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CHAPTER ONE
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Portsmouth, England,

May, 1818

Abigail Prescott stood on the deck of the ship waiting for the signal to disembark.  Her small valise stood at her feet; her beloved lace-making box tucked firmly under her arm.  This she trusted to no one.  She patted her wide-brimmed straw bonnet, tugging at the frayed ribbons for the hundredth time.  She was ready.  Well, as ready as she could be, considering that her life as she'd known it for the last twenty-six years was over.  Like a chapter in a book, when she'd boarded this vessel three weeks earlier and sailed out of Boston Harbor, a new life had begun.  

But she had a plan.  She always had a plan.  And this plan was working, just as her dear mother had assured her.  Her newly-discovered cousin—second cousin, that is—had offered for Abigail to come live with her and her family in England.  Since her mother was on her death bed, it was a sign from heaven.  Passage had been guaranteed, and after her mother's passing, the small house had been cleared of furnishings, anything Abigail could sell, to have some funds to take abroad.  Then she gathered her meager belongings and prepared for the long voyage.

She gazed out over the vast harbor that was Portsmouth, watching the maze of masts and sails rocking and creaking under the spring sunlight.  Once more, she tugged on her ribbons, patted the lace box and adjusted her cloak.  

"Ready, Miss Prescott?"  A large hand reached out for the lace box, but she hugged it closer.

"I'll take care of this, Mr. Thompson.  You can get the valise, if you would."  She glanced at the first mate, who had been nothing but kindness itself throughout the past weeks.  She sensed that he had affection for her, but discouraged his attentions.  He nodded and gathered the valise, then pointed to the gangway.  Once they stepped ashore, Abigail had an irresistible urge to drop to her knees and kiss the English soil at her feet.  And when she spied a patch of bright green grass off to the side, she almost wept.  But, of course, she did not.  That wouldn't be proper.  Ah, but she was sorely tempted.

"Your cousin will be here soon?" Thompson asked as he put the valise down by her feet.

She nodded, scanning the busy thoroughfare filled with carriages and carts of all shapes and sizes, the sailors and naval officers tramping back and forth.  Suddenly she felt very small and insignificant.  "Yes, my cousin wrote that she and her husband would be here shortly before midday."  How could they find her in this chaotic harbor area?  

"Very well.  The captain said I should wait here with you until they arrive.  Not a good place for a woman alone," he muttered as they watched a rowdy bunch of sailors across the way, laughing and punching one another.  

She was grateful for his company, yet reluctant to converse, the need of which disappeared when a sudden crash against the side of the boat startled them.  Turning, she found Thompson shaking a fist at the crew on deck.  

"Damn fools!  They'll stave a hole in the side with that thing.  Excuse me for a moment."  He was off, yelling at the top of his lungs, pointing a long, bony finger at his men.  

Well, now she was truly alone.  Not part of her plan.  A tug on the ribbon and a pat on the box under her arm assured her.  At least for the moment.  She peered down the road, hoping against hope to spot her cousin.  But how would she know her?  All she knew about what Felicity Rhys looked like was that she, too, had red hair like most of the women in their families.  

Despite the sunshine, the winds had picked up, gusting around the harbor, causing sails to billow and crack.  White caps whipped the waters and clouds rolled in.  A strong gust hit her from behind, lifting her wide-brimmed bonnet off her head and up into the air, spinning and dipping with the drafts.  She watched helplessly as it flew over carriages and carts, heading for the opposite side of the road.  A hand reached up and snatched the runaway hat, rescuing it from certain death under wheels and hooves.  

Thank God, she sighed.  It was her only hat.  

A young sailor scurried across the busy road, a grin on his face.  He walked up to her and gave a silly bow, holding out the bonnet.  She reached for it, only to have him snatch it away.  He was drunk, of that she was certain as he swayed side to side.

"Here now, little lady.  Where's my reward, eh?"  He leaned closer, his free hand wrapping around her waist.  "How about a kiss?"  

