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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.
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​Dear Readers,
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You have no idea how happy I am to release this book! Contretemps at Cartwell Manor launches my brand new Kourier and Ives mystery romance series.

At some point last year, I was having a very down moment in my writing career, wasn’t feeling excited about what I was writing, was feeling trapped and unmotivated. After talking with a good friend, she suggested I go back to a time when I absolutely loved what I wrote and maybe find a way to keep doing that.

So I did I cleared my whole schedule (that I could) of work for this year and rebuilt it so that I was writing (mostly) stories that brought me joy.

And here we are. Thanks to the success and popularity of the Mary and Bright series, I decided to do a spin off of that series, and that’s landed us here with Kourier and Ives... keeping with a popular Christmasy phrase.

I hope you love Felix and Caroline as much as I do, and I can’t wait to dive into the next one!

Happy reading!

Sandra
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​Dedication
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To Lee and Allyson Leitner. You are a fascinating and amazing couple. I’m happy to count you as friends, and I’m so glad we were able to meet in person.
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​Blurb
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Things are not always what they seem—in life, love, and murder.

Ennui has taken over Major Felix Kourier’s life. Retired from military service as well as Bow Street, which left him with an injury to his leg that required a prosthetic, he is missing the excitement and thrills he used to know. When his sister badgers him into attending a summer house party with her, he hopes it’s exactly what he needs to stave off boredom with the caveat that he won’t be matched; he doesn’t need a woman complicating his life.

The Honorable Caroline Ives isn’t excited that her parents are throwing a house party to celebrate the Come Out of her youngest sister into society. Because she was never a popular choice within the beau monde, Caro has taken on pursuits that fuel her soul and feed her odd brand of quirkiness—namely poking her nose into places she doesn’t belong. As that sunny disposition and snooping brings her face-to-face with a grouchy major while he’s bathing, can she help if she gawks at his handsome form?

When house party festivities at Cartwell Manor are interrupted by a suspicious death, the party is thrown into confusion. Felix takes up the investigation, and unfortunately the curious but pretty woman who’d spied on him is the best candidate to assist. Sparks, tempers, and insults fly from the outset, but when danger threatens, who is he to deny passion to break the tension? And if they can manage to elude the killer before they are silenced, they might just have a chance to pursue something neither of them thought they wanted.
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April 20, 1820

No 37 Russell Square

Mayfair, London

Major Felix Kourier pinched the bridge of his nose, for a megrim was brewing, and all he wanted for his life in this moment was to be left alone. Unfortunately, that was not to be, for his butler had just announced that his sister had come by for a visit, and that she would be up imminently.

What part about being retired does Felicity not understand?

Not wishing to waste time entertaining his only sibling, he moved from the windows across the room with the aid of his cane to sit in one of the chairs near the fireplace where low flames danced behind a plain, metal grate. Though it was mid-April and spring was underway, there was a decided chill in the air, and his bones were cold.

When she swept into the room, he gave her a nod. “Good afternoon, Felicity.”

“Why so somber, brother dear?”

Where he was taciturn and oftentimes grouchy, his sister was bubbly and optimistic. They both shared the same hue of blond hair and deep brown eyes, but where he had a sharp jaw and a bit of a cleft in his chin, his sister had a rounder face and a dimple in one cheek.

“Because I’m retired, and you are intruding upon that status.” He gave her a frown. “Where are the boys?” She had two small sons, ages seven and five.

“They are playing a game of tag in the square with their nanny, but I told them once I join them that we would go walking about.”

“Ah.” Not that it mattered. As long as the destructive little dears weren’t inside his house tearing through his rooms like twin typhoons, he didn’t care where they were. “Well, I do enjoy this neighborhood due to its proximity to the British Museum.” To say nothing about a few other parks, as well as a couple of his friends... whom he didn’t see on a regular basis.

Or at all if he was being honest, but he did write. Because when keeping up with people through correspondence, one didn’t need to be seen. Or attentive. Or even pretend one was having a lovely time.

“How have you been keeping yourself, Felix? You rarely call, and the children have been asking after you.” One of her eyebrows rose in question. “Ever since you retired from Bow Street, you have more or less disappeared from all corners of society.”

