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Dedication
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For Jen, who taught all of us about courage

And fare thee well, my only Luve

And fare thee well, a while!

And I will come again, my Luve,

Tho’ it were ten thousand mile.

––––––––
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Robert Burns

1759-1796
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Chapter 1
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26 March 1902

Dearest Mother:

As you bid, I am writing to you so that you will know that I have arrived safely. I am quite glad that the business of traveling is over. Our trip from Edinburgh was very wearisome and frightening. The northern roads are not so well maintained as we are accustomed to in Edinburgh and the carriage creaked and groaned alarmingly as we traveled along a rather precarious route to Anchoret House. We arrived on an oppressively gray afternoon on the 25th, the drizzle and damp adding to the melancholy air of the surrounding moors. I must admit that my first impression of the house of which I am to be mistress was that of a large brown toad squatting in a puddle. You will of course tell me that I must be careful of hasty judgments, but I cannot change my first impression. I suspect that adding some womanly touches to the house will soften its rather unattractive appearance. Colonel Morris has just come to tell me I must finish this letter quickly. He has arranged for the carriage driver to deliver this letter to you and the driver is preparing to leave at this moment. Please give my affection to Father, Alec, Blaire, and Isobel. I hope you will write soon as I miss you all already. 

Your devoted daughter,

Mairi

***
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I WATCHED THE LUSH green English countryside slide past my window. It had been six months since I’d last visited Brynmoor Manor, the ancestral home of my new stepfather, Sir Richard. After spending my Christmas holidays in England, I had returned to California to finish my senior year of high school. Now, newly graduated, I was back in England. Although, I wasn’t entirely sure my return to Brynmoor Manor was going to be a joyful one. 

I hadn’t heard from Simon since April, not a text, not an email, not a phone call. Nothing. It was as if he had suddenly dropped off the face of the earth. For a long time, I kept trying to contact him, but he never responded to any of my messages. I suppose I could have asked his sister, Jenna, where he was, but my pride wouldn’t let me. Eventually, I stopped trying to contact him. I decided that I would do nothing until I was back in England. Nothing, except check my messages a zillion times a day and wait and worry and fume and rage, which was what I was doing now as I sat in the car watching the green hills of Shropshire county roll past as we drove toward the village of Hexingham. 

By the time Anton, my stepfather's chauffeur, turned onto the gravel drive leading to the manor house, I was a total wreck. My stomach twisted and churned anxiously as we drove past the stable. Craning my neck, I searched in vain for a glimpse of broad shoulders and copper-colored hair. The horses were out in the paddock, but Simon wasn’t with them. I leaned back against the seat, gnawing worriedly on my lower lip and sighing.

To be honest, I was almost relieved that Simon wasn’t at Brynmoor. I wasn’t completely sure that I was ready to see him, at least not yet. I still hadn’t figured out what I was going to say to him when I finally did see him again. I’d rehearsed several opening lines, currently vacillating between “You stupid idiot!” and “I missed you so much.” It was hard to decide which approach was the right one, since I had no idea why I hadn’t heard from him.

“Here we are, Miss,” Anton said as he stopped the car in front of the manor house.

“Thank you, Anton.” 

I reached for the door handle to get out and was stopped abruptly by Anton’s very polite but firm, “Oh, no, Miss. Please allow me.”

“Sorry, I forgot,” I apologized sheepishly.

It was always a bit of culture shock returning to England. My life in Los Angeles was very different from my life at Brynmoor Manor. 

For the past year, I’d been living in a two-bedroom apartment with my grandmother. No chauffeur. No butler. No housekeeper. No maids. Just Grandma, me, and Boris, her obnoxious cockapoo. Now, after a long airplane ride across the Atlantic Ocean, I was back at Brynmoor Manor: eighty-seven rooms, twelve chimneys, a stable, an orangery, and more staff than I could keep track of. It made me feel sympathy for poor Cinderella. Transitioning from cleaning your own bathroom to attending fancy dress balls isn’t as easy as most people assume.

