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        Burnham-on-Sea, England

        March 10, 1816

      

      

      “We’ve done it, Alexandria. At long last, our dream has come to fruition.”

      To the casual onlooker, they were two middle-aged women standing in front of a building that looked like any other on the strand. A line of connecting, three-story houses were situated near the crashing waves of the beach. To Miss Alexandria Grantham and Miss Josephine Stratford, the unassuming mahogany door before them meant so much more. They clasped their hands tightly together because they had accomplished what no one thought they could do. As two spinsters, they had struggled and fought against the demands of their sex and their families, to see the sign proclaiming their achievement—The Seaside Society.

      But this wasn’t just any establishment. It was a boarding house specifically for spinsters who wanted to make a name for themselves without the strictures placed upon them by society—but most importantly, by men. It was a way for single women to safely express themselves without fear of being cast out of their home. For many, like Alexandria and Josephine, their parents had long disapproved of their forward thinking. But no longer would they have to bow down to anyone. They had secured the necessary funding to finally start accepting tenants.

      It truly was a lovely day.

      Josephine glanced at Alexandria, and even though her brown hair was starting to show the signs of her age, along with the crinkles at the corners of her eyes, she was still as exuberant as any debutante fresh from the schoolroom. She had been the one to carry their hope when Josephine had become discouraged by one more door slammed in their face.

      The reason they had succeeded now was mainly due to the patronage of Lady Eloise Lafontaine, the wife of the late Comte Beauvais, a French peer who had left her extremely wealthy. After his passing, Lady Beauvais had sided with the English during the war with Napoleon due to her late husband’s ties to the monarchy. However, because of her loyalty to the British, she had been cast out of her extravagant manor on the outskirts of Paris by her husband’s heirs and decided to make her home in the seaside village of Burnham-on-Sea. She had told Josephine that she chose the area because she saw promise in the flourishing fishing village and decided that it should become a popular resort. Perhaps even more so than Brighton or Bath. With that thought in mind, she had set about doing her best to bring in new interests to build up the town.

      Thus far, she had done remarkably well. Restaurants and hotels were starting to appear along the strand, as well as fashionable homes such as the one Josephine and Alexandria had secured with Lady Beauvais’s blessing. They had assisted her through most of the travails the lady had faced as a Frenchwoman living in England, who were still bitter toward some of the “frogs” that had followed Napoleon’s rule. The problem was that these people believed that Lady Beauvais was just another traitor. Josephine and Alexandria had been there during these trying times, and together, they had finally found a way for some of their fellow peers to put aside their biased opinions and concentrate on the betterment of a fellow British community. It certainly didn’t hurt matters that after making a trip to London to speak to the Prince Regent, he had taken a particular fancy to Lady Beauvais and her timeless, dark beauty, so she now had the backing of a very important benefactor. Now, no one dared to question her.

      “Shall you do the honor, or should I?” Alexandria asked with bright brown eyes. Her smile was broad as she dangled the key in front of Josephine’s face, the temptation much like a carrot to a horse.

      Josephine told herself that she should allow Alexandria the honor, but she couldn’t resist snatching the metal out of her companion’s hand. “Give it to me.” Rather than being irritated, Alexandria laughed as Josephine unlocked the door and took their first look inside No. 42 Place, the structure that was now their home.

      Lady Beauvais had forbidden them any sort of glance inside as she had it decorated. As Josephine glanced around in awe, noticing that Alexandria was doing the same, they reached out and gave each other a joyous hug. When they separated, they both had tears in their eyes.

      “It’s glorious,” Alexandria breathed.

      “Indeed, it is,” Josephine concurred. Polished hardwood floors were laid throughout, and each room they entered boasted rich, velvet furnishings. From the drapes that covered the large windows to the furniture meant for comfort, it was all decorated in the same deep shades that paid homage to King Louis Philippe. Tables were rounded with curved edges, and touches of gold shimmered throughout, from the candlesticks on the marble mantel to the clocks and gilt-edged frames. The paintings were serene, neoclassical pieces that depicted French culture before the Revolution when everything had changed forever.

      Josephine could feel the hand of Lady Beauvais in this place. Not only was it humbling to remember who had given them this chance at helping others, but Lady Beauvais had no further ties to her homeland, and her love for France was evident in this place.

      “We shall have to do something special for Lady Beauvais for such a gift as this,” Alexandria breathed.

      Josephine considered that, then she turned to her companion. “I think the best way we can honor her is to do what we promised. Lady Beauvais is like us. Although she carries more weight with the status of a widow, she has to contend with her heritage and the gossip of being the Regent’s mistress. Her situation is still precarious, as is ours. We must draw from that strength and prove that we are worthy of such an endeavor.”

      “You are right.” Alexandria reached out for her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “We shall be the best Society that perhaps even London has yet to see.”

