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“The longest journey you will make in your life

is from your head to your heart.”

Sioux proverb
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PROLOGUE
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South of France, 1802

"Caro, come with me now.  We could be sailing away by midnight," Julien Roberge whispered as he pulled Caro Lambert to his chest, layering kisses along the slope of her neck, dipping lower to brush her décolletage with his lips.

She leaned away from his embrace, her heart pounding, her legs barely able to hold her up.  Oh dear God, she wanted this man—this young, hard-muscled man—so desperately.  She knew he would sweep her away to a world of sensuous passion, to feel things she’d never felt before despite her earlier marriage and now her pending one, and it took everything in her power to pull back.  She arched away, giving him a light shove.  "No, I cannot do this.  Please don't ask me again, I beg you," she whispered, keeping her face averted.  She heard him grunt as he released her.

"Why?  Just tell me why?"  His voice grated against her ear, low and harsh.  But she caught the note of sadness as if he already knew this was the beginning of the end.  "I know you love me as I love you, cherie.  I can see it in your eyes, in the way you tremble every time I come near you."  He stepped forward to reach for her, but she retreated, daring to glance out the window into the courtyard below.

And there was the reason why.  Her young daughter, Meredith.  There was no way in heaven or on earth she would abandon her only child to run off with Julien.  And she refused to be penniless and strapped with a manor house back in England that she couldn't keep up.  Her husband, Edmund Lambert, had left her and their daughter without much of anything except Lambert Hall, a damp-ridden edifice over four hundred years old and in need of extensive repairs.  

Her upcoming marriage to Count Jean-Luc Roberge, Julien's uncle, was her only hope.  His family owned vast tracts of vineyards throughout the region, vineyards that Napoleon himself favored above all.  She had made her decision months earlier when he'd proposed.  Unfortunately, his nephew didn't seem to care one way or another.  He pursued her in quiet corners and empty rooms, his seductive ways unsettling her, making her doubt her decision.  The only reason she was able to keep a firm grip on reality was that Julien, handsome, tall, muscular, with a head of thick tawny hair, was as penniless as she. 

She glanced back at him, his own eyes tracking Meredith's path to the stables, her slender back straight, the long golden braid gleaming in the sunlight.  "She can come with us," he whispered.  

"No, she's been through too much already.  She's just a child and she adores your uncle.  We've been over this before, Julien.  I've made my decision. I am committed to my promise to your uncle."

"Fine," he muttered, turned on his heel and marched down the corridor.  Then he stopped, strode back to her and crushed her to him, kissing her long and hard, taking her breath away.  When he broke the kiss, he turned and left her standing there, her hands clasped hard against her heart as if trying to hold back the explosion of pain.

That night Julien disappeared, taking a satchel of clothing, a few books and his horse.  His own father had no idea where he went.  It was over five years later, he returned with a wife and a tiny babe.  They never spoke of that time, but Caro always wondered. Several years later, the count died unexpectedly.  Taking the funds he’d left her, she’d gathered Meredith and their belongings and traveled back to England. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Lake Windermere, 1822

Julien Alphonse Roberge stood in the dressing room, waiting for his valet to leave him in peace.  He sighed as the older man fidgeted with the cravat for the third time in the past few minutes. “Enough, Francois.  Any more adjustments and I will be choking,” he muttered, stepping back from the gilt-edged mirror.  He smiled down at his valet.  He was often an old hen these days, stooped and gnarled, but he'd been with Julien's family since . . . well, forever, it seemed.  “Go and join the others for some tea.  And don’t wait up for me.  I’ll be fine.”  

Francois squinted at his master and shook his head.  “So testy these days.  When shall we return to France?  I do not like this cold, damp weather.  Bah!”  He gathered up some soiled linens and headed for the door, pausing to hold it open for Julien, giving the back of his tailcoat a final smoothing.

“Don’t fret, my man.  We’ll finish this business as quickly as we can and head south soon.  Make sure you have a nice fire going in your room before retiring, eh?  That will help your aching bones.”  He gathered up his gloves and started for the door, then turned and looked at Francois, one eyebrow cocked.  “But before retiring, please check with my nieces’ maid to make sure all is right with her, poor thing.”

The old man nodded.  “Oui, that little girl has her hands full with those two.  I do not envy her.”  