“I managed to entertain myself these days, so don’t worry about me.” Though, that might have been a lie, for most days, he sat in this very room and brooded; the injury that stole his left leg and gave him a prosthetic instead, also ended his career with Bow Street. Now he had too much time on his hands and absolutely nothing to occupy his mind, unless one counted the elderly neighbor next door who had the appalling habit of misplacing her robe each morning.

“Oh, but I do. You haven’t been yourself for far too long.”

At the last second, he stopped himself from pointing his gaze to the ceiling. Instead, he huffed out a breath of frustration. “Perhaps it’s the unrelenting bloody rain just now.” Did the sun hate England? Had it run away, then? “Why are you really here, Felicity? You never drop by merely to check on my well-being.”

His sister was his junior by five years, making her six and thirty. She’d married directly out of finishing school, for she’d been taken under their aunt’s wing. That outspoken woman had married a viscount ages ago, and for his family, she was the foremost authority on all things society driven. That sponsorship had helped Felicity land the third son of a baron for her first husband. They’d had two daughters: one fifteen and one thirteen. Then her husband had died unexpectedly. Not two years later, Felicity had remarried, this time to one of Felix’s friends in the military, a Jonathan Ingleside. That was about eight years ago, then she went on to have two sons.

One would think with such a busy personal life, she wouldn’t have the time to mess with his, but here they were.

“Don’t be like that, Felix. I wished to see how you fared, of course.” Though she offered him a smile, the look in her eyes suggested she did, indeed, have an ulterior motive. “You insist on living in London even though it’s expensive, regardless of your military pension and any monies you may have saved from working with Bow Street.” Then she sat on a low sofa near his location. “I don’t understand why you even wish to remain in Town, for you rarely go out into society and you haven’t a mistress to entertain or impress.”

With his existence so briefly categorized, there was nothing to recommend him. Apparently. “Yes, it is expensive.” Which was why hardly any of his fellow ex-soldiers lived here. “I needed to be close while I worked for Bow Street.”

“Yet your injury made certain you don’t any longer.”

“Yes, I am quite aware.” He lightly tapped his left leg with his hand. Dash it all, but he’d given the military six years, and he’d come through that commission without a severe injury. When he’d come home, he’d quickly landed a position with Bow Street solving crimes for just as long, but that career came to a halt when a criminal shot him in the kneecap, shattering it beyond fixing. Left him with a prosthetic leg in its place. “During my recovery, I had copious amounts of time to think. I haven’t forgotten any of it.”

His sister frowned. “You’ve been retired from Bow Street for nearly three years. It’s time to find something else to fill your life, else you’ll grow stale from boredom.”

“Stale?” One of his eyebrows rose. “Is that what you think I am?”

“Perhaps.” She shrugged and shot him a grin. “Or fat.”

“Hardly.” Felix snorted. “I’m still in good form.” Though he feared he’d go to flab soon, and he didn’t need his sister pointing that out. There was only so much walking through the various parks one could do in Mayfair without going out of his mind. It was that very mind that needed exercise as well, and ever since Bow Street let him go, he hadn’t solved a case, hadn’t met with anything that challenged him.

I can’t stand this any longer.

Felicity met his gaze, and her smile slowly grew larger. “Then why don’t you marry?”

“What?” The audacity of such a suggestion! He couldn’t help but scoff. “Absolutely not. I had my heart broken once—almost twice. That is quite enough. I don’t plan to throw myself as sacrifice on the altar of marriage merely because I’m bored.”

“Oh, do stop. Why is it that men can drag out something that happened long ago into the future and hide behind it?” She shook her head, and her expression clearly suggested he was a nodcock. “That was years and years ago. You were on the march. That woman wasn’t worthy of you, and you know it. That doesn’t mean all women will be like her.”

“Perhaps, but men don’t tend to wish to repeat such rejection, so the risk is high.” He shrugged. “And the second time was after I lost my leg.” But he couldn’t remember if he’d told her about that.

And now, those unsavory times in his history swam up from his memories to lodge fully in his brain. 

The first one had come at some point during his military career. He’d courted and given a promise to a specific young lady. On his next bit of leave, he attended a rout with said woman, hoping to deepen their relationship, but he’d caught her in an unused room, sucking off another man’s length. The humiliation, rage, and shock had been all-consuming, and he wasn’t one to linger after someone had wronged him. As soon as the woman scrambled to her feet with an apology on her lips, he’d promptly severed their connection, but she said she’d written him a letter saying she couldn’t marry a military man or go through the uncertainty of it. 