I waited patiently for Anton to open the door for me, smiling my thanks when I stepped out of the car. The front door of the manor house opened. 

“Lily! You're here!” my mom, a.k.a. Lady Yarlbury, called out as she hurried over to greet me. 

With her blonde hair and china-blue eyes, my mother looks every inch the English aristocrat, despite the fact that she is as American as apple pie. People are always surprised to discover that we are related, mostly because I don’t look anything like her. I take after my father’s side of the family, tall with dark curly hair and hazel eyes.

I gave her a careful hug. “Mom, you look great.” 

She laughed. “You mean I look great for someone who has put on thirty-five pounds.” She patted her round stomach.

I shook my head. “No. Really. You look great.” She did. She looked as happy as I’d ever seen her. Her skin positively glowed. Sure, she had a belly the size of the Titanic, but that was to be expected. After all, she was almost eight months pregnant.

She put her arm around my shoulders. “How was your trip?”

I rolled my eyes and groaned. “Long.”

“Oh, you poor thing. Come on inside. You’ll feel better once we get you settled. If you like, you can take a nap before dinner.”

I followed my mom through the heavy oak doors of Brynmoor Manor. It didn’t matter how often I walked through those doors, the Great Hall still took my breath away. Oil paintings in ornate gold frames lined an elegant mahogany staircase that rose gracefully from the polished parquet floors to a second-floor landing. Tall windows illuminated the entire room, giving the apricot-colored walls a soft glow. I inhaled deeply, knowing without looking, that an arrangement of roses would be on the entry table, perfuming the air with their delicate fragrance.

“It’s good to be back,” I told my mother.

“It’s good to have you back,” my mother said, giving me a little squeeze.

Mrs. Fitzgibbon, Brynmoor’s indefatigable housekeeper, bustled through a door carrying another vase of fresh flowers. “Miss Lily! Welcome home!” she said, greeting me warmly. 

I gave her a quick hug. It’s not really proper for the stepdaughter of an earl to hug a housekeeper, but we don’t have the normal stepdaughter of the earl/housekeeper kind of relationship. Mrs. Fitzgibbon isn’t just Brynmoor’s housekeeper, she is also Simon and Jenna’s mother.

Mrs. Fitzgibbon smiled warmly at me and cleared her throat. “We’re all so happy to have you home, Miss Lily. Mr. Fitzgibbon cut these flowers for your room. I was just on my way to put them out for you.”

“That’s really nice of him. Thank you.” 

“Perhaps later, if you have time, you can stop ’round the cottage. I know Jenna is excited to see you.”

“Sure. I’ll do that later today,” I said, nodding. I noticed that she hadn’t said anything about Simon. 

Mrs. Fitzgibbon pursed her lips, frowning faintly at my mother. “I hope you are not overdoing things, Lady Yarlbury,” she chided gently. “The doctor said you’re supposed to be resting.”

“Resting?” I asked, glancing worriedly at my mom. “Is something wrong?” 

“It’s nothing. I’ll explain later.” She turned and smiled at Mrs. Fitzgibbon. “Lily and I will walk very slowly up the staircase, where I will return directly to my bed. I promise.” She held up three fingers in an imitation of the boy scout salute. “Scouts honor.”

Mrs. Fitzgibbon nodded, her expression properly serious though her eyes glinted with good humor. “Very well. Shall I send some light refreshments up to your room? A nice cup of herbal tea for you, perhaps?”

“Yes, thank you. That would be lovely.”

Satisfied that my mom wasn’t going to try and sprint up the staircase, Mrs. Fitzgibbon added, “Well then, I’ll just see to Miss Lily’s things and finish getting her room settled.” 

As soon as Mrs. Fitzgibbons left, I turned to my mother, a worried frown puckering my forehead. “Okay, so what’s going on? I asked. “Why is the doctor telling you to rest?”

She shrugged. “It’s really nothing. I’ve had a few minor twinges and my very conservative doctor wants to make sure that the next heir to Brynmoor Manor does not arrive too early.”

“What! Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve come sooner.”

