly pushed him away, shaking his head in disbelief.
‘Yer the only idjit I know who can ruin a moment by openin’ yer mouth.’
‘Oh hush. Let me finish. Only because Aaron isn’t here to do it, I will.' Leo stepped away before thumping Hamish on the back exactly how Aaron used to, bringing tears to my eyes immediately. Hamish returned the favour, his eyes glistening as Leo broke down and cried. They returned to their seats, Leo sniffing loudly, the room silent. 'Pass me your handkerchief, please, Abigail. I feel so conflicted.' He crossed his legs and placed his hands over his eyes dramatically. I pulled a clean handkerchief from the hidden pocket sewn into my dress and passed it to him. He shook it out with his other hand and placed it daintily over his eyes as he sniffed again. We allowed him a moment to compose himself, while Hamish turned and gathered me in his enormous arms.
'Leo's naw wrong, lass. If it weren’t fer ye, I would naw think the way I do now about their situation either.' He gently placed his lips on mine. 
'You are just a wonderful man.' My hand entangled in his curly black hair, I kissed him back, grateful we had found each other on that ship so very long ago.


      [image: ]I made my way past the stables and up the hill towards the village, a bundle of cloth and a small pouch of coins tucked securely inside my pocket. Hamish had asked that I act as Lord Harrington's wife’s companion when they arrived today, my only task to see her comfortable and settled for the length of their stay at Willow Grove. It was a request I had consented to with some hesitation, for Lord Harrington had been my friend for many years, and I was not used to him bringing his wife, whom we had never met despite their union years ago.
The winter sun shone brightly, warming my skin as I passed paddocks of tall grasses, blooming wildflowers, and trees heavy with apples and pears planted decades ago around the boundary of the property. The cockatoos screeched in the sky above, and I thought of all the stories I had read while cooped up inside during the winter days that hadn’t been so kind in recent months.
Stepping onto the cobblestone road, I made my way past the neatly kept terraces, soon stopping at Amelia’s store, as I was certain she would have all I needed to ensure the Harrington’s were comfortable. Climbing the stairs, I paused for a moment on the verandah, a certain nervousness bubbling up in my chest. What would I say to his wife? What would she think of me? I shook my head and dismissed my overactive mind, knowing I must push aside my own worries and focus on the task at hand.
The bell above the door chimed as I stepped inside, the room warm as Amelia called out in welcome, although I was surprised to find the room empty at this time of day.
'What's happened, Amelia? Normally there are ten people in here fighting for your attention?' I called back as she stood near the storeroom holding a box.
'Oh, you’ve come at a good time, Abigail. For some reason, it is quiet today. It must be nearly payday again soon, surely?'
'Yes, tomorrow.' I wandered around, pursuing her wares.
‘What do I owe to this unexpected visit and the pleasure of your company?’
‘We have the Harringtons’ arriving later this morning. Hamish wants everything to be perfect, thus the reason I’m here.’ I rolled my eyes, her mouth twitching in amusement as came to my side, soon guiding me to the back of the shop to offer tea and biscuits. Gratefully accepting, I sat down while she talked of the village and all who lived here. 'Beatrice moved in with us today. She has no parents who really care, and she wanted to ride horses and be on a farm, so we agreed to take her in. She’s like family anyway,' I remarked.
'Oh, that's lovely. You are all so good to her, and I feel so sorry for the poor love not being able to speak. It may do her some good living here where she can have freedom and friends around her.' I hoped all would soon hear this version from Amelia and think nothing of it. We didn't want anyone to question the nature of their friendship when seeing them together around the property, and to consider Beatrice as our family, despite the truth.
'My Mathew is breaking his heart over Emmy. He wants to court her, but she refuses, saying there is someone else she has her eye on. Mathew is her friend foremost, given they’ve known each other since birth, but he doesn't know of anyone that she is interested in. Do you, Abigail?' 
