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One


Prudence Harson crossed her legs. An accident was imminent—one of a most embarrassing nature… I am in desperate need of the necessary, yet Galore here does nothing more than trudge. She snapped her riding whip. “Move, Galore. Go!” Her chestnut mare whinnied and tossed her head in response.


“Oh, very well! I know it was stupid of me to take the shortcut,” Prudence said. She’d thought she could make it home faster; how should she have known that it would rain so hard?

Galore’s hooves sank deeper in mud, and the gig crawled to a halt. Prudence huffed impatiently.

Mrs. Kingsbury, a widow happy to have company, had kept Prudence chatting in her sitting room far longer than intended. When the skies had darkened, Prudence made her excuses and left. In her haste, she failed to visit the water closet.

Prudence tossed the reins aside, grabbed her umbrella, and stepped down from the gig. She must try to make it to the Crumbley farm. On the main road, she cast a disparaging look at her now muddied boots. She half-walked, half-ran toward the farm, ever mindful of her full bladder.


Stupid me! All she’d had to do was deliver Mrs. Kingsbury her tonic for her persistent cough. Papa had warned her if she had cake and tea ready when Prudence arrived, she must make sure to take a firm stand when the time came to take her leave. The lady was a rattle. She could talk and talk and talk…



As uncomfortable as she was, Prudence took a glance at her favorite home in this neighborhood: the grand house with the chained, ornate black iron gate. Today it was open. I am all astonishment, thought Prudence. She had never seen the gate opened before, and she had always longed to see the house and its grounds. I would wager that this house has a water closet and a bathroom.



Desperate, she ran up the driveway. Who lived here, pray? And would she get yelled at to scram by a stuffy butler or, worse, some lord?


Prudence yanked the iron bell pull and waited, hopping from foot to foot. She had never seen a soul either leaving or entering this home. There was no one in her village, save the squire, with the means to live here. And if this house belonged to Squire Hollander, the entire village and surrounding counties would certainly know about it.


She yanked the bell again and kept moving. Finally, she twisted the knob to find the door unlocked. Now, she thought, pausing. This will be either fortuitous or a disaster. What shall I do? She uttered a small prayer, paused again, then poked her head in. “Hallo! Is anyone at home?” Receiving no answer, Prudence entered and hurried across the foyer and down the hall. The squire had a Bramah water closet installed behind his main staircase; perhaps this house had… She peeked behind the staircase—a water closet!



Moments later, Prudence sighed aloud, relieved, but then clamped her hand across her mouth. Far too loud, Prudence Lily Harson. What, do you wish to be heard? Stealthily, she moved back down the hall. The front door was in sight, then she heard voices. Oh no!


“What say you, Your Grace?” a male voice said.

“This is clearly a mistake, Mr. Staples. My connection to this family is rather distant.”


Your Grace! Oh dear, it was the home of a duke. Or was His Grace thinking of purchasing the place? Prudence bit her bottom lip and hurried. Must the hallway be so long?


“Very good, then,” Staples said. “I’ll have your carriage brought around.”


Prudence stopped and watched a stout, blond man exit. But wait. Where was His Grace? She must not be here alone with the gentleman. She ran to the door, which Staples had left open, but when she heard booted feet, she stopped short. It is of no use. I am caught. For propriety’s sake, Prudence remained in the open doorway.


A gentleman wearing a black top hat and a multi-layered black cape came forward. He tilted his head in question at a lady with flushed cheeks, wearing a dark-red bonnet and pelisse standing in the open doorway.

Prudence dropped a curtsy. “I beg your pardon, Your Grace. Please excuse my intrusion.”

“From whence do you come?” he demanded.

“Everly,” she answered, confused.

“And why are you here?”

“I am Miss Prudence—”


“I care not a whit for your name, ma’am. I asked you why you are here—unaccompanied, I daresay?” He looked up and down at her smart attire. “Where is your maid, pray?”


