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Chapter One: Abby Buxton

Abigail Buxton closed the book she had just finished
and felt tears well up in her clear blue eyes. What a lovely story
it had been, and so romantic with its fairytale happily ever
after!

If only real life could be like books, she
sighed.

The stays of her dress made her breath catch
in her lungs and further reminded her of her changed circumstances.
She was no longer a girl, and with the loss of her childhood came
the loss of her freedom. Though Mr. Garrett had said she was still
too young for her first Season, he had told her she must be
prepared for minor presentations into Society, now that her older
sister, Margaret, was on the marriage mart.

Bold, daring Meg. Abby still couldn’t believe
how her sister had transformed in the months since Meg’s entry into
Society. Meg had become a ravishingly beautiful young lady, always
dashing about from party to theater, from teas to rides in the
Park, speaking only of the gentlemen she had met and festivities
she had celebrated, all things that Abby had yet to experience.
Abby missed the Meg of their girlhoods and how close they had once
been. She missed their camaraderie and games.

The only benefit to Meg’s outings was that
she took the odious Miss Meachum with her to act as her chaperon.
The governess, who Mr. Garrett had hired upon the unfortunate
deaths of their parents from fever, was a dour old maid. Though she
came from a genteel family and was of good breeding, Miss Meachum
spoke of nothing but duty and rectitude, constantly plaguing the
two sisters with lectures about decorum and the proper etiquette of
young ladies.

Despite all that, with Meg and their
governess now so often gone, Abby felt sadly alone, knocking about
their great London house, trapped, because Mr. Garrett said she was
too old to go walking in London without a chaperon, for it would be
improper and indecent, if not downright dangerous.

She looked down at her body, clothed as it
was in the modest white garments of a girl, yet she knew that like
her sister, she, too, had grown and matured. Curves had begun to
shape and contour her hips, widening them below her narrow waist,
and her bosom had swollen and expanded. The breasts that pushed
insistently against the restrictive confines of the bodice were no
longer those of a girl, no question, and with distressing and
increasing frequency, their sensitive tips often puckered and
beaded, pushing against the soft fabric and causing her no end of
embarrassed discomfiture, knowing that they might be detectable to
any who noticed. Mr. Garrett must have detected the changes in her
body, yet he continued to insist she wear the girlish white
garments.

Perhaps it was for the best, she thought and
looked down again at her bosom, restrained by the tight, white
bodice. At least girlhood was something she knew and
understood.

She slid the book she had been reading off
her lap and onto the settee beside her. Though she enjoyed reading
romantic tales of princes and beautiful ladies and entertaining
dreams, on occasion, of her own future with a handsome and eligible
man, the thought of embarking upon the marital hunt as her sister
was currently doing filled her with terror.

Abby stood up from the settee, put the book
on the side table, and walked over to the large bay window that
looked into the walled garden of the family’s London home. Though
it was mid May, a gray rain had settled over the garden and she
watched how the water droplets dripped from the leaves of the
shrubs and made the petals of the spring flowers droop. As if the
rain summoned her own tears, she felt them spring again from her
eyes and run down her cheeks. If only there were a handsome prince,
perfect in every way, who could rescue her and take her away to
some new and better life, just like in the book she had just
finished. A robin sat on a branch of the tall shrub beside the bay
window, its feathers wet and bedraggled-looking. Poor bird! She sat
down in the window seat, only the glass separating her from the
robin, and felt the hot tears fall faster.

How she missed Mama and Papa! Last winter
they had all been so ill, but while she and Meg had recovered, poor
Mama and Papa had been taken away to Heaven. The memories haunted
Abby, and she could not stifle the sob, the cry that issued from
the depths of her soul. Nothing would ever be the same. Mama and
Papa had left and, with them, the warm embrace of their parental
love. Miss Meachum’s cold countenance and barren heart was a poor
and insufficient substitute. Now Meg would marry and leave her,
too, and Mr. Garrett had made it very clear that she must be
properly prepared and dressed at all times in the event that she
might encounter a future husband of her own, and then she, too,
would leave this familiar house and this life.