'Unfortunately for Mathew, Emmy is sweet on a young man in Melbourne. My advice is to tell Mathew to find someone else who captures his attention, and who he can see himself settling down and having a family with, if that is what he is ready to do. Emmy is not available, and from what I know, won't be in the future.' I nodded apologetically, while she smiled sadly to herself. I knew Amelia had always envisioned that Mathew and Emmy would marry one day, and then we would be grandmothers together. I understood her disappointment, although I was well aware it had been Amelia herself pushing Mathew towards Emmy for years, and I hoped now she would let it go, and leave Mathew to find a nice girl for himself. 
After two cups of tea and much gossip, I had composed myself enough to purchase the goods I needed, with dear Amelia’s guidance and help. Thanking her, we embraced with promises to meet in a few days, and I made my way back out into the sunshine, feeling a little more prepared for what lay ahead.
On his many visits here over the years, Lord Harrington had come alone, his wife choosing to stay in England at their estates with their small children. We had been invited to their wedding, but had declined due to the time we would be absent from home, choosing to send an expensive gift instead. Lord Harrington had found it easy to relax during his visits to Willow Grove, and now refused to allow anyone to use his title whilst here, preferring to be addressed as Reg. Reg would eat in the kitchen with us and cherished his time in our company, while he could often be found accompanying Hamish around the property and the stables. He was so impressed with our horses; he purchased eight of them and shipped them back to England, making the farm account a tidy profit, despite the discount Hamish had insisted on. Reg had mentioned that the Howard family were no longer breeding Martarinos in England anymore after many generations who had dedicated their entire lives to them, to the exclusion of all other breeds.
The farm account continued to grow because we were still living off the money downstairs. We had used it ever since we found the room it had been left in, and it seemed we would continue to do so for many years to come. We had purchased land and several buildings around Brighton, where we owned fifteen hectares of beachfront land, left to me by my aunt. To make good use of some of the money, we replaced the furnishings inside the terraces, while we had used the funds in my bank account to pay for the buildings and improvements we had made to the property. We had replaced all the mattresses in the terraces and provided new linen to everyone, while construction had begun on the pub to double its size. Only recently completed, the results were impressive. 
As I strolled past, I popped my head inside the open door to see the progress for myself. The bar, made of solid wood, its dark stain barely dry, was the central focus of the room, while the extension appeared to have been there the entire time. 
Moving back out onto the street, I greeted several workers finishing off the covered verandah that now wound all the way around the building, while visualising where the tables and chairs would be placed on warm nights, allowing us all to sit outside and enjoy the native animals, along with the Australian insects, some as big as my fist. Beyond impressed with the result, I called out my farewells before trudging down the cobblestone road towards the terraces, while enjoying the passing scenery, then continued up the hill and through the paddocks towards home. 
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  Chapter Three


Ireturned to the kitchen to find two figures seated around the wooden table, their familiar heads huddled together. Hamish, gesturing emphatically at no one in particular, while Leo, his face creased in concern, listened intently. The conversation came to an abrupt halt when they noticed my presence, each of them quickly falling silent as they glanced up at me. I noticed a subtle exchange of expressions pass between them before Hamish spoke up. 
‘Sit down, lass.’ Hamish pulled out the chair beside him and patted it with his enormous hand. 
'What have I missed?' I asked as I sat down. 'Have Emmy and Beatrice emerged from their bedchamber yet?' 
'Naw. They took luncheon in their room, but were kind enough tae send us a message tae advise they’ll be down tae join us fer dinner. I suppose we should feel fortunate they’ve decided tae grace us with their presence at all.' Hamish smirked as Leo poured me a lemonade with raspberry syrup, and I accepted gratefully. He made up a large jug and set it on the table before returning to his seat opposite me. I emptied the glass within moments, burping loudly, much to Leo’s disgust.
‘Thank you, Leo, darling.’
‘Don’t darling me, you ungracious sow.’
'I’ll never forget when ye were pregnant just how much o’ that stuff ye drank,' Hamish interrupted, watching me pour another.
'And I will be eternally grateful to dear Martin, who still supplies me because he knows I could not live without it.' Serving myself a piece of cheesecake with blueberries, I relaxed back in the chair and sighed contentedly. 
