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Chapter One

 

Liverpool, England 

1899

 

Colin Healy strode down the cobblestone street toward the Liverpool docks. Thoughts of home and his family made his pace quicken. He’d booked passage on the clipper ship, Americana, bound for New York today. The letter he’d received from his sister, Shayla, asking him to return for her fifteenth birthday and her graduation from grammar school had clenched his up-till-then indecision about going home or staying on longer at Meath Hall. The estate he’d inherited through his father’s family had become as important to him as the family he had left in Sumpter, Oregon. While he enjoyed running the estate, he was tired of being called Sir Colin Healy and having advances made upon him by all the young women hoping to elevate their status by marrying a baronet. 

The thought of Miss Gwendolyn Marsh the last time he’d attended dinner at her family’s estate made his stomach churn. He had nothing against women, just couldn’t cotton to pushy women. He didn’t like talking about himself and he didn’t like women who asked one hundred questions, all of which made him uncomfortable.

The only people in England who knew how he and his mother had landed in America were his father’s cousin, Orin and his son, Denis. Orin had found them in America when Colin’s life was threatened by greedy British relatives. After Ethan Halsey married Colin’s mother, he took the family to England to arrange for Orin and Denis to run the estate for Colin until he was old enough to take over. Four years ago, Colin had returned to become the baronet of Meath Hall.   

He’d been too busy to miss his family and the Halsey family members as he learned his new position and occupation. But he and Shayla had always been close. They’d lived through her father’s tirades and thrived in the Halsey family. Thinking of Shayla, he couldn’t stop the smile creeping across his lips. He’d answered her plea with a letter stating he wasn’t sure he could get away, when he’d already decided to go. He’d surprise the scamp and the rest of the family. 

Commotion down a street to his left caught Colin’s attention. A young woman, dressed too nice to be walking the side streets alone, had three men taunting her. 

Colin gripped the handle of his canvas Gladstone and shifted his direction, striding down the street toward the woman and men. 

One of the men, a little younger than the woman, snatched a fake flower from the woman’s hat. “Where’d ye get sooch a fancy ’at, Livie?” If the ratty, dirty clothes hadn’t suggested the men were from the lower class of city dwellers, the thick Liverpudlian accent gave him away. The gentry and businessmen were easier to understand. 

“Get yer ’ands off me. Ah’ve an appointment to keep.” The young woman swat small, white-gloved hands at the men’s grubby fingers pecking away at her hat. “Stop!”

“I believe the lady asked you to stop.” Colin halted ten feet from the ruckus, set his bag down, and settled his feet in a solid stance to show he meant business. 

“We’s just ’aving some foon,” said the tall and rangiest of the three. 

“I could tell from the end of the street she doesn’t welcome your fun.”

He allowed his gaze to wander from the men to the woman. He was dumbstruck by the clarity of her wide, green eyes.

She ducked her head and hurried by him, leaving a hint of roses in the air. 

Colin stood in the narrow street like a wall, glaring at the men and daring them to go after her. One by one they slinked away, and he was left standing there wondering at the woman’s high fashion, and yet, the man had called her by the name of Livie and acted as if he knew her. The woman was a walking contradiction. The little he’d heard her talk didn’t completely fit the breeding her clothes shouted. But then again, he didn’t dress and talk like a British baronet. He shouted American from his wool trousers and suit jacket, to his boots and Stetson. 

He shook his head, picked up his bag, and headed to the dock. Captain Whiteside had explained the need to have all passengers on the ship before they started loading the cargo. It was how he regulated the ballast. 

On his way to the Winterburn Dock where the Americana was loading, his gaze swept up and down the streets, looking for the colorful flowered hat and long, bright blue coat the woman wore. No matter how hard he tried to see her in the growing crowd, she had vanished. 

Colin strode up the gangplank and shook hands with Captain Whiteside.

“Sir Colin Healy, happy to have you aboard, my good man.” The captain released his hand and tooted a whistle. The cabin boy ran up to the captain’s side.

“Please, Captain, you can drop the sir, I’m not traveling as the baronet of Meath Hall. I’m Colin Healy heading home.” While he was the heir to the estate, he felt like a fraud when people announced him as Sir Colin Healy. He wasn’t British gentry, he was American through and through. No matter how many years he spent here, in England, at the estate, he’d never forget the life in Sumpter that had formed him into this man. 