Prudence made no reply; her lips wouldn’t move. She had never been spoken to like this.

The duke’s light-blue, nearly grey eyes narrowed. “Is your maid here, ma’am?” he said softly.

Prudence took a deep breath. “She is not, sir. My horse and gig became stuck in the mud, and I am wondering if you can be of any assistance.”

He stared at her, incredulous. “Be of assistance? Do I appear to you as one who offers that manner of service?”

Prudence cleared her throat. “You are a man, yes?”


He cocked a brow. “I am a gentleman, as you can very well see.”



Ugh! The quality. “A gentleman would have made his bow and inquired gently about my doings. But I see that is not the kind of conduct with which you are familiar. I bid you a good afternoon.” She curtsied and turned to leave, but ran into Giles Staples, Squire Hollander’s former stable hand.


“I beg your— Wait!” His Grace said, following her.

“Hallo!” Giles said.

Prudence bobbed a curtsy. “How do you do, Mr. Giles?” He nodded. “I am in need of assistance…”

“You are in need of giving me a better explanation for your presence,” the duke said.

“My dear sir,” Prudence said. “I have apologized and explained my predicament; however, it seems your social status renders you an invalid.”

The duke stared, not sure what to make of this chit. “An invalid! You make light of the fact that you were alone with a strange man?”

“For all of one minute!” Prudence said, now out of patience with the aristocrat. “Do you suppose I remained in the open door for naught?”

The duke deflated. He gave a curt nod, acknowledging the truth of that statement. She had been quick in protecting her reputation.

Giles came and stood between them. “Miss Prudence, this is His Grace, the Duke of Whilstwood.” Prudence curtsied again; the duke bowed stiffly. “Now about this predicament, Miss Prudence,” Giles continued. “Where is your mare? I did not see her about.”

“She is back yonder. Her hooves became mired in mud.”

“Galore?”

“Yes, indeed. You know my mare?”

“I do. Used to work for the squire, I did. Figure I know all the mares in Everly.” He made a hasty bow. “I’m at your service. Let me first bid farewell to His Grace.”

“No need, Mr. Staples,” Devon said. “We can take my carriage.”

Prudence wanted to protest his involvement but did not wish to start an argument. Their terse exchange already had her shaking inside. What, did he think her father would accuse him of compromising her virtue and insist upon an offer of marriage? What stuff!

“Oh, indeed!” Giles said, rubbing his cold hands. “Nothing like a carriage and four prime steppers to get the job done.” Outside, a liveried footman jumped down and opened the carriage door for Prudence, while the duke and Giles climbed aboard the box.

As the carriage moved forward, Prudence took a backward glance at the house. She wished she could have taken a tour, but she had already presumed too much. But she simply could not have made it to the Crumbleys’ home. She certainly was glad that Mr. Staples was about. She had thought his new position was at Tinsley Manor, but it must have been here.


His Grace, eh? she mused. A handsome man with a handsome carriage. Oh, but how arrogant! She had never met a man who refused to help a woman in need. Should she care about his manner of dress or his station in life? Galore was sinking in mud, and His Grace’s concern was about his ugly cape. She’d daresay he had far more boots and those panta-thingies in his wardrobe than necessary.


Suddenly, the carriage set off at a brisker pace. When it slowed, both the footman and tiger jumped down and ran. Prudence’s face was plastered against the cold carriage window, but the mist was so dense she could hardly see. She jumped when the carriage door opened.

“Here is your Galore, ma’am,” His Grace said. “She had extricated her hooves, and I daresay she was on her way home.”

“Insolent beast!” Prudence said. His Grace held out a gloved hand for her to alight; she then boarded the gig with his assistance. “I do appreciate your forbearance, Your Grace. Please accept my apologies for the intrusion. Mr. Staples, very much obliged, sir.”

“I would escort you home, Miss Prudence, but I arrived here with His Grace,” Giles said.

