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ALEXANDER WATCHED HER WITH RAPT INTEREST.
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The shapeless Mother Hubbard dress Rose wore did nothing for her curvaceous figure, but a man with his experience and imagination could guess what delights the calico material disguised.

“Are you listening to me, Your Grace? I asked if you were ready to try your hand at something else.”

An interesting question, he thought. His hands itched to explore many things. . . . “I’m yours to command, my sweet Rose.”

She blushed at the endearment. “No need to get flowery, Your Grace. We’re only going to feed the hogs and slop out their pens. I doubt you’ll be waxing poetic for long.”

Rose rested the hoe against the side of the house, then marched off in the direction of the pig shed; Alexander followed two steps behind, and wondered what he’d done to deserve such punishment.
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“A ROLLICKING GOOD READ THAT TICKLES YOUR FUNNY BONE AND PLAYS ON YOUR HEARTSTRINGS.”

—Kathe Robin, Romantic Times
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the Flowers of the West trilogy . . .




PRAISE FOR THE FLOWERS OF THE WEST
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“The first book in the Flowers of the West trilogy is a rousing success. . . . An excellent historical romance. . . . Criswell’s creativity is in full bloom.”

—Affaire de Coeur
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“I loved it! It was romantic, humorous, and fun to read.”

—Karen Robards, author of Hunter’s Moon
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“A charming, radiant romance that will lift and capture your spirit and your heart.”

—Romantic Times
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“SWEET LAUREL is wonderful! You’ll love this funny and touching romance! Millie Criswell writes a humorous, poignant love story with panache. A ‘keeper’ for sure!”

—Kathe Robin, Romantic Times
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“A delightful story full of humor, wit, and entertaining adventure that will leave you wanting more.”

—Rendezvous
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“Nobody does a better Western romance with style and panache than Millie Criswell.”

—Harriet Klausner, Affaire de Coeur
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If I went West, I think I would go to Kansas.

—Abraham Lincoln



 



 

CHAPTER 1

Salina, Kansas, Late Summer 1883

 

“Damn, damn, and double damn!” Rose Elizabeth tapped her foot impatiently against the rotting boards of the railway platform as she waited with no small amount of dread for the arrival of the westbound train from New York City.

It was cursed hot, she was sweating like a pig, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky that held any promise of rain for relief.

“It’s surely going to be something having a real live English duke living here in Salina,” remarked Skeeter Purty, the station manager, scratching his whiskered chin. “I reckon it could put this here town on the map.” The wad of chewing tobacco he spit missed its mark, landing just short of the brass spittoon near his rocker.

Rose jerked her head around, and with narrowed eyes she stared in disgust at the brown gooey mess on the platform, then at the old man himself, wondering if he’d been nipping at the bottle of corn liquor he kept hidden in his desk drawer and thought no one knew about it. She had half a mind to turn the old fool in to the sheriff, though she doubted Morris Covington would do anything about it. Mo had a hollow leg himself when it came to drinking whiskey.

Liquor had been banned in Salina and elsewhere in Kansas for the past two years, though that hadn’t stop old-timers like Skeeter and Morris from imbibing whenever they got a hankering, which was often.

“In case that feeble mind of yours ain’t workin’, Skeeter Purty, I am not one bit happy about that damned duke coming here, and I’m doubly damned unhappy that he’s stealing my farm out from under me.” She crossed her arms over her chest, and her foot went into double-time.

The old man rocked back and forth, and he spit twice more, unfazed by Rose’s sharp tongue. Rose Elizabeth had about the sharpest tongue in the whole state of Kansas for someone of such tender years. Some folks said she could cut a man down to size without raising much of a sweat, her tongue was so keen.

The townsfolk had taken to calling her “Prim Rose” behind her back, because it reminded them of what she was and what she wasn’t. Like her namesake, Rose was about as thorny as they came, and not the least bit prim and proper like a young lady should be.

“ ’Pears to me, Rose Elizabeth, that your sister wanted that farm sold off. Your pa, too. God rest his soul. ’Pears to me that you was lucky to have found a buyer so quick, and a rich one at that.”

Rose felt her pocket for the cursed telegram that had arrived from the duke’s English business factor, and she railed silently at the fates that had brought her to this day. Alexander James Warrick, the Duke of Moreland, would be arriving on the noon train. “Please be prepared to greet his lordship, show him every possible courtesy, guide him to his new residence, and familiarize the duke with the estate, ” the telegram dictated, like she was one of his dukeship’s royal flunkies.

“We’ll just see about that!” No one dictated to Rose Elizabeth, except perhaps her older sister Heather, who, much to Rose’s great dismay, had had the unerring good sense to insist that their local land broker, Mr. Walker, advertise their farm for sale in The New York Times and other large city newspapers.

Despite her bad luck that the duke’s business factor had seen the ad for their land and had talked the stuffy old goat into buying it, Rose had absolutely no intention of following Heather’s high-handed orders that she hightail it to Mrs. Caffrey’s School for Young Ladies in Boston once she turned over the farm to the new owner.

She didn’t need refining, and she certainly didn’t intend to abandon Ma and Pa’s graves to a total stranger—a damned Englishman, and a duke to boot!

Whatever could Heather have been thinking of? Rose knew perfectly well that it had been their pa’s idea to sell the farm. Ezra Martin wanted better for his three girls.

But to cast them off to parts unknown . . .

To send them out into the cruel, strange world to seek husbands . . .

She shuddered. It was perhaps the most impractical idea Ezra had ever concocted, and he’d hatched some doozies in his lifetime. And for Heather and Laurel to have gone along with him was, in her opinion, even more ridiculous.

Just because Heather had a burning desire to illustrate for a big city newspaper, and Laurel, who had the voice of a tree frog on her best day, had taken it in her head to become an opera singer in Denver, was no reason that she, Rose Elizabeth, should be forced out of the home she loved, off the land that was so much a part of her, to travel to a dirty, depressing city so that she could get refined and become a schoolteacher.

Indeed, she couldn’t think of a worse fate. Unless, of course, it was being hitched to some smelly old English coot like the Duke of Moreland.

He was probably short and squat and looked like a toad. And with that thought, she reached into her other pocket to make sure that Lester, her pet bullfrog, was all right.

The duke was probably a dandified gentleman who had absolutely no idea how to run a wheat farm, and he was probably so arrogant and mannered that the sound of a good belch and a few well-delivered curses would send him into a fit of the vapors.

Rose smiled at that notion, then glanced at the telegram again. “Estate,” it read. No doubt the duke was used to living high on the hog. He probably hadn’t done a lick of work his entire life and was just looking forward to a holiday abroad.

Well, no stuffy Englishman was going to turn her respectable wheat farm into a playground for the rich, Rose Elizabeth vowed. Not if she had anything to say about it. And she would have plenty to say to the Duke of Moreland.

“Rose Elizabeth, praise the saints! Don’t you have something better to wear than that old threadbare dress to greet the duke? Why, he’s royalty, young lady.”

Groaning at Euphemia Bloodsworth’s high-pitched voice, Rose turned to cast Salina’s most notorious gossip and resident spinster a thin smile. In fact, it was so thin you’d have been hard-pressed to find it, if your eyesight wasn’t one hundred percent accurate. “Good afternoon to you, too, Miss Bloodsworth.”

“Old Beaknose,” which is how the Martin sisters had always referred to Euphemia behind her back, moved over to where Rose was standing.

“I don’t mean to interfere, my dear,” she said, as Rose rolled her eyes heavenward, “but I feel it’s our duty to show his lordship that we aren’t just a bunch of country bumpkins. As founder of the Salina Garden Club and Ladies Sewing Circle, I feel obligated to put our best foot forward.” She smoothed the folds of her black taffeta gown and adjusted her white crocheted shawl. Euphemia supposedly had vinegar in her veins instead of blood, which explained how the woman could stand to wear such stifling garments in the summer heat.

“We are a bunch of bumpkins, Miss Bloodsworth,” Rose replied. “And I don’t think we should try to fool the duke into thinking any different. I certainly don’t intend to put on airs and pretend to be something I’m not. My foot’s staying firmly planted on good old Kansas soil.”

Euphemia shook her head in disgust. “The other ladies of the welcoming committee will be joining me shortly, Rose Elizabeth. Perhaps the duke won’t notice how provincial you look in that faded blue gingham gown. And really, Rose Elizabeth, you know how checks make a body look. . . . Well, you should take care to minimize your propensity to pudginess.”

Rose’s cheeks reddened in embarrassment, as they always did when someone had the insensitivity to comment that her figure wasn’t as pleasing as her two sisters’. She’d been cursed with a curvaceous body, a “pleasingly plump figure,” her ma had always called it. But though she’d been cursed, she wasn’t about to starve herself or make herself into something God hadn’t intended. As long as no one called her a “plump little partridge,” which was the nickname her pa had always used, she could put up with just about any of their stupid remarks.

“Leave the girl alone, Euphemia.” Skeeter rocked forward and rose to his feet. “Rose looks just fine. There ain’t nothin’ wrong with the way she’s dressed, far as I can see.”

Rose flashed the station manager a grateful smile, now firmly convinced that he had indeed been tippling at the whiskey bottle.

Skeeter and most of the other bachelors in Salina kept their distance from Miss Bloodsworth and did their best not to engage her in conversation if they could help it. Because to Euphemia Bloodsworth, conversation, no matter how innocent, no matter how mundane, was an indication of interest. And to a spinster of Miss Bloodsworth’s years, an indication of interest was tantamount to a full-fledged proposal of marriage.