“Sure, I understand. Jack, take Sir…I mean Mr. Healy’s bag to first cabin ten.” 

The boy extended his hand and waited for Colin to hand it over. 

“You’re welcome to follow young Jack to your room or remain deck side,” the captain added.  

“I think I’ll follow along and get a bearing of my room then return and watch the loading of the cargo.” Colin motioned for the boy to lead the way and followed Jack’s bouncing gait across the deck to a set of covered stairs at the mid-point of the ship.

“Watch yer step, someone as tall as ye might ’ave a bit of a bump on the ’ead,” said Jack, scrambling down the stairs with the bag. 

The staircase was shiny mahogany and wide enough for two people to pass without touching. 

“This way, sir,” Jack called at the bottom of the stairs and headed toward the front of the ship. “This is youz cabin.” He stopped at a white door with a dark blue number ten painted in the middle about chest high. 

“Thank you.” Colin slipped a penny from his pocket and handed it to the boy. “I would like a bucket of warm water brought to my cabin every night at ten.”

The boy’s face lit up at the copper coin. “Yes, sir!” He grasped the coin, shoved it into his pocket, and scampered off.

Colin opened the door and was surprised to see a bed his feet wouldn’t hang over the end and a small writing desk beside the built-in cupboard for his belongings. This room with the long rectangular port hole would be a splendid place to go over the papers he’d brought with him about a possible investment. 

Within minutes, he stowed his clothes in the cupboard, set his personal items on the small desk along with the papers he would read through, and exited the cabin, pulling the door shut. 

Back up on deck, Colin stood at the ship’s railing watching the dock workers load the cargo destined for New York. A glimpse of bright blue in the periphery of his vision, turned his attention to a small entourage headed to the ship’s gang plank. 

There was no mistaking the long, bright blue coat and large, overly-flowered hat. 

Where were the people now following her when he came to her aid earlier? 

A servant girl followed the young woman. She carried what looked like a hat box and two men followed her carrying two large trunks on their shoulders. While the woman’s stride was self-assured, her head pivoted back and forth, her gaze taking in everything. 

Why would someone clearly of gentry, use a sailing ship to travel when not one hundred feet away the Campania, a steamship in the Cunard line, was getting ready to set sail for America as well? 

Before he registered his own movements, Colin discovered himself standing beside Captain Whiteside at the gangplank. The jovial captain enjoyed welcoming the passengers. 

One of the reasons Colin picked going home by sailing ship rather than the faster steamship was to have fewer passengers to deal with, or in his case, hide from. He wasn’t a socializer like his sister, Shayla. He tended to have his mother’s trait of enjoying themselves just fine when alone or with family. Taking the slower sailing vessel gave him the option of never setting foot in a proper dining room or having to sit through conversations with strangers.

“Welcome!” boomed Captain Whiteside as the young woman stepped from the gangplank onto the vessel. 

“Thank you, Captain.” She touched a gloved hand to her hat, then touched her earlobe showing beneath upswept copper-colored hair. 

Colin didn’t want to think he was partial to red hair due to his mother’s fiery locks. This woman’s upswept hair was a more subtle hue. He found the shiny copper color mesmerizing. 

“Your name?” Captain Whiteside inquired, holding a script with names and cabin numbers.

“Miss Olivia Leatherby.” The woman’s green gaze drifted from the captain to Colin. Her eyes widened, showing she recognized him from earlier. She made no move to thank or acknowledge him, and her gaze quickly returned to the captain. 

Why didn’t she at least acknowledge my presence? Colin continued to study the young woman. The more he saw, the more he was intrigued. She was a good head shorter than he, but her curves and the way she set her feet to take the sway of the ship proved she wouldn’t float away in a good breeze.  

“Miss Leatherby, you will be staying in first cabin twelve.” Captain Whiteside tooted on his whistle and the cabin boy hurried forward.  “Jack, take Miss Olivia Leatherby to first cabin twelve.” 

“Aye, Captain.” The young boy waved his hand for the woman and her belongings to follow.