“No need, Mr. Staples. I shall be home in a trice,” she said, gathering the reins. “Home, Galore! And no funny business.” Giles snorted a laugh. The mare trotted then shot forward.


Prudence was but five minutes from Everly proper when she recognized a traveling coach speeding in her direction. Papa! She smiled and waved but kept Galore moving. The Reverend Harson executed a turn but had to wait until an elegant chaise and four passed before following his eldest child home.


***

“Right here will do, Your Grace,” Giles said, pointing to the front gate of Tinsley Manor. The duke had been silent during the trip back, in high dudgeon, judging from the set of his jaw, about his quarrel with Miss Prudence. “Returning to London tonight, sir? The muddy roads will make it a hard go.”

“I shall find an inn to put up for the evening. Thank you, Mr. Staples, for your assistance today.”

Giles’s eyes widened in surprise; he had never heard a gentleman thank a servant before. “Might I recommend the Two Grey Mares, right outside Everly. The cook there serves a dinner that’s always banged up to the mark!”


Devon touched the brim of his hat then urged his team forward, letting out a loud sigh. I



daresay I overacted. Father would’ve handled the situation with Miss Prudence far better than I had.


He had thought—wrongly so—that that dab of a woman expected him to make her an offer of marriage. He had wished her to Bedlam, where he believed she rightly belonged. He cared not a whit for her reputation, his sole concern for himself—to not become snared into marriage.


He’d felt the censure in her eyes most acutely. She had found his conduct wanting and accused him of not being a gentleman—an accusation he had never before heard. Would the new Duke of Whilstwood gain a reputation of being ill-mannered? Devon shuddered.


Father would have taken him to task about his conduct, were he alive to do so.

Devon had had no intention of filling his father’s shoes this early. After fourteen months, he still did not feel like the Duke of Whilstwood. He knew everything about being Lord Devon: Avoid scandal. Do not keep low company. Marry well and fill his nursery.

Ladies had always simpered or smiled dazzlingly when he was near. After all, he was the first son of a duke. They would make themselves agreeable in Devon’s company but would glare in hostility at any woman thought to be competition.

Devon hated their duplicity with a serious passion.

And now that he was a duke, still young and unattached, the theatrics had risen to an intolerable level. Even the determined mamas of these ladies preened themselves when he was present.

Devon wanted his father back. Tall, strong and capable. Father could depress pretension at the raise of a brow. Devon needed detailed instructions on how to be a duke like his father. Why had he not paid closer attention to him? And what kind of woman could be his duchess, the helpmate for the head of a four-hundred-year-old family?

***

One would think Prudence would have related her first encounter with a duke to her family that evening, and her friends the following day. But she had dismissed it. It was an embarrassing encounter, to say the least, best forgotten. Though someone clearly had not, and she figured later that it was the gallant Mr. Giles Staples.

The next morning, the Reverend Harson was outside pruning the roses when Squire Hollander paid him a visit. Hollander cast a furtive glance at Prudence weeding nearby before speaking in low tones to the reverend. The squire’s voice raised with his parting words of “If you wish me to serve as intermediary in the affair, I am at your service.”

“That is kind of you, my friend. But I shall handle the matter,” Nehemiah said. The squire bowed and took himself off.


Prudence hummed while weeding, assuming she must be in a spot of trouble for entering that nobleman’s home. But one must always face the consequences for one’s actions, Papa always said.


“Prudence,” Nehemiah said in a tone she knew meant trouble. “Tidy up. We’re off to the Two Greys.” The Two Grey Mares, Everly’s inn, had a top floor where the village assemblies were held. It was at the last dance that Tom had formally asked Prudence to go courting. But why were they going today?

“An errand of mercy, Papa?”

“On the contrary, there is a noble residing there who not only went to bed angry but is off to London today without his complaint resolved. Mr. Giles Staples has told everyone, whether they wished to hear it or not, that you had a row with this gentleman.” He raised a hand. “I wish to hear your story on the way there, but now we must make ourselves presentable. I should like to catch His Grace before he leaves Lincolnshire.”