“Sweetheart, I didn’t tell you because there is nothing to worry about. Trust me. If there was something you needed to be concerned with, I would have mentioned it to you. Besides, you would have missed your high school graduation.” She linked her arm through mine. “Now help me up the stairs before Mrs. Fitzgibbon comes back with my tea.”

“Okay,” I told her. “But we are going to walk very slowly and rest on the landings. I do not want to be delivering any babies.”

I walked my mom to her bedroom, also known as the Queen Charlotte suite. Her room, decorated in light blue, cream, and gold, was bigger than our old apartment in LA. Soft and feminine—it was perfect for my mom. 

“So, have you picked out a name yet?” I asked as I settled next to her on the bed. 

She shook her head. “We’re still trying to decide.”

“Hmm. Aren’t you the one who’s always lecturing me about procrastinating?” I teased.

“Oh, we still have time. He’s not due for almost two more months.”

“Now you do sound like me.”

She laughed. “If you have any suggestions, I’m all ears.”

“Hmm. You’ll want something English-sounding, of course.”

“English-sounding?”

“You know. Posh.”

“Oh my,” my mom said. “Posh?”

“Yeah. I mean, you can’t call the 10th Earl of Yarlbury Bubba or Leroy or anything like that. It just wouldn’t sound right.” I cleared my throat and in a deep voice intoned, “Introducing Bubba Leroy, the 10th Earl of Yarlbury.”

My mom laughed. 

“See,” I said. “That sounds ridiculous. The baby needs a very proper English name.”

“I can honestly tell you that Bubba never crossed my mind as a possibility.”

“Good, because the baby needs a name that goes with his title, and Bubba definitely does not go with the title of an Earl.” I laughed as another thought struck me. "What if you called him Earl? Earl the Earl."

My mother just groaned.

"See what I mean, Mom. You need to choose a name that is serious, but elegant. Posh."

“Well, what kind of ‘posh’ name do you think he needs?”

“Hmm. Something aristocratic, like Reginald or Percival.” 

“Percival?” my mother asked, one eyebrow arched in disbelief. “Do you really want to be responsible for naming your little brother Percy?”

I grinned. “Okay, maybe not Percival, but Reginald isn’t too bad.” 

“Reggie?”

“I guess not. How about William or James?” I suggested. “Those are perfectly respectable English names.”

There was a light rap on the door, interrupting our conversation.

“Come in,” my mother called.

“Here’s your tea, my lady. And I’ve brought a plate of biscuits for Miss Lily.” Mrs. Fitzgibbon placed the tray carefully on the bedside table. 

“Thank you.”

“Will you need anything else?” 

My mom shook her head. “No. Thank you, Mrs. Fitzgibbon.” 

I poured out the tea, wrinkling my nose, though not until I made sure that Mrs. Fitzgibbon had closed the door behind her. 

“Chamomile?” I asked. “Since when have you started drinking chamomile tea?”

My mother smiled serenely at me and patted her rounded belly. “No caffeine allowed.”

“Oh, right. Wow. That’s rough. No coffee?”

My mom shook her head. “Not a drop. Though I do admit to going down to the kitchen at night and secretly sniffing the coffee grounds.”

“You do not!” I laughed.

“Well, only every now and again,” she said, hiding a smile behind her teacup. 

We chatted and sipped our chamomile tea, but without an infusion of caffeine, my jetlag soon got the better of me. 

“You’re tired,” my mom said as I yawned for the third time. “Why don’t you take a nap before dinner?”

“Good idea,” I agreed, stifling yet another yawn. It was five o’clock in England, but my body was still on LA time, and it was telling me it was one o’clock in the morning. 

I walked along the hallway to my room. Instead of entering, I paused in front of the door. I was tired, but there was also something I needed to do, and I needed to do it before I lost my nerve.