She drew back in horror when his cracked, foul-smelling lips drew closer, then reached out with the small wooden box and hit him as hard as she could.  He released her, howling a colorful oath when suddenly his entire body jerked up off the ground.  Goodness, she didn't think her blow was that powerful.

"Stand down, sailor," a deep voice growled, "or you'll find yourself in leg irons, scrubbing out slop buckets for the next ten years of your life."  

Abigail almost smiled as the skinny man rose up higher, his collar clenched in a large fist, his feet dangling in the air.  Until she looked down at own her feet to find the contents of her lace-making box spilled on the ground.  She dropped to her knees, clawing out to gather bobbins and shuttles, the bits of lace she'd worked on during the voyage.  This wasn't part of her plan.  No, no, not at all.  She liked things just so.  Just so.

Scrambling left and right, she gathered the pieces as best she could, desperate not to lose a single item.  As she gathered and stuffed things back into the box, she felt her hair blowing in the wind. She knew she must look like a wild woman from the woods of northern New England.  Or more like a witch, she thought, grabbing her hair and wrapping it into a loose bun.  She stood, clutching the precious box to her chest.  Turning, she looked up into a pair of dark eyes, heavily fringed with even darker lashes.  

"Are you all right?"  The man handed the bonnet back to her as he watched a junior officer lead the sailor back to the ship.  "My apologies for that man's behavior.  It will not be tolerated, I assure you."  

The eyes belonged to a handsome face, browned from years in the sun.  Dark curls hugged the sharp bones of his cheeks and brow. She drew a deep breath and dropped a quick curtsey.  "Yes, sir, I'm fine.  He didn't hurt me.  It's just that my tools—"

The man bent down and picked up a length of delicate lace that had wrapped itself around his boot and handed it to her.  She shook her head.  "Keep it, please.  I have nothing else to reward you for my rescue.  Maybe your wife or sister can use it?"  She had to stop staring at the tall stranger who wore an elaborate naval uniform marking him as an officer of high rank in the British Navy.  

"Thank you, but I have no wife.  However, I do have sisters.  Now, who is escorting you?  I cannot leave you alone in this rabble," he inquired as he pocketed the lace.

When the officer replaced his bicorn, she held her breath yet again.  Lord, he was tall.  She herself was tall for a woman, but he towered over her.  And the massive hat simply enhanced his height.  

"Excuse me, sir.  I'm guarding Miss Prescott until her cousin arrives."  Thompson had returned and stood by her side, his eyes wary of the British officer.  He slipped a hand under her elbow in a protective gesture.

"Good to know, sir."  He bowed to her.  "Then I wish you welcome to England, Miss Prescott.  I hope you enjoy your visit here."  He stepped back, nodded at Thompson and turned away.

But something made Abigail move forward, shrugging off Thompson's hand.  No, this was not part of her plan.  It seemed as if her plan was fraying a bit since she'd landed in England.  She reached out and touched his sleeve, immediately sensing the warmth and hard muscle beneath the cloth. "Actually, I am not visiting.  I'll be living here in England, somewhere north of here, by a Lake Windermere.  Do you know of it?"

Oh, what a dolt I am!  And so forward it made her blush.  But as he stopped and tipped his head to the side the better to see her, a wave of something bright ran through her.  

He chuckled softly.  "Yes, as a matter of fact, I do know of it."  

Maybe it was something in the way the light hit his face, but she could see shots of gold in the dark eyes and a tiny scar that cut through one eyebrow.  

"Perhaps we will run into one another again, Miss Prescott.  Now, if you'll excuse me?"  

She dropped her hand to her side, tucking it beneath her cloak.  "Yes, of course.  Good day, sir."

He leaned down and winked at her.  It was so quick she almost thought she'd imagined it.  "My name is Montford.  Gabriel Montford of Whitehaven."  

She stared at her feet in embarrassment at her forwardness.  And when she looked up, he was gone.  She heard Thompson step closer, but her mind was in turmoil.  As was her body.  