“Why, Mr. Purty,” Euphemia advanced on the man, “how very gallant of you to come to Rose Elizabeth’s defense. Though it was totally unnecessary.” She pursed her lips into what was supposed to be a smile, which reminded Rose that she needed to pick up some lemons from the grocer while in town. “I’m sure Rose knows that I was only being motherly. Since she was orphaned at such a tender age, I’ve always done what I could to step in for dear departed Adelaid.”

And she’d very nearly given poor Ezra a heart seizure every time he’d had the misfortune to run into the old windbag in town. The widower had been at the very top of Euphemia’s eligible-husbands list until his demise last May.

Having absolutely no intention of placing his name under Ezra’s scratched-out one, Skeeter stepped back. “I’d better mosey on in and check to see if there’s been a telegram sent. Train shoulda been here by now.” He clicked open his pocket watch and scratched his thinning hair in bewilderment. “Can’t figure out what’s causin’ the delay.” But he sure as hell was happy to have an excuse to leave for a spell.

Watching Skeeter depart, Rose Elizabeth had half a mind to run after him. Skeeter was, for all his shortcomings, her friend. And though he tried her patience on many occasions, he was kindhearted and harmless for the most part. Except when strong drink took hold of him. But even snockered, Skeeter was a better companion than Euphemia. Being alone with the spinster for any length of time was not an amusing prospect.

Where the hell was that damned train? Maybe his most royal pain in the butt wouldn’t be as bad as Euphemia and her endless array of questions.

“You must be so excited to be entertaining a member of royalty.” Euphemia’s face flushed with pleasure.

“It gives me the runs just to think about it, Miss Bloodsworth. Why, my bowels have been in an uproar ever since I heard about the duke’s arrival.” At least that was the truth, Rose thought.

Gasping, Miss Bloodsworth’s hand flew to the cameo brooch at her throat. “Really, Rose Elizabeth!” She drew herself rigidly erect. “Proper young ladies don’t mention such things. It isn’t seemly. I can see that your father and sister were justified in wanting to send you back East to attend finishing school. You’ve many tough edges to smooth out, my dear.

“You may not be aware of this, but I was a graduate of Mrs. Caffrey’s. Though it wasn’t called by that name back then. I guess you can see what proper guidance can do for a young lady.”

Biting the tip of her tongue, Rose decided once and for all that she would never attend Mrs. Caffrey’s, or any other finishing school for that matter. The prospect of turning out like Euphemia was enough to guarantee it.

“I don’t see much use in finishing schools, Miss Bloodsworth. Aside from teaching a body to poop silently and cut an orange with a knife and fork, there’s not much benefit in them.” Rose Elizabeth chuckled inwardly at the choked sound the spinster made.

“I . . . I must go and see what’s keeping the welcoming committee. Please don’t let the duke leave without meeting all of us.” Euphemia walked off the platform with more agility and speed than Rose had thought possible.

As the whine of a locomotive sounded in the distance, Rose’s brown eyes sparkled with mischief, and her lips curved into a smile. Perhaps getting rid of his dukeship was going to be easier than she’d originally thought.

She had every intention, as the telegram requested, of showing his supreme portliness the lay of the “estate.” She was certain that when she was finished with him, she’d also have shown him exactly which way the wind blew.

The welcome mat at the Martin farm was going to be just a teensy bit smaller than the Duke of Moreland likely expected.

 

The train pulled into the Salina Railway Station with screeching brakes and belching black smoke. A large number of curiosity seekers had gathered, eager to see what a real member of English nobility looked like.

Euphemia’s welcoming committee included Sarah Ann Mellon, whose husband owned the mercantile, her daughter Peggy, whose bustline matched her surname, and who “welcomed” just about anything with pants, and Abigail Stringfellow, wife of Horatio T. Stringfellow, mortician and sometime dentist. The four women waited anxiously for the duke to descend from his private Pullman car.

They were waving wildly at the train, grinning like hyenas, and, in Rose Elizabeth’s opinion, making perfect fools of themselves. Why anyone in these United States would welcome British aristocracy with open arms, when it had taken this country so long to get rid of the pompous devils, was beyond her understanding. As her mama used to say, “There’s just no accounting for taste.”

Skeeter sidled up next to her, looking a mite perplexed by the turn of events. “I confess I was excited at the prospect of meeting the duke, but now I ain’t so sure. ’Pears to me he’s gonna be the center of attention for a right good while. The way them ladies are carrying on, don’t know if that’s such a good thing.”

Rose looked into the crowd to find Marcella Tompkins waving as wildly as everyone else was. Folks in Salina knew that Skeeter had a crush on Marcella and was fixing to ask her to marry him someday. “I doubt Marcella will be interested in anyone as shallow as the duke, Skeeter,” she reassured the older man, patting his arm. “He’s sure to be as homely as my Lester, and not nearly as smart.”

Slapping his knee, Skeeter let loose with a loud guffaw, and Rose Elizabeth followed suit. But her laughter died on her lips when her eyes fixed on the tall, incredibly handsome gentleman emerging from the train.

Impeccably dressed in a well-cut suit of black worsted wool, which contrasted dramatically with his snow-white shirt and flaxen-blond hair, he was surely the best-looking man Rose Elizabeth had ever laid eyes on. In fact, she was quite certain she’d never before seen such a fine specimen of a man. She knew damn well that there wasn’t one like him in Salina, and probably not anywhere else in all of Kansas. A sinking feeling formed quickly in the pit of her stomach.

“Do you think that’s him—the duke, I mean?” Skeeter asked, impressed in spite of himself, his complexion paling considerably. “I’d best go see how Marcella’s faring. She might find this heat too unbearable, considering how delicate she is and all.” In the blink of an eye he was gone, leaving Rose alone to face her fears and her worst nightmare.

Alexander James Warrick, the Duke of Moreland, was not the supreme portliness she’d been expecting. In fact, she doubted if he had a spare ounce of flesh on his muscular body.

“Damn, damn, and double damn!” She pasted on an uneasy smile as he approached.

“Miss Martin?” He held out a gloved hand to her, and she stared stupidly at it, as if it were some foreign object out to do her harm—it was definitely foreign—then she gazed up into his very aristocratic face, which was devoid of anything resembling a smile. “I’m Alexander Warrick, late of Sussex, England.” His tone was imperious, and she knew without doubt that this man was used to issuing orders and having them obeyed.

Rose Elizabeth grasped his hand in what she hoped was a firm handshake. “I’m Rose Elizabeth Martin, presently of Salina, Kansas, of these United States of America,” she mimicked, and several of the townsfolk laughed. “Where’d you stow your gear, your dukeship? We’d better get a move-on if we’re going to reach the farm.”

The duke glanced in bewilderment at the redheaded giant who appeared suddenly at his side.

“Now don’t be selfish, Rose Elizabeth,” Euphemia scolded with a silly giggle as she stood before the couple. “The rest of us would like to make his lordship’s acquaintance.”

The duke opened his mouth to speak, but Rose Elizabeth cut in, not allowing him the opportunity. “It’s my responsibility to see that the duke gets settled in, Miss Bloodsworth . . . ladies.” She smiled spitefully at Peggy, who she knew was in a perfect snit. They’d been rivals for years.

“Perhaps the duke will invite all of you out for tea and crumpets after he learns his way around my home.” That shouldn’t take him too long, Rose thought, considering that the soddy consisted of only three rooms, none of them very large. She couldn’t wait to see the duke’s expression when he saw his new “estate” for the first time.

Conveying his apologies to the group that had come to greet him, the duke issued orders to the man at his side, who Rose assumed was one of this servants, then clasped her upper ann rather firmly and led her off to the side of the platform where he could speak to her privately.

The duke’s gaze slid over Rose Elizabeth, his blue eyes colder than a mountain stream, and it was obvious to her that he wasn’t overly impressed by what he saw. She was taller than most women, and definitely a bit more well-rounded, and she did have a penchant for speaking her mind, but Rose considered these assets, not flaws.

“Don’t ever presume to speak for me again, young woman,” he said. “You’ve overstepped your bounds. You Americans are forever forgetting your place. Why, there is such a thing as simple courtesy, or are you so uncouth that you have forgotten that fact? Young women should learn to hold their tongues and speak only when spoken to.”

He removed his leather gloves and slapped them against his left palm, and Rose had the distinct impression that Alexander James Warrick was trying to intimidate her. The arrogant, British jackanapes!

Fortunately, she wasn’t easily dissuaded from her goals. And getting rid of Alexander Warrick was her top priority, however long it might take.

Swallowing all the vile things she wanted to say to him, she replied, “Custom dictates that I take charge, your royal highness,” and was gratified to see the vein in his neck pulsing like oil gushing from a well.

“The telegram I received from your business factor stated that I was to greet and guide you to your new residence. If that’s being presumptuous, your dukeship, then I guess I am.” She smiled sweetly at him and was immediately rewarded with a dark scowl.

“Where is your conveyance, young woman? I’m tired, and I am in need of a bath and a hot meal.”

“Really? Well, if you’ll just follow me, your royalness, the farm wagon’s out behind the station.” She couldn’t wait to see how he would manage to fit his rather well-sculpted backside into the old tin tub. No doubt he had a porcelain or even a gold one, back in England.

“I hope this wagon has a cover. It’s deuced hot in this Kansas.”

“This is nothing, your dukeship. Wait until the temperature really starts to sizzle. Why, you’ll think your drawers are on fire for sure.”

Alexander turned his attention to the young woman beside him, and his eyebrows arched up almost to his hairline. “If I didn’t know better, Miss Martin, I would think you were trying to scare me off.”

Rose shrugged. “Just trying to be honest about things. If you don’t want to know the truth . . .”