Instead of going to bed, I went downstairs. After making a quick detour to the kitchen for sugar cubes, I headed out to the stables. I could feel an anxious knot forming in the pit of my stomach as I skirted past the white fence enclosing the paddock. What was I going to say to him? I had a dozen questions that I wanted to ask Simon tumbling around inside my head, most of them beginning with why. As in, why haven’t you been answering my texts and emails? Why haven’t you called me? Why are you doing this? I wasn’t sure that I really wanted to know the answers, but I couldn’t stand not knowing anymore. 

Only Sirocco, Sir Richard's stallion, was in the paddock now. Someone had returned Wind Dancer and Posy to their stalls in the stable. The stable doors were open. 

I squared my shoulders and took a deep breath. During my visit in December, Simon and I had gotten really close. At least, I thought we had. When I returned to California, we texted and talked to each other almost every day. I thought the long-distance thing was working out, but then in April, he just stopped responding to my texts. I’d managed to call him once, but the call was short and awkward, and, well, I wasn’t going to embarrass myself by begging him to call me. I just decided that I could wait until I saw him again to find out what was going on. If Simon had found someone else, then he was going to have to look me in the eye and tell me. I wasn’t going to let him off easy. My pride wouldn't let me. If he wanted to dump me, he was going to have to tell me to my face. I only hoped I could keep myself from crying in front of him if he did.

The horses turned to look curiously at me as I entered the stable. Posy recognized me right away. She tossed her head and nickered enthusiastically when I stopped in front of her stall.

“Hi, girl,” I said to her. “Did you miss me?” I reached out to rub her muzzle.

She butted her head impatiently against my hand, making a whiffling noise by blowing air out of her nostrils, her way of telling me to hurry up.

“I know. You want your treats, don’t you?” I fished the sugar cubes out of my pocket and held them out to her in the flat of my hand. Her muzzle was soft against my palm as she eagerly sought the sugar cubes.

“You know, you should at least pretend it’s me your glad to see. I’m beginning to think you only love me for the sugar cubes,” I chided her as I rubbed behind her ears. 

She butted her head against me again. “Hey, cut that out, you greedy little thing. No more for you,” I told her. 

“I see yer back.” A voice called out from behind me. 

I turned, surprised. Old Joseph walked toward me, limping slightly. I hadn’t heard him come in.

“Now, don’t yer go feeding Posy all that sugar again, Miss. It’s not good for ’er teeth.”

I smiled at him and tried not to look guilty. “Just saying hello, that’s all.”

He looked at me, an expression of disbelief on his weathered face. 

“How’s she been,” I asked quickly.

“Posy’s a good girl. She never gives me no problems except what she ’as with ’er teeth. She’s got a real sweet tooth that one ’as, but it’s best not to indulge ’er,” he said, looking sternly at me. 

I’d been busted. I shrugged apologetically. “I’ll bring her an apple next time.’

“Cut up ’em up for ’er. She can’t eat the ’ole ones,” he warned. 

“Okay. I’ll do that.” Glancing around the newly built stables, I added, “They did a nice job rebuilding everything.”

Old Joseph shrugged. “It’s not so big as the one that was ’ere afore the fire burned it down, but it’ll do.”

“I like it,” I said. “There aren’t as many stalls, but the new tack room is an improvement.”

Old Joseph answered with something between a grunt and wheeze, which I took as an affirmative answer. “You’re walking a lot better. How is your leg?” I asked, noticing that he was no longer using his cane.

“It’ll do.” He tipped his hat at me. “Got work to do. Good day, Miss,” he said before turning away.

“Uhm, Joseph,” I called out.

He stopped and turned around. “Yes, Miss?”

“Uhm, I was just wondering ...” I paused, my face turning hot with embarrassment. “Uhm ... I was just wondering if Simon was around today.”

Old Joseph eyed me for a moment before answering. “’E’s not working ’ere. ’E’s taken a proper veterinary job.”

“A job?”

“Yup. ’E’s working at a veterinary clinic in Scotland.” 

I stared open-mouthed at him for a moment. “Scotland? You mean the country of Scotland?” 

“That’s the one.” Old Joseph nodded. “G’day, Miss.”