Cabin twelve. That was two cabins down from Colin. Being practically neighbors, bumping into one another would be unavoidable. 

He’d moved back to his spot at the railing when his gaze landed on another passenger whose fashionable attire and haughty manner didn’t fit with the usual sailing passenger. He’d come across a few men like this one since his return to England and taking charge of his estate. Why would a man of this class take a clipper rather than a steamship? He was the type who would think the accommodations on a clipper ship beneath him.

The wind didn’t carry the man’s name to him by the railing as Captain Whiteside greeted the stranger. It didn’t matter. He could always ask the cabin boy or the captain the gentleman’s name.

He turned his attention to the smoke puffing out of the Compania. A dark gray cloud puffed out adding more somber gray to the day. Passengers lined the deck of the steamship, waving at the people on the docks. 

He could have been on that ship, surrounded by all the people and traveling in luxury, but he preferred the slower pace of the sailing vessel. He’d used his newly acquired connections in the shipping world to obtain a first cabin on the Americana. While he didn’t need the luxuries one had while on a steam ship, he did prefer traveling on a sailing ship in first class. The rooms were slightly larger, giving enough room to not feel as if he slept in a coffin, and the food, while not being served as elegantly, was filling and tasty. 

The quiet, solitude, and time would allow him to go over the ideas his cousin Denis had handed him as he left Meath Hall. Even though he was excited to return to his family in Sumpter, he had become accustomed to riding about the thousand-acre estate talking to the tenants and discussing the best ways for them to grow better crops and livestock. Growing up, all he knew was mining, but living here, overseeing the land, he felt a kinship to both the people and the land.

“I guess you can take the boy out of the country but you can’t take the country out of the boy.” He grinned and headed to the first-class section of the ship. There would be a few more hours of spring sunlight streaming through his port hole. He’d best take advantage of the light to read the ideas Denis submitted. 

He entered the covered stairwell and stopped. Angry words flowed up the opening.

“I heard you were late.” The steely deep tone sounded like a threat.

“Ah had to say good-bye…”

He knew that soft wispy voice. Colin hurried down the stairs.


Chapter Two

Livie wouldn’t have been late to meet Wilfred’s henchmen and her new lady’s maid if the three rampers hadn’t stopped her in the street. They were friends of her brother, Ellis, and wanted to know why she was all dressed up when he was rotting in Gaol. She tried to slap their hands away as they picked at the hat that Wilfred bought her. Luckily, Abigail had another hat in the box. They’d changed her plucked hat before heading for the ship.

Wilfred grabbed her upper arms, squeezing. “There’s no one you needed to say good-bye to. We have a deal and—” His deep angry voice cut off when his gaze travelled over her shoulder.

“The lady might have a chance to converse with you if you weren’t hurting her arms.”

Livie twisted her neck and peered over her shoulder at the same man who’d saved her from Ellis’ friends. Her jaw clenched, hoping he didn’t say they’d met before. If Wilfred knew of her altercation earlier, he’d become even angrier. She was on this ship to seduce Sir Colin Healy and learn information to help Wilfred get his family’s estate back. If she helped him, he’d help her brother. She’d rejected Wilfred’s offer the first time she heard it. She may have grown up in the rookery but she wasn’t a liar and she didn’t believe in thieving. But after visiting Ellis and seeing the conditions at the prison and then her mother begging her to get her son out, Livie’d conceded. Even knowing Wilfred’s awful temper.

“I didn’t realize. Olivia, was I hurting you?” Wilfred asked in such a syrupy tone, she thought she’d gag.

“Y-yes, a little.” She hated the fact she was scared of this man. A coward who used others to benefit himself. 

“Let the woman go.” The other man said in as snarly a tone as she’d ever heard.

To her surprise, Wilfred drew his hands back as if her arms had just caught on fire.

The man stared at Wilfred. “I know you have antiquated laws here in England, but where I come from a man who treats a woman that rough isn’t a man.” 

“What right do you have saying I’m not a man?” Wilfred’s blotchy red face showed he was working into a rage.

“Ah’m sure he didn’t mean it, luv” Livie blurted out trying to coddle Wilfred’s rage even though she agreed with the stranger. 