“And are you a great teller of truths, Miss Martin?” Somehow, he thought not. Her lack of response proved only to confirm his opinion.

 

*    *    *

 

They had been riding in silence for almost two hours when Alexander mopped the sweat off his brow with a pristine linen handkerchief and said, “This is a strange land. I can’t ever remember seeing anything so lacking in vegetation or so blasted flat.” It was a harsh, unforgiving land, save for the fragrant wildflowers that bloomed in great profusion. Heat, wind, and miles and miles of nothingness stretched out before him. Windmills stood forlornly against the monotony of the azure sky, and tall prairie grass swayed gently in the breeze.

He cursed inwardly at his impulsive decision to flee England and purchase a country estate in America. But his fiancée’s scandalous behavior, and his mother’s harassing insistence that he marry posthaste, had made the trip a necessity. It was time to take leave of his problems, if only for a while. Once he had matters sorted out to his satisfaction, he would return to England and civilization. And to the responsibilities awaiting him there.

Adopting her best countrified accent, which she knew the duke would find appalling, Rose replied, “My pa used to say that if you stood at one end of Kansas, you could probably see all the way to the other. Of course he was just joshin’. Kansas ain’t really that flat.” Rose Elizabeth smiled at the memory, knowing that her father’s love for the land flowed staunchly through her veins. “Pa also said that living here cultivates patience, a hide so thick you couldn’t stick a knife through it, and a considerable sense of humor. Kansas ain’t for everyone, that’s true enough.”

He winced at her fracturing of the English language. “I suppose not, but you seem quite taken with it.”

“You’ve got to be born to this land to love it. Foreigners, such as yourself, don’t usually fare well here.”

“Indeed?”

She nodded. “Especially Englishmen. They’re the worst of the lot, I’m afraid. With no great abundance of trees to speak of, no pretty green hills, no babbling brooks at every turn, like there is in England, Kansas is just too alien a place for most Englishmen to adjust to.”

“You seem quite familiar with my ancestral homeland.”

She clucked her tongue to prod the mules along. “I can read, your majesticness.”

He cast her a glance of pure irritation. “ ‘Alexander’ will do quite nicely, Miss Martin.”

“I guess you might as well call me Rose Elizabeth, or Rose, if that’s easier. That’s my name.”

“Ahh,” he said. “That explains it then.”

“Explains what?” she asked in confusion.

“Why, the thorns, of course.” He smiled for the first time, and Rose’s breath caught in her throat. Lordy be, he was a handsome devil. It was just plain sinful for a man to possess such long thick lashes and eyes the color of robins’ eggs.

“On Richmond Hill there lives a lass more bright than Mayday morn; whose charms all others maids’ surpass—a rose without a thorn.”

“Why, you’re a poet, your imperial highness,” Rose quipped to hide her embarrassment. “Let’s hope you’re as poetic about your new abode.” Pulling the wagon to a halt at the end of the lane leading down to the sod hut, she waited for the duke to catch his first glimpse of his new home. His white-faced, eye-popping expression was everything Rose Elizabeth could have hoped for.

“Bloody hell! Bloody blasted hell!”



 



 

CHAPTER 2

That pile of dirt isn’t a house, it’s an abomination! The pulse at Alexander’s temples hammered painfully as he stared openmouthed at his new residence.

Damn Phinneas Abbott! When he got his hands on his business factor . . .

Where was the grand country estate he’d envisioned, the blooded horses, the thick forest of trees and lush lawn-covered grounds? He’d come to Kansas for a holiday, not to be tortured and reduced to living like a common beggar. Or worse—a farmer!

“Welcome to your new home, your royalness. I hope you’ll be very happy here.” Rose almost let out the laughter bubbling up her throat. The Duke of Moreland looked as if he were about to have an apoplectic seizure, his face was so red. Actually it was closer to purple, she reconsidered.

He stared at her as if she’d gone quite mad, then back at the house, and finally shook his head. “This is a joke, am I correct? You are trying to dissuade me from staying here and have brought me to the storage shed.” He gazed about, but he saw no other structure resembling a house.

“No need to be insulting, your highness. This is my home. And as you Englishmen are so fond of saying: A man’s—or in this case, woman’s—home is her castle.”

This home she referred to was nothing more than a mass of earthen bricks. There was even grass growing out of the roof! There had been an attempt at civility—the clay pots of red geraniums beneath the two windows gave evidence to that—but this home, and he used the term loosely, was a hovel. Back in Sussex, he’d have been sorely pressed to board his horse in something as rustic.

“My pigs have a better abode than this.” His upper lip curled disdainfully.

“Mine too, your majesticness,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Pa took great pride in Elvira and Elmo. He planned to show them at the county fair this year.” Come September, she’d be taking over that chore.

Jumping down off the wagon, the duke held out both arms to assist Rose, but she ignored the gesture and agilely descended on her own. “I’m used to doing for myself, your dukeship. You might as well know that from the onset.”

“I thought it was decided that you would call me Alexander.” He fought to keep the irritation out of his voice. The woman was as annoying as briars in a berry patch.

Alexander couldn’t wait for them to part company, and he wondered what was taking his servant, Seamus O’Flynn, so long to purchase a few supplies. He should have arrived by now.

Once Seamus returned from town, Alexander had every intention of asking the Martin chit to vacate the premises. That comforting thought eased his frown into a semblance of a smile.

“Where is the staff, Miss Martin? I’ll need a cook, a valet, and, of course, a housekeeper.”

Rose’s mouth dropped open, and she couldn’t contain the grin that split her face. Unknown to Alexander Warrick, he’d just given her the perfect excuse to remain on the farm. She had no intention of vacating the premises and leaving the duke alone to ruin her family’s farm. If she had to abase herself by doing his cooking and laundry chores, then so be it. It was worth any price she had to pay, no matter how humiliating, to hold on to her land.

“ ’Fraid I’m it, your dukeship. This place ain’t roomy enough for all those folks you’re fixin’ to hire. Besides, it ain’t likely you’d be able to find anyone in town willing to work for you. Folks in these parts don’t cotton much to foreigners, such as yourself.”

“But . . . but I have a servant. Where will Mr. O’Flynn reside?”

She shrugged. “Guess he can sleep with you, your royalness, if you’re so inclined.”

 

*    *    *

 

Seamus Michael O’Flynn was at the moment engaged in what the Irish had called for centuries a brouhaha. In Seamus’s humble opinion, there was nothing better than a good fair fight, and if that was in defense of a wee lass who’d been insulted, well then, that was even better.

“You scurvy dog!” Seamus yelled at his opponent, centering his fist squarely on the man’s nose. “How dare you insult the lovely lass.”

The woman in question was wringing her hands and shaking her head, praying that the altercation would cease before it drew attention to her. Fortunately, it was noon, the hottest time of the day, and most of Salina’s residents had taken refuge indoors. “Please! You must stop this fighting at once.”

Glancing at the bloodied face of his opponent, who was laid out cold and wouldn’t be insulting anyone for quite a while, Seamus nodded in satisfaction. “I’ll be doing that now, lass. But I couldn’t let the lad’s insult go unchallenged, now could I?”

Rebecca Heller cast a piteous look at the inanimate form on the ground. She was used to insults; Hank Ferguson’s were nothing new.

In a soft voice, she explained, “We don’t believe in settling our differences with conflict, sir. We are Plain, and it goes against our doctrine to take up arms against our fellow man.” She turned in the direction of the bakery she and her father had recently opened, praying that Jacob Heller was still resting in bed and had not observed the goings-on. She was sure to receive a stern lecture if he had.

Brushing a layer of dust off his gray-striped pants and righting his felt bowler hat, Seamus called after the woman. “Wait up, lass. You might be plain, though you don’t appear that way to me, and I think you owe me at least a bit of gratitude. That man called you some rather rude names. We don’t hold with talking to women like that where I come from.”

The strangeness of the man’s speech indicated that Rebecca’s ardent defender wasn’t from Kansas but rather from Ireland. His brogue, as thick as Mulligan stew, rolled off his tongue in a way that fascinated her.

Halting in midstride, she turned to face her redheaded rescuer, noting, despite her best intention not to, that his warm brown eyes were filled with kindness. “It wasn’t my intention to be rude, sir. I appreciate your concern, but it wasn’t necessary for you to come to my defense. I am perfectly capable of handling things on my own.” Necessity dictated that she must.

“Well now, lass, it didn’t appear to me that you were handling that scurvy scum. Not with himself shouting at the top of his lungs and raising his fist to ya, and you just standing there listening and not uttering a sound, like a poor defenseless lamb.”

The beaten man had called the woman a witch and a heathen. Odd names for one so young and pretty. She was garbed rather strangely, dowdy even. Seamus noted the severity of her costume, like servant’s clothing it was, and it didn’t suit her at all. Her dress was gray, as was the large kerchief that covered her shoulders and disappeared into her trim waistband. Her hair was blond, judging from what he could see of the few strands peeking out from the front of her lace cap, which was housed in a small black bonnet. A white shawl and apron completed her attire.

Why she would call herself plain was a mystery to him. Seamus decided she was as comely a woman as he’d seen since reaching this blasted shore. Her alabaster complexion was near perfection, and she had the prettiest pair of green eyes, like shamrocks they were.

Rebecca looked about anxiously. If her father emerged from the bakery and saw her talking to this stranger . . .

Jacob Heller was devout in his Mennonite religion, and if he thought that his only daughter had been involved in anything unseemly or sordid, it would no doubt cause harm to his already failing health.

It had taken every bit of her powers of persuasion to get her father to abandon their Kansas farm which had proven ruinous to his health, and open the bakery. But with the bakery she could do most of the demanding chores, leaving her father to conserve the little strength he had left.