Not part of the plan, these strange sensations.  She looked at her hand and saw it trembling.  This would never do.  She smoothed her hand along her cloak, rubbing slowly until the trembling stopped.  Thompson spied a carriage rolling to a stop across the way and a woman waving a handkerchief out the window.  He pointed and Abigail smiled.  Despite the woman's luxurious silk bonnet, deep copper-colored curls peeked out here and there.  With her box at her side and her straw bonnet firmly secured, she was ready to face her cousin and her new life in England.

A footman jumped down and opened the door, lowering a step and a beautiful woman emerged and flashed a quick smile at her.  "Abigail?  I'm Felicity.  Welcome to England, cousin!"  The woman stretched out her hands, taking Abigail's in a firm grip.  "I do hope you haven't been waiting too long, have you?  We were running a bit late."  A handsome man joined them.  Her cousin turned and nodded to him.  "And this is my husband, Chandler Rhys."

Abigail dropped a simple curtsey and smiled.  "My sincere thanks to you both for inviting me to England," she murmured, ready to say more about her gratitude, but was interrupted by her cousin.

"Come now, let us not stand on formalities.  You must be tired from your long voyage.  Now, please call me Felicity and this rogue you may call Rhys; most people do.  Let us get your luggage and bring you back to the inn where you can freshen up before we enjoy a hot meal.  How does that sound?  Are you hungry?"

Her cousin continued to chatter on in a friendly manner as they settled themselves in the carriage, Abigail struggling to keep up with Felicity's questions and observations.  But her mind was truly muddled and at the mercy of so many mixed emotions since her encounter with the naval officer.

"Good Lord, would you look at that," Rhys exclaimed to no one in particular, pointing down the crowded lane.  He jumped down and told the coachman to wait, then turned to his wife.  "It's Montford.  I sailed with him years ago on my first expedition to India.  Just give me a moment?"  Abigail watched as Felicity laughed and waved him off.  

"Your husband has been to India?  Was he with the East India Company?" she asked, watching Rhys approach a cluster of naval officers.  

"Rhys is a botanist and was often hired by the Royal Horticultural Society to search out rare specimens.  He's been to so many strange and exotic places, I've lost track," Felicity explained as she adjusted her bonnet.  "But now he keeps close to home, lecturing at Cambridge or the University of Edinburgh throughout the year."  

The door swung open a moment later and Rhys climbed in beside his wife.  "Hope you don't mind, but I invited Montford to join us at the inn.  I can't believe it, but he's resigning his commission from the Navy," he muttered, scratching his chin.  

"And why is that?" Felicity asked, adjusting her skirts and giving her husband's knee an affectionate pat.  Abigail looked out the window, her mind a whirl at the mention of Montford.  Too many things were happening to her in the space of an hour.  And now they'd be sharing a meal with the man?  As the carriage rolled off down the lane, it approached the naval officers Rhys had been talking with moments earlier.  She drew a quick breath as they passed the men resplendent in their blue and gold uniforms, the imposing bicorn hats giving them added height and power.  Rhys signaled one officer in particular, who nodded back.  Abigail sucked in a breath as familiar dark eyes caught and locked with hers for a fleeting moment before she pulled back into the interior of the vehicle, cheeks burning.  

Rhys turned to his wife.  "Funny thing, that.  Both his brothers died quite recently, leaving him to inherit the title.  He's now the Viscount Montford."  

Abigail sucked in a deep breath.  A nobleman? 

"Does he not want the title?" her cousin ventured.  

Rhys nodded.  "That's my impression.  He seemed angry, if you ask me.  Let's not dwell too much on his turn of fortune when he joins us later."

"No, of course not.  Perhaps we should invite him to visit us at the lake once he's settled in.  Where is his estate?" Felicity asked.

