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PRAISE FOR 
Here Burns My Candle


“Liz Curtis Higgs has an unmatched ability to illuminate the depth of human emotions while taking her readers on a breathtaking journey through the darkness and light of another time and another place. With the deft hand only a master storyteller can apply, Higgs reaches back to the past and weaves a multi-threaded tapestry into a brilliant tale of betrayal and challenge, love and redemption. Her gift continues to shine.”

—BJ HOFF, author of The Emerald Ballad series




“A wonderful retelling of the story of Ruth by one of my favorite authors. Here Burns My Candle is rich with historic detail and living, breathing characters that engaged me from page one right through to the perfect ending.”

—FRANCINE RIVERS, author of Redeeming Love




“Prepare to burn your own candle well into the night as Higgs treats us to a verra wonderful Scottish tale of faith, forgiveness, love, loss, and secrets. I couldna put it doon!”

—DEEANNE GIST, author of A Bride in the Bargain




“Settle in with Here Burns My Candle, Liz Curtis Higgs’s imaginative reworking of the tale of Naomi and Ruth, and venture back to a dangerous and fascinating time with characters who are as endearing as they are flawed. You can almost hear the drums of war and the swish of kilts and satin.”

—ANGELA HUNT, author of Let Darkness Come




“Higgs’s pen flows with gold when it turns to Scotland. Enticing from gripping first page to satisfying last, Here Burns My Candle will sweep you away!”

—TAMERA ALEXANDER, author of Beyond This Moment




“Once again Liz Curtis Higgs pens an exceptional story of intrigue, romance, and spiritual faith. Her attention to historical detail gives this story a life all its own, and the characters were so real I found myself thinking about them throughout the day. I simply could not put this book down.”

—TRACIE PETERSON, author of Dawn’s Prelude




“Liz Curtis Higgs writes with a cinematic eye—color, texture, emotional depth. Her words give breath to this fresh twist on a beloved Old Testament story. Here Burns My Candle radiates the author’s love of Scotland and its mesmeric history in this story of women bound by obligation yet tethered to devotion. It will keep you up all night until you’ve turned the last dramatic page!”

—PATRICIA HICKMAN, author of The Pirate Queen




“I love a story that engages the heart first, the mind second. While reading Higgs’s novel, I became her noble heroine and was convicted by similarities to her antagonist, learning through it all. Come away to an enchanting glimpse of ancient Scotland and beyond. Truly amazing.”

—LISA TAWN BERGREN, author of The Begotten
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Thorn in My Heart, Fair Is the Rose, Whence Came a Prince, 
and Grace in Thine Eyes




“Filled with Scottish history, lore, language, and geography, Higgs’s first historical-fiction novel…shows a master storyteller’s skill in shedding new light on a timeless story.”

—CBA MARKETPLACE




“Admirably, Higgs keeps her protagonists multifaceted and readers’ allegiances shifting as the story unfolds. A welcome glossary helps readers navigate the Scottish terms that lend color to the dialogue, and historical details… create a vivid backdrop.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY




“The dynamic conclusion to Higgs’s acclaimed retelling of the biblical Jacob story fulfills the promise of the first volumes—a must-own for historical-fiction fans. Emotions run the gamut, and clear-cut characters sparkle against a backdrop of superbly researched historical detail.”

—ROMANTIC TIMES Inspirational Romance TOP PICK




“Higgs, whose historical romances are refreshingly different, has written an absorbing, well-crafted novel with a gut-wrenching plot that will move readers. Highly recommended.”

—LIBRARY JOURNAL Starred Review
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All the darkness in the world
cannot extinguish the light
of a single candle.

SAINT FRANCIS OF ASSISI






One


Night’s black mantle
covers all alike.

GUILLAUME DE SALLUSTE DU BARTAS



Milne Square, Edinburgh 
14 September 1745

L ady Marjory Kerr heard a frantic tapping at the bedchamber door, then her name, spoken with marked urgency.

“News from the Royal Bank, mem.”

At this hour? Marjory lifted her head from the pillow, her gaze drawn to the wooden shutters, closed for the night. The coals in the fireplace had faded to a dull glow. She squinted but could not read the clock on the mantelpiece. Had she slept at all?

“What is it, Peg?” Marjory called out.

Her maidservant answered in a breathless rush of words, “They’re moving the bank’s effects to the castle.”

The hair on the back of Marjory’s neck rose. Transporting money and documents from the foot of New Bank Close to Edinburgh Castle involved a long climb up a winding street where brigands and thieves lurked in the shadows. The Royal Bank would never embark on so risky a venture. Not unless the day’s alarming reports had proven true.

“’Tis the Hielanders,” Peg whispered through the crack in the door as if the word itself might bring a hoard of savages thundering up the stair, brandishing their swords. “Folk say the rebel army will reach Linlithgow by morn.”

At that, Marjory flung off her bedcovers, any notion of sleep forgotten. Linlithgow Palace was less than twenty miles west. The army was too near her door. And far too near her sons, one of whom stood ready to bear arms at the slightest provocation. Was there nothing she could say to dissuade him?

She hurried across the carpet barefooted, too distraught to hunt for her brocade slippers. All of Edinburgh had followed the ominous approach of the Highland rebels led by their bonny Prince Charlie. Determined to reclaim the British throne for his exiled father, James—Jacobus in Latin—the young prince and his loyal Jacobites were marching toward Scotland’s capital, intent on capturing the city.

“May it not be so,” Marjory said under her breath, then swept open the bedchamber door to find her maidservant perched on the threshold, her linen cap askew, her brown eyes filled with fear.

“What are we to do, Leddy Kerr?”

“Bolt the door at once.” Marjory tightened the ribbons on her sleeping jacket, warding off the night air that seeped in, however fast the shutters. Her trembling had nothing to do with the fearsome Highlanders, she told herself. Nae, not for a moment. “Make haste, lass.”

She watched Peg scurry through the darkened drawing room into the entrance hall, holding aloft her candle stub, which cast a pale circle of light on her tattered nightgown. Small for her seventeen years, with hair the color of a dull copper ha’penny, Peg Cargill was hardly a beauty. Her eyes were set unbecomingly close together, and her small nose disappeared amid a sea of freckles.