Farming in Kansas had proven itself far more difficult than tilling the rich, dark soil of Pennsylvania, from where they’d moved almost a year before. Rebecca wished they’d never traveled to this alien land of locusts and tornadoes. She’d lost her mother to typhoid on the journey, and now it appeared she might lose her father as well.

Rebecca could not afford to allow anyone to spoil all she had worked for. If this Irishman knew how long and hard she had pleaded with her father to leave the farm, to leave the security and companionship of his friends and community he would not be causing trouble for her now. She had to make him understand.

“You must go now, sir. It is not proper for me to be speaking with you. My papa would not like it.”

“Where is this papa of yours? I can’t believe any self-respecting man would let his daughter be spoken to like that scum spoke to you, and do nothing to avenge her honor.”

Rebecca stiffened. “My papa is ill. And even if he were in robust health, he does not condone violence of any kind. We are peaceful people. We only want to be left alone to tend our business.”

She hurried across the street, and Seamus followed, pulled by curiosity and a desire to know this woman better.

 

*    *    *

 

“Oh my God!”

The duke’s horrified tone brought Rose’s gaze about, and she bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. Boomer, her six-month old, yellow-haired retriever, so named for his terror of thunderstorms, was using his majesticness’s shiny black shoes as a urinal.

“Boomer!” she scolded halfheartedly. “Stop that, you naughty boy.” She smiled apologetically at the duke, whose face was as red as the geraniums he stood near.

With a look of contempt, Alexander shook his foot in the dog’s unrepentant face. “Is there not a speck of civility in this godforsaken place?” He removed a pristine white handkerchief from his coat pocket and mopped up the offensive liquid, then draped the damp linen over the edge of a wooden crate.

Boomer saw his chance and took it. Grasping the cloth between his teeth, he ran off in the direction of the wheat fields, ignoring the shouts from the angry nobleman.

“Come back here, you—”

“Civility? ’Fraid not, your royalness,” Rose Elizabeth answered quickly, hoping to take his mind off her rambunctious puppy. Admittedly, Boomer’s manners weren’t the best.

“Now, if you’d like to proceed with the tour of the house . . .” She unlatched the front door and preceded him inside.

The first thing Alexander noticed upon entering the large front room was the tattered piece of canvas that covered the ceiling. (From it, a dead rat clung unceremoniously by its tail.) The duke grimaced at the thought of what else might reside in the frayed fabric.

The interior was much cooler than the temperature outside, owing, he surmised, to the two-foot-thick sod blocks of which the structure was built. The walls had been newly plastered and whitewashed, and there was homeyness about the place that surprised him.

Freshly baked loaves of bread stood atop the cast-iron stove; their yeasty aroma reminded him that it had been several hours since he’d last eaten.

A colorful bouquet of wildflowers graced the center of the scarred maple table; a pie safe, whose tin had rusted, stood near it. The red gingham curtains hanging limply at the windows matched the cushions on the rocker in the far corner. Various and sundry items decorated the walls, including pages from the Montgomery Ward Catalogue, a cracked mirror, and a calendar with a photograph of farm machinery.

The unusual objets d’art were a far cry from the Van Dyke’s and Reynolds’s that enhanced his home in England.

“It ain’t much, your lordship, but it’s all yours,” Rose Elizabeth announced. “I suppose it’s nothing like what you’re used to, but I find it suits my needs quite well.” When he didn’t answer, she went on, hoping that the Duke of Moreland, who looked as if he’d just swallowed a whole bottle of castor oil, was about to have a change of heart concerning his newly acquired property.

“This is the main living area—the sitting room, we call it. The kitchen’s yonder.” She pointed to the opposite side of the room. “Through those doorways are the bedrooms. My pa slept in one, my two sisters and I in the other.

“The privy’s out back. It’s always best to hold it until morning during the winter, if you can, ’cause that frigid seat can stick to your bu— skin something fierce.”

His eyebrow shot up, but he remained silent, nodding now and again to indicate that he was still listening. “You’ll probably want to take over Pa’s room, it being the larger of the two.”

He moved toward the bedrooms, stuck his head through the doorways, mumbled something unintelligible, and returned to the sitting room. “I’ve never seen a grass house before,” he finally admitted, then glanced at the ceiling and the heavy, wooden ridgepole supporting it.

Rose took her apron from the peg by the door and tied it around her waist. “It’s called a soddy, your dukeness. It’s made from what’s known around these parts as Kansas brick. Buffalo grass is used mostly because of its toughness. If you ever plow the land, then you’ll now what I’m talking about.

“Soddies are pretty common on the prairie, owing to the fact that there’s not an abundance of timber for building the sort of house you’re probably used to.”

It was a far cry from Moreland House, that was for damned certain, Alexander thought. The stone and half-timbered structure had been in the Warrick family for years, containing some of the finest examples of Palladian windows in all of Sussex and quite possibly in all of England.

Turning toward the two crudely built windows, he noted the small clay pots of herbs on the sills, and sighed with something akin to regret. For all its beauty, pretentiousness, and wealth, Moreland House didn’t contain an iota of the warmth that this three-room hovel possessed.

“Water’s pumped up from the well by the windmill, but we’re careful not to waste. The livestock use a great deal, as do the fruit trees and vegetable garden. I use coal for the stove, which I purchase or trade for in town. Wood’s too dear, and I ain’t partial to cow chips, or ‘prairie coal,’ as some call it. They give my bread and biscuits a peculiar flavor, if you get my meaning.” She smiled inwardly at his horrified look.

The duke had a lot to learn about living on the prairie, and Rose Elizabeth was only too happy to see that he got sufficiently educated before hightailing it back to the civilized society whence he’d come.

*     *     *

“Why do you follow me, sir?” Rebecca paused before the bakery and cast the Irishman a look of pure annoyance, wishing he would leave before he got her in trouble.

Seamus smiled, and the two dimples that had impressed more than one young colleen deepened considerably. “Well now, lass, maybe I’m needing some bread. This is a bakery, isn’t it?”

She nodded, looking anxiously toward the front window for some sign of her father, and was relieved when there was none. “Yes. My father and I own the bakery. But we are not open for business today. My papa took ill and I have been unable to find adequate help to assist me. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to come back another time.”

“What type of assistance do you require, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I do all the baking myself, but I’m unable to lift the heavy flour sacks and other supplies that are needed. And there are errands to run, ingredients to purchase. I’m not able to leave the bakery when goods are in the oven. And someone must be there to greet the customers.”

Before Seamus could comment, the bakery door opened and an elderly man stepped out onto the sidewalk. The look of apprehension on the young woman’s face told Seamus that this was her father.

He looked to be a stern old coot. He was dressed as oddly and severely as the woman herself, in black pants and a collarless coat. When he spoke, his accent was as strange as his appearance.

“Daughter, wot is wrong? Why do you not come inside? Who is dis stranger, and why do you speak to him on the street, like one who is common?”

Rebecca thought quickly as the questions were being fired at her, and though she knew she might be struck down for the telling of it, she fibbed, crossing her fingers behind her back as she’d done when she was a child. “Mr. O’Flynn is new in town, Papa, and is looking for work.” She looked imploringly at the man, praying that he would back up her story.

“The name’s Seamus O’Flynn. Like the lass says, I’m new in town.”

Jacob gave the man a thorough once-over, then held out his hand and introduced himself. “Dis is my daughter, Rebecca. She forgets sometimes her manners. Come inside and we will talk. Perhaps my daughter will fix us tea and scones. She makes good scones, Rebecca does.”

Her cheeks colored, and she hurried to the door, but not before saying, “Excuse my thoughtlessness, Mr. O’Flynn. Please come in. It is too hot to stand outside.”

The sweat trickling down Seamus’s neck gave credence to that, and he followed the Hellers into the bakery.

The interior was as plain and stark as their clothing. Nothing adorned the walls, and the only furniture was the long glass case that housed the baked goods, which now stood empty, and the sturdy, well-worn oak table used for preparing the dough.

But for all its plainness, the aroma of yeast and the spicy scents of cinnamon and clove lent a richness to the surroundings—a warmth that reminded Seamus of home and his mother.

“There’s nothing like the smell of a bakery.” The Irishman inhaled deeply. “Me blessed mother always says that the odor of freshly baked bread is far more enticing to a man than a gallon of French perfume. O’course, me mother isn’t partial to the French.”

Rebecca and her father exchanged puzzled looks before directing Seamus to follow them abovestairs to their living quarters.

Seated at the kitchen table, a plate of warm scones and a cup of tea before him, Seamus leaned back in his chair, his curiosity piqued by all he had observed. “Pardon my ignorance, Mr. Heller, but might you and your daughter be Quakers? I noticed you’re dressed a bit differently than what I’ve seen since reaching America.” He’d heard talk of the religious sect known as the Friends but had never actually seen one before.

Jacob’s lips twitched at the man’s directness. “You speak your mind, Mr. O’Flynn. Dat is good, as long as the one listening takes no offense. Wunnerfitsich, we say. Don’t be always so curious.”

“I meant no disrespect, sir. It’s just me natural curiosity getting the better of me unruly tongue.”

The old man chuckled, and Rebecca breathed a sigh of relief, happy that her father had taken a liking to this man. Jacob Heller wasn’t usually so friendly with outsiders.

“We are Mennonites, Mr. O’Flynn,” Rebecca explained. “Our clothing and way of life, our very speech, are part of our religion. We are Plain.”

“Plain?” Seamus’s brow wrinkled in confusion. “So you said before.”