Rhys shrugged.  "I believe Montford's home is in the Whitehaven area, about a day's ride west of us.  And that's not a bad idea, Fliss.  However, you may change your mind after meeting him.  He's not the easiest fellow to rub elbows with—too many years at sea and the war, I suppose.  A bit gruff, that one."  

Peering out the window at the crowds, Abigail mulled over Rhys' comments.  Whitehaven.  Yes, that was the town the officer had mentioned.  She grabbed one hat ribbon and tugged, then glanced down at the small box on her lap, her fingers tracing the inlaid carvings.  It was too much to bear thinking about.  

*   *   *
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AS COMMODORE MONTFORD made his way up the stairs of the Royal Naval Academy to his appointment with the Admiral, his mind strayed back to the young American.  Miss Abigail Prescott.  Slender, maybe too slender, and too tall for his liking.  Wild fiery red hair that billowed about her head.  He'd never liked red hair; he preferred golden hair.  But never red.  Too brash.  And no bosom to speak of, at least from what he had seen.  All angles and awkwardness, like a young colt.  

He stopped on the landing and removed his hat, slipping it under one arm.  He took a moment to gather his thoughts back to what he was about to do, but the image of a pair of violet eyes and a lush lower lip rose up in his mind's eye.  Yes, he could understand why that idiot seaman had demanded a kiss.  He would've tried himself if given the chance just to experience her taste as he kissed that mouth.

And to think she was brazen enough to hint at where'd she be living!  Too brazen by half.  She'd prove to be an inconvenience to him, especially at this time in his life.  He pushed his thoughts away, tamping them down tight.  He had no time for women.  

Montford stood in the center of the large, oak-paneled room, hands behind his back, lean muscular legs spread in the usual stance when on the deck of his ship.  But this wasn't his ship; rather he was here to hand in his commission.  Not something he was looking forward to in the least.  He'd rather chop off an arm or a leg.  Maybe both.  Anything would be better than giving up his career.  Anything would be better than becoming a landlubber surrounded by women.

Damn and blast, why did his second brother have to die so soon after the first brother?  Had both his brothers been that unlucky in life as to meet their deaths at such early ages, leaving him as the last of the line?  And he had been poised to take a promotion to Rear Admiral, now only to have it taken away from him because of a title he did not want.

No more life at sea. He was the tenth Viscount now and would soon be heading to the ancestral home.  Or what was left of it, knowing the ways of his older brothers.  Hearing the door to the office open, Montford swung about and stared at his commanding officer, Admiral Hilliard.  

"At ease, my lord.  We'll get this over quickly and send you on your way," the older man said as he shuffled the papers, read through them and affixed his signature at several points throughout the documents.  "There, done."  He returned the pen to its inkwell and looked up at Montford.  "Damned unfair.  I'm sorry this had to happen.  You had such a brilliant career ahead of you.  I wish there was some other way, but . . . . "

Montford cleared his throat, suddenly finding it tight after the expressions of his superior, who had been his mentor all these years.  "Well there's nothing to be done about it, is there?  I never truly thought I'd lose not only my father but my two brothers in such a short span of time.  I can but only think of what my mother is going through at this time, not to mention my sisters."  

"Yes, they are your crew now, aren't they?  Your family needs you, Lord Montford, to steer them into safe waters."

*   *   *

[image: ]


MONTFORD STOOD IN THE vestibule of the inn, searching for Rhys.  The innkeeper was busy registering guests and servants raced between the tavern area and the private rooms set aside for guests seeking quieter accommodations for their meals.  

Rhys stood and waved at him over the noise-filled room.  He strode across the low-timbered room, one arm hooked around his bicorn.  Soon he'd be wearing civilian clothes.  Strange, that.  As he approached their table he studied the woman next to Rhys, a stunning woman whose eyes followed her husband's movements, smiling and laughing.  Lucky man!