By the fire’s glow Marjory caught a glimpse of herself in the silvery looking glass by her side. She quickly turned away but not before her thoughts came round to taunt her. Hardly a beauty. She touched her thinning crown of hair and her sagging chin, then sighed, wishing the glass offered better news. Had it not always been thus?

In her youth few gentlemen had taken note of her until they learned she was the daughter of Sir Eldon Nesbitt. Even then their gazes had fallen on her father’s impressive property rather than on her unremarkable face or figure. Time had not improved matters.

Peg reappeared, bobbing a curtsy. “’Tis done, milady.”

Marjory gestured toward the adjoining chambers, where her sons and their wives had retired for the night. “Have you told the others the news?”

“Nae.” A faint blush tinted Peg’s cheek. “I heard them…that is… Mr. Kerr…”

“See they’re not disturbed,” Marjory said firmly, wanting no details.

“And keep the stair door bolted.” She dismissed the girl with a nod, then locked the chamber door behind her. Let the Highlanders storm the crumbling walls of Edinburgh. They would not gain entrance to the Kerrs’ apartments. Mr. Baillie, the merchant who owned her residence, would see to that.

Alone once more Marjory lit a candle at the fireplace, then drew a steadying breath and knelt beside the canopied bed, as if preparing to offer her nightly prayers. Instead, she reached down and loosened one of the boards along the edge of the thick, woven carpet. Her servants, even her family members, believed the Kerr fortune rested safely among the Royal Bank’s effects, now bound for the castle. She alone knew the truth. Lord John Kerr had never trusted banks.

The board gave way, revealing a musty repository between the joists. Marjory bent closer, her nose wrinkling at the dank smell, her eyes seeking a cluster of leather purses in the flickering candlelight. There. The mere sight of them put her mind at ease. Nearly two dozen purses lay hidden beneath her chamber floor—a tribute to God’s provision and her late husband’s prudence.

She chose the nearest one, taking pleasure in its weight before slowly emptying the purse onto her bedding. One hundred gold guineas poured out, each coin stamped with the profile of her sovereign, King George. Marjory counted the lot, then set aside a few guineas for the coming week’s expenses and returned the bulging purse to its nesting place.

Greengrocers and fishmongers expected payment upon purchase. But mantua makers gladly extended credit if the Kerr women might display their gowns at the next public ball. Although a nervous town council might demand its citizens remain withindoors, ending their festive Thursday evenings at Assembly Close…

Nae, surely not!

Marjory sank onto the edge of her bed with a soft groan. What a dreary social season lay ahead with the rebel army afoot! No weekly visits to Lady Woodhall’s drawing room to share cups of tea and savory tidbits of gossip. No rainy afternoons spent with Lady Falconer, listening to country airs sung by a daughter of the gentry. No rounds of whist in the affable company of Lord Dun. Nothing but royalist dragoons patrolling the High Street, bayonets at the ready.

A sharp knock at the adjoining bedchamber door made her jump, nearly spilling the handful of guineas from the bed onto the carpet. “Who is it?” she asked, unhappy with herself for sounding frightened.

“Donald,” came the low reply.

Lightheaded with relief and grateful for his company, Marjory deposited the money on her dressing table and ushered her older son within, then closed the door as quickly as she’d opened it. With no central hallway in their apartments, each room had adjoining doors, one chamber leading to the next. Even among Edinburgh’s wealthiest residents, privacy was rare.

“Forgive the intrusion, Mother.” He looked down at her, candle in hand, his smooth brow gleaming. The cambric loosely tied at his neck could not hide the sharp lines of his collarbones. Ten years of dining on Edinburgh’s finest mutton and beef, and still his frame remained as slender as a youth’s. “’Tis late, I know,” he apologized.

“The hour matters not.” Marjory touched his cheek affectionately, struck afresh by the family resemblance. Donald had the same long nose Lord John once had, the same thin-lipped smile. “Look how the father’s face lives in his issue,” she quoted, testing him. It was a favorite pastime between mother and son.

“Ben Jonson,” he answered, naming the playwright without hesitation.

Few gentlemen in Edinburgh were better read than Lord Donald. She’d made certain of it. Heir to the Kerr title and lands, he’d proven himself an attentive son and a faithful husband. If he was not yet a doting father, that was no fault of his.

“Still in your boots,” Marjory observed. “I thought you’d be off to bed by now.”

The corners of his mouth twitched. “I will be shortly.” He scanned the chamber, his gaze finally landing on the pile of coins glimmering in the candlelight. “Do you think it wise to leave your gold where anyone might find it?”

Donald not only looked like his father; he sounded like him. Marjory swept the coins into her silk-fringed reticule and pulled the drawstrings taut. “We have far greater worries this night. The rebel army is nearing Linlithgow.”

“Aye, Gibson told me.” The stoic Neil Gibson, manservant to the household, took pride in keeping Donald and his younger brother well groomed and well informed. “I’ve come to put your mind at ease, Mother.”

“I see.” She chose her next words with care, keeping her tone light. “Does that mean you’ll not be joining the Gentlemen Volunteers?” She watched his blue eyes for a flicker of interest. Hundreds of young men had enlisted in support of the royalist troops, many from Edinburgh’s finest families. Lord willing, her sons would not be numbered among the recruits.

“I’ve no such plans,” Donald confessed, “though I cannot speak for Andrew. You know his penchant for flintlock muskets.”

She did know, much as it grieved her. Lord John had urged their second son to pursue a career in the military, despite her motherly protests. Pistols, swords, and a dozen French muskets decorated Andrew’s bedchamber walls. Even walking past his many weapons unnerved her. Monsieur Picard, their fencing master, had trained the lads well. But he’d done so for sport, not for battle.

That very afternoon Andrew had observed the Volunteers drilling in the College Yards. Marjory had counted the hours until he returned home for supper, then listened with a heavy heart as he regaled the family with stories of grizzled sergeants marching the lads through their paces. “Have no fear,” Andrew had said soothingly at table. “The Lord Provost took no notice of me, Mother.”