      Josephine smiled. “How I do like the sound of that.”
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        May 17, 1816

      

      

      Miss Iona Richards sat at her modest writing table in the second story of the boarding house at Burnham-on-Sea as her quill scratched across the large sheet of paper before her. Nearby, in a large vase, rather than holding an array of colorful flowers, several rolled-up sheets of parchment rose beneath the rim. They were all various sketches of garden designs that she had completed. A talent that her parents had wholly despised. As a good girl of breeding, such women should not be involved in trade, which was what Iona had long hoped to accomplish. Tired of watercolors and needlepoint, she wanted to make her mark upon the world with her own designs. Ever since she was a child, she had admired the works of Lancelot “Capability” Brown, who was credited for designing some of the most extravagant landscapes and pleasure gardens in all of England. His looked-upon successor, Humphry Repton, had a reputation all his own, although his designs weren’t quite on the same, massive scale.

      Now, it was her turn.

      After a serious carriage accident had left Mr. Repton without the full use of his mobility, reliant on a wheelchair most of the time, Iona had tried to break out into this world of landscape architecture reserved solely for men of character. It didn’t matter if she carried the same unblemished reputation. She was a female and beneath the notice of most. Of all, really.

      Her tireless efforts in London had been ignored. Her parents had finally threatened to toss her out on her own if she didn’t cease such “foolish endeavors” and concentrate her energies on finding a suitable husband.

      That was when providence had finally appeared, and Iona had come across an advertisement at a ladies’ salon regarding a boarding house specifically for spinsters wishing to break free from the strictures of society. It was as if the gates of heaven had opened up, and the angels had finally shone down upon her.

      The problem was finding the necessary funds to travel all the way to Somerset on the coast. Making her way to Burnham-on-Sea was a cost that would be more than Iona could afford.

      Or so she believed.

      On a whim, she had written to the ladies of the boarding house with a request to join their Seaside Society. A few days later, she had been sent a reply with a warm welcome and the necessary funds to travel on the mail coach. She had nearly squealed with delight when she’d read the missive in the foyer, but Iona had just managed to silence her enthusiasm so the butler wouldn’t give her one of his dour, disapproving expressions that resembled that of her father quite perfectly.

      The next day, and past the age of majority at five and twenty, Iona had informed her parents that she was leaving and would not return. She prayed that, when she’d walked out the door amidst her father’s demands and her mother’s weeping cries of ruination, they would someday be happy for her decision in following her true heart’s desire that, regrettably, didn’t lead to a man.

      “You’re making a mistake,” her mother said between the tears. “No one will have you after this rebellious display.”

      “Your mother is right,” her father added stoically. He wasn’t in the habit of hysterics like her mother, but his cool demeanor was nearly worse. “I will not plead with you, but neither will I condone this decision. Once you leave this house, don’t expect any charity from me.”

      Iona’s chest still ached at the memory of that day.

      In the letter, Miss Stratford and Miss Grantham had promised they would help her to secure her first job, and they would not charge full room and board until she had gained her footing. They claimed to have a firm ear in the seaside village, and as Iona made the harrowing journey there, she couldn’t help but hope that was true.

      She started to doze as she neared her destination. Earlier, she had been hesitant to do so, not entirely trusting that her questionable traveling companions wouldn’t steal her valise straight from her lap. Once she was alone, exhaustion had finally started to settle in and made her head bob. It wasn’t until the carriage had lurched slightly that she started, and her eyes widened once more.

      However, when she had glanced out the window and saw the endless span of golden beaches laid out before her, she couldn’t contain a gasp. Her mouth had gone slack as she realized this was to be her new home. It had taken a moment for that to sink in, and the ideas for gardens to match their surroundings had started to swirl about in her mind.

      Now, sitting at her writing desk, a full week after she’d arrived, she continued to work tirelessly on various sketches to show any prospective clients that Miss Stratford and Miss Grantham might procure for her. Thus far, their efforts had not proven to be very fruitful, but they assured her that the right one would come along, and the wait would be worth it.

      Iona wasn’t quite as confident, but in the interim, in case they were correct, she intended to do her best to be prepared. She would ensure that the ladies’ generosity would not be in vain, thus far. With any luck, their hospitality would be rewarded by Iona’s success in proving her worth. The thought of getting to transform a plain yard into something spectacular was thrilling. The best thing she might have ever imagined for her future. Some women might dream of a contented life as a wife and mother, but Iona wanted to design magnificent creations that would be admired for those same generations. It was her way of making her mark upon time, so that women could be meant for more than a figure in a nice dress.

      Iona glanced down at the simple brown attire that she wore. She had never been one to have the latest fashion or frippery. If she were to be toiling in someone’s garden, transforming it as God intended it to be, then she didn’t need to concern herself with getting dirt on something that had cost nearly as much as a servant’s monthly wages.