As I watched Old Joseph limp away, my thoughts were spinning. Simon was in Scotland? Why? And more importantly, why hadn’t he told me he was going to Scotland? I knew he had been looking for a job, but Scotland? Why there? It was so far away. It didn’t make any sense. Why would he take a job so far away when he could have easily found work closer to Brynmoor? 

Then a nasty little voice inside my head whispered, Maybe he didn’t go to Scotland for the job. Maybe he went to Scotland because he wanted to get away from you. 
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Chapter 2



[image: ]


15 May 1902 

Dearest Mother, 

I was so happy to receive your letter of Wednesday last. I must admit to feeling homesick for Edinburgh. I am frightfully bored. The countryside is not to my liking as there is not much here with which to amuse myself. I do so miss the parties and dancing. I am afraid that my gowns will not see much use at Anchoret House. You asked if I was settling into my duties and I can answer you that I am; however, there is little that needs to be done. We have no neighbors near Anchoret House and the local residents of Baliaire are rather unfriendly and not the sort of people one would invite to a dinner party. So I find I have little opportunity to entertain. I suppose that is for the best, as the cook is a rather bad-humored woman of limited intelligence. The colonel has told me that the garden is to be my responsibility and I may do as I like with it. Would you send some clematis cuttings and perhaps a rose bush? I would so like to have something beautiful to admire, as I am surrounded by nothing but the grim and melancholy moor. 

As ever your affectionate daughter, 

Mairi

***
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“OLD JOSEPH TOLD ME Simon took a job in Scotland,” I said, trying to keep my voice casual as Jenna adjusted the saddle on Wind Dancer’s withers. 

“Right. You didn’t know?” she asked without turning around to look at me. 

We were getting the horses ready to go on a trail ride, something we had done nearly every day during my last visit to Brynmoor. “No.”

Jenna kept her eyes focused on Wind Dancer’s saddle and tightened the girth.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked, unable to keep the accusing tone out of my voice.

“I thought Simon told you,” she said, adjusting the stirrups.

“Well, he didn’t,” I snapped. 

Jenna finally turned to look at me, surprised. “What’s going on? Why are you so cross?”

I took a deep breath to calm myself. “I’m not ‘cross.’ I just want to know why Simon took a job in Scotland when he could have found one here. I know Dr. Eames would have hired him. So why did he go?”

Jenna shrugged. “I don’t know. He just told us that he had found a job in Edinburgh. I didn’t ask why. Maybe it was the only one he could get.”

“That’s not true! Dr. Eames would have hired him!” I said more loudly than I intended.

Jenna’s eyes widened at my reaction.

I sighed heavily. “Sorry,” I apologized, feeling bad about taking my anger and frustration out on her. “I know it’s not your fault.”

She stared at me for a moment before asking, “So, what’s going on with you and Simon?”

I paused to swallow past the lump forming in my throat. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard from him in months.”

She looked at me with an expression somewhere between surprise and sympathy. “Oh.”

What else could she say? I mean, I was talking about her brother. “It’s just that I was really looking forward to being with him this summer, and now he’s in Edinburgh and he didn’t even tell me.” My voice cracked and I turned away from her to give Posy’s girth another tug. 

I had promised myself that I was done crying over Simon Fitzgerald. I swallowed past the hard knot in my throat and walked around to Posy’s other side so that I could finish adjusting my stirrups, blinking back the tears that threatened to fall as I did so. I could feel Jenna’s eyes on me.

“Lily, I don’t know why he didn’t tell you. It just sort of happened. One day he came home and told us he had a job in Edinburgh, then he was gone. Perhaps it was a really good job for him,” she said gently.

“Okay, so why didn’t he tell me?” I asked.

“Maybe he’s been so busy he hasn’t had the chance.”

I rolled my eyes at her. “Come on, Jenna. How long does it take to send a text?” I turned and fiddled with the stirrup leather. “He should have told me,” I added. “If he was going to dump me, the least he could have done was tell me instead of slithering off to Scotland without saying a word.”

Jenna gave me a sympathetic look, opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it again without speaking. 

