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P R O L O G U E

MAY 1914

NEW YORK

CREEPING THROUGH THE BACK DOOR, LILY DURHAM 

slipped across the black- and- white tiled kitchen and checked the 

hallway before scurrying up the stairs to the main f loor.

Moonlight washed over the parquet walnut f loors that the white- 

tied men and shimmering- gowned women of New York society had 

glided across earlier in the evening. The last bash of the season be-

fore the wealthy retired to their summer homes in Newport had 

been quite a feast for the eyes and ears. No expense was spared to 

bring in the most fashionable delicacies and highly acclaimed musi-

cians on the Eastern Seaboard for a party that reeled in extravagance 

as the epitome of society’s merriment.

And a complete bore compared to the hullabaloo offered in the 

servants’ hall. What girl wouldn’t seize the chance to toss off her 

pinching satin shoes and kick up her heels for an hour of unrestrained 

frivolity?

Lily took off the lacy white maid’s cap and skipped up the sweep-

ing carpeted staircase. Her feet ached after all the running around, 
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but nights like this were worth blistered heels and pinched toes. 

The summer was to bring nothing but hot days and evenings filled 

with boring card games.

She tiptoed down the hall, careful to avoid the squeaky places 

lest someone wake up and demand to know why she was returning 

after all had gone to bed. Sliding into her room, she eased the door 

shut behind her and sighed with relief. Not a soul was wiser to her 

midnight rendezvous.

“I sent you to bed over an hour ago.”

Gaslight f looded the room. Still dressed in her ruby- red silk 

gown and glittering diamond earrings, Mrs. Durham stood as still 

as a marble statue in front of Lily’s vanity.

“Oh, Mother.” Lily f lung the maid’s cap on her feather pillow 

before f louncing down on the bed. “Can’t we talk about this to-

morrow? I feel much better prepared for battle after a good night’s 

sleep.”

“Don’t take that tone with me, young lady. Where have you 

been? And dressed like a housemaid?”

“The servants would have recognized me in a ball gown, and 

those who do know my face were good enough to keep it to them-

selves lest they spoil the fun.”

“If your father had seen you— ”

“Father never notices me unless there’s a chance to snag the latest 

eligible bachelor.” Lily untied the apron she had borrowed from the 

maid’s closet and leaned over to unbuckle the black patent shoes. 

“You can tell him I tried tonight, but Vincent Astor is recently taken, 

and Jakey won’t inherit his trust fund for a number of years.”

“That is it!” Mrs. Durham stamped her dainty foot on the thick, 

white carpet. Her sharp aristocratic nose f lared red. “I have tried and 

tried, but you push us too far. I hoped your debut into proper society 
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two years ago would settle you down to the matter you were intended 

for: making a suitable match. No man will take a girl who laughs too 

much as a wife, and before long they’ll pass you over completely for 

a girl of more tender age.”

“Eighteen is hardly in danger of spinsterhood.”

“Your frivolities will bring nothing but shame on this house.”

The shoe slipped from Lily’s cold hand. This speech had sent a 

quiver through her heart many times before, but tonight something 

was different. The finality in her mother’s voice shot fear straight 

through her.

“Am I really so shameful to you, Mother?”

Mrs. Durham didn’t blink. “Tomorrow Abigail will pack your 

trunks. You’re going to stay with your cousins in Hertfordshire for 

the summer.”

“England?” The coldness reached Lily’s head, pushing in on all 

sides until her thoughts whirled together like a blizzard. What about 

her friends here? What would she tell Robert after he promised to take 

her for a ride in his new Renault? How could she survive in England? 

The English were so cold, so humorless, so bland. Everything that 

sent her tearing in the other direction. “I refuse to go.”

“You do not have a choice.” Her mother picked up the jar of pow-

dered rice on the vanity and puckered her lips with distaste. “And 

know that if you attempt a dramatic confrontation in hopes of per-

suading us otherwise, your allowance will be cut off without another 

cent. Perhaps a few months in England will see you develop a bit of 

self- control.” She put down the jar and dusted her hands clean. “One 

can hope.”

“So that’s it? You’ll just ship me off to be someone else’s prob lem? 

I’ll land on your cousin’s doorstep and say, ‘Surprise! I’m here to live 

with you.’ ”
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“I wrote her over a month ago. They’re expecting you by the end 

of next week.”

“You’ve had this planned for over a month? Was I to wake up one 

morning and suddenly find seagulls f lying outside my stateroom?”

“Your father and I do not need to inform you of every decision 

we think best. One day a husband will handle such responsibilities. 

Until then, you do as we say. We have given you every luxury and 

yet you continue without a responsible thought in that too pretty 

head of yours. Sneaking along dark halls dressed as a common maid.” 

Mrs. Durham, the high society party planner of the season, pressed 

a hand to her mouth, unable to go on.

Standing, Lily walked to her armoire and f lung the door open 

with numb fingers. The bottom board where her rows of shoes ordi-

narily smiled up at her was empty. Abigail had started early. “Thank 

you for letting me know exactly where I stand in this family.” She 

shut the door and laid a hand against the smooth wood. “Perhaps 

you’ll find some small pride for me from a distance. Absence makes 

the heart grow fonder. Or so they say.”

“I shall write to Cousin Hazel when I think it’s time for you to 

come home.” Her mother glided to the door, hand pausing on the 

polished doorknob. “Use this time wisely. It’s for your own good.”

Lily spun and smiled with brittleness pricking her heart. “Shall 

I find a husband while I’m there? A lord, perhaps? That should make 

Father happy.”

“Their gentry is still recovering. It may take a few generations 

for them to regain their power after that last boat of debutantes, like 

Cousin Hazel, rescued them. As much as your father would love to 

have a title in the family, it’s best to wait until you return before we 

consider those prospects.” Mrs. Durham paused, the ice brief ly crack-

ing on her face. “I have tried, Lily.”
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“I know, Mother. But we always seem to try for different things. 

Perhaps one day we’ll get it right.”

The door shut. Lily took a deep breath and turned back to her 

armoire to finish what Abigail had started. If her mother wasn’t shed-

ding a tear, then neither would she.
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C H A P T E R  1

APRIL 1915 

LAGGAN, SCOTLAND

IF ONLY THE SNOBS ON FIFTH AVENUE COULD SEE 

this.

Lily Durham ducked her head back inside the car window, care-

ful to prevent the pheasant feathers on her hat from being crushed 

against the glass. Sprawling green hills, lush woods, and a castle with 

diamond- paned windows and towers spiraling high into the blue 

sky were enough to vanquish any qualms she’d had about leaving 

gentle England for the wilds of Scotland.

“Are you sure this is a hospital? It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“A convalescent home.” Her cousin Elizabeth— Bertie, as she 

corrected Lily at their first meeting almost a year ago— adjusted the 

wire- rimmed glasses on the edge of her nose and f lipped a page from 

the folder in her hand. “Wealthy families are opening their homes 

for the returning soldiers to recuperate without all the steriliza-

tion of an actual hospital. According to our introduction packet, the 

MacGregor estate is the oldest and largest in Lanarkshire County.”

“Does it say anything in there about handsome soldiers?”
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Bertie’s nose disappeared into a paper crease. “Yes, right here. 

There will be at least three to every nurse. No more than fifty pa-

tients at a time to ensure proper attention is awarded each.”

“You put your face any closer to that and you’ll have ink marks 

on your forehead.”

“You asked about the Tommies.”

Lily snatched the papers from Bertie’s hand and stuffed them 

back into the satchel tucked between their feet. “What I want to 

know can’t be found from scribbled statistics.”

Bertie rolled her eyes. “Oh, you mean the color of their eyes, the 

charm of their voice, and whether or not they’d make a good dance 

partner.”

Lily grinned and hooked her arm through Bertie’s. “Precisely. 

And I’m finding the best dancer just for you.”

The barest smile f loated across Bertie’s lips. “You know I can’t 

dance. Don’t make me remind you of what happened at that sur-

prise birthday party you threw for me last summer.”

“The important thing was that you stayed upright. Besides, your 

mother’s couch looks much better with a punch stain on it.”

“She doesn’t think so.” The smile faded from Bertie’s face as they 

rounded the last bend in the drive. Two bandaged men in wheel-

chairs sat under a large, shady oak tree. A nurse bent over one of 

them, tucking a blanket around his remaining leg. “I don’t know 

if any of the men here will be up for dancing. They need quiet and 

fresh air.”

“Sitting in a silent room staring at white walls may heal the 

body, but it doesn’t heal the soul.”

“Don’t let the matron hear you say such scandalous things. They 

don’t like nurses who talk about anything other than proper band-

ages and crutches.”

BeautyAmongRuins_content.indd   8 10/15/20   11:12 AM



BE AUT Y AMONG RUINS

9

“Good thing your Red Cross nurses denied me to join their 

ranks, and yet you dragged me along anyway.”

“I couldn’t stand the thought of leaving without you.” Bertie 

squeezed her arm. “I’m so glad your mother is allowing you to stay 

so long. I thought with the war starting she would demand your im-

mediate return to America, but it’s so dangerous now to be sailing 

out in the open waters with those German U- boats lurking around.”

