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While this story is set at the end of the Regency time period, I’m of the opinion that both men and women in this era had the ability to be forward thinking and could have shown this in their actions as well. No one ever moves forward unless the status quo is challenged.

As such, I have taken a bit of literary license with my characters and the world in which they reside in the hopes that it will further bring this period to life with a bit of different perspective. Also, the stories in this series are a bit naughty with the appropriate matching words.
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May 1820

Somewhere near Cranleigh, Surrey, England 

Drat.

“Lady Parker, he’s gaining on you!”

As her groom’s warning rang in her ears, Margaret Parker leaned low over her horse’s neck, the reins wound tight through her gloved fingers. She crooned encouragement to her mount. The mare’s ears flicked as if in acknowledgement and her pace increased. The raw, equine power pulsed through every muscle in Maggie’s body. She grinned. This was what living should feel like—the pound of her heartbeat, the strength of a mount between her thighs, the warmth of the afternoon sun beating down. Her green velvet skirts whipped about her legs. There was something to be said about riding astride. She had much more control over her horse than she would in a sidesaddle.

I intend to enjoy every second of doing what I please. Besides, it would give the local gentry something else to wag their tongues over. At least if they were gossiping about her, some other harassed female would get a brief reprieve.

“Don’t worry, Billy. I see him!” She dug her heels into the ribs of her horse, willing the mare to run faster. The animal snorted. When she glanced over her shoulder to gauge the distance of her pursuer, the breeze caught the brim of her bonnet and blew it off her head. It thumped against her back, held at her throat by the satin ribbons.

Billy raced at her right. “Almost there, ma’am. Hold him off as best you can.”

“I will.” She wished to teach her brash, arrogant neighbor a thing or two about real women—and not the docile, English kind he thought all females should be.

On her left, and coming up strong, young Benjamin Chesley rode. She caught his flaming red hair out of the corner of her eye. The black legs of his magnificent stallion flashed into view as he nearly pulled abreast of her. She nudged her mount with her knee, praying for a bit more speed. The young man had scarcely turned sixteen, and needed to have his ego reined in. If she won the impromptu race, it would take some of the sass from him, and perhaps teach him not to underestimate women in general—and her in particular.

The end of the makeshift racecourse, a dirt path dotted with muddy puddles, loomed ahead. Benjamin’s younger brother, Amos, jumped up and down, waving his arms, his red hair a burnished copper in the sun. A white cravat billowed from one hand. Maggie narrowed her eyes, bore down in the saddle with her knees clenched around the horse and slapped the reins. Her animal surged ahead of Benjamin’s mount then left him altogether as she raced past Amos, grabbing the strip of cotton from the young man’s hand.

Benjamin thundered past seconds later, shortly followed by Billy. 

“Good show, Lady Parker!” Billy’s shout of victory rang in her ears above the pounding of her pulse.

“Thank you, Billy. I never expected anything less.” Maggie sat straight in the saddle and eased up on the reins. Her muscles quivered while she let her body relax. Now that was an enjoyable way to pass the time, much better than stabbing my thumbs with the embroidery needle. As she allowed her mare to cool down in a trot, she focused on Benjamin and resettled her skirts into a semblance of modesty. He’d wheeled his horse around and now faced her. “Well, Mr. Chesley, what have you to say now?” She tossed the cravat to Amos, having no further use for it.

A flush stained the youth’s face scarlet. He pulled the brim of his cap low over his eyes and stared at his mount’s ears. “I apologize, Lady Parker. Women are as accomplished as men.”

Maggie set her bonnet back on her head and readjusted the ribbon beneath her chin. “And?” She lifted an eyebrow while her horse slowed to a walk.

His Adam’s apple bobbed. “I have no cause to belittle the American spirit. England deserved every spanking they got in land and on sea.”

“Very good.”

The youth cleared his throat. “Do you want me to deliver Midnight to you tomorrow morning? He’ll need to be fed, watered and brushed before I sign him over.”