Had he read said letter? No, he had not. In fact, it had finally reached him three months later. Not that it mattered now. The damage had been done.

“It doesn’t mean you’re broken or unlovable.”

“I never assumed it was.”

“And from all accounts, the break was mutual... Er rather it would have been, eventually, but it’s well in the past. You need to move on. There are plenty of eligible women in London, and many of them wish to settle down.” Her grin was rueful. “And you know Mama keeps asking about you, wondering when you’ll start your own nursery.”

Oh, dear God, make it stop.

The megrim made itself known harder, and no amount of pinching the bridge of his nose could stave off that pain. “Is that why you’re here, Felicity? You have the ridiculous notion that you’ll matchmake for me?” Because if that were true, he would object.

Quite strenuously.

“No.” Slowly, she shook her head. “It actually is not.” In some agitation, she left the sofa to stroll to the window, which she peered out of, no doubt checking on the location of her sons.

“Then why?”

“Well, since it’s not as if you have pressing business, I was thinking...” To date, Felicity was the only one in this world who could tease him so much that he flew into the boughs. Was this one of those times? With a sigh, she turned about and found his gaze with hers. “I want you to come to a house party in Kent with me. It’s for the May Day celebrations; one of my friends is throwing it to usher in her youngest’s Come Out year.” As he sputtered while trying to form a protest, she rushed onward. “I’m taking Helena with me to ease her into bits of society before I send her to finishing school next year.”

Dear God, what the devil is happening?

“What about me makes you believe I would ever agree to such a thing?” He shoved a hand through his hair. “It sounds horrible, regardless of the reasons.”

“Don’t come the crab with me.” Of course she would pout. She knew he despised that and would do anything he could to make her smile again. It had been her biggest weapon during their formative years. “It will help her and get you out of the house. Both lovely prospects, because I worry over the pair of you. For different reasons, but this one is the same. You are both quite awkward when it comes to society and making friends.”

Is that how she saw him, then? Socially awkward, alone, bitter, sometimes finding the meaning of life at the bottom of a brandy bottle? Of course, she hadn’t said that, but he could almost feel the thoughts coming from her. “As I told you before, I am doing quite well by myself. You go with Helena. You will have a lovely time with your daughter; you were always a social butterfly.”

“When did you become such a Grouchy Gus?” she asked as she crossed the room and then flounced into the chair next to his.

He shrugged. “Since the cradle?” Honestly, he couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t grumpy about something. Serving in the military hadn’t helped. Did that mean his standards in every aspect of his life were too high? Perhaps, and that made him mildly annoyed with everyone.

“Don’t joke. I’m serious.” She frowned. “Truth be told, I’m worried about you, Felix. You haven’t had anything in your life to look forward to or challenge you since you received your prosthetic.” As her gaze drifted to the lower half of his left leg, he shifted in his chair, brought his cane around to rest his hands upon the smooth, tiger’s eye head, much like a protective stance. “You act as if you were seventy instead of one and forty.”

“There are times when I do feel that age.” Not liking where this conversation was headed, he glowered at her. “I told you, I’m fine. Leave it at that.”

“You’re not.” Because his baby sister was as stubborn as he, she shook her head. The expression on her face told him he was in for a fight where she’d dig in her proverbial heels. “Come with me and Helena. It’s only a week. It won’t kill you.”

He snorted. “You don’t know that.” A house party. A shiver went down his spine. When was the last time he’d done such a thing? “The very thought of being trapped with a bunch of young people is stomach churning.”

“Such gammon.” Felicity shook her head. “I’ll wager you are merely allergic to happiness and youth.”

He allowed a half grin. “Perhaps.”

“Don’t be difficult, Felix.” She took his hand, much like she’d done as a young girl. “Do this for me, then I promise I’ll never ask you for another favor again.”

“Ha! What a bammer that is. Ever since you moved to London, you’ve done nothing but ask me for favors.”

“I have not!”

“Let’s see.” Holding out a hand, he began to tick the items off on his fingers. “I’ve bought you a new gown here and there. I’ve let you borrow coin so the girls’ governess and tutors could be paid while you and your husband were going through a rough patch. In fact, I took your husband hunting one time when you needed him out of the house so you could redecorate.” He shook his head. “Shall I go on?”

“No, but you are a bully and a bear.”