Lily turned back to the window. The late- afternoon sun shot 

between the trees in a dizzying effect of light and dark, catching 

her thoughts somewhere in between. Her mother had written at 

the end of the summer, asking Cousin Hazel to extend her hospi-

tality in hopes of Lily experiencing more of what the gentle English 

countryside had to offer. But as the gentleness disappeared with the 

declaration of war, Lily allowed herself the smallest hope that her 

parents would demand her return at once. It wasn’t until after she 

had written to tell them of her volunteer work in Scotland that they 

had replied. And it was only to state their relief in knowing she would 

be much safer there than farther south in England.

“You know Mother. She only wants what’s best.” Lily turned back 

to Bertie. “And what’s best is I’m here to help you get into trouble.”

“That’s not why we’re here.”

“Perhaps not, but we do have off days.”

The Renault glided to a stop in front of the thick front doors. 

Bertie grabbed her satchel, stuffed to the brim with folders and 

books on nursing, and vaulted out before the chauffeur could throttle 

down the engine. With a quick f luff to her hair, Lily followed.

Despite New York society’s determination to always appear un-

impressed, she couldn’t help staring in awe at the enormous castle 

that devoured the sky at this close range. Weathered gray walls scal-

ing four stories high stood formidable as giants, harsh and rugged 
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from years of challenging the elements that threatened their stance. 

Rounded towers with conical roofs guarded each corner, with a rec-

tangular tower rising from the middle like a crenellated crown.

“I’ll get lost in a place like this.”

“Needs a good scrubbing.” Having grown up on a sprawling 

English estate complete with Thoroughbred stables and garage 

house, the effect was lost on Bertie. “Then again, Kinclavoch is close 

to four hundred years old.”

“I thought you said this place was called MacGregor.”

“It’s the MacGregors’ estate.” At Lily’s confusion, Bertie sighed. 

“Kinclavoch Castle is home to the family MacGregor and by which 

the lord and master is titled Lord Strathem.”

The British and their stuffy titles.

The massive brass stag head knockers shook as the front door 

swung open. A thick woman in a blue cotton chambray dress, starched 

white apron with a red cross, and prim nurse cap stepped out.

Her close- set eyes swept over them with shrewd appraisal. “I’m 

Matron Strom. Are you my new girls?”

Bertie stepped forward and inclined her head. “How do you do? 

My name is Elizabeth Buchanan, and this is my cousin, Lily Durham.”

Lily f lashed a smile. “It was a long trip, but we’re delighted to 

finally be here.”

Matron Strom raised a sparse eyebrow. “Delighted to spend the 

spring in the glorious Lowlands at this magnificent estate, or de-

lighted to charm your way through the injured and haunted boys 

inside?”

If the woman thought to intimidate her with barbs, she was in 

for an unpleasant surprise. Lily’s mother had given her a lifetime of 

practice. She smiled even brighter. “Whatever I am called upon to do, 

I am at their disposal.”
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“How magnanimous is the American spirit. Mixed with British 

sensibility, it should prove an interesting combination. Get your bags 

and come inside.”

“Might we have a footman to help?” Lily called as Matron Strom 

turned back to the house. “We brought a trunk and a few cases.”

“You were instructed to bring only one suitcase.” The woman’s 

colorless lips pinched at the corners. “Do you always have difficulty 

following instructions?”

Lily bristled. “Of course not, but I could hardly fit my night-

dress in one suitcase. How are we expected to fit an entire change of 

clothes in one?”

“The same as every other girl here.” With a click of her shiny 

black pumps, the matron marched through the door. “Get used to 

lifting things. You’re going to work now.”

“Not very friendly, is she?” Lily took one of the suitcases the 

driver pulled down from the luggage rack and slung it over her shoul-

der. Bending down, she grabbed one handle of the trunk.

Bertie took the other side of the trunk and lifted. “Talking like 

we’re here on a lark doesn’t start us off on the right foot.”

“I know we’re not here for a lark, but we don’t have to keep a sour 

face the whole time either.”

Inside it was difficult to keep anything on her face but awe. 

Gleaming mahogany f loors opened up to a three- story great hall. 

Light filtered through the high- arched windows and scattered over 

the blue- and- gold rug and dark wood furniture. Oil paintings of 

kilted men with swords drawn and storm- ravished moors lined the 

walls. Centuries of masculine strength gazed upon all who dared 

enter, but a cold stillness hung in the air. As if the life were sealed 

behind the beaten stones.

“Ahem.” Matron Strom stood at the bottom of a carved stone 
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staircase. Her broad forehead creased with displeasure. “If you’re 

quite finished ogling the surroundings, I’ll take you to your room 

and then show you to your stations.”

Lily’s lungs strained against her corset as they trudged to the 

top of the fourth f loor. Never in her life had she climbed so many 

stairs. Across the sagging trunk, Bertie’s pink cheeks puffed in and 

out. Matron Strom looked ready for a marathon.

“This way.” She turned left and then down a long maze of hall-

ways and doors. The carpet gave way to bare f loors and walls as the 

air grew closer. Stopping at an unadorned door near the end of the 

hallway, she turned the handle and stepped in. “You’ll find every-

thing you need, and if you do not, then you simply do not need it.”

The narrow room had two metal- frame beds, a small dresser 

with a pitcher and basin, an unvarnished wardrobe, and a high win-

dow framed with yellow muslin curtains. Servants’ quarters.

“Well, this is . . . darling.” Lily set her suitcase down on the 

foot of the bed before testing the mattress with a bounce. “Good 

springs.”

Matron Strom’s eyebrow spiked. “Put your things away neatly. 

I give unannounced inspections, and a failure will earn you bedpan 

duty for a month. You’ll find your uniforms in the wardrobe. I expect 

them clean and without wrinkles at the beginning of each shift.”

Bertie opened the wardrobe and pulled out one of the uniforms. 

Nodding in satisfaction, she glanced back in the closet. “Are we to 

wear our own shoes or are they assigned as well?”

“Funds are limited, which is why you were instructed to bring 

sensible footwear.” Her unblinking brown eyes sliced to Lily. “If the 

pretty silver buckles you brought pinch your feet, don’t complain on 

my time. The men here are our priority, nothing more.”

“Precisely why we’re here.” Bertie laid her uniform across the 
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bed and dropped a hand to Lily’s shoulder as Matron Strom contin-

ued to glare at her. “Both of us.”

“We shall see.” The matron paused in the doorway with one last 

warning. “The castle has a total of one hundred and eight rooms, 

only thirty of which you are allowed in for hospital, sleeping, and 

eating purposes. Stay out of the north wing. It contains the family’s 

personal rooms, and they have requested we respect their privacy. 

Twenty minutes and I expect you properly dressed and downstairs 

ready to work.”

As the door closed with a solid click, Lily pulled out a red vel-

vet pouch holding her silver- handled brush, comb, and hand mirror. 

She peeked in the mirror and frowned at her blotchy cheeks. She’d 

need to summon her stamina if she was to trek those stairs again. 

“I’ve heard Scotland has mystical beasts, but I didn’t expect to battle 

a dragon our first day.”

“She’s one of the most experienced nurses in the country.” Bertie 

shrugged out of her blouse. Knowing they’d be without a lady’s maid, 

she’d insisted on bringing clothes they could dress themselves in. 

“During the Boer War, she bandaged an entire unit using two of her 

petticoats and a horse blanket.”

“You told me the men are here mainly to rest before returning 

home.” Lily slowly pulled the pearl pin from her hat as apprehension 

prickled. “I failed the wrapping course when you signed us up for 

that first aid lesson.”

Bertie slipped the crisp white apron over her head and tied the 

strings at the back. “Well, I passed, so if you have any complications, 

I’m here with you. Unlike the dragon, as you have so fondly dubbed 

Matron Strom, I don’t mind your questions.”

Lily’s anxiety faded as it always did with her cousin’s encour-

agement. Plucking the feathered hat from her head, she tossed it 
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onto the f lat pillow. “Why did you not introduce yourself as Lady 

Elizabeth?”

“Titles don’t matter so much here.”

“Your father won’t agree to that.”

The smile of anticipation Bertie had worn all day slipped. “He’s 

not here.”

Reginald Buchanan was not a man given to easy laughter and 

warm hugs. Though affable and courteous, he had the distinct air 

of being fed with a silver spoon. With his legacy and wealth firmly 

placed on the shoulders of his son and heir, Reggie, he didn’t hold 

much aspiration for Bertie beyond a suitable marriage.

“No, he’s not.” Lily took the nurse cap from the bed and pinned 

it to Bertie’s chestnut hair. The richness of it turned her eyes to warm 

chocolate. “And neither is mine, so let’s not allow them to spoil our 

bit of fun.”

The corners of Bertie’s mouth perked up. “Agreed. Do you mind 

terribly if I slip out early? I’d like to ask Matron Strom about the 

new procedures for facial reconstruction Dr. Gillies is performing.”

“You and I have entirely different definitions of what constitutes 

a good time. Go if you must.”

“Don’t be late.” Bertie fished a moleskin notebook and pencil 

from her satchel and tucked them into her apron pocket. “I’d rather 

not smell you after a month of cleaning bedpans.”

With Bertie gone, Lily quickly slipped out of her satin blouse and 

burgundy skirt and wriggled into the plain uniform. The scratchy 

material caught against her silk chemise and smelled of bleach.

