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  Sometimes we all want to hide in the shadows and watch from the fringes because it feels like it’s a reflection of who we are at that time. Don’t let the shadows swallow you, let them shape you. Emerging on the other side of the journey makes you stronger, brighter and fiercer. Without your sorrow and your trials, you wouldn’t be you and the only way to truly understand and appreciate joy is to feel its absence. I hope you find your joy. 
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  Prologue


Cumbria, Northwestern England, late Autumn, 1862.
Letter dated July 20, 1853. 
Dearest Husband, I must ask, Henry, why have you come up with a new nickname for me? And why liken me to a drab creature like the little brown bird that flits amidst the hedges? Your reasoning escapes me, and I think I should be offended.
Cece hadn’t meant to keep secrets from her sisters. Though she sometimes felt like the glue that held them all together, the one who was always ready with a handkerchief for tears or a cup of tea for confessions, she didn’t know how to share her doubts with them. She was the youngest, but had known the most heartbreak. They were so convinced she’d had a fairytale that was cruelly wrenched from her grasp, she didn’t know how to be anyone but that tragic heroine. Like Catherine of  Wuthering Heights or Jane before she found her happy ending with Rochester.
She couldn’t bear to tell them the letters had never sounded like Henry to her. 
Her sisters all sighed about her grand love story that had ended in tragedy. About the way she’d been swept off her feet in a whirlwind romance, kissed her soldier farewell three weeks later and faithfully corresponded with her beloved until he’d fallen at Balaclava. 
Her sisters were especially maudlin when they’d had a little too much whisky.
When liquor was sloshing through their veins they fixated on the pile of letters stacked beside the sewing basket in her room. They’d all read some of the more romantic declarations aloud so many times, they knew them by heart. Just as Cece did.
They lamented that her brave soldier might be gone, but she had lasting, unerring, irrefutable proof of his devotion to keep her warm.
They wouldn’t understand her doubts and she didn’t want to puncture their grand illusion.
The truth was, Cece had never been entirely convinced the letters were proof of Henry’s devotion. 
Her first clue was the penmanship. It wasn’t atrocious. It was sharp and clean. And Henry’s penmanship had been atrocious. Like that of a four-year-old who’d never properly learnt the manner of holding a writing utensil. And that stack of letters had line after line of flawless, concise penmanship.
Those letters had other things too that had never rung true of Henry. They contained little bits of philosophy and poetry smashed in the middle of all those neat stacks of concise words. Like delicious bits of jam. 
Henry had been blustering and brave and beautiful. But he’d never been the least bit philosophical or poetic. Every time Cece had broached the subject of Plato or Marcus Aurelius, or even Shakespeare, Henry had gotten an irritated look on his face and distracted her. Usually with kisses. 
Cece stared at the bundle of letters secured by the tattered hair ribbon. It had been the first token Henry had given her. He’d said the blue matched her eyes. 
There was now another bundle of letters stacked beside it. Secured by a crisp, plaid ribbon. It had arrived that morning and Cece recognized her own handwriting.
The arrival of the letters had unleashed something she’d been pushing down and ignoring. They had been the catalyst for her to acknowledge it was finally time to put aside her black wardrobe.
Henry had died at Balaclava, during the battle made so famous by her favorite poet. That had been a little over eight years ago, in the fall of 1854. The war had ended not quite a year later, in 1855, and the years had crept slowly by as she watched from the wings. 
Cece had been green with jealousy over Arie and Fran’s newfound happiness. Of the time they’d been granted to spend with their husbands. Both men had served in the war, but come home alive, if not completely sound. Her sisters had told her their husbands had nightmares about the things they’d seen and experienced, and both had returned more scarred and less sound than they’d been before they left for the Crimea. Cece had wanted to shout at least they’d come home. At least Arie and Fran hadn’t been stuck in a corner to rot, as if they’d died with their husbands, while their life became smaller every year. She wanted to shout that at least her sisters had the hope of a family of their own. Cece’s womb hadn’t quickened with child in the three weeks she’d spent with Henry before he left. And he’d died before they’d had the chance to try again.