She would have continued crying, but she
heard sudden lively voices in the hall, Meg sounding excited and
gay, Mr. Garrett’s deeper, more serious tones. They could not see
her like this! Abby shrank back into the curtains that partly
obscured the window seat from the rest of the room and blotted at
her tears.

The sound of footsteps striking against the
tile floors came closer as Meg and Mr. Garrett entered the library.
Though Abby wished not to eavesdrop, she was in no fit state to
encounter her sister or Mr. Garrett, not with her emotions so raw
and her nerves too finely strung. She shrank further behind the
curtain to hide her presence in the library.

Mr. Garrett was speaking, but his deep and
kindly voice sounded uncharacteristically strained. “Miss Buxton,
you must listen to me. Sir John Kingman, the Viscount of
Worthington, is a most eligible and suitable catch. As I have told
you before, he comes from an old and honorable Cornish family, and
the union of your two bloodlines would be most advantageous to the
both of you. His holdings are vast, and I have heard it said that
Cornwall has some of the finest weather in all of England.”

“The weather? Really, Mr. Garrett, you would
speak to me of the weather in the same breath as you discuss my
hunt for a husband?” Meg gave a tittering, brittle laugh.

Abby hardly recognized her sister’s voice.
Though Meg spoke with the proper sophisticated timbre of a lady,
there was a harshness, an almost disrespectful tone in her voice.
Never had Abby heard Meg speak in such a manner to their
guardian.

Meg continued, “I would much rather speak
less and act more. Why talk about him, when you and I can
play?”

Abby could not see what the they were doing,
her view obscured by the window box curtain, but she heard movement
and the rustling of clothes, and then Mr. Garrett’s low voice came
again. It sounded even more strained.

“Stop it, Meg. This cannot continue. You know
that it cannot. Please, unhand me. Perhaps I should ring for Miss
Meachum.”

What on earth was going on? Abby wanted to
peek around the curtain, but she was terrified that her presence
might be detected, and that would be completely unacceptable,
unbearable, really. But good heavens, what kind of mischief was her
sister up to?

Meg laughed again, but this one was low and
provocative, and Abby felt a blush rise to her cheeks at her
sister’s scandalous words, uttered in a slow and strangely
seductive tone.

“Oh, poo. We have no need of Miss Meachum,
that old grouch! She has done nothing but harp on me since the day
you hired her. Ugh. She spoils all my fun! I enjoyed our tutorials
in the old days, before all this to-do about my finding a husband.
I miss them, Mr. Garrett, I really do. You know you want it, and I
can give it to you. Just let me--”

“No!” There came again the sound of rustling
clothes, followed by Mr. Garrett clearing his throat.

When he spoke again, his voice was coldly
formal. “Like I have told you upon numerous occasions, Miss Buxton,
you are no longer a child in leading strings. Everything has
changed and the stakes have risen, as you well know. Must I remind
you yet again that you are a wealthy and most eligible heiress, the
eldest daughter of the Marquis and Marchioness of Comerford? You
must calm your wild ways, please, my dear. You must focus your
attentions on procuring a husband, not on someone such as me, for I
am merely your guardian. You should have nothing to do with
me.”

“Really, Mr. Garrett? Are you saying that you
no longer find me appealing? I find that hard to believe. Oh, and
it is hard, is it not?” Meg broke off in a peal of giggles.

Abby listened in astonishment and
incomprehension. Her sister held a tendre for Mr. Garrett? No, the
very idea was unthinkable! He was at least 40, for Heaven’s sake,
and he even had strands of gray lacing the black hair at his
temples. Besides, Meg had never said anything to her of feeling
such things for their aging guardian.

But what on earth was Meg up to? The giggles
continued, followed by a low, masculine groan.