“I’m sorry,” I told her, realizing that I had put her in an awkward position. “I know he’s your brother. I shouldn’t have said that. Does he ... I mean, is he ... Did he say anything about me to you?” 

Jenna gave me an apologetic shake of her head. 

I hesitated before asking the next question. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know, but I couldn’t seem to keep myself from asking. “Is he ... does he have ... I mean, has he met someone else?” I finally managed to ask. 

“No.” She shook her head emphatically. “Don’t be daft. It’s not like that. He’s just taken a job that’s all.” She settled her riding helmet on top of her curly red hair and fastened the chin strap. “So, where do you want to ride today?” she asked in an overly cheery voice as she changed the subject. “Shelton Wood?”

I looked at her over Posy’s withers. “Fine.”

“Brilliant. A lovely little ride through the woods is just what you need.” She cast a reassuring smile my way. “I’m sure Simon will ring you as soon as he finds out you’ve come back to Brynmoor.” She threw her leg over Dancer’s back and settled into the saddle. 

I would have liked to think she was right, but I knew better. It wasn’t the new job that kept Simon from calling me. Simon had shut me out months ago. 

I placed my left foot in the stirrup and swung my right leg over Posy’s back. “Let’s go.” For some reason, knowing that Simon hadn’t dumped me for someone else made things better. Not great, but definitely better. I tapped Posy’s sides with my heels and followed Jenna down the gravel drive to the bridle path.

A lazy sun hung in the afternoon sky and the air was cool and fresh. Jenna was right. A ride in the woods was exactly what I needed. Although, I doubted that it would keep me from thinking about Simon. Just being back at Brynmoor reminded me of him. After all, he had been the first person I met when I first arrived last summer. 

I had flown to England for the first time. My mom had met me at Heathrow airport and we drove directly to Brynmoor Manor. Simon helped us unload our luggage from the car. He had nodded politely to me before carrying my suitcases into the manor house. I remember thinking that he wasn’t bad-looking, if you liked tall, muscular, broad-shouldered redheads.

My mother, worried that I wouldn’t have anything to do while she planned their wedding, decided that I should learn to ride horses. She was marrying into the British aristocracy and I guess she felt one of us should be able to “pip pip and cheerio” with the horsey set. So, she had asked Simon to teach me. 

I have to admit, I wasn’t a very enthusiastic student when I first started. I had never even petted a horse before coming to Brynmoor, much less ridden one. Simon, however, was a kind and patient teacher, and eventually I began enjoying myself. Simon and I ended up spending a lot of time together. One thing led to another. At least it had until sometime after my visit last December.

The memory of Simon sitting on the paddock fence, the afternoon sun turning his copper hair into spun gold as he encouraged me to try my first jump, flashed before my eyes. I gave my head a resolute shake. I was not going to think about him. “What trail do you want to take?” I asked Jenna.

“You choose.”

“Do you want to ride past the stable ruins?” 

Jenna’s eyebrows knit together. “I don’t know,” she said. “That place still gives me the willies.”

“She’s not there anymore,” I said.

“I know but ...” Her voice trailed off and she shrugged apologetically. 

“No problem. If you want, we can go someplace else,” I offered.

“You don’t mind?” 

“No.”

Jenna’s face brightened. “I know. Why don’t we ride down to the meadow?” she suggested.

“Okay. I’m good with that.”

She flashed me a grin that showed off the Fitzgibbon dimples and nudged Dancer with her heels. “Last one to the woods is a rotten egg!” she called over her shoulder as she flew down the bridle path. 

––––––––
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FOR A CITY GIRL LIKE me, who grew up in brown, dry Southern California, riding in Sheldon Wood was a magical experience. We rode along the trail as sunlight streamed through the leafy canopy overhead, dappling the ground with the patterns of light and shadow. Small delicate flowers and strange-shaped mushrooms peeked at us from behind shrubs and logs. The lush rich colors that saturated the wood were like something out of a fairytale, and every time I rode here, I felt like I was in a scene from a Disney movie. If seven tiny men appeared on the trail one day, carrying pickaxes and singing “Heigh-Ho,” it wouldn’t have surprised me at all.