And there was the American, wearing a drab gray gown and the infamous straw bonnet.  Yes, she was too thin for his taste, all angles and edges.  He had been right.  Her bosom was somewhat flat with only a hint of a swell beneath the fichu.  But as she raised her eyes when Rhys introduced her, Montford blinked.  To say that he could drown in those violet-hued pools was an understatement, and when she spoke, her low, somewhat raspy voice washed over him, resonating within.  Despite his earlier resolve, as his gaze swept over that generous lower lip, the idea of kissing her silly washed over him.  

During the meal he and Rhys discussed old times and the couple's recent marriage, while Miss Prescott said very little, keeping her face averted as she nibbled at her food like a damn bird.  He doubted many men would find her enticing, either for a quick romp or for the more extended prison of marriage.  But when she glanced up at him, the violet eyes lingered on his for a moment too long before thick lashes swept closed.  His gut gave a little flip.  

"May I extend an invitation to come visit us after you've settled at Montford Hall?" Rhys asked.  "We are only a day's ride from Whitehaven, maybe two at most."

Felicity chimed in, "And during the summer months, it's quite delightful on the shores of Lake Windermere."  

Montford gave a brisk nod.  "I have much to do once I return home, but I would look forward to a visit, thank you.  I suspect that my mother and sisters might need a break from my somewhat harsh military manners after a few weeks."  A light snort from across the table caught his attention and he turned to find Miss Prescott covering her delectable mouth with a lacy handkerchief.  Impertinent chit.  Must come from being raised in the Colonies.

After the meal was over, he took his leave and promised to stay in touch with Rhys.  Once outside in the bright daylight, he scanned the harbor for his ship, the Zephyr.  When he found it, something hard twisted in his chest.  Almost twenty years of his life had just ended.  Damn, he needed a drink.  And he needed to stop thinking about violet eyes and rosy lips.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lake Windermere

Lady Caroline Ashford was terrified and in a pickle as to what to do.  She dare not attempt to fall in love and marry for the fourth time, which was how she usually solved a case of melancholy after burying a husband.  But now she was well into her fourth decade and fearful that, if she did marry again, she'd kill off yet another innocent man. Three husbands in less than fifteen years was quite enough, thank you.  Her third husband, Cyrus Ashford—a truly lovely man—had died suddenly five months earlier.  Their last romp in bed had done him in.  She sighed and turned back to her needlework.

Glancing down at the embroidery hoop on her lap, she stroked the fabric, her finger tracing the intricate stitches.  Life was so complicated when one was alone.  And that was another fear—loneliness.  Widowhood.  She rose up off the chair, letting the hoop slip to the floor and began to pace the morning room, her eyes always seeking the window that looked out over a lovely rose garden.  It was nearly summer and the gardens of her daughter's home, Huntington Ridge, were bursting with color.  

She needed a plan, something to keep her busy besides stitching and playing with her grandson.  She loved her daughter and grandson, but she needed more.  As she paced, ideas bubbled to the surface, some ridiculous, others more promising.  She paused on one particular idea and smiled, stroking her short, golden hair that was finally showing thick strands of silver mixed in with the gold.  The door to the morning room swung open and she turned to see her daughter, Meredith, the Duchess of Huntington.  

"Ah, there you are!"  Meredith's eyes twinkled as she moved to her mother's side, rubbing her belly that was showing her state of enceinte.  

Caro huffed. "Whatever do you mean, 'ah, there you are'”?  I am always here, day after day, ensconced in this chair, wielding my needlework and becoming an old woman by the hour." 

Meredith smiled and leaned down to kiss her, not at all perturbed by her mother's prickliness. "And I love you, too, dearest," she exclaimed softly as she settled into a chair across from her.  "Tea?" she asked, watching her mother shrug.  "I will take that as a 'no' then."

Caro sniffed and swiped at an eye with a tiny lace hankie.  "I am sorry, Merry.  It's just that I am so blue.  Here it is almost summer, and I just cannot make myself feel . . . ."