“No wonder she’s such a dragon. Wearing this all day.” She 

pinched the blousy material around the ill- defining waistline. “Good 

thing Mother warned me away from finding a rich Englishman, 

though I don’t know a man who could resist this look.”
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Not that there were many lords left to pick from. Nor magis-

trates, doctors, or dockworkers as all the men of eligible age and 

decent health had marched off to fight the German army. Thank 

goodness America had the sense to stay out of it.

Cinching her apron to give a little more shape to the unflattering 

dress, she grabbed her cap and skipped out the door. A few left turns 

and three identical hallways later, she had not a clue where she was.

“Where is that painting of the horses?” She looked up and down 

the hall and frowned. “Or were they cows?”

The paneled oak walls stood unadorned and silent on the where-

abouts of their artwork. Unlike the shined floor downstairs, the wood 

boards here were scuffed. The alcoves were bare of antique furni-

ture. Stillness clung to the air. As if the breath were cut off.

“And no wonder.” Grabbing the dark- blue damask drapes, Lily 

peeled the heavy material back from the window. Dust motes 

swarmed the air, angry at the disturbance of their untouched folds.

“Ack.” Lily batted a hand in front of her face to ward off the dust 

storming in her nose. Using the corner of her starched apron, she 

scrubbed a hole through the grime to the windowpane beneath. The 

sunlight beyond skipped over sprawling green grounds and a wind-

ing river.

She inched closer to the window. Mountains— no, crags they 

called them here— rose in the distance above sweeping fields of 

purple f lowers. Twice a week she’d taken strolls in New York’s only 

claim to greenery, but Central Park was a laughable speck compared 

to this. Her eyes drifted down to the manicured lawn surrounding a 

freshly painted paddock fence. At least the horses had a nicely cared 

for home.

“Are you lost?”

Lily jumped, banging her forehead on the glass. She spun around 
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to find a man with the most striking cerulean eyes boring into her. 

He was tall with burnished wavy hair combed to the side without a 

hint of fashionable pomade, and an angular jaw bristling with a full 

day’s growth of whiskers. He held a light wood cane next to his left 

leg. A black- and- white border collie sat on his right side.

Lily rubbed her throbbing forehead. “I didn’t hear you be-

hind me.”

“Clearly.” The soft burr of his deep voice reverberated in the 

heavy air. “Are you lost?”

“Lost in the dust.” She smiled as dust swirled around her head 

again. “Must be the maid’s year off.”

“Here to replace her, are you?”

“Replace?” Lily’s laughter bounced around the empty hall and 

skidded to a halt on the straight line of his mouth. “Heavens, no. I 

wouldn’t know the first thing about cleaning drapery. I’m a nurse, or 

at least I took training to be one, though I won’t claim expertise in 

that either.”

A long, blunt finger tapped against the top of his cane. “Are all 

Americans so modest?”

She refused to let the man’s cool tone ruff le her. Those unblink-

ing eyes were another issue. She turned her smile to the dog hap-

pily wagging his tail. “I was looking for the main stair and seem to 

have taken a wrong turn somewhere between the Rembrandt and 

a deer head, though which one I couldn’t tell you. After the fourth 

set of mounted antlers I lost count. Wouldn’t happen to have a map 

would you?”

“No.”

How about a sense of humor? Leaving the stoic English behind, 

she had hoped their neighbors to the north would know how to 

crack a laugh. Apparently the stiff upper lip ran the length of the 
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island. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I need to find the main hall before 

that dragon hunts me down.”

“Matron Strom.”

“I’d steer clear of her if I were you. I was sure I saw smoke curling 

out from behind her ears.”

“I’ve never noticed this curling smoke. Mayhap it’s you who 

provokes it.”

“Absolutely not. But honestly, how can one pack her entire be-

longings for an indefinite trip into one tiny suitcase?”

“She has her rules.” He tapped the top of his cane. “Like the one 

to keep out of the family’s private wing.”

“Is that where I am?” Running a hand down the damask drape, 

Lily f luffed it to pool in gentle folds on the f loor. Though old and 

worn, craftsmanship winked in the silk threads. “Not a surprise. I 

always end up exactly where I’m not supposed to be.”

“I find that hard to believe. You seem at ease here. Stirring up 

dust and opening windows that were clearly closed for a reason.”

“No doubt to cover up the bareness of this wing.”

He moved closer, the tops of his shoes crossing into the light from 

the window. “Or the family wishes to keep their property private.”

“More like forgotten. From the layers of dust and unvarnished 

f loors, I’d say they abandoned this place long ago.”

“There is a difference between abandonment and keeping it 

from the public’s eye. A line I wouldn’t expect an American to 

acknowledge.”

Lily bristled. “Yes, we prefer to barge in unannounced. Oh wait, 

that’s a trait we seem to share with you. For such a private space, 

might I inquire why you’re creeping around up here? And don’t tell 

me you’re lost too. You hardly look the type of man not to know 

precisely where he’s going.”
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Square of shoulder and thick of chest tapering to a trim waist, 

he wore dark pants tucked into boots and a white linen shirt with the 

sleeves rolled back to expose tan forearms. A vitality, consequential 

of a life spent outdoors, exuded with each breath he took. Not the 

whimpering manner of a man accustomed to skulking in unfamiliar 

dark passages.

“I do know where I am at all times. Unlike yourself.”

Leaning forward, he took the edge of the drape where Lily had 

let go. Sunlight spilled across his face, highlighting the straight nose 

and full curve of his bottom lip that had yet to ease into any expres-

sion resembling pleasantness. How did he manage to own the most 

mesmerizing shade of eyes without any trace of warmth in their clear 

depths?

Her palms prickled. What kind of man cornered a woman in a 

dark hallway? The kind who deserved a poke in the eye, that’s who. 

Why hadn’t she kept her hatpin? She f licked a glance down to his left 

leg. Her silver- buckle shoes could whack a kneecap hard enough for 

an escape. She eased her foot up.

“Down that hall, two lefts, another short hall, and a right.” He 

yanked the curtain closed, shadowing himself once more. “If I were 

you, I’d hurry. Matron Strom has a rather useful job to keep nurses 

from running late more than once.”

He limped away, his cane thwacking against the floor in measured 

strides.

“Um, thank you,” Lily called to his retreating back. Incorrigible, 

ill- mannered, and with the humor of a brick wall, he was the last kind 

of man she’d dreamed of meeting in a darkened corridor. At least he’d 

given her directions back to the main hall, where she didn’t lose her 

way once.

Her elation at not taking a wrong turn turned to dismay as she 
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hurried down the last f light of steps. The dragon stood still as a statue 

with her hands behind her back at the bottom of the stairs. “You may 

as well stop hiding up there and come down. I heard those silver 

buckles jangling.”

“I wasn’t hiding.” Lily kept her chin up as she hurried down the 

steps and met the matron’s withering glare with all the dignity her 

social- climbing mother had instilled in her. “I took a wrong turn, 

actually a few wrong turns. I apologize for the inconvenience, but I 

can now begin my duties.”

“Oh, can you? How delightful.”

“Mrs. Strom, I realize— ”

“Matron.”

Lily took a deep breath to suppress an eye roll. The working class 

certainly never tired of throwing around titles when they had one to 

use. “Matron Strom. We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, but let me 

assure you that— ”

“The only assurance I need from you is that you can follow or-

ders. My orders and not any fuzzy little ones that come into that 

pretty head of yours.” Her chin notched up, the light catching on 

three short gray hairs perched there like dying f lower stems. “We’re 

not in America anymore where you may do as you please.”

“Obviously you’ve never met my mother or her iron fist.”

“Until such a blessed introduction I have a special job for you.” 

The gray hairs bounced as a tiny smile cracked the woman’s lips. She 

pulled a clean bedpan from behind her back. “One month of scrub-

bing these should keep you on time in future.”

Lily grasped the pan and turned it over. A groan stretched up her 

throat. How on earth did one go about cleaning such an accessory?

“Mayhap her sentence could be shortened on my account, 

Matron.”

BeautyAmongRuins_content.indd   19 10/15/20   11:12 AM



J’NELL CIES IEL S KI

20

Lily craned her neck up as the deep burr filled the hall. The 

gentleman from the shadows peered down from the landing. Even 

from a three- story distance, his cool stare was enough to rankle her. 

“Thank you, sir, but I don’t need your intrusion.”

One dark eyebrow lifted. “And here I thought you were the in-

truder upon my dusty old drapes.”

“Your drapes?”

Matron Strom stepped in front of Lily. “Lord Strathem, my deep-

est apologies. The girl is new and won’t bother you again.”

Lily’s mouth fell open. Lord? Of all the people to insult, it had to 

be the one under whose roof she would be residing.

“She was quick to inform me of my shortcomings as caretaker. 

Something I shall have to remedy in my spare time.” With a slight 

nod, he disappeared.

Lily’s fingers curled over the lip of the pot, her nails straining 

against the porcelain. “Is he always so pleasant?”

Matron Strom snapped back to her. “Lord Strathem is a gracious 

host as long as we stay out of his way— which you have managed not 

to do in less than an hour since arriving. That earns you an extra 

week of scrubbing duty. Get started.”

Turning on her heel, the matron marched across the main hall 

without a backward glance. “Stay out of the north wing, princess.”