We walked the horses single file along the trail, Jenna in the lead. She chattered nonstop, full of excitement about starting university next fall. She was going to study to be a teacher. I listened, happy for her but contributing very little to the conversation. I had been admitted to a few decent colleges in California, but I wasn’t excited about any of them. At this point in my life, I wasn’t sure that going to college in the States was the right choice for me, so Jenna did most of the talking. 

We rode for about thirty minutes before Jenna said she had to turn back. She needed to pick up her little brother, Charlie, who was playing at a friend’s house. I didn’t have any pressing engagements, so I decided to take a detour to the site of the old stable before returning to Brynmoor. 

Posy and I took a leisurely walk along the trail enjoying the tranquility of the wood. When we reached the charred remains of the original stable building, I pulled on Posy’s reins and stopped. A thick tangle of blackberry vines had grown over the ruins in the years since the fire. We had dug them up last summer and the scarred earth was still visible beneath the newly sprouted vines. I sat still and closed my eyes and let the hushed quiet of the afternoon cast its spell on me. 

This was once the site of Brynmoor Manor’s original stable. It had burned to the ground in 1851. The “new” stable had been built closer to the manor house. In a strange twist of history repeating itself, that building had also burned to the ground last summer. 

Jenna didn’t like to come here. I could understand why it made her uncomfortable; a young girl had died in the fire. Perhaps because I associated the wood with fairytales, I didn’t feel the same way. To me, this was the place where she had lay sleeping until she was rescued by her true love. I looked at the tangle of blackberry vines, thinking about the scene in the Disney movie where the prince fights his way through the thorns to save Sleeping Beauty. 

Posy, spying a patch of nearby grass, pulled the reins out of my hands to steal a quick nibble, jolting me out of my daydream. 

“Hey,” I scolded her with a firm tug on the reins. “No more of that.” I nudged her with my heels and we headed home. 

We rode through the lych gate and returned to Brynmoor, leisurely crossing the estate grounds. I spied Mr. Fitzgibbon talking to one of the day gardeners. The jaunty wave he gave me as I passed made me think of Simon. Again. 

I sighed heavily. I kept promising myself that I wasn’t going to think about him anymore, but it wasn’t easy. Especially since I kept tripping over Fitzgibbons everywhere I went. The entire Fitzgibbon family lived in a cottage on Sir Richard’s estate. His mother ran the day-to-day operations of the manor house, his father maintained the grounds and gardens. Between them, his sister, Jenna, his little brother, Charlie, I didn’t go a day without running into a dimpled, red-headed someone who reminded me of Simon.

“Enough of that,” I said aloud. I reached down and gave Posy’s neck a pat. “Who needs him when I have you, Posy? Right, girl?” 

Dismounting in front of the stables, I removed her bridle, slipping the halter over her head. I had just finished tying her to the post when I heard someone call out to me.

“Hullo.”

I turned. The young gardener I’d seen talking to Mr. Fitzgibbon entered the stable. He was about my height five foot eight, pale with brown hair and a pleasant smile. Given his lack of a tan, I figured he was new to the job. 

“The manure is in the bins behind the building,” I told him, as I loosened Posy’s girth.

“Manure?” he repeated, his forehead furrowed in confusion. 

“Yeah. If you wait a second, I can show you where it is after I take off her saddle,” I offered.

He looked amused. “That would be grand. Except, I don’t need any manure.”

Still thinking he was a gardener, I asked, “Oh. You’ve got enough then?”

“Most people think I’ve more than my share of, uhm, manure,” he said, cocking his head a little to the side and grinning at me. 

“I bet they do,” I said, unable to resist his smile.

His grin grew wider. “Actually, I’m looking for Jenna. Is she about?”

“Jenna?”

“Aye. My uncle said you might know where she is.”

“Your uncle?” Now it was my turn to be confused.

“Right. I’m Jenna’s cousin.”

I felt myself blushing. “You’re not one of the gardeners?”