“Then I guess you’re done asking me for favors?” One of his eyebrows rose in challenge.

“Don’t be an arse, Felix.” Though she tried to frown, a smile overtook it. “Consider this. Helena adores you. She would welcome you on this trip because she can show off her handsome uncle.” Her expression softened. “And it will be an opportunity to show that you’re a man she and her friends can look up to, perhaps show them what a gentleman should be.” When she paused, a groan escaped him, for it was a convincing argument. “Life is changing so quickly. I want you to spend time with us while you still can. While we all can.”

As if everyone in the vicinity was in danger of suddenly dropping dead.

“I don’t...”

“Felix, please, for me?”

“Well damn.” As soon as he spied tears in her eyes, he was done for. It was always how it was with her, ever since they were small. “Why do you do this, Felicity? Why must you manipulate me into doing your bidding?”

She flashed him a grin. “Because you’re far too stubborn for your own good.” Then she winked at him. “Besides, this will allow me the chance to have time away from Mama. She enjoys quite the social life in Bath and it’s oftentimes too much for me, with the children, traveling back forth between there and London.”

Not that he could argue with that. Felicity had taken on the lion’s share of the responsibility when it came to looking after their aging mother, who lived in Bath, where she could take the waters for her health. Why? Their mother was more stubborn than them both combined, and she didn’t wish to live in London in the townhouse Felicity’s first husband had gifted to her in his will because Town was too crowded, too noisy, and too polluted.

Damn it all to hell.

For long moments, he regarded his sister. Of course he loved her and would do practically anything for her. Even this. “You are quite skilled in doling out guilt. Now I know how you convinced your husbands to marry you.”

“Rogue.” She tossed a decorative pillow at him, which he blocked. It fell to the floor with a soft thud. “Well, I learned it from Mama.” Her grin was a thing of beauty. “Does that mean you’ll accompany me and Helena?”

“Against my will? Sure.” This was the beginning of the end of him, wasn’t it? “Shall I rent a traveling coach?” Though Kent wasn’t all that far away, he wanted to have a comfortable trip, for sitting on a bench for hours with the ache in his leg didn’t appeal.

“No need.” She waved a hand in dismissal. “I shall borrow the use of one from the girls’ grandfather. Athena will stay with them for the week I’m gone, in any event. The boys are staying in London with their father.”

There were times when his sister simply amazed him. “Jonathan doesn’t mind you using resources from your first husband?”

“Of course not.” Her tone suggested he was a nodcock. “Life is difficult for everyone. Every little bit helps.”

“I suppose you’re correct.” At this point, his megrim had fully bloomed into a persistent ache. He rubbed his temple with his free hand. “It’s too bad Inspector Bright and his family are out of London just now, at a house party of their own. His oldest son is getting married.” It felt like it had been an age since he’d seen them at Christmastide last year. “You could have sent the boys there to play with his children. They would have got up to loads of mischief.” He’d worked with Bright for a few years before he’d left Bow Street. Bright retired a couple of years after that. They kept in touch through letters, thus his thoughts had come ‘round full circle since his sister had arrived.

“I haven’t been introduced to either of the Brights, so I wouldn’t leave my children with them.”

“Bah. He is a good friend of mine. I trust him with my life.” Then he waved away any further comments. “When do we leave? I have some correspondence to finish.”

“The twenty-third.” After springing to her feet, Felicity leaned over him and bussed his cheek. “Let me tell you of the guests I know are coming...”

“Oh, be still my racing heart. I’m on pins and needles with curiosity.” There was so much sarcasm in his voice, it was a wonder she didn’t blush. In fact, he barely paid attention to her as she droned on, but he hoped to heaven this wouldn’t prove a mistake merely to placate his sister.

Why the hell did I ever let Bow Street force my retirement? Having a false leg has nothing to do with how my mind works.

Yet he’d done nothing but mope since then. Perhaps on this upcoming trip he would find inspiration that would guide him to a new path.
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April 23, 1820

Cartwell Manor

A few miles south of Maidstone, Kent

It was the night before the house party officially began, and the Honorable Caroline Ives was not in the mood to socialize with any of the people her mother had invited to this gathering, and neither she did want to entertain conversation with men who didn’t matter.

At least to her.

