
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_2cdd34d12b2d466a6b8aea364d1d3063_B5KSXD_html_145a0fc9.jpg]

 



[image: tmp_2cdd34d12b2d466a6b8aea364d1d3063_B5KSXD_html_6bd667c.png]

Published
by EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING ® at
Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


 


Copyright© 2020 Raven McAllan

 


 


ISBN: 978-0-3695-0260-5

 


Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

 


Editor: Audrey Bobak

 


 


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

 




WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction or
distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this
book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print without
written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied
in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, and
places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual events, locales,
organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

 



 


 


 


 


DEDICATION

 


To Effie Beatrice for when you are old enough to read
this.

To Paul for all his support,

and to the late great Doris O'Connor who I can hear I
my mind when I procrastinate, telling me to just get on with
it.

 



 


 


 


 


EFFIE’S
HOUSE

 


Romance on
the Go ®

 


Raven
McAllan

 


Copyright © 2020

 


[image: tmp_2cdd34d12b2d466a6b8aea364d1d3063_B5KSXD_html_m2f557912.png]


Chapter
One

 


Set amidst
snowy grounds, with a weak winter sun showing it off to its best
advantage, the house sat on the edge of the village as if it was
lord—or should that be laird?—of all it surveyed.

When it had
been built, Ginny mused, that wouldn’t have been so far from the
truth.

Laird once
removed maybe, but important. An integral part of the estate and
those who lived and loved there.

The dower
house of Lemachard.

The Third
Laird had built it for his mother when he married in the
mid-seventeen hundreds. It was said she’d railed at him for
marrying a Sassenach. A staunch supporter of the ’45 rebellion, she
refused to speak to her daughter-in-law, a woman from the distant
hills of the Cotswolds, in England. Not at all who Lady Alexina
wanted as a member of her family. She’d had the daughter of a
neighboring laird in mind.

Her son,
however, had a mind of his own and had married Isabella Wright, the
eldest daughter of an Earl. According to legend, Isabella
reciprocated the dislike Lady Alexina showed and the two women
lived in mutual animosity until the dowager succumbed to fever a
few years later.

Over the past
two hundred and fifty-odd years, the building had, as far as Ginny
could tell, been used to house widowed mothers, unmarried
daughters, and an array of impoverished relatives of whichever Earl
was alive.

The most
interesting being one Lady Effie Lemachard, the sister of the Laird
of the time who, in around 1812, met a soldier, fell in love, and
refused to marry the man chosen for her.

The father of
the child she brought up was never disclosed.

The stories
Ginny had been told since she was a young girl variously said it
was the soldier, the spurned suitor, a never-mentioned lover, or a
friend of the laird who forced himself on Effie. Whichever was the
truth was now lost in the annals of time, but to Ginny, it was
immaterial. Whoever it was, he was her however many times removed
great-grandfather.

Ginny liked to
think it was someone Effie loved, not the friend of the laird or
the spurned suitor.

The convoluted
way the house had evolved over the years was fascinating, and as a
child, Ginny loved to hear the stories about it. How Effie somehow
got a document, which said the house was hers and she was free to
do what she wanted with it. How her descendants had added bits,
torn down others, but never touched what was known as Effie’s
Heart. The core of the house.

Especially the
octagonal room where it was said Effie spent most of her time.

Effie herself
had appeared to make sure her brother and his immediate family
never got hold of the house. She’d said it had to pass from female
to female, no exceptions. If there were no female to pass it to, it
would go to the church, to be used on behalf of women.

Probably
fallen ones.

People from
both the family and outwith had lived in it. It had been rented out
and even at times left empty. But the Laird of Lemachard and his
direct family had been warned away. How whoever was the owner at
the time managed that was never disclosed, and to Ginny’s
amusement, she’d been made to sign a document saying she’d uphold
Effie’s diktat or lose the house.

She’d
signed.

To be honest,
Ginny never thought Effie’s Heart would one day be hers.

The solicitor
had handed her the keys with a smile and a “Dinna be surprised if
Roddy comes and asks to buy it. He’s wanted it back for many a
year, and disnae take kindly to being crossed. That family.” The
solicitor shook his head. “They take ornery to new extremes. Family
feuds. At the moment, his mother isn’t talking to him or his
sister. But you’ll know all about that.”

She didn’t,
not really, but she nodded anyway.

And now she
stood in the snow, a week before Christmas, outside the front door,
a large, heavy key in her hand, and her heartbeat raised.

Ginny took a
deep breath, inserted the key, and opened the door.

She half
expected it to groan and scrape over stone flags. For the house to
be dark, cold, and musty, and for dust to be everywhere.

She was wrong
on all counts.

The door
opened without so much as a squeak and the hall was light and airy.
Sunshine shone through the window above the door, and although tiny
motes of dust danced in the rays, the place was spotless.