“Not to worry,” Lily muttered. “The last thing I want is to see 

that man again. And that’s saying something when I have a bedpan 

in my hands.”
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C H A P T E R  2

“MY ANSWER IS NO. AS IT WAS LAST MONTH, AS IT 

was last year, and as it was six years ago.” Alec MacGregor brought 

his fist down on top of the antique walnut desk, smashing the rag 

newspaper’s headline, “The Dying Class of the Masters and Their 

Fading Palaces of Old.” “Kinclavoch is not for sale.”

Unperturbed, Richard Wright stared at him from the other side 

of the desk. “I’m offering you double from last year. This estate can-

not continue its expenses as if it were still the golden days when 

landowners held all the power.”

“Don’t talk to me about expenses as if you know what a house 

like this requires.” Robert the Bruce, Alec’s border collie, growled at 

his feet.

“I know it requires income you do not have and servants whose 

numbers are decimated after running away to fight the war.”

Alec curled his fingers into the hackles raised on Bruce’s neck. 

“They did not run away. They proudly signed up to fight for their 

country and with my blessing.”

Wright’s narrow eyes slid to Alec’s cane resting against the desk. 

“Of course, but the fact remains that Kinclavoch is struggling and 

I’d like to help.”

“Like you helped the Duke of Monroe and the Sinclairs? You 
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turned Willowick House into a hotel for rich Americans and tour-

ists from the Continent and dug up Lord Duncan’s prized hunting 

grounds for coal excavation. Macbeth himself is said to have hunted 

stag and grouse there while he was High King of Scotland.”

Wright shrugged and traced the sole of his expensive shoe with 

one long finger. “They signed of their own accord. I merely turned 

foundering estates into modern- day profits. I’m certain Macbeth 

would understand.”

“Is that what you’ll do here? Dismiss the servants, kick out the 

tenants, and till up the earth to erect iron monstrosities that clog 

the air with black smoke?”

“I’m a businessman not a philanthropist.”

The urge to pick Wright up by his lapels and hurl him through 

the window shook down Alec’s arms. He crossed them over his 

chest to maintain control. “I believe business should be conducted 

for the betterment of the people.”

“As do I, but where you will hold on to the last thread of this 

outdated lifestyle, I will sever it to start over fresh. It may hurt in 

the beginning, but in the end it’s for the best.”

To sever Alec from his beloved homeland was akin to severing 

bones from his body. “These lands have been in my family for five 

hundred years— given to the MacGregors by James IV when we helped 

quell civil unrest with the English before his marriage to Margaret 

Tudor. I will not be the man to let it slip between my fingers.”

“It slipped before you ever took the reins.”

Wright’s words gutted him like a knife in an old wound. Six 

years ago Alec’s father died and left him a legacy of debts— gambling, 

women, bad investments, lavish purchases. Old Man MacGregor 

was enthralled with living beyond his means and left his family to 

suffer the consequences.
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Pain seeped into Alec’s left knee. Standing, he turned to the win-

dow before Wright saw his grimace. The most unbending news-

paper owner in London, the man was known for seizing the weak 

by their necks and wringing until he got what he wanted. After 

snapping up the stale London Herald and turning it into the most 

read rag in the country, the man set to expand his empire by buying 

up old family homes. For some reason Kinclavoch was on the top 

of his list.

The pain wrapped around Alec’s knee and squeezed. He pressed 

his palms f lat on the windowsill to keep from reaching down to mas-

sage the muscle as it cramped up his thigh. “There are families who 

have worked this land for generations. The men are expecting to 

come back to jobs once the war is over. They are my responsibility.”

“A bleeding heart only drags you down.”

Alec turned, perching a hip against the windowsill to take the 

pressure off his bad leg. “A condition you’ve never suffered from.”

“You don’t get to my position by making easy choices, and you 

certainly don’t stay at the top by considering every unfortunate be-

neath you. This is business, plain and simple.”

“It’s not to me.”

“If you’ll forgive the expression, that is your misfortune.”

“So you keep reminding me.”

“Only in hopes that you will one day soon see reason and sell.” 

Wright tilted his head to the framed picture of Edwina MacGregor, 

Alec’s mother, hanging between the two massive bookshelves. “If not 

for yourself, then think of your mother and sister. Accept my offer, 

and they can continue the lifestyle to which they are accustomed. 

They should not suffer because of your pride when the bills roll in 

and the debt collectors pound at your door.”

“I’ll thank you to leave my mother and sister out of this.”
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The door creaked open. Alec’s stocky, kilted butler pushed into 

the room carrying a tray laden with tea and biscuits.

“You’re a wee late, Guthrie,” Alec said, relieved at his unusual 

promptness. “Mr. Wright was just leaving.”

Wright unfolded his long body from the wingback chair, a tight 

smile playing on his thin lips as he glanced down at the now smudged 

headline of his paper on Alec’s desk. “You have my card should you 

change your mind.”

Alec couldn’t stop the delighted curl of his lip. “Actually, we ran 

out of kindling last month. It came in handy. Along with the rag 

you print and call news.”

“At least they didn’t go unused.” Reaching into the inner breast 

pocket of his immaculately cut Italian wool jacket, Wright pulled 

out a new stack of cards and handed one to Alec. “In case you need 

more kindling.”

Alec took the card and tapped it against his palm. As soon as the 

fire was made in the morning, he’d add it to the pile. “Good day to 

you, Mr. Wright.”

“A pleasure as always, Lord Strathem.”

As the door closed Guthrie shifted back and forth with irritation. 

The tray balanced precariously in his hands. “Ye’ll be wanting this 

or no?”

Alec’s stomach curdled as the aromatic steam curling from 

the white teapot wafted around the room. “Do you have nothing 

stronger?”

Shaking his head, Guthrie placed the silver tray on the desk. 

“Only the boozers drink while the sun still shines.”

“I’m sure it’s nightfall somewhere in the world.”

“Aye, but it ain’t here. I can have Mrs. Moore brew some black 

coffee while we wait, if that’s what ye be wanting.”
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Alec scrubbed a hand over his face. No beverage could fix what 

ailed him. Unless it carried a few thousand- pound banknotes.

“He badgering ye again?” Guthrie pulled a f lask from his leather 

sporran and poured two drams of golden uisge into one of the tea-

cups. After swirling the whisky around he tipped back and downed 

the contents in one gulp. “Think he would’ve learned by now.”

“Thought we were waiting until nightfall.”

Not bothering with the pretense of tea this round, Guthrie tipped 

his f lask to his lips and gulped down another dram. “Ye’re waiting. 

I’m an auld man who doesna have many years left.”

Wright’s card weighed like a brick in Alec’s hand. Its cool surface 

and sharp corners a perfect representation of the man. And a perfect 

reminder of the pride that would drive the Lord of Strathem to the 

grave. “He’s relentless.”

“ ’Tis not right turning folks out o’ their homes what’s been there 

fae hundreds o’ years. Some lands even been given tae them by the 

Bruce.”

At the mention of his namesake, Bruce’s black ears perked up. 

Alec grabbed a biscuit from the tray and tossed it to him. “As detest-

able as it is, it’s perfectly legal for them to sign away their property.”

“They’re weak.” Guthrie jabbed a stout finger in Alec’s direction. 

A fierce light ignited in his dark eyes. “They’re no ye.”

Alec turned back to the window. The view of mythical rowan 

trees and rolling green bens under a wild, open sky did little to ease 

the frustration gnawing his insides. How much easier it would be to 

sign over his problems. Never to have to sell another painting or 

piece of heirloom furniture or his grandmother’s pearls to keep the 

debt collectors off his front step for one more month.

That American woman’s accusation of abandonment rattled in 

his head. Hiding, bah. Wealthy socialites with the world at their feet 
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could never understand the gossip dragging behind him like a ball and 

chain. He’d done his best to shield his sister and mother, but there 

was only so much protection he could provide within these cold walls.

At least he’d managed to keep the stables in working order after 

the army confiscated his entire stock. All but two suffering from 

colic. His gaze drifted over the freshly painted white walls, the 

weather vane drifting back and forth on the eastern breeze, the neatly 

stacked hay bales waiting to be shoveled into the stalls. The trail of 

loose hay zigzagging across the yard.

Alec frowned. He’d raked the yard himself only that morning. 

“Have you been out to the stables this morning?”

“No. Something amiss?”

Opening the lower desk drawer, Alec pulled out his ivory- handled 

pistol and checked the shot. He grabbed his cane and headed for the 

door. “Probably nothing.”

a
“If I ever see my lady’s maid again, I owe her a lengthy apology.” Lily 

added the freshly scrubbed pot to the growing stack. “If I can look 

her in the eye after this.”

At least she’d found a good use for her dancing gloves. Peeling 

off the elbow- length black satin gloves, she rocked back on her heels 

and pressed a hand to her aching back.

She’d spent all morning of her second day at the castle on her 

knees, emptying, draining, scrubbing, and drying bedpans. Much to 

the amusement of the other nurses in their pristine caps and aprons, 

their pinched noses high in the air as they strolled by, pushing the 

wounded patients in their wheelchairs. Under their f luffy white band-

ages the men burned bright pink with embarrassment and murmured 
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their apologies for creating such a task for her. As soon as Matron 

learned of the sighted indignity, she ordered Lily around the back of 

the house and safely out of view— and stench— of the men.