An hour later, Prudence was sitting between her parents, feeling like a naughty lass still in the schoolroom rather than a woman of one-and-twenty years. It put her in mind of the time that Timothy Leghorn had pulled her ponytails so hard that it gave her a headache. But it had been her response, her un-Christlike revenge, that had seen her sandwiched between her parents that time, driving to the Leghorn home to make an apology.

While she was telling the tutor what Timothy had done, he had stood in the background pulling faces at her. She had premeditated her revenge then and waited two full days, making sure he was off guard. The moment came during a game of hide and seek. He was on his knees behind a boxwood hedge when she had sneaked up on him and boxed his right ear. And while he was recovering from the shock and pain, she had assaulted his left ear. He quit the game and ran home crying.


Prudence ran her hands down her mauve day dress. She did not want to face that man again, the insufferable aristocrat who had refused to help her. His tone had put her in such a quake that she did not remember his name, though Mr. Staples had introduced them. And he was so handsome that her knees had felt wobbly in his presence. Prudence felt the plainness of her features most severely.


She hoped he had already left for London and that he didn’t repeat their meeting there, for if Aunt Clementine heard about it, Prudence would have more to deal with. She could, however, sympathize with his situation. There were women out there who would have taken advantage of being alone with a duke. How was he to know that she was not such a woman?

Unfortunately, His Grace’s brown-and-hunter-green carriage was outside the inn, awaiting his pleasure. Prudence walked into the inn behind her parents. “Reverend!” the landlord said. “Good to see you, sir. Mrs. Harson, your obedient.”

“Mr. Partridge, how do you do?” Nehemiah said. Mary, a hazel-eyed brunette dressed in a light-beige pelisse, curtsied to Mr. Partridge.

Partridge nodded to Prudence. “And I see your eldest has come.” He cast a nervous glance behind himself. Prudence curtsied.

“I am wondering if His Grace is still about,” Nehemiah said. “I should like a few moments of his time.”

***


Devon, who had exited the coffee room when the Harsons entered, was leaning against the counter. He had recognized the lady who had accused him of being an invalid the moment she walked in. He searched his mind, for clearly these people were ton.


Devon came forward. “Ah, he is here,” Mr. Partridge said. “Your Grace, this is the Reverend Nehemiah and his wife, Mary…and I, uh, suppose you have met Miss Prudence.” Prudence’s eyes sparkled with laughter while giving her curtsy, though he met her gaze with stern eyes.

“Reverend, it is a great pleasure to meet you,” Devon said. “Shall we remove to the parlor?”

“We will not detain you long, sir,” Nehemiah said once the parlor door was closed. “We heard that there was one angry duke staying at the Two Greys. Rumor has it that my daughter entered your home without permission and went into high dudgeon when you confronted her about it. Is this so? And how can my family make amends?”

Devon’s brows shot up in surprise. His irritation at having to see Miss Harson again dissolved. “Not quite so. Let me set your mind at ease, Reverend. I merely wished Miss Prudence to provide me an explanation for her presence. The house in question was not mine. In error, a solicitor had thought it bequeathed to me.”

Nehemiah turned to his eldest daughter, who was staring down at her feet. “Prudence, would you care to answer whatever questions His Grace has?” The reverend and Mary stepped back, giving the two some privacy.

“Certainly, Father.” Prudence dropped a curtsy, willing her wobbly legs to steady. “Your Grace?”

“Miss Prudence, you gave no real reason why you passed your neighbors’ homes and decided to unlawfully enter the property,” Devon said.

“My reason, at the time, was too private to share…” She swallowed, her face blazing red. “I was in desperate need of a water closet.”

He mouthed a silent “Oh.”

“With Galore’s hooves stuck in mud, I feared I would not make it home in time. I tried to run to the Crumbleys’ farm, but I noticed that the gates to the estate were opened.”