Before Abby knew what she was about, she
leaned forward, just far enough to glance beyond the curtain.

Good heavens! Shifting back, she had to clap
a hand over her mouth to stop the exclamation of dismay that almost
burst from her at the sordid impropriety of what she had
witnessed.

Meg was seated across Mr. Garrett’s lap, and
though Abby’s glance had been lightning-quick, it had been long
enough for her to observe that one of Mr. Garrett’s hands was upon
her sister’s bodice, cupping yet unable to contain the copious
mound of Meg’s large breast. Mr. Garrett’s normally pale face was
flushed a ruddy and dark red color, his eyes on his hand where he
touched her sister and squeezed the large and voluminous mound. Meg
was looking up at him with a pleased expression on her face, her
beautiful eyes sparking with devilry.

Abby pressed herself back against the wall of
the window box, her heart fluttering like a wild bird in her chest.
She sought to calm the panicked state of her breathing. Heaven
forbid that her guardian and sister might detect her presence!
Where was Miss Meachum? It was small consolation that they were so
absorbed in their own shameful behavior that neither seemed to have
noticed her.

Mr. Garrett groaned again and cleared his
throat. “Miss Buxton, please. I must insist that you remove
yourself.”

“But don’t you like this? Aren’t these the
most beautiful you have ever touched?”

“Miss Buxton, you must stop this immodest
behavior, immediately! Your reputation must be beyond reproach if
we are not to scare off the Viscount. Please, we cannot risk it,
not at this critical juncture in your marital quest.”

“Oh ho, so does that mean we can still play
together, you and I, once my quarry has been caught and made to
heel?”

“Do not speak of such things to me, my child,
I implore you. You are already much too aware of the power you hold
over me, let alone the rest of my sex. I would not have you risk
your future prospects nor forswear the promise I made your father
to keep you safe and secure your optimal destiny. I think it best
from now on that Miss Meachum be present when we are together.”

Meg grumbled with displeasure. Abby listened
as there came the sound of movement and steps retreating from the
library. It was many moments before she dared contemplate exiting
leaving her hiding place in the window box. The robin had long
flown away.

#

When Abby finally braved pushing aside the
curtain, she discovered to her consternation that the room was yet
occupied. Though Mr. Garrett was nowhere to be seen, Meg was still
there. She lay gracefully reclined across the settee and appeared
to have dozed off. Abby gazed in fear for a long moment upon her
sister and tried to decide if it was safe enough to attempt an
escape. She was all too aware of how loud footsteps could sound
upon the tiled floor, and she loathed to be caught by her sister,
sneaking away after witnessing what had transpired between Meg and
their guardian.

Meg was wearing a sunny yellow day dress, and
even in the dying light of the late May afternoon that washed the
room with a rainy gray, her garment blazed with the cheery promise
of summer. She was so beautiful, so remarkably beautiful, Abby
thought, almost in awe of her older sister. Where Abby was blonde
haired and blue eyed, pale as their father had been, Meg carried
after their mother and had big brown eyes and rich, chestnut hair.
As they had matured from girlhood, Abby had watched her sister
transform, blossoming into the full flush of womanhood, her body
ripening with generous, fecund curves, her bosom swelling to large
and seductive proportions, her lips growing lushly full and red, as
if they had just been kissed. As Abby gazed at her sister, she
almost did not recognize the young lady dozing across from her on
the settee. She imagined that it was as if the girlhood sister she
had known had, like a caterpillar, burst forth into an
extraordinarily beautiful butterfly.

“Why you naughty little girl!” Meg’s eyes had
suddenly popped open and she was looking right at Abby. A slow grin
spread her full, red lips and displayed her perfect, white teeth.
“Did you see Mr. Garrett and me?”