She did her best to laugh at her new circumstances despite the 

gouge to her pride. But she’d never been told she was too undig-

nified for polite company before. Then again, she was in the land of 

stuffed shirts.

“Of course it’s you.”

Lily stiffened as a large shadow loomed over her. Speaking of 

stuffed shirts, the lord and master himself. “Yes, it’s me, and I’ll thank 

you to let me get on without distraction.”

“You’re making a mess out of my yard.”

“A mess? Hardly. My dressing table looks worse after a long night 

at the theater.” She glanced at the discarded hay scattered around 

before turning to him. And screamed. “Good gracious! Is it really 

worth shooting me?”

Surprise f litted across his face as her words ended on a cracking 

sob. His dog whined next to him. “I’m not going to shoot you.”

Terror pounding in her heart, Lily threw her hands up in front of 

her. “Then what are you doing with that?”

“I thought you were the conies ransacking my hay again.” He 

shoved the pistol into his waistband and gestured to the piles of dirty 

hay. “Easy mistake.”

Lily clutched her throat, her eyes wide in search of the beasts. 

“Conies. What is that? A rabid animal? Matron Strom never warned 

of those when she sent me out here. Unless she thought these would 

protect me.” She nudged the bedpans with her toe.

“I doubt you need protection against rabbits.”

Relief swelled. Her eyes dropped to the gleaming ivory handle 

sticking out from his trousers. “You were going to shoot rabbits?”
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“They’re a menace to my crops and take all the hay from the 

horses. On the upside they make a fine meal. And they give Brucey a 

braw chase.” He ruff led the top of the dog’s head.

“You kill them for eating your food, then eat them for supper. 

The irony.”

“Aye, you’re in Scotland now. Nothing goes to waste.”

So that’s where his sense of humor went. Just a by- product of his 

country. Pushing slowly to her feet, her sleeping legs buckled. Lord 

Strathem leaped forward and caught her around the waist. Her face 

smashed into his chest.

“I know you’re a city lass, but rabbits are hardly enough reason 

to leap into my arms in broad daylight.”

The masculine scent of fresh- washed cotton, soap, and outdoors 

drifted into her throbbing nose. Looking up, she caught a f licker be-

hind his brilliant blue eyes. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think that 

was an attempt at a joke.”

“Poorly executed.”

“The important thing is that you tried. Next time add a smile. 

It’ll make you so much more pleasant to look at. That, and don’t stand 

next to a pile of bedpans. It diminishes the effect.”

The corner of his mouth pulled up. Like the tiniest crack in a 

mountain. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The strong arms wrapped around her f lexed. Dressed in dark 

trousers, a deep- blue vest, and crisp white shirt with the cuffs rolled 

back to expose muscled forearms, he was the picture of a country 

gentleman. Handsome in a formidable, ready- to- shoot- something- at- 

any- moment sort of way. The pins and needles from her legs tingled 

up her spine. She quickly pushed away before they went to her head.

“Do you always carry a gun when walking around your house?”

“Not of late.” He reached down and picked up the cane he had 
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dropped when lunging for her. “I was told that with delicate ladies 

coming from soft London it might be prudent to tuck it away.”

“I suppose with such restrictions your cane comes in handy.” As 

soon as the words left her lips, she wished she had the dexterity to 

kick herself. “I’m sorry. Sometimes my mouth moves faster than my 

ability to stop it.”

Deep, intricate carvings f lashed as he twirled the cane. “Not the 

first time your aff liction has surfaced. At our last meeting you called 

me a shut- in.”

Her embarrassment burned deeper. “I’m sorry about that too. I 

never would have said it if— ”

“If you’d known who you were talking to? Nurse Durham, if 

there— ”

“Aide Durham, but I prefer Lily.”

“All the others are called nurse.”

“All the others passed the nursing course.”

His burnished eyebrows f lickered in brief surprise before dis-

missing the sensation. “If there is something you have to say, I want 

to hear the unvarnished truth.” The cane spun to a stop, his fingers 

curling over the top. “I detest lies hidden behind good breeding and 

polite smiles.”

“However do you navigate social circles?”

“I don’t.”

Lily laughed as she imagined him sulking in a corner like a child 

forced to sit quietly at church. Bruce yipped as if  joining her joke and 

trotted over to rub his head under her hand. “Yes, your charming cha-

risma would overwhelm those faint hearts that swarm drawing rooms.”

“Precisely why I hide behind my drawn, dusty drapes.”

“Oh my. Two jokes in one day. Pace yourself, sir, or I’ll begin to 

think you have a sense of humor buried deep inside after all.”
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He shook his head, sparking russet in the dark curls. “I’ve been 

accused of many things, but never a sense of humor.”

“Every person has one. Just takes the right time and thing to coax 

it out. Venture beyond your drapes more often and it’ll get easier. Or 

better still, keep them open.”

His head dropped to study the cane in his hand. Muscles f lexed 

in his forearm. “ ’Tis not so simple.”

“I never believe people when they say that. Situations are simple. 

It’s the people who twist them up.”

“I believe it’s circumstances that warp people.”

“What circumstance brought the lord of the manor to close his 

windows and allow dust to settle on the bare f loors?”

“We have a war on. Times are tough, or have the papers not 

reached across the pond yet?”

“I don’t know what they’re reading back home. I’ve been in 

England for the past year visiting my mother’s cousin’s family.”

His head jerked up, eyebrows pulled together. “Why have they 

not demanded you return to the States where you’re not at war?”

Because they don’t want me. Bruce whined, drawing her fingers to 

the spot between his ears. “They feel it’s safer for me to remain on 

solid land with the U- boat attacks threatening the coasts. Besides, the 

war will be over by Christmas.”

“That’s what they said last year.”

“Well, I’ll keep my fingers crossed.”

He snorted. “You Yanks and your eternal optimism.”

“Do you have something against it?”

“Not against, simply no use for it.”

“That’s an awfully dreary sentiment, but I suppose I should ex-

pect nothing less in the land of eternal rain and gloom.”

As if her words pricked the heavens’ ears, the gray clouds gath-
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ering on the horizon rolled closer with an ominous growl. Wet earth 

prickled her nose.

His gaze tilted up to the sky, a slow curl pulling at his lips. “Don’t 

insult the national weather, lass. We Scots take great pride in the 

bleakness.”

She met his eyes, clear and blue as the morning sky. “Ah, that’s 

it. It’s your national pride to blame for those drapes.”

“Here you are. I was beginning to wonder if you’d run off.” 

Esther Hartley. Tall and all limbs, with raven hair and skin as pale as 

bone china, glided over the yard like a cat. “Matron Strom needs you 

to finish here and come to the kitchen.”

Lily sighed. “New shipment of potatoes?”

A perfectly placed smile of compassion slipped across Esther’s 

lips. “I daresay.” Her liquid dark eyes slid to Lord Strathem. “Hello, 

Alec. Out to check on your horses? I hope you don’t mind that I gave 

Appin an extra brushing this morning. I find it soothing before the 

house wakes and daily routines begin.”

Her daily routine of clipboard holding. Nurse Hartley had per-

fected the art of keeping busy without actually doing anything. 

Elegant and polite, she reminded Lily of the dozens of high society 

girls swarming the New York ballrooms each year. Each told she was 

the belle of the ball her entire life until she collided with other belles. 

One would think such an encounter would knock the wind out of 

their satin petticoats, but it only seemed to spur them on in the cut-

throat pursuit of society’s pinnacle.

If they only knew how boring their silly little games were.

“Is something the matter, Aide Durham?” Esther’s tone was 

smooth as honey, but her eyes f lared with annoyance.

Lily swallowed her laugh. “Of course not. I’m only happy to hear 

that the horses receive as much attention as the wounded men inside.”
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A snort rippled in Lord Strathem’s throat, which he immediately 

cleared. “Aye, I do appreciate the thought, Miss Hartley, but your help 

is needed inside. Don’t let me keep you from it.”

“It’s no trouble,” Esther said. “Perhaps on my next afternoon off 

we can give them a good stretch of the legs on the moor.”

Lord Strathem shifted his weight, leaning on the cane. His fin-

gers tapped the top. “I prefer to run them myself.”

Esther’s smile didn’t falter despite the not- so- subtle hint. “Of 

course. Aide Durham, the kitchen, if you please.”

When would these British girls learn that long gone were the 

days of acting like queens shouting orders from their thrones? If they 

cared to remember their history lessons, they’d find the last time an 

English throne dared to order about an American they got into a 

war. And lost.

“Tell the Matron I will come as soon as I finish here,” Lily said in 

her best imitation of her mother before the servants. “Oh, and would 

you mind taking this clean stack back inside? Matron wanted them 

returned right away, and I don’t want to track my muddy feet across 

the f loors.”

Esther’s lips shook from the strain of smiling. “She won’t like 

it, but I’ll tell her.” Draping her apron over her hands and arms, she 

gingerly gathered the pans into her arms. Scrubbed squeaky clean, 

the porcelain basins still caused her nose to wrinkle. “And hurry. The 

men will need their lunches soon. Goodbye for now, Alec.”

“Miss Hartley.”