“You really did not need assistance with your mare—just the bathroom?”

“I desired both, sir.”

“I see. And how did you know of my title?”

“I had heard Mr. Staples address you as so.”

“I understand.” He inclined his head. “‘Tis a harmless encounter, Miss Prudence, I assure you. Your sudden appearance without an escort put me on ‘fortune-hunter footing.’” Devon gave a small smile. “Misfortunate assumptions that come along with my status.”

“My apologies, sir, if I caused you any distress. I had hoped my standing in the doorway would have relieved your mind on that score.”

He bowed to Prudence. “From henceforth, Miss Prudence, I am your most obedient servant.

But now I must be away,” he said to Nehemiah. They shook hands.

“Thank you for your time, sir. I bid you a safe journey,” Nehemiah said. Devon tipped his hat and left.

***

Though it had its moments, calling this village in Lincolnshire a quiet one would be a farce. Horses were neighing, sheep bleated, and dogs were barking. This morning, nine-year-old Job Harson had his cavalry made of corn cobs in formation; he blew a small silver horn then pushed the tallest cob forward in a charge against Napoleon’s troops.

Meanwhile, five-year-old Thomas Calcutt, who was all out of patience with baths, had run away from his mother, naked, and was now outside, shrieking in protest.

But nothing was so peaceful as the rectory. Its position upon a low hill afforded it a view of a small forest, rolling grasslands, thatched cottages, and a lot of sheep. The Reverend Nehemiah Harson, a stern but easily humored man, kept the rectory’s gardens with immaculate care.

His two daughters, often described as plain, had education and mannerisms that rivaled those of the quality. They were always dressed in the first style of elegance. Their mother, Mary, had always said that however dire their circumstances, her girls would never be shabby in appearance nor lacking in civility.

On this cloudless, bright day, Prudence stood behind a white fence, twirling her navy bonnet by its strings while watching Thomas Calcutt lead his mother on a merry chase. She grinned then tilted her head back and let the late-March sunshine warm her face. The faint smells of coal and peat fires mingled with the aroma of freshly baked bread. She heard the lowing of cattle coming from Mr. Truant’s farm behind the rectory.


There could be no better place to live than Everly, she thought. A village where everyone knew each other’s names. How people could abide living in London, she could not fathom. She frowned as the thought brought to mind her present predicament: Tom Hollander.


After a restless night, Prudence had come down to breakfast with one task in mind: talk to Tom about their future—about living in London, an idea she found loathsome: the noise, the smells, the loose morals of the quality, and far too many people. But could they compromise by spending only the spring in London?

“Come along, Prue!” Patience called.

Prudence smiled at her younger sister, thinking she could never leave here. Ever.

Last Sunday, Reverend Harson had requested volunteers to help clean the sanctuary. Patience ran ahead while Prudence went inside to put a white apron over her day dress and gather two loaves of bread, cheese, and lemonade for the volunteers. Her friend Beth Milton met her on the way, wearing a sunny smile and a white dress with daisy borders around the neck and sleeves. “Now, Prue, I know that thou does not care for gossip.”

“But…” Prudence said.

“But I have it on good authority that Tom loves you.”

Prudence flashed Beth a perplexed look. “Pshaw! I think love is a rather strong word; though I do believe he is fond of me. And this is hardly news, Beth.”

“Really? And will you marry him?”

“I am not sure. Tom wants to live in London, and that I can never do.”

“Live in London! That sounds exciting. Surely, you will not forgo a match for that reason,” she said.

“Beth, do remember that Tom has not made me an offer.”

Beth smiled dreamily. “But he will. I just know it. I won’t tell you how I know, lest you thinketh me a gossipmonger…”


Prudence smiled, bemused. Beth always spoke in King James English when she spoke to the Harson family but no one else. Did she think them more Christian than others? One day, she would ask her the reason for that. She exhaled a sigh. Living with Tom in their village would be everything perfect. She and Tom in London…odious!