"Happy?  Of course not.  Cyrus passed away only five months ago.  But I have just received this note from Felicity asking us to visit her this afternoon."  Meredith glanced down at the note and back at her mother.  "She claims she has a wonderful surprise to share with us."

"Do you think she's with child?"  

Meredith shrugged.  "I know she has been hoping since her marriage last Christmas.  Each month she falls into a melancholy when nothing happens."  

"Not for lack of trying, I'm sure," Caro muttered.

Merry shook her head.  "Now, mother.  Let's ring for tea, shall we?"  As Caro shuffled over to the bell pull, Meredith's heart filled with concern as her mother was never one to shuffle like an old woman.  

The door opened again and William Burnham, the Duke of Huntington, ambled in. William smiled at his wife, then at his mother-in-law.  "Ah, there you are, Caro!"  

Caro stopped and spun around, almost yanking the bell pull off the wall.  Hands on her hips, she frowned at William.  "Yes, here I am.  Again.  And someday that will be carved on my headstone:  'Ah, there she is!'"  She shuffled back to the window, staring out at the roses, not seeing a damn thing, she was that aggravated.

William glanced at Meredith, hoping for some indication of what was happening, but Meredith shook her head in warning.  Turning back to her mother, she remarked that they should prepare soon for their visit with Felicity as the carriage ride around the lake would take some time.

*   *   *
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CARO NODDED AND EXCUSED herself, leaving the others behind as she climbed the stairs to her set of rooms, cursing herself for her frustrations and fears.  Something had to be done, and soon.  Otherwise, she would lose her sanity.  And the only person she felt she could turn to at this point was occupying a set of rooms down the hall from hers.  A few years ago, she would have shaken in horror at approaching the Dowager Lady Rutherford, the great-aunt of the duke and elder of the extended Burnham family.  But since the death of Cyrus, the dowager had proved to be an ally and a friendship had evolved.  Leticia Rutherford was older than Caro, a tall, raw-boned woman with a nose like a hawk and beady black eyes.  It was Caro's burgeoning plan to convince the woman to join her as a partner in a new venture.

"Are you mad?"  The Dowager struck the floor with her ebony cane using such force that the vases around the sitting room rattled and threatened to leap to their death.

Caro stood poised to catch the nearest one, but nothing happened.  She pointed at her friend.  "Now listen to me.  I am not mad, but will become so if I have to sit for the rest of my remaining years doing nothing but stitch and play with grandchildren.  I must find something constructive to do.  So why not take on select clients, young women of good families who need , shall we say, a bit of guidance, a layer of sophistication?"  Leticia grumbled, spinning the cane round and round between her bony fingers.  Caro knew she was thinking hard, so she leaned back and waited.  

"What would we teach them?" the other woman snapped.

"Besides the usual social niceties, we could guide them on the finer points of navigating the dance of courtship, I suppose.  I haven't thought this through as yet, you understand."  Caro fiddled with her fichu, mouth pursed in thought.

"Aha!  That's my point.  Before we go running off asking William for his support, we must have a plan with all the details of how this 'school' will operate, where it will operate, when we expect to have our pupils ready for their first social event.  Do you see my point?"  

Caro leaned forward.  "And you know why I'm doing this, don't you?"  Leticia shrugged, so Caro continued.  "If I go seeking another husband, I'll end up killing him, too."  There, it was out.  Her greatest fear.  No, there was one more.  "And I'm fearful of being alone for the remainder of my life," she whispered.  Hearing the rustle of silks, she glanced up to find her friend standing by her side, a small smile breaking through the wrinkles.

"Dear Caro, every woman fears loneliness.  It's in our nature to love and want love in return, isn't it?"  Caro nodded, not trusting her voice.  "I think we need to plot this out a bit more, to put our plan on paper before proposing anything to the families.  We shall meet again soon and begin putting our strategy together, shall we?"  Caro jumped up and clutched her friend, tears spurting in such an ungainly way that the dowager handed her a handkerchief.  "No tears.  Just plans, my dear.  Men understand plans."  
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