She was unconvinced then and even less so now, with his older brother paying a late-night visit. “I have your word?” she prompted Donald. “You’ll not encourage Andrew to take up arms against the Highland rebels?”

He brushed aside her concerns. “Whatever you say.”

Donald began circling her chamber, with its oil paintings and Chinese porcelain, its silk bed hangings and red lacquer commode. Piece by piece she’d had her favorite plenishings delivered from Tweedsford, their estate in the Borderland, until their rented Edinburgh rooms were filled to bursting.

When Donald paused at one of her windows and unfastened the painted shutter, Marjory’s breath caught. Might a Jacobite spy be abroad at this hour? Pale and fair-haired, Donald would be easily spotted from the High Street below.

“No moon in sight,” he observed, resting his forehead lightly on the glass. “No Highlanders either.”

“They’ll arrive soon enough.” Marjory extinguished the candle by her bed, shrouding the room in darkness. “Sleep while you can, Donald. And keep that bonny wife of yours close at hand.”

“Aye.” The smile in his voice was unmistakable. “So I shall.”

He left by way of the drawing room door rather than the one leading to his bedchamber. Bound for the kitchen, no doubt. He’d eaten very little at supper. Mrs. Edgar, their housekeeper, would not let him retire on an empty stomach.

Marjory closed the shutters, then returned to bed, determined to sleep however dire the news. Her beloved sons were safe beneath her roof. Nothing else mattered.


Two


For Donald was the brawest man,
 And Donald he was mine.

ROBERT BURNS



L ady Elisabeth Kerr pushed her sewing needle through the thick wool, straining to hear the conversation next door. She could not fault Donald for visiting his mother’s chamber. Even the Dowager Lady Kerr needed reassuring on so unsettling a night. Alas, little sound traveled through the thick blanket of books that lined their bedchamber walls. Whatever Donald and his mother were discussing was lost to her.

Nor could she hear Andrew and Janet in the other adjoining chamber, for which Elisabeth was exceedingly grateful. The couple, married only six months earlier, was determined to present the dowager with her first grandchild. “You’ve had two years to produce an heir,” Janet had chided Elisabeth on the eve of her March wedding. “Now ’tis our turn.”

What response could Elisabeth offer when her empty womb spoke on her behalf?

Nae. She pressed her silver thimble more firmly in place, refusing to dwell on the subject. A healthy woman of four-and-twenty had little cause for alarm. Surely a child would come in due season: a wee son to match her braw Lowlander with his high forehead and intelligent eyes.

Elisabeth drew the thread taut, pulling the button shank against the fabric. Not for Lord Kerr the new fashion of ending a gentleman’s coat buttons at his waist. Instead, he insisted on an unbroken line of pewter buttons, neck to hem. Reaching for her scissors, she breathed in the night air, moist with the promise of rain. A fire burned low in the grate, barely dispelling the autumn chill. Peg would appear at dawn with fresh coals. Until then, Elisabeth counted on her husband to warm her hands and feet. “And your bonny nose,” Donald often teased, capturing the soft tip between his slender knuckles.

Though she considered her nose overlong, Donald deemed it patrician. “You’ve the finest profile of any lady in Scotland,” he’d told her only that morning. “To prove it, I shall have a cameo engraved in Paris, carved from the largest queen conch shell my guineas can buy.” Her husband enjoyed making extravagant promises. Sometimes he even kept them.

Elisabeth looked up at her new lavender satin gown, pressed and waiting for the Sabbath and hanging from an ornate hook. It was a belated gift from Donald, meant for her May birthday but not delivered until Wednesday last. The sleeves were generously trimmed with two layers of the finest lace, the pleated embellishments on the bodice were made of silk gauze, and the ivory-trimmed stomacher was richly decorated with tiny buttons.

“’Tis a rare beauty,” Donald had commented. “Like you, my love.”

He’d beguiled her from the first, strolling into Angus MacPherson’s tailoring shop one bright September day, seeking a new velvet coat. She was there by chance, delivering a customer’s waistcoat she’d embroidered to earn a bit of silver. In Donald came, with his regal height and polished manners, a long queue of powdered hair curling down his back. Unwittingly, he’d praised her handiwork. “No man embellishes a buttonhole more cleverly than you do, MacPherson.”

Angus had quickly confessed, “’Tis not my ain skill with a needle that produced those fine stitches. Rather, Miss Ferguson here is to be commended.”

Elisabeth still remembered Donald’s frank appraisal. Some men found her height daunting. Lord Kerr’s reaction was quite the opposite, his approval evident when his level gaze met hers. “You’ve the bearing of a queen, milady. Did I not see you at the Tron Kirk on the Sabbath last, seated with Mrs. Effie Sinclair of Blackfriars Wynd?” When she inclined her head, his smile broadened. “Ah, just as I thought. You are under her tutelage, then. A more respectable lady cannot be found in all of Edinburgh.”

In a few short months Donald had won her heart. Not with his considerable wealth, his impressive title, or his handsome face. Rather, he treated her as an equal, discussing books, music, and society as if Elisabeth had grown up in a gentleman’s household and could manage her end of the conversation. Somehow, she did.

That Yuletide Donald had ignored his mother’s wishes and married her, Elisabeth Ferguson, a humble weaver’s daughter. “Not to spite the Dowager Lady Kerr,” he’d insisted, though he’d certainly done so. “I want you by my side, my bonny Highland Bess. To have and to hold, a wife good and true.”

His tender words had burrowed deep inside her, crowding out the murmured warnings, the whispered concerns voiced by others. Lord Kerr has a mistress. Two, some say. Guard your heart, for he’ll not honor his vows.

Elisabeth’s hands stilled, the pewter button cold beneath her thumb. Doubt crept in once more, pervasive as the evening fog, clouding her thoughts. Donald had changed since then, had he not? This husband she loved and trusted with all her heart?

Season after season she’d pushed aside her fears, ignoring the faint rumors that ebbed and swelled in the street and on the stair, hinting at red-headed widows and comely maids. She’d had no reason to believe them, not when Donald was so attentive. He’d never come home bearing another woman’s scent or tasting of another woman’s kisses. Nor had she found a lady’s handkerchief tucked in his pocket or a suspicious strand of hair caught in the fibers of his waistcoat.