“Allow me to escort you to your room.” The man cupped her elbow with his hand and turned her down the hall toward her room. 

“Ah was going to the deck to watch the ship pull out of the harbor.” Feeling safe with the man, she leaned close and said softly. “The small cabin with me lady’s maid moving about putting things away made me long for the openness of the deck.” 

He grinned. “I understand. Let me escort you up top.” 

The gentleman walked right past the rooms and up a smaller stairway at the end of the hall. They stepped out of the covered stairwell and stood at the front of the ship. 

Livie walked forward, grasping the railing, and inhaling the ocean’s scent. She’d lived her whole life in Liverpool but never caught a whiff so refreshing. Where she lived the fresh scent of the sea rarely made it beyond the stench of too many bodies and too much squalor. 

“I’m Colin Healy.”

The minute their hands touched, it struck her. Colin Healy. This was Sir Colin Healy, Baronet of Meath Hall. The very same person she was to befriend and discover secrets. This man was her only hope of getting Ellis out of Gaol. 

“Pleased to meet you. Ah’m L-Olivia Leatherby.” She almost slipped and told him the name she went by from birth, but Wilfred said it was too lower-class to use while pretending to be the daughter of a baron. 

This couldn’t have worked out better if she’d planned it. Gazing into his dark blue eyes even more tension slipped from her body. His coming to her rescue twice suggested he’d be easy to draw out the information she needed. He obviously was a person who liked to help others, and therefore, she believed he would be personable and social. Not to mention he was the handsomest and best smelling man she’d ever encountered. Even Wilfred with all his money and airs, looked and smelled like someone from the rookery of Liverpool.  

He released her hand and stood peering out at the ocean. “It seems you were in need of my help twice today.” 

The image of Wilfred’s angry face flashed before her. She touched Sir Colin Healy’s arm. “Please, don’t tell Wilfred about the first time, luv.” The second the words spilled out she wished they hadn’t. One, because it showed she feared the man, and two, she’d called him by his first name, which someone of good breeding would never do when speaking to a relative stranger. 

He faced her. “Why? How do you know that man?”

She sighed heavily and worked to come up with a good story. “He’s Lord Wilfred Canfield. He has mistakenly decided ah should marry him.” She peered out from under her lashes at the baronet. “You saw his anger. Ah told him ah wouldn’t be a wife to anyone who couldn’t control his temper. Ah came on this trip to visit me cousin in New York and put distance between oos.” She gazed into Sir Colin Healy’s eyes and saw what she’d hoped for—sympathy. “Boot he thinks he can persuade me by the time we reach New York.” She glanced around them and leaned forward. “Honestly, his following me has only made me fearful for me safety.” 

The man’s sympathetic eyes narrowed. “You let me know if he lays a hand on you. No man has the right to hurt a woman.” 

The rage in his words made her wonder what had given him such an adamant conviction.

“Thank you. That makes me feel better about this trip. Once ah get to me cousin’s, her husband will see to it that Wilfred is sent away.”  

The main sail snapped open, and the ship lurched forward. 

Livie fell toward Sir Healy. He caught her against his wide, hard chest. His arms circled her body, holding her steady. 

She wondered at the strength in his arms, yet they cradled her gently against him. He was a contradiction and unlike any man she’d ever met in her life. Most of the men she knew in the rookery would have had their hands roaming all over her body by now. Or backhanded her for falling into them. She could still feel the sting of her father’s hand the day before he went missing. She’d never told a soul, but she believed her mother killed him and left him somewhere to rot. Her mother had put up with her husband beating on her, but when he raised his hand to her daughter, she’d broke. 

The snap of the sail just above them slapped sense into her. Livie pushed at the chest she’d tucked her head against for a brief moment of tranquility. The arms holding her released, and she took a step, then another, away from the man studying her. 


Chapter Three

Colin stared into green eyes bursting with copper around the pupil. This woman had his mind bouncing in all directions. Her speech patterns were nothing like Miss Gwendolyn Marsh. He’d have thought being of the same class, Olivia’s speech would be as formal. And the matter of the r on the end of words sounding like uh, spoke more of the common work folk he’d visited. Uncle Orin had taught him how to speak to the entitled and her calling Lord Canfield by his given name…Yes, there were many contradictory things about this woman. 