      A knock at her door had her crossing the floor to answer the summons. She opened it to reveal the warm smile of Miss Stratford. With her faded red hair and sparkling green eyes, no one would have imagined that she was more than sixty years of age. But her exuberance with each of her tenants was evident, just as that of her cohort, Miss Grantham.

      Iona had met the other three women who were in residence, all in various stages of spinsterhood, and she decided that she was probably the youngest of them all. At mealtime, they would all dine together unless there was a previous engagement. So far, that had only been an issue for Miss Tassandra Devenport, who was already flourishing when it came to her personal independence. A native of Cardiff, which lay just beyond the Bristol Channel in Wales, she was carrying on the fishing tradition passed down by her great-grandfather. In the weeks since Iona had arrived, “Tassy” had flaunted social convention by leaving her brown hair unbound and wearing men’s breeches. She also didn’t mind a bit of sun upon her skin or a smattering of freckles crossing the bridge of her nose. Iona hadn’t asked her age, but she decided that Tassy was closest in age to her.

      The other two women kept to themselves for the most part. The night Iona had arrived, her hostesses had them all introduce themselves to her, and tell what they hoped to gain by being a part of the Seaside Society. “We can only help ourselves by helping others,” Miss Grantham had said pertly.

      Tassy had been the first to pipe up, while Iona had followed a bit more sedately. The other two ladies, Millie and Rose, had offered their prospective hopes. It turned out that they had come from the same village, which is why, Iona decided, that they generally seemed to keep to themselves. They felt more comfortable together. It was their dream to open their own seamstress shop and offer premade gowns at affordable prices to those who couldn’t visit a modiste. Iona had commended their foresight and decided that it sounded like a shop she would love to frequent if they managed to secure the proper funding.

      “I am confident that all of you are well suited to your positions, which is why you received an invitation to join the Society. Together, with the assistance of our benefactor, I feel confident that we can soon make those dreams a reality,” Miss Stratford had said with a broad grin.

      Iona didn’t doubt the ladies’ power of persuasion, even when it came to a modest house of spinsters, but some positions were difficult to obtain, even for someone of their prowess.

      However, she soon found out how wrong she had been to ever doubt them.

      “I have some wonderful news,” Miss Stratford said. “I have shown your drawings to a nearby client, and he is most interested in hearing more.”

      Iona’s ears had instantly perked up, but then she recalled one crucial detail. “Does he know I’m a woman?”

      The smile never wavered. “He does not, but I am convinced that it shouldn’t matter. He seemed quite taken with your various prospects.”

      Iona wasn’t so sure, but she allowed it to slide for the time. When she met this gentleman in person, no doubt he would tell her his reasons for not hiring her. For now, she would appreciate the lady’s efforts in trying to lift her spirits, which had started to flag. “He is a very prestigious man in society, and if you were to secure his gardens, you are sure to have a claim to fame.”

      Intrigued despite her misgivings, Iona asked, “Who is it?”

      “Thorpe Covington, the Duke of Rosewood.”

      Immediately, her spirits were remarkably restored. “Surely you aren’t speaking of the Rosewood Manor?” She nearly stumbled at the very thought of designing such a remarkable estate. She had heard of it, of course. It had been one of Capability’s masterpieces, but when the previous duke had gambled away most of his funds, he had allowed it to fall into decline. It was only through the recent efforts of his grandson, his heir, that the ducal fortune had been restored and vast improvements were being made to the estate and grounds. While Iona didn’t follow social gossip as a rule, if there was the prospect of landscaping to be found, she paid close attention.

      “Not precisely,” her companion said, and some of the wind fell out of Iona’s sails. “The estate lies near London, but the duke holds a charming cottage in Somerset, not far from Burnham-on-Sea. I am given to understand he is looking for someone of note to begin there, to see what can be done to revive it before they are given any further prospects.” The lady smiled gently. “Even I cannot work miracles, my dear. Remember that we all must start somewhere. Rome was not built in a day. To gain a job like Rosewood Manor, you have to earn his respect.”

      Iona knew that the lady was right, and yet, she could feel some of her hope dim. Nevertheless, she squared her shoulders and said, “That may prove to be just as impossible, but I vow to do my best to convince him that I am the only one for him.”

      Miss Stratford patted her on the cheek in a motherly gesture. “That is all I needed to hear.”
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        * * *

      

      Thorpe Covington, the Duke of Rosewood, had the sketch of the garden plan laid out before him on the desk in his study. He adjusted his glasses and stared at it with a critical eye, but it didn’t take a scholar to tell him that this drawing was a work of art. Considering all the designs he’d poured over in the past few days since he’d opened up Highbridge Cottage with the intent to restore it to its former glory, this particular one had caught his special interest. Since he was determined to revive the Rosewood title in the same manner, he wanted the grounds to not just be impressive. He wanted them to be resplendent. He’d already started work on the exterior with fresh paint, and soon repairs would begin on the roof. Then he would concentrate his energies on the wallpaper, upholstery, and carpeting that were faded and horribly out-of-date.