But on Thursday last at Assembly Close when he’d danced the allemande with the Widow Montgomerie, a ripple had moved through the room. Heads turned. Eyebrows lifted. Voices whispered. Elisabeth had feigned indifference, keeping her smile firmly in place from first note to last and reclaiming her husband when the music ended.

She’d said nothing to him, certain the gossips were wrong. Though dalliances were common among the peerage, Lord Donald was cut from a different cloth. If he admired a woman in passing, Elisabeth praised her too, rather than give envy a toehold. When others fluttered their fans at Donald, she drew him closer, reminding herself that, come day’s end, she alone would have the pleasure of his company.

However improper Donald’s behavior might have been before their wedding, he did his duty by her now, did he not? Her skin warmed at the thought. Aye, you certainly do, my love.

While her diminishing candle measured the time, Elisabeth worked at a steady pace and waited for Donald to return. Clearly the dowager needed more attention that evening than Elisabeth had imagined. Or perhaps Donald had wandered off to the kitchen, hungry for a slice of cold mutton.

Finished at last, she draped the damask coat across Donald’s desk chair, hoping he might notice and be pleased. Her bedside candle flickered as the night wind found its way round the shutters. The hour was late indeed. Shivering, Elisabeth slipped beneath the covers and fixed her gaze on the adjoining chamber door, certain Donald would not tarry much longer.

At long last the bedchamber door creaked open. Donald stepped within, the amber light from the hearth gilding his features. Her husband wore his seven-and-twenty years well, with a noble air and a rakish grin.

“Come to bed,” she beckoned him, stretching out her hand as he crossed the room. “The Sabbath dawn is almost upon us.”

“’Tis five hours hence,” he protested, sitting long enough to pull off his boots, then abandoning his clothes on the floor in a heap. He wet his thumb and forefinger and snuffed the candle with a deft touch. “I had in mind how we might spend one of those hours.”

She smiled into the darkness. “Oh?”

In an instant he lay by her side, enveloping her in his warmth. “’Tis all your fault, dear Bess.” His voice was low and as tender as a caress. “I have a weakness for beautiful women.”

“Is that so?” She smoothed her hand across his wheat-colored hair, cropped short to accommodate his wig, and discovered the fine strands were damp and cool, as if he’d been out of doors. Impossible, of course. He’d gone no farther than the kitchen. The familiar scent of him, the welcome sensation of his rough cheek against her skin dismissed any niggling concerns.

“I thought you might never come to bed,” she scolded him lightly. “Did you satisfy her?”

He hesitated. “Beg pardon?”

“Your mother. Did you allay her concerns?”

“Oh, aye.” Donald relaxed at once. “She seems to think Andrew is in danger of taking up arms.”

Elisabeth met his gaze, a handbreadth away. “You’ve no desire to fight the Highlanders?”

“Nae,” he murmured, pulling her closer still, “for I’ve a Highland wife.”

Her eyes drifted shut as he brushed a kiss across her cheek. “No regrets?”

His lips touched the curve of her ear. “Banish any doubt on that score,” he whispered just before his mouth met hers.


Three


No man does anything from a single motive.

SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE



W ould he never sleep? Donald stared at the silk bed curtains draped above him, feeling utterly spent yet maddeningly frustrated. Two hours of solid rest would do him. One, if it came to it. Yet his eyes remained open.

O Sleep, why dost thou leave me?

He grimaced, knowing his mother would recognize the line from Semele at once. William Congreve, a loyal patriot and a middling poet, was one of her favorites. Why the Dowager Lady Kerr took delight in testing him on such things, Donald could not say. A childhood game better left in the nursery. Still, he indulged her.

O Sleep, again deceive me.

Donald exhaled into the darkened room. If he was indeed deceived, ’twas a fair turnabout. Earlier that night after quitting his mothers room, he’d paid a brief visit to young Lucy Spence, the fisherman’s widow in nearby Halkerston’s Wynd. A dangerous practice, so close to home. But wasn’t an element of risk part of the pleasure?

Guilt inevitably followed. Never at the start and seldom in the moment, but afterward his conscience always prodded him. Now, for instance.

When a moment later his stomach growled, Donald slowly sat up, taking care not to wake his wife. He’d had little appetite at supper, even with the first oysters of the season on his plate. If he could not sleep, then he would eat. Their cold Sabbath breakfast was already prepared and waiting in the kitchen. A boiled egg would do nicely. Or a slice of bread. Even tea would suffice.

He stood, then pulled on a silk robe and tied it loosely round his waist. Best to go through Andrew’s room since his brother was a sound sleeper. It was also a more direct route to the kitchen than traveling through his mother’s bedchamber, the drawing room, and then the entrance hall, where Gibson lay sleeping. Whoever designed Baillie’s Land had given little thought to nighttime forays.

Donald navigated his bedchamber with caution, avoiding the tottery pile of books stacked by his reading chair. In truth, he’d claimed every flat surface in the room for his growing library. Atlases and almanacs from London covered the writing surface of his mahogany secretary, and parchment maps lay neatly rolled and tucked in its many pigeonholes. He had his mother to thank for such bounty. Whenever a bill arrived from Mr. Creech, his favorite bookseller in the Luckenbooths, she paid the balance without protest.

Donald paused before entering Andrew’s bedchamber, listening for his brother’s labored breathing. He opened and closed the door without making a sound, a useful skill in the wee hours of the morning. Treading softly, he passed by Andrew’s bed and stole a quick glance. The couple was fast asleep, Janet’s arm draped across his brother’s chest. Andrew, always more interested in weapons than in women, had let their mother choose a wife for him. However brief and businesslike their courtship, the two were managing well enough.

Another door to slip through, and he would reach the kitchen. The hinges creaked a bit. Nothing to be done there. In any case Mrs. Edgar would no doubt stir the moment he set foot in her domain. But she did not. Curled up on a long shelf beneath the wooden dresser, the housekeeper lay perfectly still, clearly lost in her dreams. He envied her that.

Only then did he notice Peg, their new maidservant, standing in the corner nearest the hearth. How small she was! “I beg your pardon,” he murmured, easing toward her. “I did not mean to wake you.”