She turned her attention to the ocean as the boat pulled away from the dock. It gave him time to think and study her. She tugged on the pearl dangling from her ear. The way she worried the clasp between her fingers, he’d venture to guess she didn’t normally wear the jewelry. 

When she’d fallen against him, her soft curves had brought out the first urges he’d had since Denis talked him into drinking one night, and they’d ended up in bed with daughters of one of the tenant farmers. He didn’t like to think about that night and how he’d almost ruined his relationship with that tenant.

“Why are you scowling?”

The soft voice drew him from his reveries. Miss Leatherby had a hip resting on the railing. Another action he’d never see a woman of title do. Ladies always carried themselves with a stiffness that made Colin wonder if they had stays in their drawers. 

“I was thinking about a time when I should have remained in control.” He had to keep that incident in the forefront of his mind and keep this woman at arm’s length, but be there if she needed help. He’d spent too many frustrated times wishing he was big enough to defend his mother against Mr. Miller, her second husband and Shayla’s father. He’d witnessed the man nearly beat his mother to death the same day that Shayla came into the world and Mr. Miller ended up dead. Many nights he’d dreamed he was the one to end the man’s life. So much so, he wasn’t sure he hadn’t done it, until Ethan Halsey came into their lives and discovered it had been a man wanting to become his mother’s third husband. Colin shook the past out of his head. He had to think about now and the future.  

Miss Leatherby watched him with a hint of sadness. He couldn’t allow himself to get tangled up with a woman. Not now, not when he was confused about his future. Before he asked her what troubled her, he had to get away.

“Excuse me, I need to take care of business before dinner.” He turned to the stairwell. 

“Will you be sitting with me at dinner?” Her voice wobbled. 

He pivoted and she flashed him a weak smile.

“If you are beside me, Ah’m hoping Lord Canfield won’t feel free to sit by me.” 

Against his better judgment, he nodded. “I’ll be there.” 

***

Colin had planned on asking young Jack to bring his meals to him. Now, he had to keep his word and sit with Miss Leatherby. As much as the seating arrangement and having to dress for dinner irritated him, he slipped his arms into his suit jacket and made sure his vest was wrinkle free. He didn’t want to become attached to the woman but found all her contradictions fascinating. His plan was to get her talking about herself, all women liked to talk about themselves and their families. That would help him understand her and perhaps find answers to his questions. 

The large bell on deck bonged three times, indicating the evening meal was ready. 

He opened his door and stepped into the hall. The click of doors along the hallway brought other passengers out of their rooms. He nodded to the men and bowed to the women. Two doors down Miss Leatherby stepped from her room. Two men who had exited the room between he and Miss Leatherby approached her.

Colin witnessed the widening of her eyes and her hesitation moments before her body started to move back into the room. 

“Miss Leatherby,” Colin strode past the two men and extended his arm. 

A smile spread across her lips and lit up her eyes. “Sir Healy, how thoughtful of you to escort me to dinner.” She smiled at the two men and slipped her hand through his arm. 

He kept walking toward the smaller, less formal stairway. He wanted more privacy than the larger full staircase. “Please, I prefer to be called Mr. Healy, or when alone, Colin.” 

She gasped, parting her petite bow-shaped lips. “But you are titled and should be shown respect.”

He shook his head. “It’s a title I acquired through inheritance. It doesn’t make a difference in how I do business or live my life. I’m Colin Healy, plain and simple.”

Confusion dulled her eyes and dropped the corners of her lips. “You don’t want to be a baronet or own land?” 

“Who doesn’t wish to own land? I enjoy the land. The challenges of bringing in a good crop and working with the tenants. It’s the formality that comes with the land I dislike.” 

He held the door of the dining hall while Miss Leatherby entered. Orin had tried to explain to him how the titled felt their position placed them above everyone else and how few worked beside their tenants or even knew the first thing about the crops that were being raised on their lands.

Even the Halseys, who now would be considered barons of the Sumpter area, got in and worked side by side with anyone who needed help. He’d learned connections with people were more important than all the money in the world. That’s why he visited and helped the tenants, and why he made Orin and Denis promise to check in with everyone on a weekly basis while he was gone. 