“I’m sorry!” Abby felt as if she might die of
mortification. It did not occur to her to deny her sister’s
accusation. Instead, she battled within about how best to broach
the subject of what she had witnessed, knowing that it was her duty
to caution Meg, if not for Meg’s sake, then for her own. As a
second daughter, her own marital prospects were contingent upon her
sister’s. Any scandal brought upon Meg could ruin her own chances
for a husband. Yet even the thought of entering upon such a
conversation made her blush with discomfiture.

Meg straightened herself upon the settee and,
without any of Abby’s own embarrassment or modesty, boldly placed
her small hands upon her large bosom to shift and arrange it so
that the mounds were more properly displayed above the strictures
of the corset that tightened about her narrow waist. “Ah, that’s
better,” she muttered, glancing down to ensure her satisfaction
with the adjustments.

“Dearest sister,” Abby started, and then
swallowed nervously. She had to moisten her suddenly dry lips with
her tongue before continuing, so anxious was she at discussing the
uncomfortable and delicate topic. “I will not pretend to understand
what you and Mr. Garrett were discussing or, uh, doing earlier, but
you must see that you cannot behave in such a manner, not now that
you are a lady. And you are not just any lady, Meg, but a high
standing lady of the Ton. Our father was a Marquis, don’t
forget.”

“Oh poo, Abby, don’t be a fuddy-duddy! Titles
are simply invented labels. They mean nothing in themselves. They
gain their power solely by the deference we pay them.”

“How can you say such a thing?” Abby
exclaimed. She stared at her sister in scandalized shock. Meg had
always been the more bold and adventurous, especially since Abby’s
delicate nerves prevented her from engaging in any audacious
behavior, let alone entertain such revolutionary thoughts, but this
was too much. “Without title and rank, the social order of our
society would be upended. Our civilization would fall into utter
chaos.”

Meg laughed. “Sounds like a lot of fun to
me.”

Abby could not bear her sister’s wild words.
In her agitation, she rose and walked across to the settee where
Meg sat. “This is serious, Sis. Do not fob it off with laughter.
Our very futures hang in the balance. It is essential, just as Mr.
Garrett has told us time and time again, that we marry according to
our class. How on earth would we know who to marry and who would be
the right and proper husband for us if there was no title or
rank?”

The humor departed from Meg’s face. She held
up a hand at Abby’s words as if to ward off their implication.
“Yes, yes, rank and title, bloodlines and inheritance. I well know
the liturgy, Sis. Miss Meachum and Mr. Garrett have well-versed us
in its laws. No need to reiterate it, yet again.”

“But what you were doing with Mr. Garrett--”
Abby broke off, flushing again with embarrassment, for she realized
that her words revealed the extent to which she had witnessed her
sister’s improper behavior.

Meg waved her words away. “Tut, tut, that was
nothing. Hasn’t Mr. Garrett tutored you in such things, too?”

Abby stared at her sister in horrified shock.
“He has never been anything but right and proper and everything a
guardian of young genteel ladies should be.”

“Ah, the more boring for you.”

“Oh Heavens! Meg, you must not speak like
that! Does Miss Meachum know? Does she suspect?” The thought that
their sour governess might have witnessed Meg and their guardian
brought panic. “Don’t you realize that you risk driving us to
scandal and ruin with such salacious and scandalous talk? Let alone
behavior. Oh--” She broke off, trying to calm the anxiety that made
it difficult to breathe. She pressed a nervous hand to her chest,
where her heart fluttered wildly. The blood drained from her face
and she began to grow faint.

Meg’s expression swiftly shifted to concern.
She reached took Abby’s hand and brought Abby to sit beside her on
the settee. “I’m sorry, Sis, I didn’t mean to agitate your
sensitive nerves. Sometimes I forget how young you still are, and
yet unschooled in the ways of the world and men.” She put her arm
around Abby and drew her close.

Abby lay her head against Meg’s shoulder and
breathed in the delightful flowery scent of the perfume a suitor
had recently given Meg. For a moment, all of her fear and concern
halted. She relaxed and felt comforted in the warmth of her
sister’s embrace. How she had missed this feeling of closeness,
this sisterly love, which had been so disrupted by Meg’s entrance
into Society and her pursuit of men. Abby sighed and felt her
nerves begin to settle.