      Thankfully, money was no object. He had spent most of his youth studying various ways of turning a profit by poring over the ledgers that had been neglected by his father and his grandfather before him. They had both been carousing rakes in their day and cared more for drink and women than preserving their heritage. Thorpe was different. He had excelled at Harrow and then Oxford, taking a particular interest in history. Although horticulture was a foreign subject to him, he had to give credit where it was due, and the drawings he’d been sent by Lady Beauvais had been quite impressive. He was anxious to meet this paragon, who had such a keen eye when it came to the observation that had nearly been lost. Once Humphry Repton was gone, there would surely not be anyone as talented to carry on the landscape art—except, perhaps, for this man.

      Anticipation raced through his veins as he glanced at the clock on the mantel. The time was quickly drawing near. He was due to meet with Mr. Richards at half past one. It was a quarter past now, but unless his hearing deceived him, it sounded as if a carriage was pulling into the drive.

      He nearly rubbed his hands with glee, eager to start the process of gaining back his family’s unblemished reputation at long last. It had been years of hard work and study, but at two and thirty, he was finally gaining the one thing he’d ever wanted. While the previous Covington men might not be around to enjoy the fruits of his labor, Thorpe could enjoy success on his own.

      It was the one vow he’d made to his ailing mother on her deathbed. He closed his eyes. I’ve nearly done it.

      Exhaling slowly, he opened his gaze when there was a brief knock at the open doorframe. He spied his butler, Beckham, standing there with a hesitant expression on his face. When Thorpe waited for him to speak, he finally lost patience and waved a hand before him. “Well, what are you waiting for? Don’t keep Mr. Richards waiting. Send him in.”

      The servant cleared his throat, and Thorpe was quite sure that he would have shifted his feet if he hadn’t been so formally British. “Your Grace. I think there has been a mistake⁠—”

      “Nonsense,” Thorpe interrupted. “A carriage arrived, did it not? Lady Beauvais promised that we were due to meet today and that I wouldn’t be disappointed.” He grinned broadly. “I daresay I have several ideas of my own I wish to impart.” He waved a hand again. “Send him in.”

      “Your Grace⁠—”

      Thorpe was running out of patience. Although he appreciated Beckham’s somber and straightlaced attitude most of the time, right now it was only starting to annoy him. “Now, if you please.”

      As the servant bowed and made his way out of the room, Thorpe shook his head and returned to the sketch on his desk. Although it was practically perfect, there were a couple of things that he wished to add. He was confident that, together, they could build a seaside retreat like nothing else. And if they hurdled that, then they would discuss the possibility of Rosewood Manor. Of course with that sort of project, he might have to hire him on as part of the staff in order to properly devote the full amount of time needed to restore it to what Capability Brown had conceived, and then make it even better.

      Thorpe heard a set of footsteps coming toward the door. “Miss Richards, Your Grace.”

      With a broad grin in place, Thorpe lifted his head to welcome the gentleman graciously. “Mr. Richards! It’s a pleasure—” Suddenly, the butler’s words struck his mind, and when he saw a plainly dressed female who looked suited to the position of a governess, he couldn’t stop the frown from forming on his face. “I do apologize. There must be some mistake⁠—”

      He looked at Beckham, intent on dismissing her, but she boldly stepped forward and gave a light curtsy. “Pardon me, Your Grace. But there is no mistake. I am the architect, Miss Iona Richards.”

      Thorpe glared at her with narrowed eyes. He didn’t miss the way she stressed her title. Nor, he believed, the smug expression on her face. Whatever game was afoot, he didn’t appreciate it, nor the lies that Lady Beauvais had spouted. Someone was going to gain his sharp tongue, starting perhaps with this chit before him.

      Without taking his eyes off Miss Richards, he said, “That will be all, Beckham.” The servant melted away from the room, and Thorpe could only imagine that he would not live down this absurdity very soon. Crossing his arms, he attempted a stern countenance, but by the way this female regarded him so steadily with such big, brown eyes that matched her simple attire, and that dull blonde hair peeking out from beneath her plain straw bonnet, he was sure that he would be able to dissuade her rather easily.

      However, before he had the chance, she opened that pert little mouth. “Before you order me out of your house, Your Grace, might I have the courtesy of speaking plainly?”

      He lifted a brow, admitting that she had a certain pluck about her. “I believe you already did,” he noted dryly.

      She cleared her throat. “Yes, well, I was never very good at being subtle, especially when it comes to my art.” She gestured to the drawing behind him. “And since they are my designs, I fear I cannot allow anyone else to use them, so if you would just hand it to me, I shall be on my way to seek out more interested clients.”

      Damn his eyes. Thorpe blinked as he straightened. He didn’t know how she had managed it, but she’d actually manipulated him. The idea that she would remove such a gift from his use was unthinkable. He held out a hand. “Let’s not be hasty, Miss Richards. I⁠—”

      She was already moving around him. “I understand it might not behoove you to work with a woman, and I shall spare you the embarrassment of doing so. I know you have your reputation to think of, as do I.”