'Abigail, you’ll be forty in four-years' time, and this food will start showing on your already wide backside, and your unfortunate-looking face will end up the size of Polly’s,' Leo warned for the millionth time.
'Stop being so rude. You only have to look at Hamish's body, and he’s forty-one and eats far more than me,' I mumbled through a mouthful of cheesecake.
'Oh yes, very ladylike. Do you know what that looks like crushed up in your mouth? No, of course not. Close your mouth and swallow, then speak. That's what I say to Brian, anyway,' he said, his face void of expression, while I nearly choked, spreading bits of cheesecake all over the table. Leo collapsed into a fit of giggles and knocked over his cup, spilling coffee all over the white linen tablecloth. Hamish glared at us both in disgust, shaking his head.
'Aye, stop behavin’ like ye were raised by dingoes, ye halfwits. Our guests will arrive anytime, an’ although Reg leaves his title at the gate, the way ye talk’ll give his poor wife a conniption,' he warned grimly as we laughed harder. ‘Enough.’ The table shook as Hamish slammed his fist down; the bustling kitchen now silent.
The atmosphere in the kitchen crackled with tension as Leo and I sat in sullen silence around the well-used table, Hamish scowling at us from his seat at the head of the table. 
‘It’s not fair I get stuck with her for the entire time of their stay,’ I muttered, my gaze fixed firmly on the chipped porcelain teacup in front of me. Leo nodded in agreement. 
‘I heard she acts as if she’s better than everyone else.’ 
Hamish sighed heavily. ‘Weel, ‘tis too late tae do anythin’ about it now. Try tae be civil, the both of ye. I dinnae want any arguments.’ Hamish nodded in thanks at Sally as she quickly changed the tablecloth, then promptly placed several trays of hot and cold food in front of us, while I decided not to think of the Harringtons’ and concentrate on the beautifully presented dishes I did not have to prepare.
We sat around the long wooden table, laughing and talking about the goings-on of the last week. As Hamish cut the freshly baked bread and I slathered it with butter, Leo spoke of how the foxes were getting into the chicken coop again, demanding that something be done, as they were suffering a shortage of eggs. I noticed the kitchen staff out of the corner of my eye, busy at work once more, as they prepared for our guests' arrival any time now. Mr Masters soon appeared in the kitchen doorway, his mouth set in a disapproving line.
‘Reg and his family have arrived, Mistress.’ With a barely contained sigh of disappointment, he bowed slightly before disappearing back into the hallway. A few moments later, Reg appeared in the kitchen, his stride buoyant and expression bright as he caught sight of me. His wide smile, a pleasant contrast to Mr Masters' earlier displeasure.
'Fancy finding you here!' He laughed loudly and shook Hamish's hand, his eyes twinkling with mirth. Reg turned and embraced me, swinging me around in a circle. I hugged him back warmly. It was so good to see him, the handsome devil. A well-dressed woman stood back from the kitchen in the large hallway; she clearly felt uncomfortable. Reg held his hand out to her, but she refused and only came as far as the door, while peering timidly inside the kitchen.
'This is my wife, Georgina,' Reg announced, his chest puffed with pride. But as soon as the words left his lips, Georgina recoiled as if he had struck her. She glared at him in disbelief, confusion flashing in her eyes. It was at that moment I realised he had neglected to tell her he had stripped away his title when at Willow Grove. It was clear from the hard line of her mouth that she would not follow suit while in our presence.
'I must return to the servants. Please send your housekeeper to inform me where I should put them and the children.' Her voice sharp, she wrinkled her nose in disdain before spinning on her heel and storming away to the sitting room. My gaze collided with Reg's, his eyes twinkling as he nodded knowingly. 
'You see how much trouble I'm in now?' His smirk widened as he glanced after Georgina, her heavy footsteps fading down the long hallway. ‘If you had accepted my proposal, Abigail, we would not be dealing with this ridiculousness right now.' Reg flashed a smile and winked at Hamish, who returned the grin.
'You know what they say, Reg, better the devil you know,' he offered, nodding his head in my direction. 