“Miss Leatherby and Mr. Healy, come, sit at my table,” Captain Whiteside greeted them as they came through the door and escorted them to the table at the head of the room. 

Colin held Miss Leatherby’s chair as she sat. He glanced around the table, returning Canfield’s glare before taking a seat beside Olivia. 

He registered the moment, Miss Leatherby spotted Canfield. She stiffened and clenched her hands together in her lap. 

Leaning toward her, Colin murmured. “Don’t look at him. Focus on the conversations with me or the captain.” 

She nodded and lowered her gaze to the bowl of soup sitting in front of her. 

Livie couldn’t believe her bad luck. Wilfred sat almost directly across from her at the captain’s table. Not only did she have to remember her short course in table etiquette, she had to ignore the angry glare from Wilfred. Which she didn’t understand. He wanted her to be friendly with Sir Healy, so why was he mad that they arrived together?  

She hadn’t had a chance to tell him the story she’d made up. When she’d returned to her cabin, Abigail insisted she lie down and then woke her an hour before dinner and started dressing her. It was a good thing she wasn’t really a Lady. She’d never be able to get used to having someone dress her. It took all her control to stand still and allow the woman to do her job.

After dinner, she’d have to find a way to tell him what she told Sir Healy. In the meantime, she’d enjoy food she’d never have the chance to eat again. She dipped her spoon into the bowl of brown, thick broth and chunks of meat. The soup was a bit fishy and the meat chewy. 

The captain took his seat at the head of the table to her left. “Do you like turtle soup, Miss Leatherby?”

“Ah don’t know. Ah don’t believe ah’ve ever had any.” She glanced at the captain. Merriment danced in his eyes. 

“You’re eating it at the moment.” He smiled and slurped a spoonful.

She stared down into her bowl. Should I have known it was turtle soup? Is it something that is served often to the gentry?

“Don’t worry. I was taken back the first time I was told I was eating turtle soup.” Sir Healy’s calm, quiet voice broke into her self-recrimination.

She glanced up into his eyes. There wasn’t mirth or superiority shining in the color of a clear summer day. Maybe she hadn’t buggered her job. 

“You don’t have to eat the soup, there will be several courses.” Sir Healy’s voice reminded her she’d stopped eating. 

“It’s delicious.” She dipped the spoon and continued to eat. 

The clatter of utensils against dishes and the murmuring of other conversations muffled around her, letting her be quiet and sink into her own thoughts. After dinner she should suggest taking a walk on the deck to Sir Healy. Then she’d get him to talk about his estate and his childhood. Wilfred wanted to know more about the family and where the deed to the estate was hidden. He’d sent people into Meath Hall as servants and no one could find the papers Wilfred wanted to disprove the inheritance. 

Sir Healy nudged her arm, spilling the soup in her spoon back into the bowl. She peered at him. 

“Captain Whiteside asked you a question.” Sir Healy’s gaze moved from her to the captain. 

“Oh, ah’m sorry. Ah was lost in thought.” Her cheeks burned with embarrassment. She’d been so deep in her thoughts, she’d ignored those around her. A quick peek at Wilfred only heightened her unease.

“The letter from your father said you were traveling to visit a sister in New York. What is her husband’s name? I know quite a few businessmen in the area.” The captain leaned back in his chair having finished his soup.

What name did Wilfred tell her? Did it matter? They were made up anyway. She wanted to glance at Wilfred, get some guidance but that would signal there was more to their acquaintance than she wanted Sir Healy to know. Bugger!

“Raymond Smith is Constance’s husband’s name.” Mentally, she fixed the names in her mind. Hopefully, they wouldn’t leave her like the ones Wilfred had already given her. 

“Smith, that’s a pretty common name. Can’t say that I remember any businessmen by that name.” The captain smiled. “What does he do?”

She hated to act mindless like she’d witnessed Wilfred’s sister and her friends do when confronted with a conversation they didn’t want to join, but she didn’t want to talk about her made up family.

“Ah don’t know. Men talk about business when we ladies aren’t around.” She glanced at Sir Healy. He didn’t look convinced. In fact, he appeared puzzled. Surely, he’d been around enough gentry to know the women paid little attention to what the men did as long as they had fine dresses and jewelry. 