“Nae, nae, milord. I wasna sleeping.” She tried to curtsy and instead fell forward a step, her pale legs showing beneath her nightgown. “Oh!”

In the shadowy corner he could almost feel her blushing, so acute was her embarrassment. “Not to worry,” he said softly, meaning to put her at ease. “I could not sleep either.”

“Oh,” she said again, bobbing her head.

Donald took a step closer. “I confess, I came looking for a bite to eat. Anything you might suggest?”

“W-we’ve fresh cheese, if ye like.” She hurriedly put several slices on a plate, then poured a small glass of ale and gingerly placed them both in his hands. “Will there be anything else, milord?”

A dangerous question, lass.

She stood before him, trembling, her hands clasped behind her back. The light from the hearth burnished her freckled skin and lit her coppery hair until it glowed. Such a pretty little thing. He could not remember how old Peg was. Sixteen, perhaps, yet she had the body of a woman. Her thin cotton nightgown made that fact all too evident.

He looked down at her, unable to resist. “What else might you have to offer me, Peg?”

This time he was certain she was blushing. Her gaze flitted about the room, looking for somewhere to land. His gaze moved as well, slowly tracing every curve and line from her tousled head to her delectable little toes. His hands were occupied, or he might have measured her in a more satisfactory manner.

Or perhaps not. She seemed most uncomfortable.

Donald stepped back. “This will be quite enough,” he assured her, lifting his plate and glass.

“Aye, milord.” She curtsied once more, inching away from him as she did.

Turning toward the door, he realized he could never manage with both hands full. He tossed the ale down his throat, nearly choking on it in the process, then retraced his steps, gripping the plate of cheese, any appetite lost.

Whatever had he been thinking? Making overtures to his own maid in his own kitchen. True, he’d not harmed the lass. Had not laid a finger on her, in fact. But that did not make him innocent. Nae, it did not.

To his great relief, Elisabeth was still sleeping when he reentered their bedchamber. He quietly deposited his plate on the nearest table, then shrugged off his robe, and slipped into bed beside her. Even deep in slumber, Elisabeth Kerr was the most beautiful woman he’d ever clapped eyes on. And far better than he deserved. Far, far better.

Out of habit or necessity, he lightly touched her unbound hair and rubbed the silky strands between his fingers. Forgive me, Bess. A daily request. Sometimes hourly.

At the first faint glow of dawn he rose from their bed and took refuge in the closet. Peg would soon be along with hot water and fresh coals. The lass would never breathe a word about their brief encounter-not to him or to anyone else. Peg had her reputation to consider. And his.

He quietly shut the closet door, not caring that he had no candle. Not caring that the room was as dark as night.


Four


Gently on tiptoe Sunday creeps.

JOHN PETER HEBEL



M orning sunlight filtered through the wooden shutters, drawing pale lines on the carpet. Except for the soft blur of voices rising from the street, Milne Square remained blessedly quiet. It seemed even the rebel army feared disturbing the Sabbath.

Elisabeth eyed the empty pillow next to hers and smiled. My sweet Donald.

The rest of the house was stirring as well. Yawning, she stretched her arms and legs, then sat on the edge of the bed, rubbing the sleep from her eyes and contemplating the hours ahead.

The night had been too short, and the day would surely be long. At least she would have Donald by her side, at kirk and at home, to ease her mind and heart. Sundays were always difficult. How could they not be when her childhood faith was sorely tested Sabbath after Sabbath?

She touched the broad wedding band on her left hand, a constant reminder of their spoken vows. They twain shall be one flesh. She and Donald shared a home, shared a bed, shared a life, but they did not share the same beliefs. He didn’t know that. But she did.

Then she touched the ring on her right hand: a heavy circle of silver engraved with words hidden against her skin. So long as the moon endureth. Great-grandmother Nessa had worn the ring first. Then her grandmother Jean. And then her mother, Fiona, who’d slipped the sacred ring on Elisabeth’s finger one midsummer night, her eyes glistening with tears.

“Dinna forget the auld ways,” her mother had whispered.

Elisabeth lifted her gaze to the High Street window where she often stood on the sixth day of the moon, hand pressed to the glass, beseeching the Nameless One. Thou moon of moons. Aye, she still recalled the simple rituals and sacred words her mother had taught her. What Elisabeth no longer remembered was why they mattered.

“We worship a heavenly body we can see,” her mother had once said, “rather than a faraway God we canna see.”

With the innocence of a child, she’d responded, “I see the moon, Mother. But does the moon see me?”

The question haunted her still. Not only on the sixth day of the moon but every Sabbath day, when she walked through the doors of the Tron Kirk with her Lowland family. Elisabeth did her best to follow their rituals and repeat their sacred words, yet all the while she was seeking answers. Did their God see her when she took her seat each Sunday? Did he hear her when she sang the gathering psalm or read the words in the Buik?

Above all, did this Almighty God, this Holy One, reach down to his people when they reached up to him? Elisabeth feared the Nameless One did not. Lately she had little sense of being heard and even less hope of being answered.

Her husband knew nothing of the lunar calendar she followed or the engraving inside her silver ring or the monthly entreaties made in secret. She could only imagine the look of horror on his face if he learned the truth. However great his love for her, it would not stretch far enough to embrace the auld ways.

And the dowager would be terrified. Would no doubt banish Elisabeth from the house and report her to the kirk session. Pointed questions would be asked, and accusations might be made. ’Twas a very real danger in this land of repentance stools in the kirk and wooden gallows in the marketplace. In decades past women were burned at the stake for such beliefs…

Nae. Elisabeth stood, shaking off her fears. In three years no one in the Kerr household had uncovered her secret. Nor would they do so this Sunday.

Breathe, Bess. Just breathe.

While Donald tarried in the water closet that morning, she had the chamber to herself. Better to quickly bathe alone rather than ring for Peg. The water pitcher was freshly filled, was it not? A bar of Castile soap sat by the washbowl, and the fireplace, newly replenished, would keep her warm.