  
  Chapter One


Cece
Letter dated August 15, 1853
Dearest Little Wren. Why have I decided to call you my little wren? I suspected you’d be outraged when you read it. Oh ye of little faith. Allow me to redeem myself. I’ve decided you are my little wren because everyone seems to think of wrens as these drab, boring, nondescript brown creatures. You are none of those things – that’s not why you remind me of one. You are my little wren because wrens build hearths and homes. They’re fierce – like that bit from Shakespeare you’re always quoting at me. They’re quietly beautiful, like you.
Cece knew wearing black said things about her. Told a story everyone who saw her thought they knew in its entirety.  
That she would prefer to sit in the corner, a cup of tea in hand instead of punch or ratafia. That she was content to watch everyone else dance and only tapped her foot to help keep the rhythm of the reel.
That she was convinced the best part of her life lay behind her. That she was reconciled to that realization.
That she was full of sorrow, not joy.
As she knelt in front of the chest and laid the bundle of somber clothing inside it, she breathed a sigh of relief. 
It was time to let go of the black and tell a different story.
For at least the forty-seventh time since she’d received the stack of letters, Cece ran her fingers over the faded ink. As if she could summon the truth from them. 
She’d met Henry at the village fair on the most golden of summer days. A day so bright the sun glinting through the lock of hair draped rakishly over his brow cast a halo over his face. 
His laughing blue eyes had met hers, his cheeks covered in pastry and sprinkled in cinnamon, and she’d tumbled head over heels in love. 
He’d taken the three pence he’d won in the pie-eating contest and purchased the blue ribbon. 
The ribbon was faded now, more of a grayish periwinkle than the brilliant color that had matched his eyes. That he’d said matched hers.
When she thought about her first love now, it was with fondness. Like a kitten she had briefly cuddled in her lap, or the first time Arie had shown her how to bake proper scones. As the years passed and his family shared stories about him, she realized she hadn’t really known her husband at all. The tumultuous whirlwind of their courtship, and the brief three weeks they’d spent together before he left with his regiment, seemed like a faraway dream.
She’d been an innocent, and when he pulled her into his arms he’d tasted like fresh-baked apples. He’d quite literally swept her off her feet.
When she’d received the packet, it had jolted her from complacency. Like sitting on a discarded embroidery needle. (This happened quite often in the Wainwright household because her twin sisters Lavinia and Emily were easily distracted and left them lying everywhere.)
She knew what she wanted to do. She wanted to make her way to the remote corner of Scotland the letters had been dispatched from and demand answers. She was convinced this was a rational endeavor, but suspected her sisters wouldn’t agree with her.
The faint prick of megrim at her temples meant it was time to seek out tea and abandon her contemplation. The small sitting room in their two-bedroom cottage was where she and her sisters congregated in the evenings. 
It was a cold, dreary day and Cece wanted to immediately plop into the overstuffed armchair with the errant spring and contemplate the flames beside her sister. But before she could surrender to that comfort, she needed a bracing cup of tea. 
Jess was already ensconced in the sitting room, and the welcome aroma of a strong Darjeeling steamed faintly from the pot beside her. Cece was relieved. Jess was the most deliberative Wainwright sister. She was forever poring over scientific journals and would give Cece’s impulsive decision grave consideration.
“Please tell me you haven’t emptied the teapot," Cece said as she entered the room.
Jess jerked at her intrusion and sloshed hot tea onto her wrist. It was a very un-Jesslike reaction and Cece wondered why her usually pragmatic sister was so lost in daydreams.
“Why must you creep about like a mouse in want of cheese?” Jess sharply asked.
Jess’s irritable outburst was another anomaly. Normally, she was like one of those ships whose sails were seldom ruffled.  Cece suspected prying frogs and other slimy, crawly things away from students bent on mischief had made her more stalwart than the rest of the Wainwright sisters. 