Julien laughed.  “On that point, I agree with you.  Every night I thank my sister for leaving me her daughters.  They make my life hell!”  He waved and headed into the vast hallway that ran the length of the east wing of Huntington Hall, the ancestral home of William Burnham, the Duke of Huntington. . . whose mother-in-law happened to be the woman he fell madly in love with years ago.  But that was neither here nor there.  He was on a mission of some urgency and also working on an import contract with the Duke for the stellar wines and champagnes the family vineyards produced.  So far the contract business was proceeding as planned; the ‘marriage mission’, on the other hand, not so well.  Actually, it was abysmal.  Hence, his business here tonight.  

Descending the stairs, he could hear the music and laughter drifting up the staircase.  Striding along the hall, his mind wandered to Caroline Lambert, the woman who stole his heart over twenty years ago.  Now she was simply referred to as Lady Caro among family and friends.  He wondered what she looked like now . . . twenty-plus years could wreak havoc with a woman’s appearance.  Was she old and wrinkled?  Frail and demented?  He stopped short and stared out a window in the portrait gallery that led to the ballroom.  Idiot!  Did it matter?  All he knew was that she still filled his dreams at times, making him break a sweat.  He turned to find his reflection staring back at him from across the room.

And you oaf, what would she think of you, eh?  He squinted at the reflection, muttering to himself as his eyes travelled the length of his body.  Ridiculous!  He forced himself to keep moving.  There would be no expectations.  She is older and wiser, as am I, he thought.  I have business to conduct with her ‘school’—to obtain her assistance in finding appropriate husbands for his daughter, Aurora, and his nieces.  Of course, he could ship off Honoria and Giselle to a nunnery, if all else failed.  He chuckled at that image.  Somewhere in this cold, damp country there must be desperate men who needed a young woman to wed and to bed, each with a substantial dowry.  Good God, they’d tried just about every single man under the age of eighty on the Continent, but to no avail.  England was his last resort . . . although there was always America, if necessary.

*   *   *
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CAROLINE LAMBERT-ROBERGE-Ashford was in a bit of a miff.  Her current amorous interest, Admiral Hilliard, had decided to stay in America for several more months, leaving her alone and bereft.  Well, somewhat bereft.  She sat watching the dancing at the wedding ball of Lady Catherine Wesley and Marcus Burton, sipping her champagne while her dear friend and business partner, Lady Rutherford, chatted with a woman she didn't recognize.  

"Are you enjoying the champagne, Caro?"

She looked up into a pair of warm brown eyes fringed with dark lashes. Sebastien Valerais.  She smiled and nodded.  "Most certainly.  A very fine vintage, I must say."  She tapped his arm with her fan.  “And why aren’t you dancing, young man?”

"No one interests me, I’m afraid," he muttered as he settled into the chair next to her.

She turned to him.  "Now that’s a pity.  What happened to the young miss from London?"  While she and Lady Rutherford had schooled Lady Catherine Wesley, she had witnessed what seemed to have been a growing tenderness between the Frenchman and Ann Masden, Lady Catherine’s rescued inmate from Newgate, and her young son, Tommy.

He gave a shrug that Frenchmen were wont to do and frowned.  "I suppose I was more taken with the little tyke than thinking of marriage to Ann.  Anyway, Dr. McDougal scooped her and her son up and carried them off to Edinburgh a few days ago.”  He turned to look down at her.  “Not to change the subject but I will.  How do you like the champagne?  I had several cases shipped from the family's estate for this very special occasion.  My uncle claims it is our finest vintage yet."

Caro was thinking hard.  Something about Valerais seemed familiar, but she couldn't put her finger on what it was.  She tapped her fan as she sipped and then it suddenly hit her.  The champagne!  She recognized it.  But that was impossible.  It had been years ago since she'd tasted something this fine. "Tell me, where are your family's vineyards located?"

"You're familiar with southern France?"

"Yes, quite.  My daughter and I lived there for years before returning to England."

Valerais leaned in closer.  "Really?  I didn't know that. Where did you live?"

Did she dare mention the name?  "Do you know the Roberge family?  I was married to Count Roberge for several years before his untimely death."

Valerais reared back his head, running a hand through his dark hair.  "That would be Jean-Luc?  You're the 'English wife' I've heard so much about?  Mon dieu, this is amazing!"  He broke out in a wave of chuckles, rubbing a hand over his face.

"I don't see what's so funny, sir."  She was going to box the young man's ears soon if he didn't stop.  But he was such a pleasure to gaze upon.  Once again that odd niggling sensation ran through her veins.  What was it about him?  Why did she suddenly feel as if she was haunted by long-dead ghosts?  