Dark wooden
furniture gleamed, and the polished banister enticed anyone to look
upward to where the staircase curved and disappeared from view. The
stair runner was of muted shades of gold and green, the rug that
covered part of the floor ditto. Somehow, they both appeared to be
part of the fabric of the house.

Never to be
removed.

Effie’s house,
and now hers.

She ached to
explore.

Ginny
carefully put down her case, the bouquet of winter roses, and the
holly wreath she carried, then she slowly walked across the hall
and into the tiny eight-sided room beyond it. Her footsteps sounded
loud on the parquet.

The wallpaper
was faded, the rug in front of the fireplace no different. However,
the day bed, the chair, and the desk looked as if someone had only
just left the room.

Ginny knew the
house had been empty for a twelve-month.

Where was the
dust? The musty smell? The dead flies and spider’s webs?

Not there,
that was for sure.

Not a cobweb
in sight.

The fireplace
had an arrangement of leaves and rushes in front of the grate. The
old-fashioned inkwell on the desk still had a pen and some ink in
it. The book on the side table had a bookmark visible at the side,
and next to it, a tiny poinsettia flourished.

How?

The
substantial shutters—probably needed in the winter to keep the room
warm—were wide open, the heavy curtains drawn back and held in
place by overlarge ropes. A glimpse of the frosty garden and the
shimmer of the nearby river could be seen through the snow-edged,
mullioned windows.

There was the
hum of bees in the honeysuckle that climbed up the wall outside the
room.

Bees?
Honeysuckle? In December? Impossible. Ginny dismissed the sound as
her overactive imagination at work.

She fell in
love with it, there and then, without seeing any more. The rest of
the house could be uninhabitable and it wouldn’t make one iota of
difference.

This, this was
home.

Ginny blinked
and looked out of the window again.

No bees, no
honeysuckle, just a winter’s view.

Someone
coughed. Ginny sensed she wasn’t alone and turned around, ready to
be polite or otherwise, whatever the situation warranted.

The smile died
on her lips.

No one was
there.

The scent of
spring, of violets, surrounded her.

It was
December.

Violet was her
granny’s name. And her great-great granny’s.

Violets,
according to family lore, were Effie’s favorite flower. She always
wore Violet perfume.

Ginny hated
the smell of violets. It reminded her of death.

She went to
pick up the roses in a hurry.

“I hate bloody
violets,” she said out loud and turned back to look at the garden
and the river. Where were the darned flowers? Ginny coughed and
wrestled with the window lock before the casement slid upward with
a squeak. Strange when the rest of the house seemed to be so well
looked after that the windows didn’t open easily.

“Don’t want
you to fall out.”

Was that in
her mind, or an echo from something she’d heard long ago?

The scent
increased.

How, when
she’d brought fresh air into the room? She glanced outside. In
front of her, what she assumed would be neatly clipped lawns and
box hedges—when you could see them—stretched away toward the end of
the garden and the fields beyond. At that moment, they were a
blanket of white with the odd evergreen showing through.

To her right
was a rose garden, a wigwam of sweet peas just coming into their
glorious bloom to her left. The lawn was green clipped and tidy.
The apple trees in the distance showing their blossom.

Where was the
snow?

Why couldn’t
she smell the flowers?

She hadn’t
scented the honeysuckle either.

Strange.

Ginny looked
around carefully. Not a violet in sight, thank goodness.

As she took
her fill of the vista in front of her, the view changed to the
winter one she had assumed she would see when she first glanced out
of the window.

Was she going
crackers?

“Just
remembering, love, that’s all. Love and love, as in fondness and my
one and only love.”

The violet
scent hit her hard again and she swayed.

Was it a room
freshener? If so, why all of a sudden and not when she first
entered the room?

“Argh, sodding
violets. Horrible, unpleasant, and downright horrid.”

“Now that’s a
pity, there’s a lot around here. Not at this time of the year, of
course.”

Dark, velvety,
the voice curled around her like…

Like a warm
blanket—or a warning?

“Argh, what
the…” Ginny twisted around again… Sheesh, she’d fall over if she
carried on like this. The room spun and an unfamiliar face swam in
and out of her vision.

“What the
hell?” she managed hoarsely.

He caught her
just before she collapsed.

The scowl on
his face was enough to scare anybody and anything within a
five-mile radius, her included. Could she hope it would scare the
midges away as well?

Maybe she
should faint and be done with it?

Sod it, no.
Who the hell is he to walk into my, my property
uninvited? Her mad had well and truly arrived. How dare
he?

Ginny shrugged
him away and struggled to her feet. Her eye level was still a good
foot below his. She looked upward.

The scowl
still marred what could otherwise be a handsome face.

His physique
was impressive, the guy, she decided, not so much. He folded his
arms and stared down at her impassively, his dark eyes in shadow,
his lips in a
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