“Shall I fetch a bit of ice from the cellar?” Cece asked.
Jess sighed and patted her wrist with the edge of the tea towel. “No, I didn’t burn myself. You simply startled me from my musings.” 
“I’ve been musing too.” Cece confided as she poured a cup. She set the saucer over the rim to allow the tea to steep, placed it on the side table and flopped into the lumpy paisley chair that had borne witness to many a Wainwright sister’s unburdening. “I need your advice.” 
Jess’s eyes flashed to hers. “My advice?”
“Yes. You know you and Emily are the only Wainwright women within reach who will give me reasonable counsel.” She took a deep breath and plunged ahead. “The postman delivered something to me three days ago I never expected to see again.”
“Some of Henry’s effects? The packet they sent you when he died was so meager. Are you debating whether you should send something to his family?”
“No, not his effects. My letters to him. I thought they’d been lost. But they arrived earlier this week.”
“Who sent them?”
“I haven’t the slightest idea. But there’s a return address. I want to go there and find out who sent them and why.”
Jess wrinkled her brow. “Can you not simply post a letter in return and ask those questions?”
Cece shook her head. “I’ve no guarantee of an answer. The packet wasn’t signed and had no accompanying correspondence. That leads me to believe the sender wished to preserve their anonymity. It makes me even more determined to unravel the mystery.”
What Cece wouldn’t tell her sister was that she needed an adventure as much as she needed answers. Something to occupy her mind besides intricate needlework. Something to reinvigorate her curiosity and zest for life.
Every day, she felt her youth and vitality inexorably slipping away. Like the widow’s weeds she’d finally put away a few days ago had left an indelible shadow on her soul. Like all her hope for joy had been buried with her husband. 
She gazed at the faded rose wallpaper. According to her eldest sister Arie, the cozy wallpapered parlor had been their mother’s pride and joy. It was still cozy, but it had long since lost its luster. It was now a drab, if yet genteel, reminder of the way the fortunes of their family had been cast down by the whims of fate.
“Cece, you must know that such a journey would be quite the undertaking. At least you have plenty of time to plan a trip and find a companion.”
Cece pondered how much of her impulsive decision she should reveal as she stirred milk into her cup. “It would be an undertaking. But not necessarily a laborious one. I’ve always wanted to take the train. And I have some funds I’ve been saving. I think this is what I was saving them for. I’ll be going alone and leaving at the beginning of next week. I’m purchasing my fare tomorrow morning.”
“And where exactly will this train be taking you?”
“To Scotland.”
“Scotland? All by yourself!?”
“Why not? I’m a widow. I don’t need a chaperone or a companion and there is no scandal in it. I’ll just don my black again. Like armor.”
“I think you’re being rash.”
“I’ve never been rash.”
Jess raised a brow. 
“Yes, fine. But I’ve only indulged in rash behavior once in my life. We were sweethearts and he was leaving for the Crimea. I wanted to marry him.”
“You didn’t even have the banns read. You’re lucky an exception was made because he was leaving for war.”
“And you’ve never been rash?”
“Once. Very recently. And it’s had disastrous consequences.”
“Is that why your tea has gone cold?”
“Yes. I’m trying to decide how to rectify the situation.”
“Does the situation involve a certain former mine owner who takes entirely too much notice of your school?”
Jess sighed audibly. “Yes. I dared ask him for the return of the microscope.”
“And?” 
“He’ll not return it unless I agree to a completely unsatisfactory proposal.” Jess explained with no little amount of consternation.
“Do you feel like discussing this audacious proposal?”
“No. I’m not going to accept it. I’d much rather talk about your situation.”
“I feel like my life is at a standstill. Especially since Fran and Arie’s marriages.”
Jess tapped her chin. “I don’t think hieing off to Scotland is the answer. It’s a harebrained scheme and you’ll likely come to ruin.”