‘My gentle-natured wife would drive old Lucifer to drink hard liquor from ‌morn’ to ‌night,’ he said to no one in particular, his voice humorous as he chuckled to himself before winking at me. 
'Aye, unfortunately fer ye, old mate, ‘tis yer ring on her finger,' Hamish teased as he watched his friend with great amusement. Reg playfully punched Hamish's shoulder with a grin.
'You lucky bastard,' Reg mumbled before reluctantly trudging towards the hallway to find Georgina.

      [image: ]We entered the sitting room; the silence was deafening and only added to the tension. Mr Masters followed us in to escort the Harrington staff to their rooms, while Georgina glared at me with a coldness that made my blood run cold. Her three nannies sat together on the lounge opposite their Mistress, all silent, while her ladies’ maid remained by her side. Each held a bairn in their arms, while their stern expressions promised nothing but punishment. Reginald, four, George, two, and their wean Elizabeth, only four-months old, sat quietly gazing around the room. She was so angelically sweet. The sight of her almost brought tears to my eyes and only intensified the deep longing inside to have another of my own. 
‘May I hold her?’ I crossed the room, a smile touching my lips, but the sternest-looking nanny I’d ever met, her grey hair pulled back into a severe bun, shook her head. 
‘The children stay with their governesses at all times,’ Georgina interrupted before rising to her feet, ordering her servants to do the same. They swept the bairns away before our very eyes and followed Mr Masters upstairs, leaving us in a room filled with a deep, oppressive silence as Hamish and I sank into the lounge. I leaned back against him and closed my eyes, feeling utterly defeated. Georgina returned only minutes later, her mood slightly improved. I swallowed hard, knowing I must make an effort for Reg’s sake.
‘Georgina, I am so pleased to make your acquaintance at last,’ I said, my voice gentle as I smiled warmly. I couldn't help but notice how uncomfortable she seemed being addressed so informally. Was she another Angelique, always unhappy and critical, no matter what the situation? ‘Would you prefer we address you by your title while you're here?’ I asked, hoping to put her at ease. 
‘Actually, now that you mention it…’ Georgina began, but her husband cut her off, his tone forceful.
‘No. We will not use our titles in your home, Hamish and Abigail. You are family to us, and I won't hear another word about it.’ His gaze shifted from me to Georgina, offering her a reassuring smile.
She attempted to reciprocate the gesture; however, her smile appeared insincere as she sat back stiffly on the lounge, her body betraying the inner turmoil she was so obviously experiencing. A bead of sweat ran down her temple while she shifted in her seat, not uttering another word. The tension hung thick in the air like a heavy fog, threatening to suffocate us all.
Hamish's warm voice filled the room as Mr Masters returned with a bottle of whisky and poured us each a glass. Georgina, though, glanced at me with a hint of disgust, refusing the glass offered to her. Mr Masters, ever the gracious host, quickly went to fetch her a lemonade from the kitchen. 
‘Tis good tae see ye again, mate.’ Reg nodded, a broad grin spreading across his handsome face.
‘And you, old friend.’ Georgina relaxed back on the lounge next to Reg, the man completely oblivious to his wife’s mood. Hamish gently pulled me into his embrace before I felt his lips on my neck as he conversed with Reg, filling him in on what had been happening in Geelong town and at Willow Grove since his last visit.
Georgina watched on with a mixture of fascination and horror as Hamish continued to kiss me, his muscled arms wrapped around my waist. She was trying so very hard to relax, but was clearly struggling to do so in our company. Deciding to make another attempt to engage her in conversation, I cleared my throat.
'Do you like Australia? I understand you spent two nights at The Delmont in Melbourne?' She screwed up her face in disdain, making it clear she wished she were anywhere but here.
'I detest the place. It's far too hot, and there are too many insects, some bigger than my head. The people here are of rough character, and the service at the hotel was lacking. I requested a room for the children, far away from our suite; however, the incompetents put them next door so I could hear them,' she complained.
‘They are beautiful children,’ I complimented her.