Jacob nodded, and his white hair reflected the glow of the kerosene lantern. Dark green shades covered the windows, blocking out the bright sunlight.

“We are Plain, Mr. O’Flynn. Unworldly. Most of us are farmers descended from sturdy Swiss and German stock. We do not fight. We avoid worldly pleasures and worldly sin. We don’t drink or smoke. We are Plain.”

Seamus nodded as if he understood. But he didn’t. In fact, he felt more confused than ever.

As if sensing the man’s dilemma, Jacob added, “There are those who find us odd, Mr. O’Flynn. They condemn us for what they do not understand. We have suffered persecution for our beliefs, though we have done nothing to warrant it but worship in our own way.

“We are private, and we try to keep to ourselves and our own kind. My poor health forced us to move to town, away from others like us. I’m not sure we made such a wise decision.” The old man’s expression grew thoughtful.

Seamus thought of the loud mouthed man stretched out in the middle of the street and wondered the same thing. Some of Salina’s good folk weren’t too tolerant of those who were different, and he wondered if he would fit in. His brief stay in New York City upon his arrival from England had illustrated quite clearly the prejudice that existed against his own countrymen.

“We will do fine, Papa,” Rebecca reassured her father, patting his gnarled, age-spotted hand. “You will see. Already your health improves. The land here is too harsh for farming, and baking bread is a good and honorable thing. Bread is the staff of life, like the good book says.”

While Jacob reflected on his daughter’s comments, Seamus took another bite of the flaky scone and made a sound of appreciation. “If Miss Heller bakes everything as good as these scones, then God has surely blessed her with a rare talent, I’m thinking.”

Pleased by the unexpected compliment, Rebecca lowered her gaze and stared at the table. “Thank you, Mr. O’Flynn.”

“What type of work do you look for, Mr. O’Flynn?” Jacob asked, staring intently at the stranger. He looked a bit strubbly. His hair and clothing were a mess, but he appeared to be a hard worker. Jacob could tell by the calluses on the man’s hands that he put in a good day’s work.

“We cannot pay money—our bakery has made little of it—but there is a room at the back of the store to sleep, and we can provide all the food you can eat.” By the look of the Irishman, that was a sizable amount.

The hope in Jacob Heller’s eyes struck a chord deep within Seamus. It was obvious that these people needed help, and he wished he were free to offer it. But his first loyalty was to the duke.

Seamus had worked for the Duke of Moreland for the past ten years, and he was paid a generous salary. Although he was more friend than servant—he and Alexander had shared many interesting exploits, some bordering on scandalous—he knew how to keep his place when the situation warranted.

Alexander was counting on him to help with the land he had recently purchased. And after observing the lovely, opinionated woman who had carted him off like so much unnecessary baggage, the duke was going to need all the help he could get. Seamus smiled to himself at that thought.

Still, it would be criminal to turn his back on these two lost lambs. It had been a long while since someone had really needed Seamus O’Flynn, as the Hellers apparently did.

When his mother had remarried six months ago, Seamus realized it was time to get on with his life, as she was getting on with hers.

Rebecca’s soft green eyes drew him, and a well of protectiveness poured over him as he gazed into her lovely face. She wasn’t like any woman he’d met before, and he found that not only enchanting but irresistible.

“I appreciate the offer, Mr. Heller,” Seamus replied reluctantly, “but I was thinking about trying me hand at farming. But if that don’t work out, then perhaps I’ll come back.”

“ ’Tis no matter. We will get along. We always have. Isn’t dat right, daughter?”

Rebecca nodded, and Seamus thought the young woman looked vastly relieved that he’d turned down the job. Her response was intriguing, and there was nothing Seamus enjoyed more than a good intrigue.

 

*    *    *

 

With Alexander James Warrick seated across the dining table from her, Rose had a difficult time concentrating on her fried chicken and biscuits with gravy. She was much too busy studying him beneath her lowered lashes.

The duke was as persnickety in his eating habits as he was in everything else. He didn’t gnaw on a leg the way a man should, but picked at the meat, little by little, with those perfectly even white teeth. With him eating as slowly as he did, it was a wonder that he had managed to consume three breasts, four drumsticks, two wings, a pile of mashed potatoes, and six biscuits slathered with gravy.

The man had a huge appetite, and she couldn’t help wondering what else that “appetite” might extend to.

She’d heard things about foreigners like the duke. They were decadent and prone to overstimulated sexual urges. She’d read about them in romantic novels. One, Lord Lisle’s Daughter, had particularly characterized the English as purveyors of perverse pleasure.

It was shocking! Shocking and terribly wicked. But oh so wonderfully intriguing to a woman of eighteen.

The duke licked the gravy off his fingertips, and Rose felt the oddest reaction in her midsection. Strange ripples, like waves of wheat swaying back and forth in the wind, tickled her innards. Hoping to quiet the unfamiliar, and certainly unwelcome, feeling, she gulped down the remainder of her cold apple cider and restrained the urge to belch. No doubt the duke would be horrified if she let loose with a good one, but she was tempted just the same.

“You are an excellent cook, Miss Martin. I quite think this chicken is the best I’ve ever tasted.”

She blushed at the unexpected compliment. “Thank you. I’ve tried to make the most out of what God has given me.”

“You like to cook and it shows.”

Rose’s lips thinned. “Is that comment directed at my figure, your majesticness? Because if it is . . .” She made to rise, but he motioned her back down, shaking his head in denial.

“I assure you, Miss Martin, I am too much of a gentleman ever to insult a lady.”

She waited for him to add “to her face,” but he didn’t, and they resumed eating.

“Tell me, please, Miss Martin, why there is no wheat in the field. Shouldn’t you be harvesting soon?”

She shook her head, and her sigh was one of pure exasperation, as if his question were the stupidest one she’d ever heard. “We plant Turkey Red here in Kansas, your grace. Unlike regular wheat, which is planted in spring and harvested in the fall, and doesn’t hold up to our harsh winters, we plant in the fall and harvest in July. It’s far more productive that way.”

“I see,” he replied, but by the blank look on his face, Rose Elizabeth knew that he didn’t “see” at all. For all his wealth, breeding, and damnable good looks, his royalness, the Duke of Moreland, didn’t know a thing about wheat or wheat farming, which didn’t bode well for her plan to make the three-hundred-acre farm into the most productive and profitable in the state.

“Your cooking skills will be quite adequate for my needs, Miss Martin,” he pronounced after another bite of chicken.

Rose was about to reply that she didn’t give a tinker’s damn about his opinion when the sound of wagon wheels on the drive halted her rejoinder.

“I do believe my man, Seamus O’Flynn, has arrived.”

“Are you referring to that redheaded giant I saw you with in town this morning?” Rose Elizabeth didn’t wait for an answer, but pushed back her chair and followed the duke to the open door.

“It’s Seamus, all right.” Alexander couldn’t keep the relief out of his voice as he waved at his servant, and Rose Elizabeth felt like kicking him smack dab in his oh-so-very-proper posterior. It was obvious that the duke didn’t enjoy her company nearly as much as his servant’s.

“Seamus, my good man. What took you so long? I was beginning to think you had gotten lost.”

The desperation in Alexander’s voice made Seamus’s smile widen into a grin. Apparently Alexander’s first encounter with the comely American woman hadn’t gone as planned. She didn’t look particularly overjoyed with the duke’s presence, either.

Alighting from the wagon, Seamus approached Rose Elizabeth and extended his hand in greeting. “I’m Seamus O’Flynn, Miss Martin. Pleased to make your very lovely acquaintance.”

Rose took an immediate liking to the duke’s “man” and returned his friendly smile with one of her own. Seamus O’Flynn appeared to be genuine and warm, and not the least bit condescending, like some others she could name.

“The pleasure’s all mine, Mr. O’Flynn. Won’t you come in and help yourself to some of my fried chicken? The duke’s quite taken with it. Ain’t you, your majesticness?”

Seamus swallowed his grin at the look of outrage on Alexander’s face. The Duke of Moreland was not used to being addressed so impertinently. And he was definitely not used to encountering women who didn’t fall head-over-heels over him, like those ladies at the train station this morning. That put Rose Elizabeth Martin high on his list, Seamus decided. It wouldn’t hurt Alexander’s inflated ego to shrink a wee bit.

“Thank you, lass, but I’ve already eaten. I’ve come with me baggage, and the remainder of his grace’s, and the foodstuffs I purchased in town.”

Alexander looked absolutely miserable as he pointed at the soddy. “This is my new home, Seamus. This is where I’ll be residing for the time being, until I can construct an acceptable residence. But I’m afraid there isn’t room for you to reside here. I’ll acquire a room for you at the hotel in town.

“This hovel boasts only two small, very inadequate bed chambers”—he ignored Rose’s gasp of outrage—“and Miss Martin will have to remain temporarily, until I can find suitable help.”

Rose almost choked on her anger, but she kept silent, vowing somehow to get even with his lordship for his irreverence to the only home she had ever known—her ma and pa’s home.

Seamus smiled apologetically at the young woman. “Excuse us for a moment, won’t you please, Miss Martin,” he said, leading Alexander toward a stand of spindly cottonwoods and hoping the duke’s insensitive comment hadn’t wounded the poor lass. The Duke of Moreland had never been known for his tact.

“I won’t be needing a hotel room, Alexander. Since I won’t be residing here on the farm with you, I’ll offer my services to a family named Heller. They are looking for someone to help with their bakery.”

“But you work for me, Seamus. Have you forgotten that fact?”

“No. I haven’t forgotten. But the Hellers are desperately in need of my help. And you know perfectly well, Alexander, that you are capable of managing on your own. You’ve been doing it most of your life.”