“I’m beginning to think coming to ruin might not be such a bad thing. At least it wouldn’t be boring.”
“You said there was a return address on the packet, but no accompanying explanation?”
“No. I’ve no inkling why I’ve just now received them or who sent them.”
“Perhaps whoever sent them has good reason to remain anonymous. What if this madcap journey has unsettling results?”
“If that is their wish, they should have provided at least a perfunctory missive. Perhaps then I wouldn’t be tempted to seek answers. If they want me to forget about their involvement after I receive an explanation, I’ll oblige them.”
“I think you should leave well enough alone.”
“Why are you so convinced my scheme is ill-conceived?”
Jess gave her an arch look over the rim of her teacup. “Cece, people keep secrets for a reason. Because they want them to remain secrets. And what if this is nothing more than a wild goose chase? Or a hidden scandal you’ll wish you’d left buried?”
Cece had secrets of her own she’d kept for years. She was tired of keeping them and she wanted her suspicions either dismissed or confirmed. She cared not which, but it was impossible to move on with her life until she received answers. She needed to know if her husband had held as much affection for her as she had for him. If she’d given her tender young heart in vain. If she was truly his Little Wren. “I feel compelled to go. Even if it turns out to be a wild goose chase.”
Jess rose, set her tea on the sideboard, and knelt at Cece’s feet. Her gaze was earnest and her clasp on Cece’s hands was tight. “We worry for you. You seem so morose of late. Even more inclined to melancholy than when you received the notice of his death. I think revisiting the sorrow of that time will bring you anything but peace.”
Cece didn’t have the words to explain the depths of her loneliness to her unwed sister. She was worried she would sound ungrateful when she’d at least once had the hope of someone to stroke the gray hairs from her brow. But she was lonely. She grew lonelier with each passing day. 
“I need something to break up the monotony I’ve been mired in the last six months. And I have so many questions about Henry’s last days and hours that weren’t conveyed in his letters. I’ve begun to cherish this silly hope that whoever was holding the letters can answer those questions.” 
And lay to rest her doubts about their authorship.
“If you’re so set on this course, we’ll not try and dissuade you. But you will take whatever resources we can scrape together and spare.”
“As I said, I’ve saved up some of my coin from the handmade lace I’ve been providing the dressmaker. I have enough of a nest egg to cover my fare, although I wouldn’t turn aside some oatcakes for the journey.”
“You’ll have so many you’ll grow weary of them.”
“Just enough for a week’s journey.”
Jess’s face brightened. “I hoped your journey wouldn’t curtail your participation in the holiday festivities.”
“Are they more robust than they were last year?” Last year’s festivities had coincided with one of the coldest Decembers on record. Jess had organized caroling, a student pageant that told the story of the nativity, community dinners and knitting parties and all sorts of other excursions and endeavors designed to ensure no one was chilly or alone.
“We have two sisters wed now, and our first niece. Arie and Thad have invited all of us, including Fran and Mac, to the farm for a feast on Christmas Day. And I have special events planned I’d love to have your assistance with.”
“I plan on returning home well in advance of the season. I wouldn’t miss it.”
“What wouldn’t you miss?” Their sister Lavinia entered the room, flopped onto the settee beside Jess, and began wringing water from her skirt.
Cece glared at her sister. “Vin, I mopped the floor yesterday and you’re tracking muddy water all over it.”
Vin was so entranced by her potions and concoctions she often lost track of what it meant to be considerate of her sisters and their shared space.
Vin grimaced. “I’m sorry. The rain today is terrible and all I could think about on my scurry home was a warm fire and a cup of tea. Please tell me they aren’t the same leaves we used yesterday.”
“You should have wrung your skirts out by the front door.” Jess admonished.
“Don’t be cross, Cece. I promise I’ll mop up tomorrow after my half-day.” She tipped her chin toward them. “Now. Tell me what you were discussing.”
Jess wrinkled her brow. “Cece has come to a rather momentous decision.”