‘They favour their father in looks, but as for how their characters will form in later years, I haven't a clue, as I do not see them that often. Only when their nannies bring them down twice a day.' Her husband glanced sharply at her, then smirked at me.
'I spend all my free time with them. They are all wonderful children,' Reg interjected, his eyes shimmering with pride.
'Oh, Reginald insists on playing with them when he has far more important things to do, yet I’m forced to listen to the nannies complain about how it unsettles the children. It was not how we were raised, and I do not want them to end up wild. They must behave to be accepted in society.' She glanced in my direction pointedly. I flinched slightly, aware she had made herself perfectly clear without uttering a word that she didn’t approve of us or our lifestyle. This was going to be hard work having her as a guest in our home, but I could be pleasant for at least a few days, for Reg's sake. Hamish squeezed me tightly as he continued to talk, showing her manner had not gone unnoticed. He relaxed back comfortably on the lounge, pulling me close to his side. 
‘Our precious children would consider themselves orphans if they did not see at least one of their parents every day to show how much they are loved. It seems I am that parent,’ Reg remarked, his face showing no emotion.
Georgina's expression turned to one of rage, while her hands trembled with fury as she glared at Reg, daring him to continue. I felt a wave of pity for her and wondered what passed between them in private. A thick silence filled the room, broken only by the sound of Georgina's ragged breaths. Reg had lost something of himself in recent years. You could see it in his eyes, but he was clearly trapped in this marriage as a result of the love he held for his children. Over the years, he had been more than just a friend to us. He had been our rock in troubled times. Despite my efforts to ignore it, I noticed his stare; his pale green eyes, once sparkling with happiness, held only regret. 
'It is time to dress for dinner. We try to do some things properly in this house occasionally,' I announced, rising to my feet as I glanced across at Georgina, who quickly averted her gaze, while Reg threw back his head and laughed.
'I believe you do a lot of things properly here at Willow Grove.' His eyes twinkling once again, he elegantly rose before extending his hand to his obtuse wife, who brushed him off and remained where she was.

      [image: ]'Sweet Jesus, Mary and Joseph, she is awful,' I exclaimed as Hamish lay on the bed while Bessie helped me get ready. 
'Aye, but she was his choice fer a bride, an’ what did ye expect when ye refused him an’ married me? He was already under pressure from his family tae marry an’ produce an heir. He’s an honourable man, an’ was obligated tae do his duty, I s’pose. I would naw swap lives with the man fer all the tea in China, but he’s his happy, usual self, despite her,' Hamish replied as I grimaced, annoyed at how sensible and calm he could be when it suited him. Reg would be content anywhere and with anyone, as he was that type of man. He rarely allowed anything to upset him, obviously not even his wife, which I found commendable. 
'Do I look like a lady?' I asked once I had finished dressing and Bessie had long departed for the night.
'Ye always look like a lady. Whether ye behave like one, weel, that remains tae be seen.' He chuckled as he led me downstairs to join our guests.
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  Chapter Four


Ifollowed Hamish into the dining room to find Emmy and Beatrice already seated at the end of the elaborate table, their hands tightly clasped together on Emmy’s lap, their faces radiating with joy, while Thomas and Hannah sat opposite. We cheerfully greeted them before taking our own seats at the head of the table and waited for Reg and Georgina to arrive. Within moments, Reg led Georgina into the room, and Emmy and Beatrice immediately released hands, their flush of happiness evaporating as soon as our guests came into view. Leo had outdone himself, laying out a feast before us, complete with my favourite crème brûlée for dessert. Even Georgina could not hide her admiration as we engaged in polite small talk during the two-hour dinner that seemed to drag on and on and on. 
As we finished our meal, the conversation shifted to the recent introduction of compulsory military training for men aged eighteen to sixty, and the mood at the table grew sombre. Emmy and Beatrice listened intently, but Georgina interrupted, her voice sharp and accusing.