“You mustn’t be concerned for me. I know how
to take care of myself.” Meg’s fingers lightly stroked along Abby’s
arm where she held her. “And I am very good at discretion, when it
is required.”

“But--” Abby stiffened and started to sit up.
Discretion was hardly enough! Her sister must cease and desist from
all improper behavior.

“I am teasing, dearest Abby.” Meg’s hand
tightened upon her arm, keeping Abby in place at her side. “Soon I
will be safely beyond reproach, and you will no longer need to
worry about me, nor Miss Meachum, either.”

“What do you mean?”

“I am being courted by one Sir John Kingman,
who is indeed a Viscount, no less.”

A knock sounded on the library door, and then
the butler entered, wheeling a cart with tea things upon it into
the room. He pushed it to where they sat upon the settee. “Pardon
to interrupt, Misses, but I thought you might be wanting tea.”

“Very good, Bertram.” Meg released her arm
from Abby and turned to the tea service. “Would you like a cup, my
dearest Sis?”

“Please. Where is Miss Meachum?”

“I gave her the afternoon off. She deserved
it.” Meg smiled. “She has been sorely tried of late with all my
adventures in Society.”

As Abby gratefully accepted the cup from her
sister, the butler silently departed the room. The door clicked
closed, and for several long and pleasant minutes, Abby enjoyed her
tea and the quiet feeling of intimacy with her sister, the
grandfather clock ticking with a soothing rhythm in the corner, and
the gentle rain falling outside in the garden as the afternoon
waned. How she wished that they could remain like this forever,
with no threat of the future and the inevitable change and
alteration that must follow once strange and unfamiliar men
intruded into their domestic bliss and with proposals of marriage
irrevocably severed their sisterly ties.

All too soon, Meg broke the peace, her teacup
rattling in its saucer as she set it down upon the cart. “Now where
were we? Ah yes, the prospect of my capturing Sir John, the
Viscount of Worthington.” Her voluptuous lips tightened and she
made a small moue of displeasure.

Seeing her sister’s unhappy expression, Abby
put down her own teacup and hazarded asking, “He sounds most
respectably eligible, but is he in the least handsome?”

“I cannot fault his looks,” Meg nodded. “For
he is like Papa once was: tall and blond and respectably
patrician.”

Abby smiled sadly, remembering and missing
their Papa. Though he had been a stern and almost formidable
father, often disappearing to attend to his affairs in Parliament
and elsewhere, Abby had always thought him the handsomest of men
and she had known in the deepest recesses of her heart how much he
had loved his two daughters, even if he had never articulated the
words. She asked, “And is Sir John amiable?”

“Well enough, I suppose.” A slight frown
marred Meg’s perfect brows. “But he is very right and proper. A
traditionalist in every way, I gather. Perhaps that is why Mr.
Garrett introduced the two of us. Perhaps he hopes that John’s
conservatism will tame my wild ways. Miss Meachum certainly
approves him.”

Abby could not help but say, “Is that such a
bad thing, really?”

Meg rolled her eyes in a dramatic fashion.
“Don’t you start, Abby. I hear it enough from Miss Meachum and Mr.
Garrett as it is.”

At Meg’s mention of their guardian, Abby
picked up her teacup again and took a long sip of the cooled brew,
tamping down the renewed embarrassment she felt at remembering her
sister’s lewd behavior with Mr. Garrett.

Meg eased herself from the settee and
stretched, putting her hands upon her full hips and arching her
slim back with the feline grace of a cat, the act accentuating the
upthrusting lobes of her breasts. “You will meet Sir John, soon
enough.”

Abby looked up at her sister. “What do you
mean?”

“When the weather improves, he has offered to
take us riding in the park.”