She filled the porcelain bowl with steaming water, then soaked a fresh cloth before rubbing it with soap. Made of pure olive oil, the white soap was fragrant but slippery and splashed into the bowl more than once. Peg handled things more efficiently, but expecting a maidservant to scrub her long, bare limbs each morning seemed vain and self-centered.

Like Janet.

Elisabeth splashed her face with water but could not douse her unkind thoughts. What a spoiled ninny her sister-in-law was! Morning after morning Janet dithered over which gown to wear, tossing freshly pressed clothes onto her bedchamber floor, forcing Mrs. Edgar to iron them again. At mealtime her sister-in-law sat at table, hands folded in her lap, waiting for Gibson to fill her glass when the claret was easily within reach. And how many times had Janet dispatched Andrew on some petty errand, fully aware of how taxing it was for him to climb the stair?

Enough, Bess.

Ashamed of herself, she dried her cheeks more vigorously than necessary, letting her irritation run its course. However demanding her sister-in-law might be, at least Janet never forgot her place in society. She, on the other hand, seldom thought of herself as Lady Elisabeth Kerr. Who could ever live up to such a title? Despite her years at Mrs. Sinclair’s Boarding School for Young Ladies, Elisabeth had spent too many childhood mornings in her mother’s kitchen, too many afternoons round her father’s loom, learning to use her hands, learning to be helpful. ’Twas ill preparation for the idle life she now led. A life which Janet Kerr had mastered and she had not.

“Good morning, my love,” Donald said, rejoining her. “Managing your toilette alone, I see.”

“I’m perfectly capable of bathing myself,” she chided him, then wished she had not. The poor man looked as if he’d not slept a wink.

“I meant only to compliment you,” he murmured, then bent to kiss the oval birthmark above her heart. No bigger than a thumbprint, the color of café au lait, her faint blemish was easily covered by a judicious use of lace round the neckline of her gowns. The simple linen chemise, however, hid very little.

Donald lingered over the spot for a moment, then straightened, affection shining in his bleary eyes. “The auld wives would insist your mother must have touched her heart while she carried you, overcome by some strong emotion. Fear or desire, do you imagine?”

Elisabeth smoothed her fingertips over the mark. “She told me it was love.”

Voices in the adjoining room drew near. They’d not be alone much longer.

Her husband sighed. “I shall see to my newspaper before Gibson appears, periwig in hand.” Dressed in a silk nightgown, Donald draped himself across an upholstered settee and unfolded the four-page broadsheet, holding it higher than necessary.

She knew his actions were a ruse. He’d already scoured every word of Thursday’s Edinburgh Evening Courant. Her husband was merely giving her a moment’s privacy since Janet had absconded with her dressing screen soon after her wedding.

“I’m newly married,” Janet had said, “and therefore more…ah, modest.” With a toss of her auburn hair, Janet had ordered Gibson to move the tapestry-covered screen to her adjacent bedchamber. There it remained, with their mother-in-law’s blessing.

Elisabeth told herself it mattered not. As a child she’d dressed behind a linen bedsheet thrown over a wooden beam and slept at the foot of her parents’ bed. Privacy in a Highland cottage? Her mother would laugh at the very notion.

While Donald pretended to read, Elisabeth reached for her brush. Her dark, elbow-length hair required patient hands and gentle strokes, or the bristles became hopelessly tangled.

“What news of Prince Charlie?” she asked between brush strokes. From Perth to Stirling to Falkirk, she’d followed Charles Edward Stuart on his journey south. Many Highland folk, her family among them, supported the Stuart cause—a treasonous admission, particularly in the Lowlands. Elisabeth had not revealed her Jacobite loyalties to a soul except her husband, who’d held his index finger to his lips. Shhh.

Donald had not discovered all her secrets, but he knew that one.

“According to the Evening Courant,” he said, “we’ve no reason to fear Prince Charlie and his men, however barbaric their reputation. Listen to this.” Donald cleared his throat and held the newsprint closer. “Not one half of them have tolerable arms and as such are a pitiful, ignorant crew.” He lowered the paper long enough to catch her gaze. “Perhaps Andrew should hide his muskets in the same way Mother hides her gold.”

Elisabeth paused, her brush in midstroke. “Is her money not safely in the bank?”

“Nae.” He tapped his bare foot on the carpet. “’Tis under the floor of her bedchamber. Have you not heard her in the wee hours of the morn, tiptoeing about, prying up boards, and counting guineas?”

“You know how soundly I sleep.” Elisabeth gazed at the adjoining door, thinking of the many times she’d walked through her mother-in-law’s room, unaware of the fortune beneath her feet. “Donald, what if the servants learn of it?”

He chuckled. “’Twas Gibson who first alerted me.” Her husband returned to his broadsheet, clearly unconcerned. “You’ve seen how the staff jumps to do Mother’s bidding. Rest assured, they’ll not breathe a word of her secret to anyone. Nor, my pet, shall we, for ’tis our fortune as well.”

Hearing a light tapping at the door, Elisabeth straightened the neckline of her thin chemise. “’Tis Peg, come to dress me.”

“Ah.” Donald lifted his newspaper a bit higher, concealing his face. “I can assure you, I’ll not look.”


Five


The Sabbath-day is the savings-bank of humanity.
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J anet Kerr plucked at the Brussels lace on Elisabeth’s new gown while the family gathered in the entrance hall. “This color was quite fashionable last season.”

“So it was,” Elisabeth agreed, dodging the pointed barb. “How fortunate Lord Kerr enjoys lavender whatever the season.”

Janet said no more, busily smoothing back a few stray wisps of hair. Small in stature, her sister-in-law piled her auburn locks high on her head, adding a light dusting of powder. People of quality called Janet handsome, and rightly so. Her style and manner were impeccable, her wit sharp. But they did not call Janet beautiful.

“The first bell has tolled,” Marjory announced, then started down the turnpike stair.

Elisabeth touched her corseted waist, grateful she’d had only tea and a pinch of bannock to break her fast. She could hardly breathe, so tightly had Peg laced her stays. “We must show your new gown to best advantage,” her mother-in-law had insisted earlier. “And your waist is uncommonly small.”

A rare compliment, Elisabeth wondered, or yet another reminder of her childless state? “Let us away,” she said, pulling on her gloves. “The dowager does not like to be kept waiting.”