“She’s been immovable from her little nest. Just like the wren Henry used to call her. Whatever decision she’s made it must be better than letting the cobwebs and mildew settle around you like a mantle.”
Cece crossed her arms. “Cobwebs and mildew? I am offended.”
Vin waved a hand and visibly shivered. “You’ve just recently set aside all those horrid black dresses. You need an infusion of something that will jolt you from complacency, little sister.”
“She’ll be resurrecting those dresses you despise so immensely.” Jess informed her.
Her brash sister flung herself back against the cushions and groaned. “Truly? Why? I was finally able to forget your looming crow-likeness and you’re going to adopt it yet again?”
“I am taking a journey by myself, and widow’s weeds will protect me from questions and the need for a chaperone.”
“A journey? Where? You’ve never left the parish. Not even after your wedding.”
“I received a mysterious packet from Scotland, and I want to find out who sent it and why.”
Vin leaned forward with bright eyes. “A mysterious packet? It’s like something plucked from one of Gert’s lurid novels.”
“The letters I wrote Henry, that I thought had been lost, were returned to me.”
“Who sent them?” Vin’s gaze glowed with insatiable curiosity.
“I don’t know. I only have an address on Dunkirk Lane in a small hamlet on the outskirts of Galashiels.”
“You’re going on an adventure.” Vin leaned back and narrowed her gaze. “What if you find something you never expected? I want you to abandon your complacency, but this isn’t like you. You’re leaping from dead ashes right into the hottest part of the fire.”
Cece twisted her hands in her lap. “I can’t stay here forever. It feels smaller every day. I feel smaller every day.”
“I know you’ve felt life passing you by. We all have. Ever since Arie and Fran’s marriages. They both found wedded bliss against all odds and now we all feel restless. But perhaps you should send a letter of inquiry first?”
“Hah!” Jess exclaimed. “That’s the advice I gave her as well.”
“You’ve never been on a coach ride that long. You always became too queasy to go further than the edge of the village. How will you get there?”
Cece blinked at her sister’s challenge. “I intend to purchase a railway ticket.”
Vin exploded into raucous laughter, clutching her stomach. 
Cece knew her sisters expected her to stay close to home, like she always had. But she was ready for something different. “I don’t know what you find so amusing.”
Vin gave her an impish grin. “We all know you can barely survive a coach ride to church. How do you intend to manage boarding a train?”
“I’ll occupy myself with needlepoint and pull the blinds, so I’m not tempted to look out the window. All the advertisements say riding the rail feels like you’re not moving at all.”
“Cece don’t be obtuse. They’re advertisements. Of course, they’re going to make it sound like the most relaxing experience ever. You’ll have to go on an empty stomach and take a flask with you.”
“I’m not taking a flask. How will I find my way around if I’m tipsy when I arrive? That’s a terrible solution.”
Vin sighed. “I was only teasing. I’ll brew an infusion of chamomile and ginger to settle your stomach. You should avoid eating though.”
“I agree. I’m certain I’ll lose the contents of my stomach.”
This time all three of them heard the ricochet of the front door in the frame as the wind caught it. “Emily,” they chimed in unison. 
She strode into the room as if she’d been summoned. “I’ve spent the day trying to nab the hairpin thief. It’s the most frustrating case I’ve had yet. Please tell me there’s still tea in that pot.”
The latest rash of petty larceny in the village had begun with the disappearance of Millicent Pettigrew’s jeweled hairpins at the last assembly. They were her prized possession and she’d engaged Emily to help her find the culprit.
Emily was dressed in one of their father’s old shirts, tucked into a pair of trousers. Her shoulder length hair was stuffed underneath a wide brimmed straw hat she yanked off and placed on the arm of the settee. It wobbled precariously before tumbling to the floor. She’d darkened the divot above her mouth with something. Cece assumed it was meant to be a mustache, but it bore more than a passing resemblance to one of the woolly caterpillars that congregated on the stoop every midsummer.