The idea of doing the pretty in the ton for any reason was ridiculous. There were far more entertaining prospects to spend one’s time on, and she was interested in many of them. Unfortunately, her mother was vehemently opposed to her doing any of those things. To her way of thinking, one should only spend one’s time in pursuits that would find one a husband or make one more wanted as a future hostess.

Both of which made Caroline’s eyes cross in boredom.

When her nose tickled, she stifled a sneeze the best she could, for the family had gathered in the drawing room after dinner. Her parents, her younger sister, and her older brother, who was preparing to depart for Brighton with a few of his fellows, were all talking at once, for life was busy and was about to change again for all of them.

Yet her brother was quite lucky to be leaving; he and his mates had plans for May Day in Brighton where they could take advantage of the social scene there as well as the sea, and do whatever young gentlemen did before the summer commenced and the heat made everyone crotchety. Once the Season began in the autumn, no doubt their parents would heavily encourage Andrew to take rooms in Town in the hopes that he would make inroads into courting a miss from a decent family—he was one and thirty after all—but that was a notion for another time.

Not wishing to partake of the conversation that focused on the house party which would begin on the morrow, Caroline browsed through a periodical that talked about the heavens and the stars, and that the author thought the world was on the cusp of brilliant discoveries in what lay just above their heads in the night skies.

Truly, it was a thrilling time to be alive, and more than anything, she wanted to be a part of that, because it would matter, where the opinions of a group of tabbies in the ton would not.

Or she was merely bitter that she’d reached the age of eight and twenty and had never been wanted by a gentleman in society for anything other than scandalous pursuits.

At the last second, Caroline stifled a snort, for that wasn’t true. She hadn’t a bitter bone in her body; her bubbly and sunny personality could attest to that, but the fact that she hadn’t taken did rankle a bit. However, she rather thought she would expire from the dullness around her. Something was needed to stir the pot as it were.

“Caroline!”

She startled at the obvious annoyance in her mother’s voice. “Hmm?” When she glanced over at her parent, she slowly set the pamphlet down, for there was a thunderstorm brewing in her mother’s expression. “Did you say something?”

“I have been talking to everyone for the past ten minutes, but once again, your head is in the clouds as you woolgather about God only knows what.”

“Stargazing, actually.” The additional information didn’t help her cause as four pairs of eyes stared at her. “I apologize. What were you saying?”

Andrew snickered. “You really put your foot in it this time, didn’t you, sis?” he whispered, since he sat next to her on the sofa.

Then it was her sister, Debra, who interrupted. “Why must you insist on being such an odd duck, Caro? For once, can you try not to embarrass me?”

“I remember that being two and twenty was such a difficult age, so I’ll forgive you for that,” she responded with heavy sarcasm in her voice. Her sister had been an accident and quite the surprise for her parents, and since Debra was six years her junior, she was still very much the baby of the family. “Truth to tell, though, I’ve grown weary of hearing about this house party ad nauseum.”

Her sister frowned, but on her, it only made her more charming. “You’re jealous that all the attention will be on me for the next week.”

“Ha!” Caroline shook her head. “Hardly. I didn’t enjoy being in society during my own Come Out, and my views on that haven’t changed all these years later.”

“Enjoy being a spinster.” Debra patted hair that was as black as her own, but somehow, she managed to look like a china doll where Caroline resembled... well, not that. “I’ll wager I’ll land a man as soon as I’m out, even if it’s a few years later than my friends.” She cast a speaking glance to their father, who largely ignored everyone as he hid behind his newspaper. “And when I bring a man up to scratch, he’ll be titled.”

Oh, to be young and naïve again.

“Not with that swollen head,” Andrew said with a laugh that nearly had him tilting off the sofa. “Men don’t chase after women who think so highly of themselves, and if they discover you’re only hunting titled husbands? They’ll avoid you.”

A huff escaped her sister. “Just because that happened to Caro doesn’t mean it will happen to me too.”

Oh, that was just so wrong! “And shall I remind you that some women aren’t wed or haven’t married because we aren’t so desperate as to take the first man who looks our way?” At least that is what Caroline told herself when her spirits dipped and she suspected that life was passing her by.

“Children, enough!” Their mother shook her head. Silver strands throughout her dark blonde hair winked in the candlelight. Then she blew out a breath. “Let us return to the matter at hand.” She glared at them all in turn. “Be mindful of the fact that some guests have arrived this evening and they might be wandering the house.”