      He watched, mouth agape, as she easily rolled up the print on his desk. He quite nearly mourned the loss.

      “I had brought other ideas with me, of course.” She patted the brown satchel hanging from her arm, and his focus riveted there as he considered all the lovely prospects that it might contain. “But I’m sure you’re not interested in hearing them in the least.” She gave a slight curtsy. “Forgive me for the deception. I’m sorry to have wasted both of our time.”

      She was halfway across the room before he managed to remove his tongue from the roof of his mouth. “Miss Richards! I implore you to please wait. I would like to hear more if you are willing to remain and discuss such matters.”
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      Iona’s lips curved upward in a smile. Her ploy had worked rather well, more so than she had hoped, actually. It was a trick she had learned long ago when it came to evading a gentleman’s attention in society. She would act the opposite of what he imagined she should, and then he would be so confused, believing that he retained the upper hand when she had turned the tables with little effort.

      Removing any evidence of her current victory, she turned around with a heavy sigh. “I suppose I can spare a few moments⁠—”

      “Yes, please.” His demeanor had changed dramatically, and he practically ushered her into a chair before his desk. She would have laughed had she not been so desperate for this opportunity to showcase her talent. “Would you care for some refreshment?”

      “No, thank you. I doubt I shall be staying that long.”

      Again, she noted that he appeared almost frazzled. This was really too easy. He cleared his throat. “Indeed. Well, if you are in a rush to get somewhere, I wouldn’t want to keep you.”

      For a moment, Iona’s heart ceased beating. Perhaps she’d pushed him too far?

      He leaned against the front of his desk and then gestured to her satchel and the rolled-up sheet of parchment that was sticking out of it. “I am not one to mince words, Miss Richards. I merely want to know how you came by such a vision for a garden.”

      Some of her uneasiness subsided. “I have long been a devoted fan of Mr. Brown’s work—surrounding simplicity with an eye for improving the landscape—which envelops it while making it look as though it was created by nature. Mr. Repton, as you know, was equally admired for his continuation of the same style. I intend to be just as successful by adding the original touches that they made famous, while adding a bit of the glamorous effects that were found in the peerage gardens of the past.”

      She waited for the scorn that was sure to follow, but instead, he merely looked at her curiously, as if she was some sort of specimen to be studied. Perhaps it was his spectacles that made him appear the scholarly type. More likely, it was the perplexing expression on his face.

      It wasn’t until that moment that she realized it actually was a very pleasing face. A sharp jawline contrasted with the soft way his black hair fell across his forehead. He pushed the unruly locks away from the rim of his glasses, making her notice that they were an unusual, mossy green. She found herself intrigued despite herself. However, she quickly pushed any sort of interest to the side. Not only was this man a duke, far above her station as a simple member of the gentry, but she had no designs on wedded bliss if she wished to see her dream of architecture realized.

      “I daresay you are a surprise, Miss Richards,” the duke murmured.

      She smiled brightly while trying not to strut like a peacock preening its feathers in the hope of attracting such a magnificent client. “I hope that is a compliment.”

      “Hmm.” He lifted a brow as he continued to regard her. “I suppose that still remains to be seen.” He pushed off the desk. “I suppose the first thing we need to do is take a walk about the grounds. While having something on paper is all well and good, I will need to know what sort of vision you have for the real thing.”

      She inclined her head and then got to her feet. “Lead the way, Your Grace. I’m happy to oblige.”

      He lifted a sardonic brow but said nothing as they left the study.

      Once they were outside, Iona was relieved to see that the sunshine continued to hold out. It would have been a shame to try to portray a pond in the misery of the pouring rain.

      He went as far as the bottom of the front steps and then waved a hand to encompass the large front yard. “Dazzle me, Miss Richards.”

      Iona glanced about her with a critical eye, just as she had the moment Miss Stratford’s carriage had turned into the long drive. “I would say that it is currently rather dismal. I know this is a cottage and not a grand estate, but I feel as though it should be inviting. Since you are a duke, it stands to reason that you should wish to exhibit your position and wealth.”

      She glanced at him, waiting to see if there was any sort of feedback. When he instructed her to go on, she started to explain the plans that had entered her mind the moment she’d arrived. She glanced out over the expanse as if it was already there and explained her idea. “I can envision two large statuary urns to mark the entrance. And since the cottage is so picturesque, we shouldn’t wish to have anything that might hamper that view for the visitor. They will want to feel welcome and impressed upon their arrival.” She turned to him. “I think a duck pond with a circular drive and a fountain in the middle shall do quite nicely.”

      He looked out over the area and then inclined his head, but she didn’t know if that meant he approved or not. He continued walking, and Iona followed suit until they had made their way to the backyard.