As Esther’s skirts swished back to the house, Lily sighed and pat-

ted Bruce on the head one last time before tugging her dirty gloves 

back on. “As much as I hate to admit it, I do have to get back to clean-

ing these. Strange how when I thought of spending a quiet time in 

the genteel English countryside I never envisioned”— she gestured to 
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the bedpans spread out before her like a carpet— “well, this. But I did 

find a use for my gloves, so that’s something.”

“Your optimism astounds me.”

“At least something does. I’d hate to see you go through life 

without a spot of excitement, even at the expense of my once lovely 

gloves.”

He eyed the dainty accessories covering her from fingertip to 

elbow. “Did no one tell you dancing gloves were unneeded up here?”

Lily smoothed the edges of the satiny material over her arms 

until there wasn’t a ripple left. She wasn’t bowing to a waltz, but old 

habits were hard to break. “Maybe.”

“And you chose not to listen.”

Turning her back on his patronizing tone, she rammed her fin-

gers together, snugging the gloves into place with more force than 

necessary. “Maybe.”

“Women and their frivolities.”

Sinking to the ground, she grabbed a fistful of hay. “Do you not 

have someone else to antagonize? Or shoot?”

“As a matter of fact I do.” Tipping his cane in salute, he started back 

to the house. Clouds rumbled closer. “Rain’s coming. You don’t want 

to be caught out here when it breaks.”

“Your concern is noted.” How could he dance on the verge of 

charming one minute before leaping straight to boorish the next? For 

a man with a cane, he certainly was nimble.

Movement f lickered from a third- story window. A pale woman 

dressed in black stared down at her. Lily smiled and offered a small 

wave. The woman’s slender hands grasped the heavy drapes on ei-

ther side of the window and slowly pulled them shut.

Chills prickled Lily’s arms.
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C H A P T E R  3

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

Lily’s fingers fumbled with the ends of the linen as she double 

knotted them and Matron Strom stomped to a halt next to her. 

Lily greeted her with a self- satisfied smile. “Rebandaging Lieutenant 

Portely’s leg, as you instructed.”

“I instructed you to take Lieutenant Portely’s temperature and 

bandage Lieutenant Porcher’s leg.”

Lily’s smile fell. “Oh.” She looked back at Lieutenant Portely. 

“Whyever did you let me rebandage your leg when it was a temper-

ature check you required?”

“How often does a fellow get such a pretty girl fussing over him? 

After a year in a filthy trench with hundreds of smelly men, I’ll have 

my leg wrapped all day just to have you come over and smile at me.” 

He grinned and tossed her an unabashed wink.

“Mr. Portely, you are too terrible for words.”

“It worked, didn’t it?”

“I suppose it did.” She laughed and patted him on the knee. 

Rising from the chair, she met Matron Strom’s glare with what she 

hoped was her most conciliatory look. “I apologize for misunder-

standing, but their names are awfully similar.” Matron didn’t blink. 
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The woman could outstare a mirror. “I’ll see to Lieutenant Porcher’s 

leg now.”

“Nurse Hartley is attending him, but there is an insurmountable 

pile of bed linens in the music room in dire need of folding. I believe 

your fine hands are up to the task.”

Across the room Esther bent over Lieutenant Porcher with a soft 

smile on her lips. Sunlight streamed through the large window next 

to the bed, bathing her pristine apron in dazzling light. She blinked 

up at Lily, raking her with a delighted smirk.

Lily threw her shoulders back. “I’ll get right to it.” She walked 

away, muttering under her breath. “And I won’t need a stream of 

sunlight to make that laundry stack spectacular.”

Nearly two hours later she wasn’t feeling anything close to spec-

tacular, but she had managed to make a dent in the mountain of 

freshly washed sheets and blankets.

“If  becoming New York’s social planner doesn’t work out after the 

war, you can always put your newfound talents to domestic work.”

Lily lobbed a satin pillowcase across the table at her cousin. Bertie 

had walked in looking for scissors, but Lily had cajoled her into keep-

ing her company. “Only if Nurse Hartley doesn’t beat me to it. She 

could dance a cotillion all night, then skip down to the scullery for 

potato peeling. No doubt the skins would fall to the f loor in perfect 

curls.”

Bertie scoffed. “She tries too hard. All the nouveau riche do.”

Lily’s fingers stilled over a f lower- embroidered top sheet. The 

unfamiliar sentiment of doubt niggled at the back of her mind. “Is 

that what you think of me? That I’m trying too hard?”

“All Americans are new money, so we forgive certain behaviors, 

but she’s English. Trying to oil her way past the class boundaries is 

vulgar.”
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“The English don’t appreciate people trying to better themselves?”

“Of course we do, as long as it’s within their own station.”

Lily snorted. “And here I thought the Astors held the corner on 

snobbery.”

Bertie looked up, pushing her spectacles back on her nose. “Who?”

“Oh, just another simple family daring to scale the social ladder. 

I think they stand a good chance of making it.”

“Americans have their own way of climbing the ladder, and so do 

we. Nurse Hartley is attempting the tried- and- true method of mar-

riage to none other than our host.”

“Lord Strathem?” Lily grabbed a blanket and shook the creases 

out. “I doubt a pile of bored rocks would want to marry him.”

“If they wanted a title and estate they would.”

Titles, land, money. Growing up as Philip and Mary Durham’s 

only daughter, she had wanted for nothing. Gowns, jewels, furs, balls, 

and rubbing shoulders with the East Coast’s finest families was a 

simple Saturday night in her glittering world. But it was a gilded cage. 

One that dictated her every move, word, and dance partner.

With her own eyes she had witnessed that once the suitable 

matches were made and the dowry secured, the pretense of love van-

ished like a dream. Unlike her parents, she wanted to stand in the 

same room as her husband without growing a headache.

She grabbed a pillowcase and snapped it in the air. “What about 

love, attraction? Does that mean nothing in a marriage?”

“Perhaps to a modernist like you.” Bertie’s brown eyes twinkled 

with magnified mischief behind her glasses. “Brilliant blue eyes and 

wide shoulders like the set on Alec MacGregor don’t hurt either.”

Lily poked her finger in each corner of the case so they stuck right 

side out. “I don’t recall saying anything about his shoulders or that 

his eyes are brilliant. Your glasses must have been smudged.”

BeautyAmongRuins_content.indd   36 10/15/20   11:12 AM



BE AUT Y AMONG RUINS

37

“Brilliant or not, he certainly knows how to maintain a sense of 

mystery.”

“Unsociable is more accurate.” Yet he offered his guests the plush 

couches, oriental rugs, and warm fires while resigning himself to 

dusty drapes and drafty hallways. Weren’t fine lords supposed to 

wear ermine and order their servants to perform menial tasks?

Lily fingered the cotton seam. “Do you know anything more 

about him? What kind of man opens his home to strangers all the 

way up here in the Highlands and then refuses to mingle with them?”

“We’re in the Lowlands. Did you not study that map I gave 

you?”

“Was it in the packet of papers you shoved under my nose?”

Bertie sighed. “The MacGregor family is one of the oldest names 

in Scotland. The seventh lord was said to be a great art collector, 

and the current Lord Strathem has an eye for horsef lesh. Beyond 

that . . . you can ask him the next time he catches you doing some-

thing you’re not supposed to. Which, knowing you, will not be that 

long in waiting.”

“Come with me next time. It’ll do you good to take a wrong turn 

once in a while.”

“Then who would be left to steer you back in the right direction? 

Or in our case, to the storage cabinets.” Bertie picked up her finished 

stack and piled them into Lily’s arms.

Tucking the precarious tower under her chin, Lily crossed the 

parquet f loor to the armoire that once held leather- bound folders 

filled with sheet music. Chopin, Beethoven, Mozart. The maestros 

had been cleared out in favor of storage space, much like the room 

itself. The blue- watered damask walls were hidden behind rows of 

f luffy white towels, rolled bandages, blankets, blue pajamas, carbolic 

lotion, and Lysol swabs. A piano, pushed into the corner and draped 
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with a thick white cloth, was the only reminder of what this beautiful 

room once represented.

Lily nudged open the armoire door and frowned. “There were 

seven blankets in here last night. Now there are only five.”

“Perhaps they’re in use. The Scottish morning air brings a chill 

to the men’s bones.”

“No, they were all collected for washing.” Perching the folded 

sheets on her hip, Lily wiggled her hand between the stack of towels 

on the top shelf and reached far back in hopes the blankets were 

squished behind them. “Whew. That cedar smell is getting strong 

again. I need to refill those lavender sachets before— ” Her fingers 

brushed something soft and warm. “What on earth is— Ahh!”

A mouse shot out as Lily stumbled backward, dropping the 

sheets. The mouse jumped to the f loor and scurried under the door 

leading to the hallway.

Bertie rushed over, grabbing tumbled sheets from the f loor. “Dis-

gusting creature. Do you suppose he’s eaten the blankets?”

“Highly doubtful he could have a full stomach and jump like 

that.” Pressing a hand to her stomach, Lily took several deep breaths 

to bring it back down to its proper place after leaping into her throat. 

By golly if she was going to let a furry little squeaker cower her like 

a child. She marched to the door.

Bertie clutched the tangle of sheets to her chest. “Don’t go out 

there. He’s probably waiting on the other side of the door.”

“I’m not giving that creature the opportunity to sneak its way 

up to our room to make a nest out of my pillow. His reign of terror 

ends today.”