His grin grew wider. “No. I’m Jenna’s cousin. Mr. Fitzgibbon is my uncle.”

I looked at him in surprise. “But you don’t have red hair,” I blurted.

He burst out laughing. 

My face felt like it was on fire. “Sorry. That was stupid.”

“No, it wasn’t stupid. Red hair is a Fitzgibbon family trait, but then I’m not a true Fitzgibbon. I’m a Hickman.” He raked his fingers through his thick brown hair, making it stand on end. “As you see, I take after my dad’s side.” He thrust a hand toward me. “My name is Ben. Ben Hickman.” 

Feeling awkward, I shook hands with him. “I’m Lily. Lily Deene.”

“Nice to meet you, Lily Deene.” He glanced around the stables. “So, is Jenna’s about?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so. We were out riding, but she came back earlier. She had to go pick up Charlie. She might be back at the cottage by now.”

“Right. I’ll check at the cottage then.” 

He turned to go, but I was curious about his accent and, I have to admit, more than a little curious to find out if he knew anything about Simon. “Mr. Fitzgibbon is your uncle? You’re Scottish?” I asked.

“Aye. You’ve noticed I’ve a wee bit of an accent, I see,” he said with a laugh, exaggerating his accent for my benefit. 

“You do sound a little like Mr. Fitzgibbon.”

“My mum is a Fitzgibbon, and, yes, she has red hair. Jenna’s dad is my mum’s brother,” he said by way of explanation. The corners of his mouth twitched. “What about you? I notice that you’ve a wee bit of an accent, too.”

“I’m American. My mom is married to Sir Richard. I mean, Lord Yarlbury,” I corrected. While technically Richard was a knight, his title of Earl of Yarlbury was how most people knew him.

“Ah.” He nodded as if suddenly placing me. “You’re the stepdaughter. The one Simon saved from the fire.”

“Yeah, that’s me.” Wanting to change the subject, I quickly asked, “So, how long are you staying at Brynmoor?”

“Only the night. I’m on my way home from university and Jenna’s dad called and asked if I could give her a lift to Balairie. It’s a bit north of Edinburgh, but no more than a few hours.”

“Edinburgh, Scotland?” I asked stupidly. 

“That’s the one.”

“You live in Edinburgh?”

He nodded. “Born and bred there.”

“In Scotland?”

“Aye.”

“And Jenna is going to Scotland with you?” 

He nodded again.

“To Scotland? With you?”

“Aye.” Ben was beginning to look at me as if I was slightly demented.

“Why?” I took a breath. “I mean, why is Jenna going to Scotland with you?”

Ben shrugged. “An old friend of my parents has moved to the village of Balairie with his daughter. He’s bought a place and is turning it into a bed-and-breakfast. The village is a bit isolated, so he asked Mum if Jenna would come up and visit for the summer and keep his daughter company. Jenna didn’t tell you?”

“No,” I told him dryly. “Apparently red hair is not the only Fitzgibbon trait the family shares.”

Ben gave me a quizzical look. He paused a moment, but when I didn’t add anything else, he said, “I’ll be off then. If you see Jenna, please let her know that I’m looking for her.”

“Oh, I will. Definitely,” I told him. Ben wasn’t the only one who wanted to talk to Jenna.

––––––––
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THE FIRST THING I DID when I got back to manor house was to look up Balairie. It took me a little while to find it because I couldn’t figure out the spelling. When I finally did find it, I realized that Ben wasn’t exaggerating when he said it was isolated. 

It turned out the Balairie was a village in the Scottish Highlands, population of 280 people. Located north of a town called Lairg that boasted a population of a whopping 900 people, its claim to fame was some old stone ruins and its “wild windswept beauty.” 

The village didn’t even have its own post office, which made me feel a little better. If I was going to be stuck helping my mom pick out christening gowns for the new baby this summer, then it was only fair that Jenna was going to be stuck in some minuscule village in the middle of nowhere. It didn’t quite take the sting out of being ditched by yet another member of the Fitzgibbon
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