Wilfred asked the captain a question, drawing his attention from her. Relief washed over her, even though she knew he didn’t do it to save her, only his mission.


Chapter Four

Colin was even more curious about Miss Leatherby. She told him she was sailing to her cousin and now the captain said her sister and she didn’t correct him. He finished the meal, staying alert to anything Miss Leatherby was asked or replied. She dodged most of the questions and stood as soon as the meal ended. 

“Would you walk with me?” she whispered, when he stood to hold her chair. 

Etiquette should have had him bow out, but his curiosity about the woman had him offering his arm. They stepped out on the moonlit deck. A brisk breeze ruffled his hair and tugged at her light shawl. 

“I suggest we go to our rooms and get warmer coats if you still wish to walk.” He headed straight for the middle stairwell without waiting for a response. At her door, he straightened his arm. “Do you still want to walk?”

She kept her gaze on the door. Wisps of copper hair fluttered across her cheek.  “Yes, ah’m not ready to retire for the night.” Her gaze collided with his. “Ah’d like to get to know you better.” 

He stared into her eyes. What was going on behind those green and rust orbs? “I’ll return in five minutes.” Pivoting on his heels, he headed for his room, entered, and shut the door. 

He stood in the dark, the back of his head against the door. Miss Leatherby had struck him as an innocent young woman embarking on a new adventure when he first met her. Now, he wasn’t so sure. She didn’t meet his gaze honestly and all the contradictions he noticed in her speech, her actions, her words… But damn, he wanted to discover why she was so contradictory. 

Without lighting the kerosene lamp, he fumbled in the dark, digging his wool jacket out of his bag along with the knit cap Aunt Kelda and Uncle Hank sent him at Christmas. His aunt knit the caps for the loggers to buy and wear while working in the woods. The warm wool worked well in the cold, wet weather in Lancashire. Once he was bundled for the cold wind, he left his room and knocked on Miss Leatherby’s door. 

She stepped out wearing the vibrant blue coat she’d worn when he first saw her. She’d wrapped the wool shawl from earlier over her head and about her neck. That she took comfort over fashion nudged up his admiration for her.

“Good to see you know to dress warm.” He offered his arm, and she slipped her hand through, linking their elbows.

“Ah don’t intend to spend the whole trip in my cabin ill.” She held her skirt as they walked up the stairs at the front of the ship. 

Once on deck, she followed beside him at a leisurely pace. He nodded to other couples out getting fresh air after their meal. The lanterns hanging from the sides of the structures in the middle of the ship lit the deck halfway to the railing. It was in this shadowed area that Colin stopped and faced Miss Leatherby. 

“I don’t think you’re a daughter of a baron, and I don’t think you’re meeting a sister or a cousin in New York.” He’d expected her to slap him for being so straight forward with his assumption. 

She sighed heavily and stared out at the darkness. Ribbons of moonlight floated on the ocean’s surface.

“Wot gave me away?” she finally asked, so quietly he had to move closer to catch the words.

“I’ve lived here long enough to know ladies your age and of the gentry speak more refined. You told me you were visiting a cousin, only the captain said the letter from your father said you were visiting your sister. The soup, the way you watched everyone to make sure you were doing things correctly at dinner.” He turned her face to him. “The way you avoided eye contact with Canfield.” 

She flinched, squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them. Sorrow drooped her eyes and her shoulders. “Ah should have known ah couldn’t do this.”

“Do what?” He hadn’t expected her to cave so easily. The second the thought popped into his head, he became guarded. 

“Ah’m not gentry. Ah worked for an elderly Doochess. A week afore she died, she sent the letter to the captain and obtained me passage. She had her seamstress make clothes for me and gave me enough money to start a business in America. She’d heard stories of people like me going to America and having a good life. That’s what she wanted for me. To be independent.” 

“Why didn’t you just tell me and the captain that?” Colin wished he’d stopped in the light of a lantern so he could read her face and see if this was the truth. He wanted it to be. It made more sense than the other lies she told.

“If the people in the dining room knew ah wasn’t gentry, they wouldn’t allow me to eat with them or even be in the first cabins.” 

“No, I don’t believe that. If you paid for a first cabin you would get it no matter your class.”  