The truth of that made Alexander frown. He’d been boarded out to school at a young age, and had been brought home to live only when his mother became pregnant with her second child, his precious brother, Edward. She had finally decided to give up flitting about the Continent like a social butterfly and settle down to a semblance of normal family life. If you could call life at Moreland House normal.

With a staff of fifty, including an unending procession of governesses, tutors, doormen, and footmen, his home and childhood hadn’t been conducive to intimacy and parental bonding. Even if his mother had possessed a measure of maternal instinct—which she had not, at least toward him—he had never been alone with her long enough for it to have made its presence known.

“I realize that my first loyalty rests with you, your grace, and I fully intend to help out with the farm. But I’d like your blessing in this matter of the Hellers. This is important to me.” Seamus dragged the toe of his scuffed brogan back and forth in the dirt.

“No doubt there’s a woman involved. There always is when it’s important.” At Seamus’s grin, the duke sighed in defeat. “Very well. You may pursue your latest conquest. But I’ll expect you to lend a hand here as well. I’m not cut out for manual labor, and I’ll not be able to manage everything here by myself.”

The two men walked back to the house, where Rose Elizabeth knelt in the doorway petting her overzealous hound. “Mr. O’Flynn is returning to town now, Miss Martin,” Alexander stated in that imperious tone she was starting to detest. “You may withdraw and do whatever it is you do in the evenings. I shan’t be needing your services until morning.”

Rising to her feet, Rose crossed her arms over her ample bosom. “Let’s get something straight, your royalness. I’m staying because I want to, not because you’ve ordered me to. You are obviously out of your element and wouldn’t last an hour out here on the farm by yourself.”

Alexander’s mouth dropped open. “You are an impertinent chit! Perhaps you had better depart with Seamus, Miss Martin. It is quite obvious that we don’t suit at all. I will find other help.”

“I refuse to leave. And you can forget about hiring anyone else, because no one would come out here to help you. Folks in these parts got their own families and farms to worry about, your dukeness.”

“Are you insane, woman? Of course you are leaving. Now pack your bags and be off with you.”

Seamus watched this exchange with amusement. Being a betting man, there was little doubt on whom he’d wager his money.

Digging her heels in like the most recalcitrant of mules, Rose Elizabeth shook her head emphatically. “I’m staying, your majesticness. This is as much my farm as it is yours, and I’m not leaving until I’m assured that you are totally capable of running this place by yourself. I’ll not have my family’s land turned into a playground for the idle rich.”

His face reddened to apoplectic proportions. “Bloody hell! Bloody blasted hell!”

“My sentiments exactly, your dukeship,” Rose said, before spinning on her heel and heading back into the house.



 



 

CHAPTER 3

Alexander slammed the door so hard that the petrified varmint dropped unceremoniously from the ceiling to land at his feet. He looked at it, then at the stubborn chit standing before him, and kicked the offensive creature out of his way.

Rose Elizabeth had the distinct impression that he would have liked to kick her as well.

“Are you out of your mind, madam? You most certainly are not going to stay here. I purchased this land. It is mine, legally and irrevocably, and I am asking you—no, I am telling you to vacate the premises immediately. I do not need, nor do I want, your help. I will instruct Seamus to find me a suitable housekeeper at once.”

“Oh, don’t get your drawers all into an uproar, your royalness. You know perfectly well that you don’t know the first thing about farming wheat. And I know everything there is to know.” That was a slight exaggeration. But then, Rose was very adapt at exaggerations, fibs, and downright lies, when the situation warranted. Which it did. She plopped down in her rocker and was soon into an easy rhythm.

“Madam, I insist that you leave at once. If we hurry, we can catch Seamus.” He rushed to the door, hoping she would follow, but when he looked back she was still seated.

“I’m not leaving, your dukeship, so save your breath.”

Alexander’s sigh conveyed every bit of the frustration he felt. The woman was insane. Impossible. Irrational. He didn’t want his holiday abroad spoiled by this crude, headstrong American woman, but if he didn’t get rid of her, that’s exactly what would happen.

He tried another tack. “Have you thought of the consequences of living with a man, a total stranger, without the benefit of marriage?” He hadn’t wanted to be indelicate, but there it was. No decent woman in her right mind could argue with the logic.

The rocker didn’t pause for a moment. “Lots of women live with total strangers every day. Why, you can’t rent a room at a boardinghouse or hotel without living next to a stranger. And we have two bedrooms. I don’t see what the difference would be.”

Alexander rubbed the back of his neck, where a colossal headache was starting to form. “Miss Martin, I’m sure you have some sort of reputation to uphold in this community. Do you want to be considered loose or a fallen woman? You obviously haven’t considered all the ramifications of your impulsive decision.”

Rose jumped to her feet. “Oh, but I have, your royalness.” Her voice was threaded with equal amounts of anger and pain. “I’ve thought of little else since last May, when my sister sold this farm out from under me. You see, I never had any intention of leaving this place. My parents are buried here. This is my home. You might own this land, your grace, but my parents’ graves belong to me. And I’m not leaving them here with strangers . . . with foreigners.” She spat the word, as if the very taste of it were bitter in her mouth.

“You aristocrats have plundered this land and killed the buffalo to near extinction. And all for the sport of it. I will not leave my parents’ graves for you to plow under like so much fertilizer.”

Alexander looked aghast. “I have never hunted buffalo.” He thought the sport, and the fact that the Kansas Pacific Railroad had contributed to the carnage, deplorable. “And I would never desecrate a grave. What type of man do you think I am?”

“A rich one, your grace. One who is used to getting his way, giving orders and expecting them to be obeyed. Well, I have news for you, Alexander James Warrick. I am not one of your subjects to be ordered about. I will go where I please, do what I please, and live where I please. And neither you nor anyone else will tell me any different.”

“Indeed?” A grudging respect flared in the duke’s eyes, despite his irritation. Rose Elizabeth Martin had gumption. She wasn’t afraid to stand up for what she believed or what she wanted. And apparently, for some unfathomable reason, she wanted this pile of earthen bricks and the barren land that went along with it.

“How would you get along here by yourself, your grace?” Rose continued. “You don’t cook. I bet you don’t know the first thing about tending a vegetable garden, milking cows, feeding chickens. You had servants to do all that for you, didn’t you?”

He nodded. “Yes. A great many of them.”

“Just as I thought.” She flitted around the room, lighting the kerosene lamps against the approaching darkness. “You’re not suited to this life, your grace. Perhaps you purchased this farm as a lark, as some kind of amusement. But this is my home. The only one I have ever known. And I won’t sit back and watch you destroy everything I’ve worked so hard to secure.”

She had begun to pace back and forth across the colorful braided rug, flinging her hands in the air while attempting to make her point. Her eloquence and dramatic manner reminded Alexander of the performances he’d witnessed in the House of Lords. Parliament could use a woman like Rose Elizabeth Martin, he decided.

“Please sit down, Miss Martin. You are giving me a pain in the neck with your marching about. I feel as if I’m at a tennis match.”

“A what?”

He waved away the question. “Never mind. Just please sit and let’s discuss this rationally. Surely you can understand that a man in my position can’t allow negative public opinion and scandal to ruin his good name.” Thank God she didn’t know of the disgraceful episode he’d escaped back in England. He’d discovered, much to his consternation, that attempting to shoot one’s fiancée and brother caused a bit of public outrage.

She plopped back in the rocker with a scornful expression. “So it’s your reputation you’re really worried about. I should have guessed.” She snorted disdainfully. “And here I thought you were concerned for my welfare. Ha! That’s a good one.

“But you needn’t have worried in any case. Folks in this town gave up on trying to conform me to their ways.” Except Euphemia Bloodsworth, she thought, who’ll hound me until the end of her days. “I doubt anyone will be surprised to find out that I’m staying here. I made no bones about how I felt about you buying my land.”

Alexander crossed to the window and looked out, hoping that the gentle breeze whispering through the cottonwoods and the steady chirping of the crickets would have a soothing effect on his nerves. He hadn’t been this upset since finding his fiancée, Jessica, in bed with his weasel of a brother. Not that he loved the woman, for he didn’t. But it had been damned humiliating and inconvenient to put up with the consequences of her actions.

Fleeing England and his mother’s rage when she heard of his broken engagement had seemed the only course to save his sanity. Who could have known that coming to Kansas would prove far more aggravating and troublesome.

Turning to face Rose Elizabeth once again, he sighed in defeat. “I concede, Miss Martin, that I know little of farming wheat and the other tasks you mentioned. I also concede that since the hour is late and I am tired, there is little point in debating this topic further. I will take up residence in your father’s old room, if that is agreeable. I trust you’ll be sleeping in the other?”

Victory tasted sweet. Rose nodded. “That’s correct, your dukeship. Your mattress has been aired, and the linens are fresh. I suggest that if you have a call of nature, you tend to it now. There’s only a quarter moon tonight, and the path to the privy can be mighty treacherous in the dark to someone who’s not familiar with it.”

He bit his tongue to keep back the nasty retort teetering there. “Don’t you think it would be advisable to repair it, Miss Martin? The path is used rather frequently, I warrant.”

“Oh, there ain’t nothing wrong with it. You won’t break your leg or nothing like that. It’s just that Boomer’s taken it in his head to do his business there. It can get a bit messy if you don’t watch where you’re stepping.”

Boomer again! How he would love to get his hands on that miserable hound and . . . He inhaled deeply. “Thank you for the warning, but you needn’t concern yourself with me. I’ll be perfectly fine. I have lived on this earth for thirty years and have managed quite adequately thus far.”