She bit her bottom lip to keep from laughing in the face of his defeat. “No, I think I’ve changed my mind. Even though your horse was my prize, I believe you’ve learned your lesson.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“I may not be so generous next time, so do keep my good will in mind.” Maggie drew abreast of Benjamin. “I hope in the future you’ll remember this race and school your thoughts accordingly.” When he nodded, his gaze still downcast, she urged her mount into a faster walk. “Have a good day, gentlemen.” 

Grumbles reached her ears as she put distance between herself and the boys, followed by Amos’s interjection, “That woman is quite mad. You should never have dared her to a race. She’s deluded, besides. Men will always be better than women.”

Benjamin shushed his brother as Maggie moved out of earshot. Billy followed at a more sedate pace.

She stroked her mare’s neck, laughing when the horse tossed her head. “Mad? Not quite. Deluded? Not just yet, but at least I set tongues wagging, and I won’t be forgotten.” Unlike her departed husband, who no one ever remembered.

“Pardon, Lady Parker? Were you talking to me?” Concern hung on Billy’s question.

“I was not. You’ll grow into a fine young man someday.”

“Thank you, ma’am. My ma sure hopes so. Tells me every morning to behave myself and do what my betters tell me.”

“Your ‘betters’ are simply people with more money or popularity than you. Neither necessarily makes them better. Only a person’s integrity can do that.” If her dear father had instilled anything into her, it was that. Reputations could crumble like sugar in the rain, but honesty and integrity were made of stronger stuff. It was how you treated a person that mattered most.

“Yes, Lady Parker. My ma tells me that, too.”

Familiar sadness welled in her chest. Jamie used to call her “ma” what seemed like an eternity ago now. Had it really been ten years since she’d lost him? Her heart squeezed in remembrance of his little hand clutching hers and the soft lilt of his laughter when something had pleased him. Those were the things that had comforted her when both Jamie and her husband were gone. At least I had the experience. I cannot fault fate for that.

A cloud of dust in the distance pulled her attention from her maudlin thoughts. She shaded her eyes as a rider approached. As he drew closer, she recognized the face and form of her brother Alfred Manning, and a smile parted her lips. “Billy.” She twisted around. “Mr. Manning will accompany me home. You’re free to return to your other duties, but thank you for the company.”

“Thank you, ma’am, for the splendid race!” Billy clicked his tongue and his horse trotted down the lane.

Maggie tugged slightly on the reins. Her horse drifted to the side of the road, where it was content to munch on clumps of grass. As soon as her brother rode near, she hailed him with an exuberant wave. “Good afternoon, Alfie!”

He guided his mount near hers. “Must you continue to call me that ridiculous nickname?” His blue eyes, the exact shade of marble blue as hers, sparkled behind the lenses of his spectacles.

“It amuses me.” Teasing Alfred was just one of the reasons she enjoyed having him around. While it was all well and good to bury herself in the country, away from the snobbery and waste of London, it also kept her away from the few relatives she did have in England. Alfred had been sent by her father to keep her company—which amounted to him either goading her into trouble or hauling her out of it.

She wiped at the perspiration on her brow with the back of her sleeve. “What brings you out? I thought you were busy meeting with the gardener?” As evidenced by his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows and his breeches splotched with dirt, Alfred, in his spare time, enjoyed categorizing the numerous plants, shrubs and flowers on the estate. His cravat, also smudged, hung at an awkward angle, as if he’d tried to adjust it before realizing his fingers were dirty.

“I was, and we were very much immersed in the rose garden, but Caruthers is about to have an apoplexy and sent me to find you. From the looks of things, you’ve gotten up to your usual mischief.” He raked a hand through his dark brown hair, destroying the efforts his valet had put into setting it this morning. 

Maggie smiled. “I have.”

“At least you’re enjoying yourself. It would seem your niece has arrived a day ahead of schedule and is even now sitting in the parlor awaiting your arrival.”

A flutter of anticipation shot through her stomach. It had been an age since she’d last seen Amanda. “You are aware that Amanda is your niece as well?”

“Yes, but since I haven’t spoken to our esteemed brother in years, I figure she’s more yours than mine.”