      He crossed his arms and glanced at her expectantly.

      Since this was her first look, she took a bit more time to consider her words. She walked about the yard for a moment and peered back at the cottage, trying to picture what would work best for the shaded area with its copse of trees. “It seems a bit too dark in places for my taste. If you might wish to entertain, I would remove some of these trees back here and build a lake, perhaps with a curved stone bridge over a section of it.” She waved her hands as she spoke, like an artist creating a canvas out of thin air. “I can picture a small path lined with a neatly trimmed hedge row that leads to a glass-enclosed gazebo at the crest of a hill, with more hedge framing the entrance. From that vantage point, you can appreciate the beauty of the valley below on one side and the charm of the cottage from the other.”

      Iona looked at him for approval, but rather than wearing the same pensive look from before, his eyes were riveted on her with a different sort of expression that she wasn’t even going to try to interpret. She could only imagine what he might be thinking. Truly, she didn’t really care, just so long as he gave her this opportunity to transform this place into another masterpiece.
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        * * *

      

      Thorpe wasn’t sure if he should be horrified that Miss Richards knew so much about landscaping—or if he should sweep her into his arms and kiss her because she had a talent for seeing the possibilities in nothing more than a few blades of grass. He had no doubt that she would be able to transform this place into the magnificent seaside retreat that he had been hoping to obtain, but would it be a good idea for them to work so closely with one another? That was certainly another question entirely.

      Unfortunately, for the sake of her reputation, he decided that, no matter how much he might approve of her designs, his honor couldn’t allow her to take on this project. It would take weeks to complete, and Thorpe wasn’t sure that he could retain a respectable distance all that time.

      It wasn’t as if she was a great beauty, but something in the way her brown eyes sparkled with such life when she spoke of her heart’s desire made her infinitely appealing. She might never be the diamond of society, but she shone with a brilliance all her own when she described the transformation of his gardens.

      He truly hated to break her heart.

      “I admit that you have a wonderful vision, Miss Richards.”

      Some of her merriment faded, and he could feel the pinch of guilt as it did. “But?” she prompted.

      He clenched his jaw but forced himself to continue. “I have some other prospects in mind, but I do appreciate you making the journey here. I will be sure to inform you of my decision once I have a chance to speak to the other candidates.”

      He gave her credit for adopting a brave face when he could see the disappointment in her gaze. “Of course, Your Grace. I appreciate you taking the time to see me, nevertheless. You could have ordered me to leave the moment I walked into your study, but you didn’t, and I am grateful just to have the chance to be heard.”

      As she walked away from him, Thorpe forced himself to wait until he heard the sound of carriage wheels crunching down the drive. Only then did he expel the breath he’d been holding. What a conundrum he was suddenly faced with. He’d lied to her about any other prospects just because he hadn’t wanted to dismiss her outright, but it had been deuced hard to do so. He despised deceit in any form, especially when it was directed at a woman. He’d learned the perils of the pain it caused when he’d witnessed his father’s actions, not only toward Thorpe’s mother when she learned he’d gained a new mistress, but toward the previous lady who was tossed aside like yesterday’s rubbish. His father had always thought a fancy bauble would dry any tears, but he'd never stopped long enough to notice the anguish that was left in his wake.

      From an early age, Thorpe vowed that he wouldn’t act the same. Although his father had tried to teach him the art of how to be a rake, he’d wanted nothing to do with that sort of lifestyle. In his mind, it was just as unsavory as being an inveterate gambler like his grandfather had been. At this point in his life, Thorpe wasn’t even sure if he would ever consider marriage, just leave his estate to his cousin who would inherit. He might not be able to benefit from all his efforts, but at least someone competent would. If he did sway toward matrimony, it would have to be someone very special indeed, to make him consider giving up his independence. A needy wife who demanded the latest fashions, because of her status as a duchess, was not something he was willing to consider any time soon.

      He walked around the front of the cottage, where there was still a slight dust trail from Miss Richards’s carriage. He knew that she would be nothing like the women of his acquaintance. It surprised him that if she was well-bred, as he suspected, that they had never met. Perhaps the issue was that they had, but he’d just never bothered to take further notice.

      Now he did.

      Unfortunately, the timing was entirely wrong, and the situation was even more regrettable.

      Removing his spectacles, Thorpe rubbed the bridge of his nose. There were times that he wished he was anyone else but the Duke of Rosewood, but like anyone else who was born, it was a roll of the dice as to what sort of existence they were given. In Thorpe’s instance, his exterior life might appear to be grand, but on the inside, he wanted nothing more than to be free of the constant restrictions that weighed him down.

      With a restorative sigh, he put his glasses back in place. Using them as the armor that he needed, he walked back into the cottage and headed for his study to make a list of the recommended architects to be found in London.
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        * * *

      

      Iona told herself not to cry when she returned to the strand and the carriage stopped at the boarding house. However, the moment she opened the door and spied Miss Stratford, she burst into tears.