“Indeed she does not,” Janet murmured.

Donald, poised on the threshold to the stair, glanced over his shoulder. “Mere months in the family and already our sister-in-law knows the way of things.”

“Oh, my husband has divulged all your secrets,” Janet remarked coyly, taking Andrew’s arm. “And doesn’t he look handsome this morning in his peacock blue waistcoat?”

Slender and fair like his brother, though not so tall, Andrew thrust out his chin as if striving to appear worthy of the woman on his arm. “After you, Lady Kerr.”

Elisabeth turned sideways, navigating her whalebone hoops through the narrow doorway. By fashion’s decree, oval panniers had grown more slender from front to back yet broader on each side. Sitting gracefully required an entire sofa.

When she joined her husband on the stair, Donald eyed her gown with obvious pleasure. “Just as I’d imagined, the color flatters your skin.”

“So you always say,” Elisabeth reminded him, smiling. Donald had complimented every gown in her clothes press with precisely the same words. “But they cannot all flatter my skin,” she’d once protested. To which he’d replied, “My dear, ’tis your lovely skin that flatters the fabric.”

No wonder every woman in Edinburgh found Lord Kerr appealing. No wonder every gossip whispered his name. They were jealous, Elisabeth decided. Wasn’t she the fortunate one to call him her own?

The couple began the steep descent down the enclosed turnpike stair, following Helen Edgar, a widow of forty-odd years and housekeeper to the Kerrs since their arrival in Edinburgh. Peg led the way, dutifully sweeping aside the worst of the debris, including a litter of mice. “Aff with ye!” the maidservant scolded, shaking her straw broom before tucking it out of sight, lest she be caught laboring on the Sabbath. The Kerrs were not always diligent about honoring the Lord’s Day behind closed doors, but in public the dowager insisted on pious behavior. “No work or recreation, only prayer and meditation,” Donald often grumbled.

Moments later the Kerr party emerged into Milne Square, where the air was fresher but no warmer. Tall lodging houses, or lands, rose on three sides—Allan’s Land, Baillie’s Land, Oliphant’s Land—topped with a milky blue rectangle of sky, smudged with soot. Men stood about the square, heatedly discussing the approaching Jacobite rebels, while children skipped across the flat paving stones, and women waved dainty handkerchiefs like flags, calling out greetings.

As Donald stepped aside to speak with a gentleman acquaintance, Lady Woodhall, a venerable member of Edinburgh society, descended a nearby forestair. Her silver hair was fashionably curled and powdered, and her silken plaid matched her russet gown. When the Kerr women turned as one, Lady Woodhall pinned them in place with her small, sharp eyes. “Good morning, Lady Kerr,” she said, her voice strong despite her advanced years.

Elisabeth curtsied at once. “And a fine Sabbath to you, madam.” When no response came, she realized Lady Woodhall had addressed the dowager, not her. Before Elisabeth could make amends, both women strolled off with Janet sandwiched between them and Andrew on their heels, abandoning Elisabeth in their wake.

Dismayed, she stared at their departing backs, hoping none in the square had taken notice. Would society—nae, her own family—never draw her into their circle?

At once Donald appeared by her side. “Now then, Lady Kerr. Allow me to escort you to kirk.” He offered his arm, his eyes filled with compassion. “Unless you prefer commiserating with Lady Woodhall over lowborn rebels and the high cost of tea.”

“I do not,” Elisabeth said firmly, curling her hand round the crook of his elbow. The scent of his wig powder tickled her nose. Mixed with finely ground starch, orrisroot was redolent of warm meadows and dark woods. And Donald.

She drank in the heady fragrance as they crossed the square, listening to the clamorous bell of the Tron Kirk toll the half hour. “Tell me, Lord Kerr, do you suppose Mr. Hogg will expound this morning on the folly of supporting the Highland rebels?”

“Aye, though some will resist his lecturing, I daresay.” Donald leaned closer to wink at her. “The ladies of Edinburgh seem rather taken with bonny Prince Charlie.”

Elisabeth pretended to look shocked. “Surely not, milord!” She knew Donald had little interest in politics and even less in the divine right of kings. Her support of the Jacobite cause did not concern him in the least.

The square was especially crowded that morning. Countesses and dancing masters, advocates and wigmakers, judges and cobblers all shared the same buildings and, hence, the same stairs, spilling out onto the plainstanes of Edinburgh like buttons from a sewing box—carved horn, enameled brass, ornate silver, and unadorned wood, all jumbled together.

Out of the corner of her eye, Elisabeth watched a young woman approach them. Miss Hart was a silk merchant’s daughter, though Elisabeth could not recall her Christian name. Emma, was it? Nae, Anna. The diminutive lass wore her flaxen hair gathered into a becoming knot. Her jade green gown, a perfect match for her eyes, swayed rather provocatively for a Sabbath morning.

Miss Hart slowed as she drew near. Propriety would not allow her to address the Kerrs first. Ever the gentleman, Donald bowed and greeted the young woman, then seemed at a loss for what to say next. “So… Miss Hart,” he began after an awkward silence, “shall you embrace Prince Charlie when he arrives?”

“Why, Lord Kerr,” the lass trilled, curtsying in such a way that her bosom was amply displayed. “I choose carefully whom I embrace and never tell a soul.”

“Very wise of you,” Donald murmured. “Of course, you know my wife, Lady Kerr.”

Anna Hart barely glanced at her. “Indeed.” A second curtsy, more perfunctory. “Yet I confess, Lord Kerr, I know you better.”

Elisabeth stiffened. She’d grown accustomed to women of all ages flirting with her husband, but this was inexcusable.

Donald dismissed the young woman’s brazen comment with a curt nod. “Come, Lady Kerr. The bell tolls for us all.”

He abruptly veered away, taking Elisabeth with him, while the silk merchant’s daughter laughed behind a brightly painted fan.

Elisabeth walked beside her husband in silence, nettled by the exchange. ’Twould seem Donald was well acquainted with Miss Hart. Had they been introduced at Maitland Hart’s shop? Danced together at a ball? Shared a game of whist? As they neared the High Street, Elisabeth could bear it no longer. “How is it you know Anna Hart?”