“Me, too?” Abby asked in dismay. She disliked
riding and much preferred walking. Sitting astride a horse always
made her quite terrified that she might fall, and horses were such
unpredictable and excitable beasts.

“He indicated an interest in meeting my
family, and as you are my only living relation, I suggested he meet
you. Of course Miss Meachum will also be in attendance as
chaperon.” Meg frowned. “But don’t worry, Sis. He also insisted
that we travel by carriage for our tour of the park. When I told
him that Miss Meachum does not ride, he made it clear that he does
not consider it proper for young ladies of the Ton to gallivant
freely about upon horseback without a chaperon in attendance.” With
those wry words, Meg swept from the room.

Abby’s thoughts were dark and distressed
after her conversation with Meg. She had considered returning to
her room upstairs, but her nerves were too unsettled. She could not
shake the image of Meg sitting upon Mr. Garrett and how her sister
had made him touch her, the impropriety of it, the shocking and
unpleasant fact that there was a history there between the two of
them of which she had known nothing. It was as if the sister and
guardian she had known, had trusted, had somehow split into two,
and the identities she had known were only half of who they were,
and the other half were people she did not recognize with their
sordid and base behaviors.

She yearned for a walk and the clean, clear
air outdoors that might help serve as a soothing balm to the
agitation and foreboding that plagued her. The one place out of
doors that neither Mr. Garrett nor Miss Meachum begrudged her
walking alone was the safely walled garden beside the house. It was
not large, but there was a short gravel path that wound through the
carefully tended bushes and trees. A quick glance outside the
library window told her that, though it was growing late, there was
yet still light in the garden and that the rain had, for the
moment, stopped.

On light, quick feet, she departed the
library and went into the hallway. Instead of taking the stairs to
her room, she turned and walked toward the door that led to the
garden. She had just passed the butler’s pantry, when she heard a
noise ahead of her, issuing from the next room along the hallway.
Cautiously, she slowed her steps.

There it was again. A low rumbling sound, and
then a higher pitched moan, coming from the small room that lay
between the butler’s pantry and the kitchen. The door to the room
was not completely closed, and it was through the crack that the
sounds came.

Dread flooded through Abby, for she had the
terrible thought: could her sister have renewed her improprieties
with their guardian? She crept forward on tiptoe, not knowing what
she would see, and completely at a loss for what she might do if
she found her sister so compromised. Just as she was about to peek
around the corner and look through the narrow crack, a man’s voice
sounded, low and guttural.

“No, not like that. You must bend over. More.
More. Yes, Gracie. Yes. Aah--” The man’s voice disintegrated into
another groan. It was with horrified shock that Abby identified its
owner, for Mr. Garrett’s voice had become barely recognizable in
its rasping carnality.

“Oh, Sir, Mr. Garrett. Oh!” The maid’s
panting voice broke off abruptly with a stifled, high pitched
moan.

What on earth was the man doing to the
maid?

The instant Abby had this thought, she heard
another, more urgent moan coming from the room, almost as if Gracie
were in pain. Fear made her heart thump fast and hard in her chest.
What should she do? How could she help the poor maid? Should she
confront them? Oh Heavens, surely that was unthinkable! Yet, how
could she stand by and do nothing if Gracie were being harmed?

She leaned against the door frame, dark spots
hovering about the edges of her vision and threatening faintness.
From around the corner of the door, she could hear more rustling of
clothes and the hitched, heavy breathing of the two people inside.
It sounded as if they were struggling, and she heard more growls
and moans, which were then followed by a rhythmic thumping that
started slowly, and then began to build in tempo, even as the
wanton, bestial utterances grew in crescendo.

Should she do something? How could she help?
She had to do something! She clutched the door frame with trembling
fingers, overwhelmed by panicked indecision and the rising wave of
dizziness as her nerves frayed. She swayed forward, almost in a
swoon, and before she knew it, she had looked through the crack in
the door.