‘It is highly inappropriate to discuss such matters at the table, and I doubt any war that may break out in the future will affect those of our standing much at all. Unless you are silly enough to offer yourself up willingly and comply with these silly government directives. It would make you no different from a dumb lamb being led meekly to the slaughterhouse,’ she scoffed, taking a long sip of her wine. ‘I'm certain if you have the means, you will not be forced to comply and undertake this ridiculous training.’
I bristled, while words far too inappropriate to be spoken at the table rose in me; however, before they could spill forth, Reg stepped in, attempting to smooth things over. 
‘Darling, war is a serious matter, and if it comes, it will affect us all. We should all be concerned and do what we can to support the empire.’ Georgina rolled her eyes before fixing him with her stare.
‘Oh, Reg. You're always so serious, and you are embarrassing me. Please speak of something more pleasant.’ I felt the tension in the room rising, yet was unsure if joining the conversation would only add to an already uncomfortable situation. Until the silence became unbearable.
‘Georgina, it's important that we talk about these things, no matter how disagreeable the subject. War affects everyone, whether directly or indirectly, and the government wants to be prepared. They are asking us to support our country and sacrifice our own comforts for the greater good should they need to defend our shores.’ I wanted to say so much more; however, held my tongue. I did not wish to see anyone I loved sent away to be trained to fight, and I was against conscription, but my own beliefs and values were the last thing I would confide in this woman. Georgina narrowed her gaze, clearly not pleased with my response. 
‘And what would you know about war or hardship, Abigail? You've never had to sacrifice anything for anyone, and by the look of it, never will.’

      [image: ]We settled into the sitting room for the evening, the hum of conversation filling the air, while the grand old clock standing near the fireplace struck eleven. Emmy and Beatrice sat side by side in armchairs, their hands in their laps, their eyes locked. Becoming restless, they stood in unison and politely said their goodnights before hurrying out into the hallway. Thomas and Hannah stayed to enjoy another whisky, although Reg appeared to have forgotten our presence while deep in conversation with Hamish. It was only when Georgina rose from her seat, her gaze fixed on Reg, that he finally realised his wife wished to retire for the night.
'I am going up to our rooms to ready myself for bed. I thank you both for your hospitality,' Georgina said primly. She raised a questioning eyebrow at her husband, who smiled and shook his head as she sighed before marching to the door, bidding us all goodnight over her shoulder, her footsteps heavy as she made her way to the stairs. 
'Aren't you going to walk her to the bedchamber?' I inquired, surprised at him.
'Why? She knows where it is.' He chuckled, while Hamish threw back his head and howled with laughter. I shook my head, a smile touching my lips at his bad manners. 
'You can be an awful, awful man,' I remarked, only making them laugh harder.
‘Why don’t you go and get that pipe of yours,’ Reg commanded, ‘and we’ll meet you out under the back verandah?’
I rose to my feet and hurried to the kitchen, my eyes quickly scanning the drawers and cupboards until I spotted the familiar shape of my beloved pipe, the tobacco pouch and tin holding my green buds beside it. I picked them up and made my way out the back door, quickly joining Reg and Hamish. Already sprawled out across the lounges in the garden, their large frames filling each one, I made myself comfortable in front of Hamish. Fumbling with the leather pouch, I carefully mixed the ground green buds with a little tobacco before packing it tightly into the pipe and handing it to Reg. With the spark of a match, Reg lit it and a bow of smoke twisted up into the air, its earthy scent filling every corner of the garden, the distant barking and howls of the cattle dogs, along with the rhythmic breathing of Reg and Hamish inhaling and exhaling smoke from the pipe competing with the distant sound of the native animals roaming the property. We shared it in silence as we lay still, illuminated by the stars.
'So, are you happy, mate?' Hamish murmured.