Rose let loose a shrill whistle. “You’re well preserved for someone your age, your grace, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

“Good night, Miss Martin,” he said harshly, before swinging open the door and disappearing into the darkness.

Rose Elizabeth counted to twenty. That’s how long it took to reach the privy, by her estimation.

“Oh my God!”

“Yep. Twenty’s the number.” She smiled, thinking about something her mama had always said: “A man’s thickheadedness is usually in direct proportion to his ego.”

In a fit of giggles, Rose headed off to bed.

*     *     *

“Papa, why did you ask Mr. O’Flynn if he was interested in working at the bakery? I do not think he would be right for the job.”

Jacob’s forkful of apple strudel paused in midair, and he looked questioningly at Rebecca. “And why not, daughter? He has a strong back and hands that are used to doing honest work. Wot do you find wrong with Mr. O’Flynn?”

Just one thing, Rebecca answered silently. And that was the problem. Seamus O’Flynn was handsome, kind, and considerate. But he wasn’t Plain. He would never fit in to their way of life. “He’s not one of us, Papa. He’s not used to our ways.”

“There is no one else, Rebecca. You know I am not in any condition to help you wid the chores right now. We need someone like Mr. O’Flynn to take the burden off you.”

“But what will the brethren say, Papa? The elders are already upset that we left the farm. Surely hiring an outsider will not set well with them.”

Pain filled Jacob’s eyes. “Not one of dem has come to offer help. Dey have shunned us for our decision to leave. So be it. We do what we must. God will show us the way.”

“I hope so, Papa. I feel guilty for taking you away from your friends and forcing you to move to town.”

“You should know by now, daughter, that I could never be forced to do anything.” He smiled, patting her cheek in a rare display of affection. “I am as stubborn as you, Rebecca. Where do you think you got such an unflattering trait? Not from Mama. She was calm and very patient wid others.”

Rebecca had always wanted to be like her mama, but she knew that she didn’t possess the strength of spirit to look the other way, as her mama had done so many times. Rebecca took things to heart, finding it difficult to forgive and forget, to turn the other cheek, as their faith dictated she must.

“You miss Mama a great deal, don’t you, Papa?”

“Though it is a sin to admit such a thing, I will not be sorry to leave dis earth to join Esther in Heaven.”

“Please don’t talk that way, Papa. What would I do without you? I would be alone among strangers.” She had thought about that a great deal since her father’s health had failed, and it frightened her.

Jacob’s eyes filled with determination. Rebecca would not remain alone if he had anything to say about it. She was twenty-four. Old enough to be married with children. But Rebecca needed a husband. Perhaps God would see fit to answer an old man’s prayers.

As if by divine providence, a knock on the door interrupted their conversation. Rebecca glanced at the regulator clock on the wall. “It is late, Papa. Who could be calling at such an hour? I put the Closed sign in the window hours ago.”

“Why not go downstairs and see for yourself, daughter. It is the only way to answer such a question, is it not?”

With a nod, Rebecca grabbed the kerosene lantern off the table and hurried downstairs. Peeking out the window, she recognized Seamus O’Flynn standing on the porch, and her heart gave a queer little lurch. She sucked in her breath before opening the door.

“Mr. O’Flynn. We were not expecting you back today.” She hoped her voice was not as shaky as her knees.

Seamus’s smile was full of apology. He hadn’t been able to get Rebecca Heller out of his mind. The need to see her again had overwhelmed his manners and good judgment. “Sorry for the intrusion, Miss Heller, but I’ve decided to offer me services here at the bakery. The man I’m to work for has no room to board me, and your father mentioned something about room and board being included with the job. I figure I can manage both jobs with no problem.”

Her eyes widened at the ramifications filling her brain. Seamus O’Flynn wanted to work at the bakery!

She fought to keep her composure. “Could this not have waited until morning, Mr. O’Flynn?”

“Your father said you had a room out back. I figured if I settled in tonight, I could get up extra early to help you with whatever it is you need help with.”

“Who is it, Rebecca?” Jacob called out from upstairs.

With Seamus still wedged in the doorway, she answered. “It is Mr. O’Flynn, Papa. He’s come to work at the bakery.”

“I can come back tomorrow if it’s inconvenient,” Seamus offered, noting her pained expression.

“Dis is good. Show Mr. O’Flynn to the back room, daughter. We will begin teaching tomorrow.”

Rebecca’s heart fell, but she ushered Seamus into the bakery and locked the door behind him. Her father’s word was law in their household, and she would offer no opposition. But his decision was sure to make things difficult. Mr. O’Flynn was not Plain.

Holding the kerosene lantern tightly, she indicated with a nod of her head that he should follow. “There is a small room at the back of the bakery. The bed is not so very large,” she felt her cheeks grow warm, “but the bedding is clean. Come, I will show you.”

The lantern cast golden reflections onto the ceiling and walls, and over Rebecca’s creamy complexion and pleasing figure. Seamus felt his gut tighten as he watched the gentle sway of her hips. He’d never before reacted so strongly to a woman. Especially one he’d met just hours before.

When they reached the small but tidy room that would now be his sleeping quarters, he deposited his belongings on the bed, then turned abruptly, almost knocking into her. “Thank you for your hospitality, lass. You won’t be sorry you hired Seamus O’Flynn. I do a good day’s work.”

As Rebecca stared at the formidable man before her, at the dimples that winked so rakishly in the lantern light and the full lips that were always turned up in a smile, she experienced the strangest fluttering in her stomach and hoped that Mr. O’Flynn would be right: She hoped she wouldn’t be sorry.

 

*    *    *

 

The rooster’s crow at five o’clock the next morning jarred Alexander awake. Forgetting for the moment where he was, he leaned toward what he thought was his bedside table to light the lamp and fell onto the floor with a thud.

“Blast it all to hell!”

He heard a strange grunting noise and groped his way back into bed, wondering if the pigs Rose Elizabeth had mentioned were residing outside his window. The grunt turned into a low growl as Alexander’s fingers latched on to a fluffy ball of fur, then the growling subsided.

Something licked his hand, alerting Alexander to the fact that Boomer had been his sleeping companion for the night. Apparently the pup had decided to forgive Alexander’s intrusion into his sleep.

Wondering if this nightmare would ever end, Alexander found the matches atop the nightstand and lighted the lamp next to the bed. In the glow he saw Boomer’s happy expression. With his upper lip curled, the damn dog looked as if he were smiling, no doubt pleased that he had put one over on the man.

“I’ve no doubt your mistress had something to do with this.” Alexander patted the dog brusquely on the head and received another wet lick for his kindness.

Reaching for his pants, which lay at the foot of the bed, he snapped open the watch inside the pocket and his eyes widened in disbelief. He looked out the window and saw that it was as black as Hades outside. Who in their right mind would awaken at this ungodly hour?

Then he reminded himself that Rose Elizabeth Martin was not of sound mind. Not in the least.

What kind of woman would want to remain on such a poor excuse for a farm, with nothing but animals for company when she could instead travel to faraway places and explore new and exciting vistas?

Only Rose Elizabeth Martin.

 

*    *    *

 

The object of his thoughts was at the moment stoking the banked fire in the stove and tossing in a few more pieces of coal she’d retrieved from the scuttle.

Rose Elizabeth always woke with the rooster’s crow. There were chores to be done, lots of chores, and it was best to get them done before the oppressive heat made the doing of them unbearable.

Winnie and Wynona, the milk cows, weren’t likely to wait long for a slug-a-bed like the duke to awaken. They could bellow something fierce if they weren’t tended to in time. Pa had called the cows “sore-titted bitches,” but then Pa had never liked doing the milking, and the chore had fallen to Rose Elizabeth.

Setting the pan of cinnamon buns in the warming tray of the stove to rise, she pumped water into the sink and washed the flour from her hands, then began her preparations.

There were still three hams hanging in the root cellar, and some leftover slices in the icebox that she intended to fry up for breakfast, provided they weren’t spoiled. Her neighbor had not been by this week with the ice delivery, so the icebox was far from being cold.

She cracked a couple of extra eggs into the blue splatterware bowl for good measure, remembering that the duke had a large appetite.

“Madam, do you normally prepare breakfast at this ungodly hour of the morning?”

Rose spun around so quickly that the bowl almost slipped to the floor. Her mouth unhinged as she stared at the duke, who was dressed in tight-fitting black pants that left little to the imagination and shiny black leather boots that went clear up to his knees. His white shirt was open at the throat, revealing an enticing glimpse of curly bronze hair.

She swallowed, trying hard to ignore the hornet’s nest buzzing in her tummy. “Actually, your grace, I don’t usually eat until after the chores are finished. But I figured you’d be hungry, seeing as how you’re not used to the way things are done around here.”

“Well, that is a relief to hear. When do you usually sup? Five-thirty? Six?” He didn’t bother to mask his sarcasm, and Rose Elizabeth’s face flushed with indignation.

“If you’re going to live on a farm, your dukeship, then I suggest you learn the lay of the land and the way things are done around here. This is not England. There are no servants to do for you. But there are cows that need milking first thing in the morning. Winnie and Wynona”—she ignored his raised eyebrows—“cannot wait until you are damn good and ready to service them. Eggs need to be gathered from the chicken coop. They don’t magically appear in the bowl, your grace.” She held it out for his inspection. “The pigs need tendin’, and—”

Alexander knew he should set her straight about his intentions for the land. Playing at being a gentleman farmer and actually doing the work were two entirely separate things. But his pride, and the challenge shining in her eyes, kept him silent.

He held up his hand to forestall whatever she was about to say on that subject. “I get the picture, Miss Martin. There is work to be done before we can eat. How considerate that you bent your rules for me.”