"I beg your pardon, Caro.  I am simply amazed, that's all.  My cousin, the current count, is on his way to visit with your son-in-law, the duke.  Last I heard he was waiting in London for a break in the weather.  I imagine he should be here within a day or two.  Did you ever meet Uncle Julien?"

Caro sat up straight, her fan fluttering like a wild bird in a cage.  She reached over and tugged on Leticia's arm.  "Lettie, we must leave for London at once!" she hissed.  She turned back to Valerais and shook her head rapidly.  "No, I don't recall ever meeting your uncle.  I'm sorry but . . ."  She watched as Valerais rose up from his chair and made his way toward the main staircase.  Caro's eyes followed him until he paused at the base of the stairs and extended a hand to a tall man with a thick head of tawny-gold hair whose dark eyes were riveted on her.  Count Julien Alphonse Roberge.

Caro averted her gaze and swallowed the last of her champagne before she flagged a footman and grabbed another, quickly swallowing that one.  Good Lord, she had to escape, but there seemed to be no egress as she watched the man in question stride toward her, the guests parting before him like the Red Sea before Moses.  She raised her hand to her bosom, hoping her pounding heart didn’t burst through the delicate silk of her gown.  He paused a mere foot away from her, grasped her hand, brushing her gloved knuckles with his lips.  "It's been a long time, hasn't it, Caro?"

Lady Caroline Ashford, married thrice and widowed thrice, opened her mouth, closed it, blinked, then slowly listed to the side, eyelids fluttering closed until Roberge swept her up into his arms and carried her out of the ballroom, Lady Rutherford trundling behind him, brandishing her cane like a sword.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lady Caro tip-toed to the French doors that led to the balcony and eased them open a few inches, sucking in a breath when the icy chill struck her.  It was close to dawn but she didn't care.  She needed a moment—many moments, thank you—to gather her wits about her and determine what had truly happened earlier that night.  

She slid out onto the stone balcony and gazed up at the last of the stars twinkling above.  Further down the hillside she could see the faint glimmer of Lake Windermere and she breathed deeply, drinking in the cold air.  Damnation, she needed to clear her head.  Although she tried numerous times to convince herself that the scene in the ballroom was but a mere dream, it was impossible to wipe away the feelings that threatened to swamp her at seeing Julien after all these years.

Tears sprang up and she wiped them away quickly before they froze on her cheeks.  Dash it all, why did he appear now?  She was . . . what was she?  Forty-six?  Forty-seven?  Her head ached from trying to calculate since she'd made it a habit over time to subtract a few years here and there.  Well, why not?  A woman needed to do some things to keep her love life from stagnating. She stepped back inside and closed the door, drawing the heavy drapes against the cold, then moved to the fireplace, making an attempt to stoke the embers back to life.  It was almost impossible, so she gathered a quilt from the bed, wrapping herself in it and sat down by whatever heat was left.  As she did so, she caught her reflection in the mirror over the mantelpiece and paused.  Did she look her age?  What had he thought of her when he'd strode toward her?  Her golden hair was kept shorter than most women as she liked her curls and the silver streaks blended well with the now fading gold. A tap at the door interrupted her thoughts and she turned, expecting to find her maid coming with fresh coals for the fire.  Instead the door opened to reveal Letitia Rutherford, her dear friend and business partner.  "Why are you up so early, Lettie?"  

The Dowager possessed the piercing eyes of a hawk and the comportment of a military general, often wielding her ebony cane like something closer to a Scottish claymore.  "Humph, I could ask you the same," she muttered as she chose the chair opposite Caro and settled in, drawing her thick woolen shawl around her shoulders.  "Still thinking about last night?"

"What else?  I'm simply befuddled.  Why is he here?  Why now?"  She waved her hands about as if trying to clear cobwebs.  "And why, for God's sake, did I faint?"  

Lettie raised her eyebrows and peered at her.  "Well, if I saw a beautiful specimen of a man coming at me as if I were his next meal, I'd probably have fainted, too."  She leaned forward and tugged the bell pull, then turned back to Caro.  "Don't fret so.  While you were recovering, I did a little investigating on my own, mainly with the help of young Valerais."

Caro leaned forward, hands clenched on the armrests.  "Do tell. What did you learn?"  

"Have patience.  I hear the maid coming.  Let's have a fire and hot chocolate and then we'll talk."  The door swung open and Caro's maid, Sally, entered bearing a tray loaded with pots and biscuits and jams, while young Bess carried in a coal scuttle.  As Sally set up the tray and poured out the hot drinks, Bess set about bringing the fire back to life.  A few minutes later, heat filled the room and the young women withdrew.  