Cece was glad of the interruption. Emily’s latest outlandish disguise would distract her sisters from needling her.
“You look like the boy that prods the cattle through the marketplace.”
At least Vin’s ridicule wasn’t reserved exclusively for Cece. 
Emily pulled a voluminous handkerchief from her pocket and swiped it across her upper lip. She frowned at the pristine cloth afterward. 
“What did you use, sister? What if you must attend church with that absurd attempt at facsimile?”
Emily shrugged. “So long as this ridiculous disguise nabs the hairpin bandit, I do not care. It’s the first case I shall receive remuneration for.”
“Leave her alone, Vin. At least she’s not abandoning us during the holidays for some madcap, impossible mission.”
Emily’s eyes widened. “Surely our youngest sister is not the object of your censure?”
Cece was cheerful and well-behaved. She didn’t rock boats or thwart expectations. She supposed her sister’s astonishment at her sudden rebellion was to be expected. Fran had felt similarly confined, and she knew she would have had at least one sympathizer if she weren’t ensconced in London with her new husband.
She folded her hands in her lap. “Yes, I am the object of Jess and Vin’s censure.”
Emily narrowed her gaze and Cece quelled the urge to squirm beneath it. Emily’s powers of observation were uncanny, and Cece feared what her countenance would reveal. “Are you unhappy, Little Sister?”
Emily’s query wasn’t meant to be a castigation like Vin’s had been. She was curious, and perhaps sympathetic.
“I am content, but I am not happy. Is there a word to describe that state of being in-between that I find myself settling into?”
“None other than discontented.” Emily turned to Vin and Jess. “Is she not permitted to question the wheel rut of expectation and duty she has fallen into?”
“Well, it’s not that we aren’t sympathetic of her situation.” Jess spluttered somewhat indignantly.
“No, it’s that she has no idea what the world is truly like outside the borders of this village. Letting her go would be like setting a babe free to wander in the woods.”
Emily shook her head and crossed her arms. Now her gaze was narrowed in Vin’s direction. “A babe in the woods? She’s the only one of us besides Arie and Fran who attempted to make a life for herself beyond the walls of this cottage. She’s a widow and a woman grown. Not some guileless infant.”
“Traveling in a conveyance makes her exceedingly nauseous.”
“There are ways to counteract her tendency to empty her stomach. Our urge to shelter her because she’s the youngest should not cloud our perspective.”
“She knows too little of the world to make such a journey on her own.” Jess insisted.
Cece could see Emily’s answering glower from across the room. 
“You are both patronizing her. We have all raised one another. Because Cece and I are the youngest, you tend to forget that we have crafted the armor to forge our way in this life just as you have.”
“Stop comparing your experience to hers.” Vin scoffed. “At least you’ve been to Manchester and London. Cece has never been anywhere.”
“And that is precisely the reason she needs this adventure. We should be happy for her and cheering her on instead of persuading her it’s against her best interest to go.”
Cece hadn’t expected solidarity from Emily. “Thank you for rallying to my cause, Emily.” She turned to Vin & Jess. “As for the two of you, I’ll not allow your misgivings to dissuade me. My course is determined, and I will not be thwarted by your doubts.”
“We only seek to protect you.” Vin huffed. 
“That may well be the case. But I am not the fresh-faced innocent I was when Henry died. I assure you; my sensibilities are no longer delicate. I can muster the courage to endure a solitary train ride – no matter how much it discomforts me.”
Jess gave her a thoughtful look. “I agree, you are no longer naïve. But you are determined to set off for parts unknown, to a place with no familiar faces. What happens if you find yourself in some sort of distress?”
“Jess, she’s not like the rest of us,” Vin said. “Trouble won’t find her like it does us.”
“It may not find her,” Emily agreed. “But what if it does? She needs to have solutions mapped out. Or an escape route.”