'Not as happy as I would have been had I married your wife, but life is what you make it. Georgina was the best choice out of a bad lot, I'm sorry to say, and had the connections my family wanted. We share very different views on most things, and thanks to how you have raised Thomas and Emmy, my views on bringing up my own children have changed. At least, despite having a distant and uninterested mother, they will have an affectionate and cheerful father who loves them and expresses that to them every day.' His voice bright, he continued. 'So, as for your question, Hamish, yes, I am happy. I have three beautiful children, wonderful friends like you and Abigail, and everything a man could want or need. I have done what is expected of me and have made my family proud. I’m not brave like Abigail to defy ‌social normalities. I wish I were, but that's not who I am, unfortunately. As for love, I believe you can choose to love someone to the best of your ability, even if you don't approve of how they behave. Georgina possesses many good qualities, and it's those I choose to encourage. I hope in time she will relax more and interact with the children, but until then I am satisfied with all I have been blessed with.' He smiled wistfully as he leaned across and passed the pipe to me.
'You, my dear Reg, are a sweet and generous man,' I murmured, squeezing his hand before he lay back down next to us.
'And you, my beautiful friend, are a lovely woman.'

      [image: ]Reg, Georgina, and their children had stayed for a week, and each day felt like an eternity. Every waking hour was spent in absolute misery, given I was forced to entertain Georgina's endless demands and violent tantrums. She refused to go anywhere or do anything, expecting me to supply endless entertainment while she lounged in the house all day with grand fantasies of high-society visitors dropping in for afternoon tea and scones. My patience frayed as my misery mounted, smothering me like a wool blanket on a hot summer night. 
The only solace Georgina had all week was regular visits from Dana, Amelia, and Catherine, along with Irene and Maggie occasionally. All of high breeding, they constantly challenged her views and tested her mettle, which amused me to no end, but infuriated her beyond belief. 
The Harringtons had left early this morning, just as the sun rose under the watchful eyes of Mr Masters, their servants and children in tow. Reg had business to conduct in Melbourne for the next fortnight, and after he finalised his affairs, they would travel back to England. I doubted very much that we would see Georgina for many more years to come, if ever again, whereas we were reunited with Reg at least twice a year when he travelled to Melbourne. 
I glanced at the clock as I entered the kitchen, realising Maggie would soon arrive. My excitement had been building all morning, and I was eager to reconnect with my friend since her recent move to Geelong. The usually bustling kitchen was unusually quiet, and I noticed a chocolate cake on the countertop. I cut myself a large piece and grabbed a fork, sinking down on the chair at the table. As I ate, I thought back to earlier today when I had felt a sudden clarity regarding a situation that had vexed me for weeks now. 
I had only just returned from visiting the graves of my children, Harrison and Jack, just as I did every day. Relaxing under our gum tree, just where I had sat with Aaron so many times, I knew I must let go and not visit so often, but the island brought me such comfort because he had been here so often. And now he was gone from me, with no hope of ever wrapping my arms around him, or holding my boys one last time. It was at that moment I realised why Aaron had never shown himself to me during my darkest hours of mourning. He waited until I was committed to Hamish before he allowed me to see him. The quiet laughter of my son as he worked outside the kitchen window wafted over to where I was sitting and wrapped itself around me. Thomas favoured Aaron when he smiled, and when he laughed, it sounded just like his father’s deep baritone. Occasionally, I would feel the gentle touch of a hand running through my hair, a comforting gesture, like a warm embrace that speaks without words, yet I was alone. Thoughts of Hamish and Aaron often passed through my head, both of whom I loved deeply—but not in the same way. There had been tension in the beginning when I made my choice and married Aaron, yet the guilt I carried was immense, and I hated myself for loving two men, but now, I had somehow found peace in loving them both equally and wholly without shame or remorse. Reg had pointed out to me long ago that he believed my life had been split into three sections, and he had been right, as he nearly always was. 
Hamish joined me at the table and reached over to take my spoon. I grunted as he gave me a pained, apologetic look and ate the rest of my cake. Glaring at him as he worked his way across the plate and picked up a small crumb with his finger and examined it before popping it into his mouth, he smiled, his teeth filled with chocolate. 
'Do you want some milk?' I asked as I got up to cut another slice, and he nodded. I poured him a large glass of goat's milk that he drank down in three swallows, then burped.
‘How are ye feelin’ now yer best friend Georgina has left us? Are ye pining fer her already, lass?' he teased, and I gave him a dark stare.
'Thank you very much for your genuine
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