Maggie laughed. “Don’t be jealous of Gregory. He cannot help that his services as an attorney are much in demand or that he can be rather a prick at times. I’m told New York is full of people needing a representative of the law, and he’s good at it.”

“At law or being a prick?”

She smiled, but didn’t answer.

“Jealousy isn’t in my nature” Alfred snorted. “Science might not be the popular choice, nor will it make me wealthy, but it interests me, and that is all that matters. I simply do not understand why Gregory allowed Amanda to make the trek not only to England, but from London down here to your Godforsaken estate.”

“Remember, Amanda has been well-chaperoned. She’s hardly been neglected.”

“Yet she’s come here. Are you her new nanny?” He guffawed as if it were some hysterical joke.

Perish the thought! “Ah, I can tell you why.” Maggie didn’t pull back on the reins as her horse drifted up the road to drink from a mud puddle. “Our dear niece has got it into her head that she’d enjoy living amidst the Ton for the Season, to see what all the fuss is about. Just turned eighteen, and with Gregory wrapped around her little finger, she wheedled the trip from him on one condition.”

“And that would be?”

“That I sponsor her come out. He thinks the idea of Amanda attracting a titled gentleman is a good idea, and that it would be a great joke for an American girl to join the traditions of England. With Father’s connections through the Navy, it was easy to secure invitations to balls and parties. However, I must accompany her, and fund the whole thing. After all, according to our dear brother, I’m sitting on piles of wealth with nothing to spend it on.”

“Aren’t you?” One of Alfred’s eyebrows inched toward his hairline. “After all, your beloved Robert worked hard to petition the Crown to award you the barony with its entailment in the event of his premature passing and the birth of no further heirs.”

“That he did.” A pang of sadness gripped her. Despite her deceased husband’s other faults, he’d been adamant about keeping the military title relevant, especially after they lost their son. Even now, it warmed her heart he’d seen potential in her, that she could do the title proud regardless of her being an American at heart. The longer she stayed in Surrey, the more her love of and loyalty to her property grew, as well as to its people if not England.

Alfred cleared his throat. “If you want my opinion, I think Amanda has seen the type of life you lead and the power you hold through the barony. She’s trolling for exactly that.”

“This might be true, brother dear, and I am sitting on a fortune, plus my dowry has earned decent interest, but I have numerous organizations, causes and people to give it to. A petulant adolescent who has done nothing to deserve the fortune is not on the agenda for handouts.”

“You’ll need to tread carefully.”

“I will, but then, it is no one’s business what I do with the money. Now that Robert is gone, I do what I please.” Her smile slipped at the mention of her dead husband’s name. “Good God, I didn’t realize how much I hated his penny-pinching ways until just now.”

She’d never had the latest gowns or shoes. According to Robert, if the garment was years old but still fit, there was no point in replacing it. After Jamie had been born, she’d never managed to lose the pregnancy weight and was unable to fit into her other clothes. That was the only time during their marriage Robert had conceded to buy her new gowns. Not to mention the years of only using four rooms in the manor because Robert wouldn’t pay for coal to heat the whole structure. Oh, he’d kept her warm at night though. Maggie’s smile wobbled. Despite his miserly ways, the dearly departed Baron Parker had introduced her to pleasure in the bedroom, and for that she’d always be grateful and remember him fondly.

“But you’ve had eight years to do things your way and quite successfully at that.” Alfred leaned over and patted her leg. “You’ve managed to flaunt convention like no one else I’ve seen and attained the rank of eccentric.”

“I have. Though I hope, after everything, people will remember me fondly without whispered asides of how outrageous some of my antics have been.” She urged her horse into a slow walk in the direction of the house.

His horse fell into step with hers. “Is there a reason you thumb your nose at society?”

“Perhaps.” She couldn’t contain her grin. “First and foremost, though I may reside in England now, I am an American. I think a society revolving around the titles and monetary worth of individuals is ridiculous, and any opportunity I have to laugh up my sleeve at the lot of them I’ll take.”