Cece had grown weary of them speaking of her as if she were sitting in another room. “I’m right here. Stop speaking over my head. I’ll make certain I have the coin to secure my return passage.”
“You’ll need coin for lodging as well. What if your destination turns out to be some hovel? What if an ogre awaits you at the end of your journey? You can’t leave that to chance.”
Cece hated to admit that her sister’s worries had merit. “I shall take every precaution and ensure I have coin for lodging and sustenance upon my arrival.”
“We’re not discouraging you from your adventure. Not exactly. It’s hard for us to remember you’re no longer our naïve little sister or a fragile widow. We’ll all contribute what we can.” Vin assured her.
Cece was relieved. She didn’t want these next three weeks of preparation to be fraught with tension. “I’m grateful. And I pledge to return home with my wanderlust satisfied.”
Vin gave her a keen look. “I think this urge is far more than wanderlust.”
Emily nodded in agreement. “Yes, I think so too. But whatever demon is driving you to this, we’ll stand behind you and be here to catch you if you fall.”
“Gert is in London for several days meeting with her printer. She’s going to get stars in her eyes when you tell her and somehow turn this into the plot for her next lurid novel.”
Jess’s observation made all of them burst into laughter. 
“I can already imagine her glee. When she finds out you’re going to Scotland it shall be nothing but talk of governesses and castles and brooding men in kilts,” Emily warned.
“I’m not a governess, and I’m fairly certain there are no castles. But I confess I’m hoping to make the acquaintance of a brooding man in a kilt or two.”
“You know it’s your duty to satisfy our curiosity about what they actually wear beneath those kilts.” Vin devilishly pointed out.
“I shall consider it my solemn commendation. Although it may fall into the hovel and ogre territory Jess warned me against.”
Vin shrugged and shot them all a wicked smile. “What’s cornering an ogre or two in the name of science?”
“I shall endeavor to satisfy your curiosity but promise nothing.”
“You’ll keep us appraised of your findings via post?” Jess asked.
“I don’t plan on residing there longer than a fortnight.”
“Plenty of time to advise us of your findings,” quipped Emily.






  
  Chapter Two


Malcolm
Letter dated August 27th, 1853
Dearest Husband, Do you remember the blue ribbon you gave me? When I haven’t twined it about my curls, I have it tied around my wrist. To remind me of you every moment of my day. To remind me that I’m never truly alone because out there somewhere is a man who loves me and is coming home to me someday soon.
Nights like this, full of revelry and good spirits, were the hardest.  
In the middle of a crowd, Malcolm felt more alone than ever. He’d lost his parents when he was little more than an inquisitive boy, still in short pants. He’d lost his grandfather just before he returned from the Crimea. The laughing faces in the crowd were all people beholden to him because he’d given them a place to belong after the war. They were bound by duty and honor and affection, but not blood. They were grateful to him, but in awe of him. Sometimes the weight of that admiration, and the distance it created, made him feel more like a statue on a pedestal than a man of flesh and bone. Watching the devoted couples, and the children who wended their way along the fringe of the room in a lively game of chase, he keenly felt the absence of the bonds everyone around him seemed to take for granted.
He stared morosely into his amber draught.
When he returned from the Crimea, with his scarred body and bereft heart, he’d seen how his fellow soldiers were treated. Those who had families to return to were barely able to provide for them with missing limbs or shattered nerves. This war had employed weaponry that wrought devastation. The fire from the landmine had left its mark on his back and legs – he’d had to learn to walk again. His left eyelid drooped from the rough patch of scars that pulled the entire side of his face tight and he’d lost the use of his eye. His best friend from childhood had taken one look at him and said he may as well become a curmudgeon because no one could tell if his mouth was smiling. 
Duncan’s teasing had been in jest, but the words had stung. He’d started wearing a patch to cover the worst of his countenance.
And his plight was better than many of his comrades in arms. He’d brought them and their families here to give them new beginnings.