Without the first clue of what to do once said terror was found, 

Lily wrenched open the door and stepped into the hallway. To the 

left, voices sounded from the library- turned- recreation room with 
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accusations of cheating at a game of table tennis. To the right 

stretched a long hall ending in a diamond- paned window and two 

doors. The perfect escape for a rodent.

Her clicking heels echoed off the bare walls, drowning out the 

pounding of her heart. She’d never chased vermin before, and she’d 

certainly never killed one. Her pulse skipped. Perhaps she should have 

looked for a broom before starting her hunt. A broom could muff le 

the sound or feel of crushing something beneath it. Sweat prickled 

her palms. Where was a cat when she needed one?

Her hand slipped on the doorknob. Drat her nerves. Swiping her 

palms on her apron, she turned the knob again.

“The Fragonard is her favorite,” came an unfamiliar man’s muf-

f led voice.

“Does she care for it more than a roof over her head, or does she 

plan to use the painting for shelter? Sell it.” The thick burr stopped 

her cold.

Lord Strathem. He sounded more sour than usual, and no won-

der if he was selling his paintings. Sight unseen, Lily’s mother would 

give her eyeteeth for that Fragonard.

“She willna be happy aboot it.”

“She hasn’t been happy for six years.”

Lily’s fingers tightened on the knob at Alec’s heavy sigh. Whoever 

this was, she seemed to weigh him down like a ton of bricks. After 

living under her mother’s roof, she knew the burden of unhappiness 

all too well.

“That still leaves us four hundred pounds under for the month. I 

ken ye dinna wish to think aboot it, but that piano— ”

“No.” Lord Strathem’s answer reverberated through the door.

“Viola will understand.”

“She won’t need to. The piano stays.”
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“Yer stubbornness is admirable, Alec, but it’ll break us if ye’re 

no’ careful.”

“My stubbornness is the only thing keeping us af loat. Wright 

would have us sunk and drowned by now.”

Lily’s hand fell away, shame flooding her at having caught his pri-

vate conversation. He had said his circumstances were complicated, 

but selling his possessions trotted the same path as desperation.

Sadness wrapped around her heart. This beautiful old home 

filled with treasures and memories of generations past stripped to 

its bones and its owner struggling to keep it from falling apart. Next 

time she’d take care from kicking sand in his eyes. Unless he pointed 

another gun at her.

She edged away from the door. And stopped dead cold. The mouse 

sat still as a statue in the middle of the hall, its long whiskers twitch-

ing as his dark eyes watched her every breath.

“I’m not afraid of you.” Her whisper bounced off the walls like 

a firecracker. Clearing her throat, she shoved her thundering heart 

back into her chest. “I’m not afraid of you. Do you hear me? I’m not 

going to live in fear of you curling up in my hair at night after you’ve 

chewed your little rat teeth through my good shoes.”

Her eyes darted around for something to trap it— or hurl at it. 

Stretching her shaking fingers over to the small table under the win-

dow, she tapped the f lower- painted vase closer to the edge.

“Apologies, Lord Strathem. I realize you’re losing belongings 

faster than you would like, but I do this for the sake of all.”

The mouse’s whiskers stilled, then twitched as she lifted the vase 

high out in front of her. She rocked forward and the mouse streaked 

down the hall and disappeared around the corner into the library.

“You can’t hide from me! I will find you!”

“Miss Durham, what are you doing?”
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Lily jumped, the vase tumbling from her fingers. Lord Strathem 

caught it with one hand before it could crash to the ground.

“I . . . There was a mouse.” She f lung her finger in the direction 

her enemy had scurried. Alec’s mouth twisted with bored disbelief. 

Her hand dropped back to her side. “Sir, I beg you to stop coming up 

behind me.”

“Then cease doing things to demand my attention.”

“Maybe you should stop assuming that everything demands your 

attention.”

“If it happens within my house or on my land, I have every right 

to give it my attention.” He set the vase back on the table with a thud. 

“No matter how irritating the matter.”

“What’s going on out here?” A short man with thick shoulders 

and dressed in a drab kilt stepped around Lord Strathem. Lily had 

seen him about the castle but had never been offered a proper in-

troduction. His dark eyes widened in surprise as they unabashedly 

swept Lily from head to toe before swinging back to the master of 

the house. “Or is there a problem? Because from the look o’ things I’d 

best be saying no.”

“Seems we have a new houseguest, Guthrie,” Lord Strathem said. 

“A mouse.”

Guthrie grunted. “Cleaned ’em out o’ the stables only last month.”

“Then one escaped. Probably smelled the extra rations for the 

men in the kitchen.”

Guthrie slapped his bare knee. “Fire take that cat for not doing 

its duty. Gotten lazy eating all the grain out in the barn. Told ye we 

should’ve gotten a new one last year. Didna I tell ye?”

“Aye, you did, but it’s too late for that now.”

Guthrie slowly scratched at the peppered whiskers covering his 

chin. “Suppose I should go after the ratten meself.”
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“If it’s not too much trouble. I know you had half an apple to 

finish.”

“He darted in the library,” Lily offered.

“Good day tae ye, lass. No more tae be afraid o’ with me on the 

trail.” Guthrie gave her a toothy grin before stomping down the hall, 

his kilt swinging about his hairy legs. “I ken where all the hiding 

spots be.”

Lily couldn’t stop a smile as she thought of him crouching in 

the corner to wait for the mouse to come by. He’d spring out with 

kilt f lying and scare the creature to death. “Quite a manservant you 

have there.”

Leaning against the doorjamb, Lord Strathem crossed his arms 

over his chest. The rolled- up sleeves strained against his forearms. 

“My butler actually. Surprised?”

“I would think mouse hunting beneath a butler, but I can see 

Mr. Guthrie is not a typical white- gloves man.”

“No, he’s not.”

“Seems more of an outdoorsman,” she prodded.

“Aye, seems so.”

She waited for more of an explanation, but the butler was to re-

main as much a mystery as his employer. For now. Reaching for the 

skewed vase, she turned it back to display the artistic roses and hya-

cinths. “You have a fine collection of art in this house.”

“Fine enough to lob at rodents.”

“I did apologize for that, but you weren’t here to hear it.” Unlike 

everything I heard from you a moment ago. She traced a finger over the 

curving petals on the pink rose. “I would’ve cleaned it up before you 

could notice. Seems my forte of late.”

A thick burnished eyebrow spiked. “Cleaning or hiding things 

from me?”
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“I never hide things. Requires too much energy.” A string of 

coarse words bellowed from the library. “I think your man found the 

mouse, judging by the curses.”

“Guthrie only curses in Gaelic. Those are threats that are best 

done in Scots for the more extensive vocabulary.”

“How imaginative.” Lily turned down the hall. Thumping and 

scraping punctuated the shouting. “Are you coming?”

“Guthrie can handle the situation.”

“Doesn’t sound like it.” She stopped and turned back to him waf-

f ling in the doorway. “Are you sending me in there alone because 

you’re too afraid of a little mouse?”

“No.”

She tapped her foot, waiting as indecision warred across his face. 

Finally his shoulders squared back.

Brandishing his cane that had been hidden on the other side of 

the door, he hurried behind her. “Should come in handy.”

Lily’s stomach squirmed at the thought of such handiness but it 

immediately vanished as they stepped into the library. Books littered 

the f loor, the golden- stitched corners of the long, red oriental rug 

were f lipped over, and silver candlesticks were overturned on top of 

the enormous fireplace mantel. Two patients stood beside the tennis 

table, their paddles frozen as their eyes darted around for the mov-

ing furry target. Two lieutenants with broken arms crouched in the 

green velvet club chairs f lanking the fireplace.

Guthrie, the man of action, hauled a step stool to the towering 

walnut bookcases. “Scurried up here. Wee coward.”

“No, he didn’t.” The captain waved his paddle to a roll top desk 

in the corner. “Went that way.”

One of the broken- armed men shook his head. “Couldn’t have. I 

saw him jump into that potted plant.”
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His companion snorted. “What’s a mouse going to do in a plant? 

He slipped under the door on his way back to the kitchen.”

Lily tightened her apron strings. “Did any of you actually see 

him?”

They all nodded fervently. “Yes.”

“All right then.” Marching over to the fireplace, which was large 

enough for two grown men, she plucked a poker from the stand. 

“Let’s find him and be quick about it. I need to serve lunch in an 

hour.”

“Miss Durham, what do you think you’re doing with that? Go 

back to the kitchen or the cupboard or wherever you were. I’ll 

handle this.” Lord Strathem brushed past her to run his hand the 

length of the mantle behind vases and pictures.

“He terrorized me first. It’s my obligation to return the favor.”

“Let the wobbler do it, Aide Durham.” The lieutenants smirked. 

“Maybe that cane’ll come in handy for something after all.”

Lord Strathem’s back went rigid enough to snap. His knuckles 

whitened over the top of his cane as the other men joined in the 

snickering.

She’d made a nurse’s promise regarding the welfare and care of 

these men, but by golly if she didn’t wish to knock them about with 

common decency from time to time.

“I daresay he’d be doing a great deal more than cowering on a 

cushion like the rest of you childish lot. Come. I need each of you to 

look under your chairs and the tables around you. The mouse can’t 

escape so many pairs of eyes.” She touched Lord Strathem’s arm. He 

jerked as if she’d stung him. “Lord Strathem, perhaps you and I can 

search the drapes. Our specialty, as it were.”