      The older woman’s face immediately fell in dismay. “Oh, my poor dear. I’d always heard the duke was a good man. Was it that bad?”

      Iona wiped at her eyes in annoyance and shook her head. “It wasn’t the duke’s demeanor at all. In truth, he was very kind, but I am starting to wonder if anyone will dare to believe in what I could accomplish given the opportunity to exhibit my work.”

      Miss Stratford led her over to a chair in the main parlor and sat beside her while Iona removed her bonnet. “A woman trying to make her way in a man’s world is not easy. You knew that from the beginning, and yet, you came here determined to make a name for yourself.”

      “I’m starting to wonder if I made a mistake.” She sniffed. “But I don’t know if I would be allowed to return home, even should I beg my parents’ forgiveness and vow to marry the first man who might dare to offer for me.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Miss Stratford admonished. “You have come too far to back down now. Well-behaved society women won’t be the ones who change the world. It will be those like you who dare to prove their worth. Don’t lose heart.” She offered her a conspiratorial wink. “I’m not ready to give up, either.”

      Feeling a bit restored after her chat with her hostess, Iona climbed the stairs to her room. She shut the door and leaned against it heavily before she tossed her bonnet onto a nearby chair and walked over and slumped down on her bed. She lay back on the soft feather mattress and stared at the plain ceiling above her. She thought of her chamber in London at her parents’ townhouse, then screwed her eyes shut tightly. She wouldn’t get anywhere by looking to the past. Miss Stratford was right. This was only one setback. It might seem like a huge hurdle that she’d failed to jump, but there would be more opportunities. She might just have to lower her standards and start off on a smaller scale. At this point, anything would be better than nothing. The longer she stayed here without anything to show for it, the more she felt as though she was taking advantage of the Society’s hospitality.

      After giving herself a few more moments to soak in her own melancholy, she sat up. Iona had never been one to remain upset for long. She was the sort who searched for a solution when something went awry.

      That’s what she would do now.

      Gathering her plain straw bonnet, she shoved it back on her head, and after ensuring that her face was free from any tear streaks, she headed downstairs. It was time she took a closer look about Burnham-on-Sea to see what might need a bit of cheering up. If she couldn’t get anyone to pay her, then she would do the work for free, in order to show people what she was capable of doing. As Miss Stratford had said, she needed to start somewhere, and she had plenty of designs when the time came for people to start taking her seriously.

      She set out for the main thoroughfare of the village, which lay farther inland from the strand and housed local residences that enjoyed the spray from the sea, as well as new developments that were starting to be constructed in the hopes of turning Burnham-on-Sea into a bustling seaside retreat. For now, it was still a quaint English settlement with a certain sophisticated charm.

      As Iona walked along the various shopfronts, she took mental notes when it came to how she might approach some of the shopkeepers, regarding the ideas swirling about in her head.

      She spied a woman in the millinery, organizing some of the bonnets in her shop windows. They were quite resplendent with their extravagant silk and velvet linings. One fashioned in deep purple caught her particular eye, but she had no place she might wear it.

      Nevertheless, Iona would have liked nothing better than spending some coin on such a luxurious purchase, but she reminded herself that the days of needless fashion in the hopes of impressing a prospective suitor were behind her. She was looking to the future and her own independence. For someone who could hardly afford her lodgings at the boarding house, her pin money steadily dwindling, she knew she couldn’t wait much longer to secure some sort of respectable wage.

      Iona decided that her first prospect in hoping to secure a duke’s favor was aiming a bit too high. Perhaps she would have better luck at the millinery—and with a woman who ran a shop such as this. Surely, she would understand Iona’s plight and be sympathetic to her cause.

      Steeling her nerve, Iona walked into the store. A little bell above the frame signaled her entry. The woman who had been organizing the hats in the window looked over her shoulder expectantly. She was likely hoping to see a prospective client, but one glance at Iona’s plain attire, and some of her joviality dimmed slightly. However, her greeting was still warm when she walked over. “How might I help you?”

      “Good day,” Iona said cheerfully. “My name is Miss Iona Richards. I recently moved into the Seaside Society boarding house on the Strand.”

      “Oh, yes,” she murmured, but Iona couldn’t tell if it was a welcome admission or not. “I recall something to that effect. It’s run by two spinsters, I believe.”

      “Yes, that’s right. Miss Stratford and Miss Grantham,” Iona confirmed. Now that the pleasantries were out of the way, she decided that it would be best to explain what she was doing there. She glanced toward the stands showcasing various headwear in the window. “That is a lovely display.”

      The lady smiled. “Thank you. I enjoy my work very much.”

      Perfect. “Indeed. As do I.” Iona turned back to her. “I am a designer myself, but with the art of landscaping. I couldn’t help but notice that your storefront appeared a little bare. I could make it more appealing.”