"Out with it!  I'm bursting with curiosity," Caro demanded.  

"Apparently Julien Alphonse Roberge is Valerais' uncle, who's here to negotiate a business deal with your son-in-law and . . ."  Now Lettie leaned back smirking as she twirled her cane between her fingers, keeping a close eye on her partner.

"And?  Come, Lettie, you're being quite obtuse."  Caro jammed another biscuit in her mouth, chomping away like a farm horse.  Damn, her friend was irritating at times.

"In addition, Julien will be approaching us to take on his daughter and his two nieces as clients of our School."  

"No!"  Caro jumped up, the crumbs of her half-eaten biscuit cascading to the floor.  "Oh, that's impossible.  No, we cannot do this.  Absolutely not.  I refuse!"  She whirled back to her friend, eyes wide with fright.  "Lettie, don't make me do this, I beg you."

The older woman smacked her hand against the chair arm, suddenly alarmed at the fear that spread across Caro's face.  "Whatever has gotten into you?  They're just three young women in need of—"

"No, you don't understand," Caro muttered as she began to pace the room.  "No one knows.  Not even Meredith.  No one, no one," she whispered.

The words came tumbling out until Lettie grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her into a hug, feeling the wave of shivers running through her friend's body.  "Come, sit.  You're distraught."  She moved to the side table and reached into Caro's sewing basket, knowing of the secret stash of brandy hidden among the embroidery threads and cloths.  Quickly she poured out a tot and handed it to Caro.  "Drink up.  It will calm you."  She watched and waited as her friend did exactly that, easing back against the cushions of the chair, eyes closed.  "Better?"  

Caro nodded.  "I'm sorry if I frightened you.  Goodness, I frightened myself, I must say."

"Can you tell me why you reacted like that?  Or should I guess?"  She leaned forward and poured a bit more into the glass, handing it back to Caro.

"Give me a moment and I'll tell you as briefly as I can."  In silence they sat until Caro put down the glass and walked over to the drapes, pulling them apart to reveal the early morning sunlight spilling onto the freshly fallen snow.  Somehow the scene calmed her nerves and she smiled when she spotted a bright red bird resting on a branch not far from the balcony.  A good sign, was it not?  Still standing by the window, she told Lettie the story of Julien's plea to abandon the Count years ago and elope with him the night before the wedding, of her refusal, mainly because of their financial situation after Edmund's death and the need to secure their future.  

"Are you saying that you were in love with Julien?"  Lettie was somewhat taken aback at this revelation, never guessing for a moment that perhaps Caro had never loved the count.  

Caro shrugged.  "It was all so long ago.  Merry was just a child.  I was tired of fear and finances.  I wanted safety and comfort for us."

"Did Julien expect you to abandon Merry as well?  That would have been heartless," she murmured.

"No!  He offered to take her with us.  I'm sure he meant it, too.  He was always fond of the children in the family."

Lettie eyed Caro.  "So it was the financial aspect that kept you with Jean-Luc?"

Caro hung her head and nodded.  "Yes," she whispered.  "I've never told anyone about that.  If it were not for Jean-Luc, I might have chosen Julien.  But I'll never know, will I?"

Lettie stood up and thumped the floor with her cane.  "Come, let's not be morbid.  It's been years now and you were a good wife to the Count, as well as your two other husbands.  And now Meredith is a duchess, to boot.  Well done, Caro.  I applaud you.  But now you have the rest of your life to live, and we have a job to do.  Shall we get started then?"

Caro blinked back tears, smiling as she squared her shoulders.  "Yes, we do.  So we're off to do battle with three young ladies?"

"And may the best woman win," Lettie chuckled.  If she was a betting woman, she'd put her sovereigns on Julien.  The man, even at his age, was an Adonis.  And it was glaringly obvious that the man still harbored strong feelings for Caro.  This time she feared her dear friend had finally met her match.

*   *   *
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JULIEN SAT BY THE FIRE sipping his morning coffee.  Over and over he played the scene in the ballroom through his head and was amazed again and again how much Caro's presence threw him, upset his balance, tossing his heart around like a child's ball.  It'd been years since he'd seen her and yet . . . and yet it was as if it was just last week.  He had no real regrets in his life except for her.  His wife had been a good, decent woman who'd given him Aurora, but a few years later died in childbirth, as did his tiny son.  That was a tragedy, but it was also how life evolved.  Then the wars had taken hold of his country and it took everything in his power to hold his extended family and the vineyards together.  But the vineyards had survived although they had lost several of their young men to the war.
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