Their father grunted. “Already?” He put down one corner of the newspaper. “Truly?”

“Not one word out of you, Edward. I have planned this house party for the past three months. You have been absent for as long.”

“Ah, but who funded this event?” With a smirk, he hid behind his paper again.

“Regardless,” their mother said with a shake of her head. “One of my friends is here, and her travel plans were accelerated due to her children’s schedules. I have put her and her fifteen-year-old daughter in one of the guest rooms, but she’ll have another roommate once the rest of the party arrives. Her brother is in one of the larger guest rooms that host two other narrow beds in the short wing where we are housing the men.”

Cartwell Manor, named that after Caroline’s great-great-grandmother’s maiden name, was in the shape of the letter “L” in that the older structure was the long part and retained much of the original building while the newly added wing was the shorter side, added within the past twenty years or so.

Her stare dared any of them to contradict her. “I don’t anticipate they’ll probably be out and about, since they’ve taken dinner on trays, but one never knows.”

“This is so exciting!” Debra fairly bounced on her chair. “I can’t wait until the house party officially starts tomorrow with the welcome luncheon and then the rout that evening. My Come Out is finally here!”

At the last second, Caroline stopped herself from rolling her eyes in exasperation. But she couldn’t help but try to temper the enthusiasm. “It’s not all that wonderful once a few Seasons come and go,” she said as she fiddled with her brass telescope. Would it be rude to leave their company right now? “There are m more interesting things to spend one’s time on beyond flirting and trying to attract men.”

“Do stop.” Debra pulled a face. “Just because all your Seasons ended in disappointment doesn’t mean mine will. Especially since you refused to take due to your weirdness.”

“I refuse to argue about this with you.” Not for worlds would she show her family that she might agree with that assessment. Was she too odd for most men to stomach? Was it truly off-putting and scandalous for a woman to have varied interests that went beyond embroidery, painting, and how to run a household? “I had plenty of men interested. It was me who dragged my feet.” Because she didn’t want to marry merely to say she was married. She didn’t need someone bossing her or withholding pin money or worse, keeping a mistress.

Their mother huffed. “And that is the reason at eight and twenty you are unmarried and unwanted. If it turns any worse, I don’t know what we’ll do.”

Is being a spinster such a bad thing?

“They’re right, sis.” Andrew nodded and gave her a cheeky wink. “A familial embarrassment, I’ll wager.”

“Do shut up. At least I’m not the one who got himself so inebriated that he ran out of a tavern in the village without his breeches.” Though she wanted to protest about the embarrassment, she couldn’t help but think there was a grain of truth there. “I refuse to marry without love, and I won’t settle for someone just to lord my status over my unmarried friends.” She shrugged. “In the meanwhile, I wrote a book. When I have the time, I’ll write to publishers in London to see if one of them wants to publish it. If they do, I’ll write another one.” That particular fact excited her more than any other. It was amazing what one could do when one didn’t need to make herself available in the event a man took notice. “I have also pursued things of interest that improve my mind and quench my thirst for answers. Both styles of living are enough for now.”

“How perfectly dull.” Debra shook her head. “I’d rather be married instead of a mockery or object of pity.”

While they were in the country, it was easier to pretend that the stares and whispers didn’t matter, but once the family was back in London? The differences pressed in upon her. That didn’t mean she wouldn’t go out to a ball or a rout here or there, because she enjoyed dancing and there was usually delicious food offered, but she refused to compromise when it came to marriage. If the man offering was a bore, a dullard, a cheat, an abuser, or someone who wanted a brood of children, her answer would always be no.

“I said that’s enough,” their mother uttered around what sounded like clenched teeth.

No doubt the family would return to ignoring Caroline, which they often did, because she simply wasn’t like them and they couldn’t understand that.

With a nod, their mother sailed onward. “We should discuss gowns for the ball that will close the house party.”

“How fun!” Debra nodded with enthusiasm. “I have a couple in mind that might need alterations, but I’m leaning toward the green.”

“Well, if you will excuse me?” Caroline gathered her things. “It doesn’t matter what I wear since I’m not the focus of this party, so I’ll go find something more exciting to do just now. I shall see you in the morning.”

Her brother frowned. “Where are you going?”

“Stargazing.” She held up her telescope. “If I’m fortunate, at some point during the summer, I might be able to see a comet or a nebula or something wonderful like that. Perhaps I shall write a paper about it.”