At first, she could make no sense of what she
saw, only that she had to flee from the abhorrent implication of
the two bodies so conjoined. On legs that threatened collapse, she
stumbled away, uncaring what noise she made, clattering up the
stairs and down the second floor hallway, desperately seeking the
safety of her room. It was not until she had clicked the lock into
place with a satisfying finality that she could throw herself upon
her bed and weep with the freedom afforded by privacy.

Again and again, her mind shuddered over what
she had seen, despite her feeble attempt to turn her thoughts
elsewhere. Mr. Garrett’s trousers had been about his knees, his
buttocks white and sprinkled with black hair, and the muscles in
his rump had clenched and released. Repeating, again and again,
with his bestial groans. In her quick glimpse of the two, Abby had
not been able to see anything of the maid but her voluminous
skirts, pushed up and revealing the back of her white legs and
knees, which were splayed on both sides of Mr. Garrett’s trousered
legs.

Abby pushed her face into her pillow, wanting
to blot out the image, but even then, she kept seeing,
understanding, that Mr. Garrett had bent Gracie over the table and
that he had been slaking his lust upon her.

The thought made Abby shudder with fear and
horror, for though many times she had dreamed of a romantic prince
someday coming to claim her, of their coming together under the
auspices of a loving marriage, she had only thought of perhaps a
few precious kisses. Never had she imagined the brute carnality
that must in actuality be practiced by the men upon the weaker,
fairer sex.

Again she saw Mr. Garrett standing over the
helpless maid, dominating the poor woman with his forceful
masculinity, and she bit back a sob. To think what awaited poor
Meg, and even herself if she were to marry!

She rolled onto her back and stared blindly
at the ceiling of her bedroom, unaware of the light and shadow
playing across the white plaster surface in the wavering light of
the candle. Again she saw Meg upon Mr. Garrett’s lap, his hand on
her breast and Meg’s teasing words of encouragement. Did Meg not
know what a dangerous game she was playing?

Or did she?

Confusion overwhelmed Abby and tears rolled
again from her eyes. Lightning fast, her imagination took a
perverse twist and suddenly it was not Meg upon Mr. Garrett’s lap,
but she, and his hands were upon her own tender breasts. Unbidden,
the tips of her breasts tightened, and she bit back a gasp of shock
at the quick stab of pleasure that shot through her. How could she
entertain such horridly scandalous thoughts?

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to stop
the indecent images and the lurid direction of her imagination, but
her efforts were futile.

What would it feel like if he were not only
to touch her as he had touched her sister, but if his hands were to
tighten upon her aching breasts, if they were to perhaps even
squeeze the throbbing tips?

Oh heavens! Nothing could stop the turbulent
sensations springing to life inside her. She bit back a muffled cry
at the sudden, pulsing awareness that coursed from her heaving
bosom down the length of her body, and as the unbridled sensuality
waged war upon her tattered nerves, she felt herself begin to lose
consciousness.

#

The rain lingered for a few more days and
delayed the impending ride with Meg and Sir John Kingman. The
lonely daily routine which priorly had saddened Abby now came as a
welcome relief, for it spared her much interaction with either her
sister or their guardian, and even the sour old Miss Meachum, who
had to accompany Meg as her chaperon. Abby’s nerves had yet to
settle, and every time she contemplated riding in the intimacy of a
carriage with her sister and the man courting her, Abby remembered
her sister with Mr. Garrett, and then their guardian with the maid.
No wonder chaperons were necessary!

But oh, she was in a quandary, for she wished
not in any way to cause difficulty for her sister or hinder Meg’s
very necessary pursuit of an eligible husband, but she just did not
know how she would be able to adequately attend a social outing
with Meg and her beau without suffering a nervous collapse. The
thought that Miss Meachum would be present did little to soothe her
unsettled nerves, for a shriveled old spinster must know nothing of
such things.

Oftentimes in those few rainy days, she had
to
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