“That is readily obvious, my dear.” Warm humor accompanied the statement.

“I may have married into the lowest rung of the peerage, but that doesn’t mean two braces in the grand scheme. Since Robert’s death, I’ve learned to live on my own, to figure out that being alone doesn’t necessarily mean I need to be lonely.” She waved a hand at the passing countryside, the rolling grasses, the lush trees and the stands of yellow and white wildflowers that dotted the landscape. “I could never enjoy the outdoors when Robert was alive. I used to joke that every living thing made him sneeze.”

Companionable silence, broken only by the clomp of the horses’ hooves against the earth, cropped up between them. Finally, Maggie sighed and glanced at her brother. “I sense you disagree with my viewpoint.”

“I do, slightly.” His smile softened the censure in his voice. “You’ve been by yourself for eight years, Mags. Are you sure you’re happy living your unorthodox life?”

“Unorthodox how?”

He sighed, as it was a conversation they had many times. “Causing mischief through the countryside, or spending all your time alone. Have you ever considered marrying again? Giving me another niece or nephew?”

Another twinge of sadness squeezed her chest. “Oh bother. No doubt I’m too old to bear more children.”

“You are just thirty-two. You are not a crone.”

“No, but I’m quite firmly on the shelf and a widow besides.” 

Sometimes, in the quiet of the night, she’d lie in bed and imagine the musky smell of a masculine body clinging to the sheets, the feel of a man’s arms around her, the insistent nudge of his cock or the sweet erotic bliss of love making. Her core throbbed. In the eight years since Robert’s death, she’d never taken a lover, not even when the urge for coitus had nearly driven her out of her mind. In the daytime, she lived for her, but in the quiet of midnight, she missed having someone to share her experiences with, having someone to talk to or with whom to share her joys and fears.

“Be honest, sis.”

She willed the wayward desire to settle. “Marriage and childbearing made me vulnerable to a point. I don’t know if I’m willing to offer my heart for more pain.”

“I understand that, but nothing good in life comes without a certain risk.”

Maggie swallowed around the lump in her throat. “I fear I’m too set in my ways to warrant interest from a gentleman. I was naïve when I married Robert, much like Amanda is. Now, I know more about life and what I want from it. I have a feeling most gentlemen won’t want a woman who knows her own mind.”

“Mags, is that really what you think? That has never held you back before. You were a wild girl. Marrying Robert stole some of your zest.”

“Well—”

“Do you wish to stagnate here in the country and grow old without causing one great scandal that might launch your own coming out of sorts?”

Unexpected laughter burst from her throat. “What makes you think I haven’t caused enough scandal around here already? Don’t you remember the time I was caught swimming nude by the parson?” Her cheeks warmed. Oh, that had been hilariously ridiculous, being confined to the pond until she could convince the parson to move along after he’d prayed for her immortal soul.

Alfred’s chuckle rang clear in the afternoon air. “What about the time you held the impromptu drinking contest at the local pub? You near drank everyone under the table.”

“I did, much to the chagrin of the gray-haired dragons.” Maggie laughed at that memory and the scoldings she’d received from everyone for a week afterward. “My, but the headache from the alcohol had me in bed for days.”

Her brother’s lips twitched. “I mean the big stories, the stuff gossips live for, the jaw-dropping on dits beyond the countrified gentry in Surrey.”

“Such as?” Her heartbeat tripped fast as she waited.

He leaned closer. “An affair.”

“Pardon me?”

“If you had done something along those lines, don’t you think it would have reached London by now? Don’t you think gawkers would angle for invitations to the estate for the sole purpose of seeing if you are the woman the tales said you were?”

“This is true. Maybe I haven’t been nearly as naughty as I ought.” Again, her thoughts fell to Robert and the fact no one in the area remembered him a year after his death. She shifted her focus to her father, the man of a thousand stories, the man of big exploits and bigger adventures, the man who loved his wife with a passion as fierce as his love of the Navy. Her heart ached. She’d not attained that level of commitment in her own marriage. How did she want to be remembered, because she most certainly didn’t want to be forgotten?