Her father glanced up from his newspaper. “Your latest hobby, I assume?”

“Yes, for a while at least. If you don’t mind me staying in Kent for the summer.”

“It doesn’t matter to me. Your mother and sister will go to London at the end of September when I go up for parliament. Do whatever makes your heart happy.”

“Thank you.” She moved to his chair, then bussed his cheek and ruffled his hair. “You are the best papa.” And some of the time, he was the only one who believed in her... when he wasn’t cowering beneath her mother’s plans. Which meant sooner or later, he’d demand she marry.

Then, before they could protest, Caroline left the room.

Twenty minutes later, she strode through the tall meadow grass in the twilight, heading for her favorite hill on her father’s property. Unless she wanted to climb a tree, that was the highest point on the estate.

As she skirted one of the ponds that a swift-moving stream fed into, the sound of frogs and insects filled her ears. Then, when a bout of vigorous splashing erupted onto her senses, she frowned. Thinking it might be a waterfowl in trouble or having some sort of excitement, she went in that direction to investigate.

Only to stop in her tracks when she figured out the source of the noise was a man, fully nude, and in the pond with the water lapping at his navel.

Merciful heavens!

Before she could be seen, Caroline ducked behind a stand of thick shrubbery. A sensible, innocent woman would turn right around and run away as fast as she could, but curiosity brewed strong in her chest. She couldn’t help but spy on him, for how often did she have the opportunity to look upon a man, and a naked one at that?

As carefully and silently as she could, Caroline peered at him from between the shrubbery branches. He was quite gorgeous with the rays of the setting sun turning his blond hair into molten gold. Stubble of the same color, perhaps a shade darker, clung to his cheeks and jaw, while a golden mat of hair spread across a broad chest in an abstract butterfly pattern. Nice strong shoulders kept her gaze glued to him, and for a few moments, he tipped his head to the sky, closed his eyes, and just stood there. All the while, she couldn’t tear her regard away, for he was quite handsome. Mouth-watering, really, if she were honest, and as her gaze traveled down his chest to his flat stomach, she tamped the urge to huff with frustration, for the surface of the water prevented seeing the lower half of him.

And still she quietly observed him while the water slapped against his navel as if trying to desperately embrace him.

What would it feel like if that actually happened, but to her? Would those arms be like bands of iron about her or would he be more gentle in an embrace?

Seconds later, he blew out a breath then walked toward the edge where the reeds and cattails grew. Her pulse accelerated, for the waterline barely stopped just above his length, and she knew an acute need to lick the droplets off that still-flat abdomen.

What is wrong with me?

Never had she had that sort of reaction to any of the other men she’d met over the years. Though, to be fair, most of them had been older, had a paunch, had already fathered children, or possessed breath that stunk of garlic. When this man retrieved a bar of soap from a small basket on the bank where his clothes and a cane rested, he eased deeper into the water once more—with a bit of a limp—and the breath finally left her lungs in relief, for he was again covered with a modicum of modesty.

As he began the task of running the bar of soap over his hair and then his body, she wished she were in the water with him, for exploring that form would be quite a new adventure. When he turned and presented her with his back—even if he didn’t know she was there, she lightly held her bottom lip between her teeth because her view was blocked, but every so often, as the water lapped at his body, she was afforded a glimpse of a pale buttock.

Just when she thought he would continue washing and rinsing his skin, it seemed he was doing something else entirely. But what? Creeping about the shrubbery for a better view, she was soon afforded a clue as to his activity when a series of groans blended with the sounds of the rapidly gathering night. His right hand had disappeared beneath the water, and it was moving faster and faster...

Dear Lord!

Heat filled her cheeks. Surely, he wasn’t pleasuring himself! She’d grown up with an older brother who had friends who were always around in the country, so she knew a bit of what men got up to, had even accidentally spied on a groom who had done much the same once, right outside the orangery windows.

But still, this was quite the scandalous scene for her to remain watching. I should leave... Yet it was criminal for a man to look so wonderful sans clothes, and she was far too curious to move. Additionally, the man’s form was delicious, so why shouldn’t she continue to observe his actions? It might serve her well in the future, if she ever did manage to land a husband.

Faster and faster his hand moved, then after a few moments, he bit back a curse, uttered a loud groan. His body jerked a couple of times then he relaxed.
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