Before Donald could answer, they were rudely pushed aside by two young caddies eager to reach the main thoroughfare. All of Edinburgh, it seemed, had quit their lodging places and were pouring into the busy High Street. Beggars to barbers to booksellers pressed against one another while gentlefolk, dressed in their Sabbath finery, struggled to make their way round sedan chairs and carriages.

As they moved through the unruly crowd, Elisabeth tightened her grip on Donald’s arm. “The Highland army must be drawing closer.”

“Aye,” he said grimly, “so ’twould seem.”

An uneasy murmur filled the air like a piper’s drone as neighbors and strangers alike exchanged words that reeked of fear.

“The city wa’ shan’t hold, I tell ye.”

“’Tis no higher than a garden wall—”

“And falling doon at that!”

“Whaur stands the Edinburgh Regiment?”

“Och! Nae mair than two hundred men.”

Elisabeth lifted her voice above the din. “Is the city’s defense so poor as that?”

“The government is ill-prepared,” her husband admitted. “Gibson remained at home to guard our effects, should the rebels breach the walls.” Donald surveyed the chaotic scene a moment longer, then tugged her forward. “Come, we’ll find no safer haven than the kirk.”

Across the High Street rose the square tower of Christ’s Kirk at the Tron, its spire piercing the cloudless sky. Elisabeth held on tight as the Kerrs made for the wooden door. The paved street was more than seventy feet wide, as broad as any marketplace and twice as crowded. Crossing it proved hazardous as careless elbows and knees found their unintentional mark.

Lady Marjory was shaking and teary-eyed by the time they reached the kirk door. “Mother?” Donald took hold of her shoulders, for she appeared ready to faint. “Shall I deliver you to Lady Glassie in Niddry’s Wynd? She lodges but a few steps hence.”

“Certainly not.” Marjory stiffened noticeably, and her color returned at once. “Rebel army or no, we’re expected at service.”

Elisabeth paused while the servants quickly brushed off hems and sleeves, then she followed the others withindoors, skirting long rows of seats until they found their own and settled in. When Donald produced a handkerchief, Elisabeth whispered her thanks, touching the white linen to her brow, then her cheek, then her throat, willing her heart to cease its frantic pace. She’d not forgotten the troubling encounter with Miss Hart. But this was not the time or place for such questions.

Their gazes drifted upward as the enormous kirk bell rang once more, calling the parishioners to worship. Dozens of nobles lined the galleries above. From her boarding school days in Blackfriars Wynd, Elisabeth had dutifully learned their many names and titles, never dreaming she would one day be counted among them.

She’d departed the Highlands at eighteen, telling anyone who asked that she meant only to improve her mind and expand her horizons in Edinburgh. “’Tis whaur ye belong,” her mother had agreed, pressing a worn leather purse into her hands. Elisabeth still kept the purse hidden in her jewelry box, a ha’penny tucked in its rough folds. The truth was less sanguine: she’d fled from home for her mother’s sake and her own. Who could have imagined she would marry a worthy husband, far above her station?

She glanced at Donald, pale but proud, and swallowed the lump rising in her throat. If only she might give him just one son, a fair-haired lad with bonny blue eyes. All the Miss Harts of the world could not compete with such a prize.

When the precentor stood to lead the gathering psalm, the chattering ceased, and hundreds of voices sang in unison without benefit of a pipe organ. “The LORD is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?” By the look on their faces, Elisabeth knew exactly whom the parishioners feared that morning: the bonny prince and his rebel army.

Women lifted their chins, and men squared their shoulders, daring the enemy to come forth, as they sang more loudly than ever. “Though an host should encamp against me, my heart shall not fear.” Elisabeth envisioned the Highland encampments drawing nigh to the gates and remembered Gibson’s candid description of thieving, naked ruffians. She knew better. The Highland folk of her acquaintance were generous and kind and honest in their dealings—at least with one another if not always with the English.

As the psalm drew to a close, the parishioners sang with even more conviction. “Wait on the LORD: be of good courage, and he shall strengthen thine heart.” Elisabeth closed her eyes briefly, letting the words sink in. A strong heart—aye, she would need that.

In the hallowed silence Reverend Dr. George Wishart, a humble man in his middle years, ascended the steps into the pulpit for his opening prayer. He carried a sword at his waist, prepared to defend his flock if necessary. The minister’s earnest prayer rolled down the center aisle, followed by Mr. Hogg’s half-hour lecture loosely drawn from the book of Isaiah. Later that morning Reverend Wishart’s sermon would be twice as long and half as vitriolic. Until then, James Hogg commanded their attention.

As Elisabeth had anticipated, Mr. Hogg spoke vehemently against the Jacobites. “For it is a day of trouble,” the lecturer intoned, “and of treading down.” His hearers nodded or shrugged, depending on their political persuasion, but none interrupted the man’s discourse.

Another psalm followed, longer than the gathering psalm. Only when the last note faded into the air did Elisabeth hear the clang of a distant bell.

Not a kirk bell, a fire bell.

“Nae!” Mrs. Millar, a midwife in the parish, leaped to her feet, clutching her reticule to her breast. “My hoose is wood, a’ wood!”

Pandemonium broke out as young and old, rich and poor abandoned their seats. In a city replete with thatched roofs and oak beams, fire was a constant danger. Who could forget the great fire in the Lawnmarket that had consumed everything it touched?

Donald gripped Elisabeth’s hand so tightly she feared her bones might break. “Stay with me,” he told her, though she needed no prompting. His mother and Janet remained close on their heels as they fled down the aisle with Andrew not far behind them.

When the door of the kirk flew open, Elisabeth watched in horror as the first parishioners who’d reached the street were knocked to the ground by the human tide. Folk surged past, heading uphill toward the Lawn-market, shouting and pushing, any sense of decorum forgotten. Was Parliament Close ablaze? The Luckenbooths? Saint Giles?

A grimy-faced chimney sweep appeared, leaping up and down to be heard. “’Tis not a fire!” the lad cried, his voice hoarse from shouting. “’Tis the Hielanders!”
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