      The lady offered a regretful shake of her head. “I appreciate the offer, Miss Richards, but I can’t afford any extra expense at this time⁠—”

      “I won’t charge anything,” Iona was quick to assure her. “I’m sure you know how difficult it can be for a woman trying to live her dream. I wish to do the same, but I can’t do that unless someone will give me a chance to do so. If you let me design your front, you can offer me a few coins if it helps to gain you more sales. Otherwise, a referral to other shopkeepers along the street would be rather helpful as well.”

      Iona was regarded shrewdly for a moment, and then the woman gave a light bob of her head. “Very well, Miss Richards. I will trust your judgment when it comes to giving my store a bit of a lift, and should it drive in more customers, then I shall give you a portion of the proceeds. If you do very well, then I shall sing your praises throughout the town and beyond.”

      It was as if the sun was shining directly on her, warming her with the vision of opportunity. She was very glad that she hadn’t spent such a lovely day moping about in her rooms, or she might not have had this wonderful chat. “Thank you very much. I promise that you will have the most attractive millinery shop outside of London!”
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      Thorpe wasn’t really sure what he was doing at Burnham-on-Sea. He normally sent one of his servants to collect whatever items he needed from the market thoroughfare at Highbridge, which was much closer. However, on this bright, sunny morning, for some reason, Thorpe found the need to check out the recent buzz that some of the nearby villagers had been talking about.

      He wasn’t one who was prone to adhere to idle gossip from his servants, but they claimed that the modest fishing village was being transformed into the seaside retreat that they had been hoping to build. When Thorpe had inquired as to what had made this remarkable difference, which was starting to draw new investors into the area, the housekeeper had murmured something about a local landscape artist.

      Immediately, he began to wonder if it was Miss Richards, who had attempted to curry his favor and change Highbridge Cottage into something just as grand. While Thorpe had regrettably gone with a higher-priced architect from London, recommended to him by several of his peers, he had not been pleased with the designs he’d been shown. After only a brief acquaintance, Thorpe had dismissed him before work could begin, although he had already purchased most of the materials, so now he was back to the beginning, attempting to search for the right person for the job.

      He knew who it was, of course. He was just too stubborn, or perhaps a bit prejudiced against the idea of a woman toiling in the soil, or perhaps preferred an option to help a man with a family to support. He wasn’t sure his gentlemanly honor would have allowed her to complete such a momentous task, especially when she’d not had the previous experience. Putting ideas down on paper was one thing, but bringing them to life in the same manner was quite another.

      Nevertheless, he’d mourned the loss of such a great visionary. It had been nearly a month since he’d sent her on her way, her downtrodden look one of abject despair, although she had done her best to hide the bitter disappointment. He was curious how she had bounced back and managed to transform such a quaint English village into something so formal that it was being discussed in the next village and beyond. He decided it was his duty to check how things were progressing. And perhaps, if he was satisfied with what he saw, he might bring her into his employ after all.

      Since Burnham-on-Sea wasn’t more than an hour away from where he was staying at the cottage and exterior and interior repairs were starting to be made, Thorpe had ridden his gelding. Dropping his mount off at the local stable, he dismounted and took his first look about the wharf, where several boats were lined up, eager to set sail. At first glance, he thought he caught the glimpse of a woman standing on the deck and barking orders as if she were the captain. He shook his head, convinced that he was merely seeing things.

      Beyond the bustling harbor was a long stretch of golden, sandy beaches that housed several bathing machines. He noticed the weather was starting to get a bit warmer, and the water was filled with children, splashing about and enjoying the day. Women were chatting together underneath large white tents and were taking tea together, while a few of the gentlemen were daring to engage in a ruthless cricket match upon the nearby bank.

      It was decidedly different from what Thorpe recalled the last time he had been there some years ago. Before his father had died and his mother had perished from the years of abuse and neglect that she had suffered at the cruel treatment of her husband.

      As Thorpe continued along the main street that went through the heart of town, his eyebrows lifted considerably. The crowd was decidedly altered from what he recalled. Thorpe recalled it used to be a modest village, but it looked like any other fashionable, seaside retreat. What was strange was that the entire street was blocked off.

      The reason for the people coming out in droves could have had to do with the sun shining brightly in the sky, but that wasn’t what everyone seemed to admire. Their attention was turned toward the boxes of colorful flowers that bordered nearly every store front. They were attached to the two front windows and offered a whiff of perfume for each potential customer who walked by. He paused for a moment and observed the scene before him. One thing he noticed was that nearly everywhere he looked, people had a smile upon their faces.

      As he started to stroll casually down the street, he glanced in a few shop windows and realized they were filled with eager shoppers. It seemed odd to him that a Thursday afternoon would be so popular, but perhaps there was some sort of special festival taking place. He stopped a lady who had just exited the millinery. “Pardon me, madam, but is there a reason it’s particularly busy today?”
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