“If flouting London society is your main goal, perhaps enacting a grand affair would gain you the attention you want and portray the story you are trying to tell. It might be just the thing to bring a worthy gentleman calling. Or...” The glance he slid her brimmed with mischief. “When you accompany Amanda to London, you could conduct your scandal there.”

“Are you trying to have me ostracized from all of England, Alfie?” A thrill swept down her spine just the same. To have one grand affair, a dalliance with a rugged or charming gentleman, and then leave him happy, sated and pining. It was something she’d never attempted, but now that the idea had bloomed, she rather wanted to plan for it.

“No, I’m trying to secure your future happiness, and to remind you there is more to life than what you can find on these grounds—alone.” His smile conveyed a smug attitude, even as he stared straight ahead. “You are too vibrant a woman to rusticate. I suspect you’re only half-living, though you’d disagree with me. You need a man who can match you in temperament and daring, a man who won’t give a fig if you’re both caught swimming naked in the pond. At least give me something I can own and say ‘Oh, that Margaret is my sister, and she is most certainly someone you need to meet.’”

His concern over her well-being sent humbling warmth through Maggie’s body. “I’ll bear your opinions in mind, but first, I need to take Amanda in hand. Gregory’s last letter indicated she’d become rather trying with the frowns and attitude to match.”

“Also, there is something else regarding dear Amanda.”

Maggie narrowed her eyes as the rooftop of the manor house came into view. “Yes?”

“She hasn’t come alone. A gentleman has accompanied her, along with your ancient nanny, of course.”

Good Lord, she brought Nanny Beatrice? No doubt Gregory had contrived that. “Ah, she’s already made a conquest, has she?” The knowledge made her smile. How lovely, Amanda would be an immediate success.

“It would seem so. Apparently, her male traveling companion had told Caruthers he accompanied our niece since women shouldn’t travel Surrey roads alone. He gave some tale of highwaymen in the area, but if the comments of the cook and maids are to believed, said gentleman is quite dashing.”

“Is that right?” Ah, clever man. She’d heard about highwaymen, but she suspected the man’s intent was to ingratiate himself into her good graces. Sly boots, but it wouldn’t work. “I do hope Amanda’s penchant for immaturity has worn off since we last saw her.”

“Well, hope does spring eternal, but in all practicality, I rather doubt Amanda has changed. She is Gregory’s offspring, after all.”

She rolled her eyes at her brother’s droll tone. “If not, we have a problem. A petulant child paired with a dashing male on the prowl could be a disaster.” Maggie shook her head as cold dread seeped in to steal the joy and excitement of the afternoon. A handsome man could do more damage to a young girl’s equilibrium than anything else. “Well, I shall simply set her straight. An untried girl of eighteen doesn’t know her own mind, let alone have any control over her own romantic notions. More likely she’s in love with the idea of being in love. Silly chit. There’s more to love and marriage than dreaming.”

“Indeed.” Alfred snickered into his hand. “No matter, tea should be quite entertaining. Perhaps your grand affair will begin today.”

“Don’t be a nodcock.” Maggie rolled her eyes, her smile back in place. “I’m not in the mood for a scandal this afternoon.”

Nor did she know if she ever would be. After all, creating a scandal needed weeks of planning. At the present time, all she wanted to do was sort out Amanda’s mess.
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Chapter Two
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Stephen Oliver Tarkington paced the length of the parlor. With each step, his annoyance grew and expanded until his fingers curled into fists so tight that his fingertips dug into his palms. He clasped his hands behind his back to hide the worst of his ire. Clenching his teeth, he studied the pink-and-gold striped wallpaper, decorated with impossibly tiny vines and roses. The theme carried over throughout the rest of the room. From the gilt-painted legs of the delicate furniture to the plush, pink velvet cushions on every available sitting surface, to the Oriental rugs done in mauves, golds and greens, the room screamed a feminine viewpoint, and one that was very finicky. It spoke of a mind that would be hard-pressed to change, of a will as iron and as tough as old torture devices in the Tower of London.
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