The farm had been in an appalling state of decay and he’d needed help. He offered the men he’d fought alongside, who couldn’t find work in the factories because of their injuries, a home for their families and a stake in the profits from the wool. For the first time in nearly five years, they were finally showing a meager profit. It was a cause for rejoicing.
Some of the wives had arranged a spontaneous ceilidh and were rousting about the dancefloor kicking their heels. Everyone but Malcolm was in high spirits. He was a part of this community. He was the aegis behind its existence. But he couldn’t immerse himself in the effervescent joy whirling and skipping all around him.
He’d finally returned the letters. He should be rejoicing about that too. They did him no good because the words only stirred up dreams he needed to leave behind. 
He was standing in a corner, his hand curled around a tankard of the latest batch of whisky, when Moira McKendrick flounced down in the chair beside him. “Why are ye not dancin’, laird?”
Her cheeks were flushed, likely from the spiked punch as much as from exertion. “The rainy weather wreaks havoc on my joints, Moira. And you know I have always been inept when it comes to reels. Even more so now with my leg.”
What he didn’t say was his depth perception was atrocious because of the patch, and any carousing across the floor usually left him dizzy and disoriented.
Moira wagged her finger in his face. “Mark me. Companionship is the cure for what ails ye.” She pointed to the bevy of single women holding up the opposite wall. “Any one of those lasses would be over the moon if ye asked them to join ye in a reel.”
He shrugged. He’d never been much of a dancer, and he was even less inclined now. He suspected he’d look like an awkward, lumbering idiot hauling around a piece of china. None of the lasses moved him to brave that humiliating scenario. The only woman who held that power was one he’d only met through her words and the pillow musings of his former tentmate. One who was completely unaware of his existence or his devotion.
Cecily Wainwright Thompson had haunted him for long enough. His friend had described her down to her littlest finger, and Malcolm was weary of envisioning a freckled face, with eyes like the violets she loved, tipped up for his kiss. He didn’t want to replay imaginary conversations about the merits of Shakespeare’s sonnets over those of Donne, or anticipate her vivid recounting of the latest Gothic novel she and her sisters had passed around. He didn’t want to long for her smiling face, a tray of hot cross buns and warm tea, and a cozy evening by the fire. 
“I’m content with my quiet hearth, Moira.” A jig with a warm lass would not ease the ache in his leg or grant him the solitude he sought. They either gulped or scampered when they looked at him anyway despite the flushed tittering Moira swore was happening on the other side of the room. 
When he’d first seen his visage, he’d driven his fist into the mirror.  It showed him a scarred, scowling beast of a man who would send wise women screaming from his bed. A man who no longer knew what it meant to be gentle or soothe a tense moment with flattery or lukewarm platitudes. 
Every year that passed, he grew more aware of the armor he’d built around his heart. But there was no one to crack it wide open or remind him the world was full of more than a hard day’s work. So every morning he laced up his boots, gulped down tea laced with whisky, and did his duty.
“Laird, we all worry about ye. Ye provide for us, but never see to yerself.”
Moira’s gaze was clouded with worry, and he wanted to alleviate her concern. He’d grown used to being a solitary creature, and her chiding made him uncomfortable. “Providing for the lot of you brings me happiness. All I need is a roof over my head and porridge at my table with the occasional haggis and dram of whisky.” 
He needed more than that, but he knew it was futile to wish for it. That ship had sailed with its rigging full of wind and was lost somewhere on the open sea.
She clasped his arm. “I don’t know what the Russians did to ye besides leave ye scarred and for dead, but ye deserve more than this half-life ye’ve convinced yourself is enough.”
The left side of his body had been carved by fire when he’d spurred his mount forward to save his friend. His horse had stepped on a buried explosive and his world had upended itself. He’d had to crawl away and drag himself to the grass to roll in the mud. It had smothered the flames, but they’d left their mark on his face, his neck, his shoulder and his ribs. And his leg had never properly healed after his destrier had crushed the bones and trapped it beneath the
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