As she set the bowl on the table, Rose reconsidered. “Actually, your grace, since there’s still time before breakfast is ready, why don’t you grab that wicker basket by the door and go gather up some eggs. Boomer will show you where the chicken coop’s located.”

“You expect me, a lord of the realm, to engage in physical labor?” He shook his head. “That’s out of the question.”

“Only if you want to eat, your dukeship.”

Boomer scratched at the door, obviously ready and eager to depart, and Alexander frowned.

“Speaking of that mangy animal, are you aware that he slept in my bed last night?”

Rose’s eyes twinkled merrily. “He always sleeps with me. Old habits are hard to break, your grace. And I would think you’d welcome the company.”

“I can think of better company to warm my bed than a flearidden dog.” His eyes raked over her in an insulting manner, and Rose Elizabeth’s cheeks filled with color.

“Kansas fleas are a mite more particular about who they feast on, your dukeship.”

Rose turned back to the stove, ignoring the duke’s angry glare, and was relieved when the front door finally slammed shut. She didn’t want him to know that his comment had conjured up all sorts of sinful images.

Still a virgin, Rose Elizabeth had no firsthand experience of the lovemaking process. She knew only what she’d gleaned from watching the farm animals mate.

But there was no way on God’s green earth that she would give the time of day or spare another thought to that arrogant . . . deliciously muscular . . . horribly rude . . . awfully handsome . . . irritating as hell Duke of Moreland.



 



 

CHAPTER 4

Rose Elizabeth stared at the basket of cracked eggs the duke handed her and started tapping her toe double-time. “I don’t scramble the eggs before they’re put into the bowl, your grace.”

Alexander blushed under his day’s growth of beard. “That damn dog kept jumping on my back each time I bent over to collect the eggs. How was I supposed to hang on to the bloody things!”

Boomer gave a mournful wail, as if offering an apology, and Rose Elizabeth patted his head. “Perhaps you’ll have more of an affinity for milking the cows, your grace.”

The duke rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Who can tell? I’ve always had a great fondness for breasts.” He stared at hers with undisguised interest, a naughty grin on his face.

Rose’s cheeks flamed redder than the coals in the stove. “Cows don’t have breasts, your denseness . . . I mean, your dukeness. They have udders.”

“And teats. I remember my tutor telling me that.”

“It’s interesting, which lessons you choose to remember from childhood, your grace.” Rose marched to the stove and tossed the ham slices into the skillet, ignoring the duke’s laughter, and the way the sound of it rippled along her spine.

 

*    *    *

 

Unfortunately, the milking of the cows wasn’t proceeding any better than had the gathering of the eggs.

With far more patience than she thought his lordship deserved, Rose Elizabeth demonstrated the proper way to milk a cow, using Wynona as the subject. “Notice how I grasp the teats firmly with my fingers and squeeze gently.” With an even pull, she showed him how easily and quickly the milk splashed into the pail. “It’s a very simple procedure.” She glanced over her shoulder at the duke, knowing darn well that it wouldn’t be easy for him. “I’m sure even you will learn to milk in no time.” The lie came easily to her lips.

The smell of fresh hay teased his senses, making Alexander realize how much he missed his daily rides on his favorite Thoroughbred. Comet was as fast as the wind and far more sweet-natured than his present companion—and he wasn’t referring to the cow.

Rose and Alexander exchanged places, and Alexander seated himself on the short stool positioned near the cow’s swollen udders. Wynona gave him a cursory glance, swished her tail once or twice, but offered no objection.

“I’m not without experience at this,” he said with a cocky grin, grabbing hold of the cow’s teats none too gently. Wynona mooed her disapproval loudly.

His remark surprised Rose, and her eyebrows lifted. “You’ve milked before? I wasn’t aware . . .”

He shook his head, and the look he shot her was purely sensual, making her tingle in places she hadn’t known existed. “I wasn’t speaking of cows, Rose Elizabeth.”

Doing her best not to incinerate right on the spot, though she could feel her cheeks burning, Rose hid her embarrassment behind a tight smile. “I think you’ll find that cows are a mite different than women, your grace.”

“Women are women, Rose. And I’m a—”

Before he could finish, Wynona gave a loud bellow of outrage, kicked out her left hind leg, and knocked Alexander off his stool and flat on his backside in a pile of cow manure. As a final insult, the milk pail upended on his lap, wetting him thoroughly.

Alexander’s horrified expression brought torrents of laughter from Rose Elizabeth, who was having a difficult time getting herself under control. “I . . . I hope you treat women with a bit mo-more tenderness, your dukeness. Wynona, like most of her sex, requires a gentler touch.

“Perhaps you should stick to canned milk.” She recited a popular slogan: “ ‘Carnation milk best in the lan’, comes to you in a little red can. No tits to pull, no hay to pitch, jes punch a hole in the sonofabitch.’ ” She howled again, holding her sides, and Alexander shot her and the cow similarly outraged looks.

“I’ll try to remember that.”

“I’ll finish milking Wynona, your grace. I doubt she’ll let you get close to her again. Why don’t you start on the vegetable garden. There’re plenty of weeds that need hoeing.”

A short time later, Rose Elizabeth found him bent over the rows of vegetables in the garden. Snap beans climbed tenaciously up wooden poles; tomatoes, ripe and ready for picking, were staked to keep them off the ground and away from pesky insects—not that that would do a lick of good if grasshoppers descended again this year; and firm heads of lettuce marched in military-straight columns.

Alexander sang an unfamiliar tune at the top of his lungs as he brandished the hoe like a weapon. It took only one horrified moment for Rose to realize that the inept nobleman wasn’t swiping saberlike at the weeds.

“You’re chopping my carrots, your grace!” She waved her hands wildly as she rushed into the garden. “Don’t you know the difference between weeds and carrots?” She shook her head so hard that her long brown braid almost whipped her flushed cheeks.

Still smarting over Rose’s earlier ridicule, Alexander shrugged. “Apparently not,” he said, looking not the least bit apologetic.

Rose Elizabeth counted to ten, then counted to ten again, trying her damnedest to get her temper under control. It didn’t work. “Dammit all to hell! Don’t you know how long it takes carrots to grow?”

“Can’t say that I do. I’ve always had servants to tend to these menial chores.”

As if talking to a simpleton, which is exactly what Rose Elizabeth thought the duke to be, she grabbed the hoe from his hands. “These are the weeds.” She demonstrated scraping the tip of the implement against the ragged plants. “Those are the tops of the carrots,” she explained, pointing at the feathery green tops of the vegetables. “Please take care to learn the difference, your grace, or we won’t be eating very well come winter.”

Summer and fall fruits and vegetables were the mainstay of most Kansans’ winter diets. Kept in dark, dank root cellars and covered with straw, the vegetables and fruits stayed relatively fresh. That is, if they were allowed to mature without being mutilated by inept aristocrats who didn’t know their hind end from their head.

Alexander watched raptly as Rose Elizabeth hoed the dirt. His gaze riveted on her attractive backside, he was reminded of the saying that the size of the saddle was in direct proportion to the enjoyment of the ride.

The shapeless Mother Hubbard dress she wore did nothing for her curvaceous figure, but a man with his experience and imagination could guess what delights the calico disguised. At first he had thought her too tall, too plump, but the sight of her large breasts and pleasing derriere had altered his opinion.

Rose Elizabeth was a substantial woman, a little taller than he normally preferred. But when he thought of those voluptuous breasts pressed into his chest, into his palms . . . He shifted his feet uncomfortably. All that talk of teats had made him hornier than that damned frog Rose carted around with her.

“Are you listening to me, your grace? I asked if you were ready to try your hand at something else.”

An interesting question. His hands itched to explore many things, not the least of which were Rose’s breasts. “I’m yours to command, my sweet Rose.”

Not detecting the sarcasm in his tone, she blushed at the endearment. “No need to get flowery, your grace. We’re only going to feed the hogs and slop out their pens. I doubt you’ll be waxing poetic for long.”

Rose rested the hoe against the side of the house, then marched off to the pig shed. Alexander followed two steps behind and wondered what he had done to deserve such punishment.

 

*    *    *

 

Rose lifted up the male piglet for the duke’s inspection. The tiny creature squirmed in her hands, squealing his indignation. “Soon we’ll have to castrate this little fellow,” she explained, holding him upside down to display his tiny sex organ. “Since we have Elmo, we won’t be needing any more boars.”

Rose’s words sent chills rushing through Alexander. He crossed his legs against the unwelcome image she evoked, feeling nothing but pity and a large measure of male empathy for the poor little creature. “Is that really necessary? It seems rather a drastic measure.”

Rose Elizabeth wanted to laugh. The duke’s reaction was so typically male. “Of course it’s necessary, your grace. Barrows—castrated males—grow faster once their sex organs are removed. And since they’re not going to be bred, but sent to market, it only makes good business sense to relieve them of their unnecessary equipment.”

Staring at the defenseless creature, then at Rose, Alexander felt a sudden urge to rescue it from the clutches of the heartless woman. It wasn’t difficult to imagine her castrating any male that didn’t meet her rigid specifications, and it made the area between his legs ache.

“I don’t see you castrating the girl pigs. I don’t think it’s quite fair.”

“Castration without representation, your grace? Is that what you’re saying?”

He ignored her laughter. “Your Patrick Henry would no doubt agree with me.”

“I doubt Patrick Henry would have agreed with anything you English had to say, your dukeness.”

Rose smiled at his indignation. Alexander’s defense of the pig was quite unexpected. She would never have guessed that such a hardheaded stuffed shirt had a soft spot for animals, and that realization made the duke’s character climb half a notch in her estimation.
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