“Aye.” He gave a brisk nod, then whirled to the tall windows 

across the room.
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No sooner had they pulled back the second heavy velvet curtain 

when a bloodcurdling screech cracked the air. Nearly jumping out 

of her skin, Lily spun around in anticipation of the infamous blue- 

painted, warrior Celts dropping from the ceiling.

Guthrie stood in the center of the room with arm raised and eyes 

focused on a spot ten feet in front of him. A knife was buried deep 

in the f loor, its black handle still quivering from impact.

“You’d better have a good reason for stabbing my f loor,” Lord 

Strathem growled.

“Aye. Saw him, I did.” Guthrie yanked his knife from the f loor 

and drew the f lat of the blade across his kilt as if wiping away the 

remains of a slaughtered foe. “Nicked his tail.”

“Did you see where the rest of him went?”

“Out that way. Toward the stairs.”

Lord Strathem rubbed at the scowl creasing his forehead. “We’ll 

never be able to track him up there.”

A mouse running around in the house was on Matron Strom’s 

list of undesirables, right next to starvation and the Huns barging in 

the front door. Somehow the blame for the rodent’s escape would 

work its way back to Lily. Not that she needed the old dragon’s ap-

proval, but she certainly didn’t want a rat pawing her hair at night. 

Nor the men’s. Those poor boys had been through enough torture.

“What if we had proper bait to lure him out? I have a tin of cook-

ies upstairs that my aunt Hazel sent. Not my favorite with raisins, 

but maybe it’ll think otherwise. Back in a minute.”

Running to her room, Lily grabbed the full tin of cookies and 

hurried back down the hall. The tin was as heavy as when it had 

arrived three days ago. Why did Aunt Hazel think they needed so 

many, especially when neither of them liked raisins?

Turning left, her foot stretched out for the stairs and found only 
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another hall. She spun around but found the surroundings unfamil-

iar. Not again. Nearly two weeks in this place and she was still lost. 

On her next afternoon off she ought to draw a map.

Feeling certain the stairs were back behind her, she turned 

around and retraced her steps. A muff led noise caught her ear. She 

stopped, listening. The slow, unmistakable staccato of someone cry-

ing tumbled from down the hall to her right. Probably one of the 

nurses licking her wounds after a run- in with Matron.

No, not a nurse in this gloomy part of the house.

Somehow she’d wandered back into the family’s personal wing 

once again. Lily tiptoed away but the cries pierced her heart. The 

tin of cookies weighed heavy in her hands as a hiccup interrupted 

the crying. The master of the house wouldn’t like it, whether for 

disturbing his lair or running late with the bait, she didn’t care to 

ponder. She pivoted, marched down the hall, and stopped in front of 

the door where the sobbing broke through. He could dislike it all he 

wanted. No creature should make such pitiful sounds alone.

Summoning her courage, Lily knocked on the heavy oak door. 

The crying stopped. Blankets rustled. She slipped on her brightest 

smile and pushed into the room.

It was a bedroom done in pale- green wallpaper with a massive 

four- poster bed positioned between two large windows closed with 

thick drapes. Spindly furniture dotted the room with lanterns and 

candles sitting on the f lat surfaces, casting their yellow light to every 

corner. In the center of the bed, sitting like a terrified sparrow, was a 

pale young woman with dark hair f loating over her thin shoulders, 

dressed in a white gown.

“Hello there.” Lily stepped farther inside. Her lungs choked from 

the pent- up candle vapors. “What a lovely room. How I would adore 

to have such drapes in my room. Muslin does nothing for blocking 

BeautyAmongRuins_content.indd   46 10/15/20   11:12 AM



BE AUT Y AMONG RUINS

47

out the morning sun, though I’m usually awake by the time it breaks 

the horizon. Who knew the world could start so early?”

Tears glistened on the girl’s cheeks as she clutched at the bed-

covers in her lap. She couldn’t be more than fourteen or fifteen years 

old. Her wide eyes dropped to the tin.

“Would you care for one?” Stepping to the foot of the bed, Lily 

pried off the tin lid. The sickly sweet smell of raisins and vanilla as-

saulted her nose. “Whew! Can’t say that I do, but my preference runs 

for extra sweet, and these simply don’t make the cut.”

The girl blinked her wide eyes. “Who are you?”

“Lily Durham, though some insist on calling me Aide Durham.”

“What do you insist?”

“Lily.”

A ghost of a smile f lickered across the girl’s drawn face. “The 

American.”

Lily snapped her fingers in dismay. “Drat. I was hoping you 

wouldn’t discover my secret.”

The smile blossomed. “I heard tell there was one among us. Don’t 

worry. I won’t let on.”

“Thank you, but I think that cat is out of the bag.” Lily rattled the 

tin. “Sure you don’t want one?”

“They’re not good for my constitution. Or so I’m told.” The girl 

swiped at a tear rolling off her chin. “Given the choice, I prefer sweet 

like you.” Sitting up, she straightened the hair curling over her shoul-

ders and smoothed the blanket across her lap before carefully fold-

ing her small hands. “I’m Viola MacGregor.”

Most likely the same Viola Alec had spoken of in his study. Same 

wide eyes, smooth brow, and tilt of the chin. She must be his sister. 

He’d fought to keep the piano for her, though the frail thing looked 

barely able to lift a hand to the keys.
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“A pleasure to meet you, Viola.” Lily snapped the lid back on the 

tin and tried not to inhale as a final puff of raisin leaked out. Between 

that and the candle smoke, it was a miracle Viola hadn’t suffocated 

in the stuffy room. Lily tugged at the collar of her starched dress as 

the air closed in around her. Too many times to count she had been 

locked in her own dark room. Best way to cure a wayward child, 

Mother claimed.

“I don’t receive many visitors.” Viola threaded the top sheet be-

tween her long fingers. “Did you get lost?”

Alec had asked the same question, but instead of his growling 

bark, Viola’s delicate lilt coaxed sweet concern. What made the poor 

child cry?

“I’m afraid I did get a bit turned around.” Lily ran a hand down 

one of the posters at the foot of the bed. Blooming thistles were beau-

tifully carved all around like a climbing vine. “I was contemplating 

drawing myself a map so I can break the bad habit. At least that would 

be one down, and Matron Strom would have to find something new 

to yell at me about. She probably has a list at the ready.”

Viola’s reddish brows drew together. “She doesn’t care much for 

you?”

“Order and starch are her companions, neither of which I have 

in abundance.”

“Aye, but you seem to have smiles, and sometimes that is what is 

needed more than a clean apron.”

Her kind words wriggled through a crack in the newest bar-

rier Lily had constructed to ward off Matron’s fiery darts. It was an 

old wall, reinforced over years of assault by those who thought her 

little more than a pretty, useless distraction with nothing of con-

sequence to contribute beyond a hefty inheritance to the marriage  

market.
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Her zest for life exasperated Mother, and Father barely gave her 

a passing thought beyond what dynasty he could marry her off to. 

Stoic and proud, they rejected her laughter as a grievous f law in char-

acter and took every opportunity to curb it. The more they tried 

mold ing her into an obedient creature, the thicker she built her 

walls to de fend against the hurt.

Why could they not accept her as she was? Why could they not 

see that a life of endless duties suffocating in a passionless marriage 

was not a course she wished for? Would someone ever care enough 

to scale her defenses and set her free?

“Strange how they teach nurses to heal the body but so often 

forget the spirit. What those boys really need is a— rat!” Lily clapped 

a hand to her head. “Oh no. I forgot what I was supposed to be doing.”

Viola’s brow wrinkled. “Lads need a rat?”

“Your brother will be furious. I’m surprised he hasn’t stomped 

up to retrieve me.” Lily turned for the door. “I’m so sorry to barge in 

and rush out, but there’s a crisis I must see to.”

“If it’s a crisis, Alec is more than capable— ”

“I’m sure he is, but I’d rather not give him the opportunity to 

crow about it.”

“Will you visit again?”

The hopeful desperation in Viola’s voice pushed aside Lord 

Strathem’s warning of staying out of the private wing. Surely at his 

sister’s invitation he wouldn’t object. “Nothing could keep me away.”

Her objection met her on the stairs with a scowl. “Where have 

you been?”

Lily moved to brush past him, but he blocked her path on the 

next step. She tapped her foot with impatience. “Retrieving the tin 

of cookies to lure our rodent out of hiding. Why are you not down-

stairs watching for it?”
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His eyes f licked down to the package in her hands, then back to 

her. “Bruce already got it.”

Ever the loyal shadow at his master’s heel, the border collie 

stepped up next to Lily and licked her hand with a whine as if in 

apology for his superior skills.

Lily scratched behind his ears. “All right, boy. I forgive you, but 

next time allow me to help because I don’t know what I’m to do 

with these now.”

Prying off the cookie lid, she held it down for Bruce to sniff. He 

whined and scooted back behind Alec’s protective stance.

“Trying to kill my dog?”

“No.” Lily sighed and recapped the obnoxious raisin cookies. 

“My aunt is.”
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“Readers looking for an immersive, high-stakes 
historical romance will be wowed.” 

—Publishers Weekly
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