“How long have you lived in England?” There was a tinge of humor in her question.

“Four years. Why?” 

“Ah’ve been here a lifetime, and ah still don’t understand why a pompous arse of a man or woman who has never worked a day in their life can tell others how to live and wot jobs they can and can’t do. That is England. Ah want to go where ah can work at wotever ah want and not be told ah can’t do something because ah grew oop in the rookery.” 

The resentful tone explained a lot about the woman.

This last statement from Miss Leatherby showed him her true person. She was a fighter looking for a better life. He could understand that. His mother had struggled and fought to give him and Shayla a shot at a life she’d had and lost. But now she was happy and content as Ethan’s wife. 

There was one thing that still bothered him. “I understand your desire to go somewhere where you can start new. But how does Canfield fit into this? He knows you and he’s gentry.”

The mention of the man changed her composure. She shot glances up and down the vacant deck and moved closer to him. “He knows about me past. His mam was friends with the doochess. When you saw oos together, he was against me pretending to be something ah’m not. Ah asked him not to expose me and he…he said he’d think of something ah could do to repay his silence.” 

Colin felt her body shake. Anger burned hot in his gut. He understood the man’s meaning. “You don’t have to do anything to repay him. I guarantee, if anyone gives you trouble about not being gentry, I’ll stick up for you. And I don’t need any favors for doing it.” 

“Ah don’t want you getting into trouble. Ah’m not worth it.” 

He couldn’t restrain himself any longer. Colin wrapped his arms around Olivia and held tight. He was leery and distrustful of men. More than one had hurt his mother and his family before Ethan showed him not all men had mean streaks. 

But women—he’d been taking care of his mother and Shayla since he could remember. He championed them. So many men felt women were nothing but legal slaves. With four strong aunts and a mother whose strength got them through tough times, he knew they were strong, they just had to find that inner strength. 

Olivia was just starting to find it. 

“Everyone is worth standing up for.” He rocked her back and forth, enjoying the feel of her body cuddled against his. Even through the wool coat, he could feel her curves. He kept his hands at her back, not straying lower or to the front. After what she’d just said about Canfield, he didn’t want her to think he’d take advantage of her. While his mind stayed rational, his body was heating. 

He eased her away from him. “One more question.”

She nodded. 

“Is your name really Olivia Leatherby?”

“Livie Leatherby. The doochess thought Olivia sounded more like gentry than Livie.” 

Colin released her completely. “Which do you want me to call you?” 

“It’s best if you use Miss Leatherby in public. Like this, when it’s just the two of oos, Livie would be fine. Ah’ll respond better than to a name ah’ve barely had.”

“Livie, I think it’s time to retire to our cabins. There’s no one else on the decks, and I wouldn’t want to start rumors that would sully your reputation.” Colin offered his arm.

She slipped her hand through the crook of his arm, they sauntered into the lantern light, and straight for the larger stairwell in the center of the ship. 

“It feels better having someone know the truth,” she said quietly when they stood in the hallway in front of her cabin door. 

“Lies have a way of eating a person up. I won’t say a word, but I don’t think you’ll be treated any different if the truth comes out. Good night.” Colin tipped his head to Livie waiting for her to enter her cabin.  

She slipped into her room, but flashed him a shy smile before closing the door. 

Colin returned the smile and strode down the hall to his cabin. Once inside he slowly undressed, thinking about the interesting woman. It took strength of character to travel alone to a new country with visions of starting over. Not only did he admire her strength, but her beauty. This may be the first trip he took on a ship that he didn’t hide out in his cabin. He wanted to get to know Livie better and perhaps help her plan out her life once she arrived in America. 


Chapter Five

Livie leaned her back against the door and counted to forty waiting for Colin to enter his cabin. She opened her door, peeked up and down the hall, and hurried beyond the wide staircase to the last cabin door before the lavvy. She scanned the hallway, then knocked quietly. Movement and rustling sounded from inside the room.

The door opened. 

One side of Wilfred’s face appeared moments before his arm snaked out and pulled her into the room.

Whiskey, pungent male, and burned kerosene assaulted her nose. Livie spun out of his grasp. “Why did you haul me in like a fish on a line?” 
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