When they neared the church, Mrs. Clemmings and Mrs. Milton had paused near the entrance. “The Harsons are nobodies…” Mrs. Clemmings was saying.

“I tell you that barouche had a crest on it, and it paused in front—” Mrs. Milton stopped when she saw Prudence, and the ladies moved away from the arched doorway and stepped into the sanctuary.

Prudence pretended that she had not heard their remarks. Her mind was full of Tom, anyway. Had he told someone that he was in love with her? He had never said so to her. From whom had Beth heard this?

Pleased to see the eight ladies who had come out to help, Prudence greeted her neighbors with a smile, which faded when she received a hard backward glance from Mrs. Clemmings. The Clemmingses’ cottage was the closest to Hollander Hall, and Mrs. Clemmings fancied herself an extension of the squire’s family.

Critically, she eyed Prudence’s dress, a sprig white muslin with navy trim. “You do realize that you may not get another offer of marriage,” she said as Prudence passed.

“Good morning, Mrs. Clemmings,” Prudence said. “What is it that you speak of?”

“You know very well of what I speak! Tom is a good match. You and your sister must remember your place. Just because your mother dresses you finely doesn’t mean you’re quality. You’re not.”

When the countenances of Mrs. Milton and Mrs. Clemmings’ daughter Agatha melted into sympathy, Prudence felt herself choke up. But she refused to cry. She opened her basket and offered refreshments to all the volunteers, thinking that suddenly London wasn’t sounding so bad.

Patience and her best friend, Evelyn, came in. Their laughter trailed off when Patience noticed the concerned glances at Prudence and her sister’s flushed cheeks.

“Prue, whatever is the matter?” Patience said, turning accusing eyes toward Mrs. Clemmings first then her daughter, Agatha.

Their father’s words came out of Prudence’s mouth before she knew it. “Nothing that a little forgiveness can’t fix,” she said aloud, though her eyes told her sister that she would fill her in later.

***

Two hours later, Nehemiah was praising the ladies’ efforts and thanking Prudence for bringing refreshments. Prudence knew he had heard what happened, but he showed neither Mrs. Clemmings nor Mrs. Milton any partiality.

Prudence, Patience, Beth, and Evelyn left the sanctuary and took a walk through the village. “That kind of unseemliness is to be expected from the Clemmings family,” Evelyn said.

“Truly uncalled for, nonetheless,” Patience said.

“Do not be put out on my account,” Prudence said. “I am quite accustomed to their spiteful comments. Though, Agatha said nothing amiss and appeared embarrassed by her mother’s words.”

“Why should it matter to Mrs. Clemmings whether you accept Tom’s proposal or not?” Evelyn asked. Prudence shrugged. “They are not quality either. Just because they live next to the squire…”

“Shh,” Beth said. “Here comes Tom.”

Wearing a straw hat and dressed in dirt-stained country brogues, Tom Hollander tipped his hat to the group. “Good morning, ladies.”

“Why, Tom, it’s nearly noon,” Beth exclaimed, roses springing to her cheeks.

“And so it is,” he agreed. His eyes fell on Prudence, and without a word, the other three ladies moved away and continued walking.

“How are you this afternoon?”

“I am fine, Tom.”

“I heard about Mrs. Clemmings’s speech. I wanted to make sure you were well.”

“My, word does travel fast, does it not? I try not to let Mrs. Clemmings’s censure trouble me.”

He nodded. “I had a talk with my father last evening, and he thinks a permanent move to London would not be wise. There is still a lot to learn about the land, and though he is relatively young, tomorrow isn’t promised to any of us.” Clearly proud that he had remembered that much from the reverend’s sermon last Sunday, he ended with a bashful smile.


Prudence felt a moment of lightness. Tom and me in our village. What could be better? “I agree.”


Tom used the toe of his boot to kick at a mud clod, then his face flushed red. “But…”

Prudence clasped her hands to her chest. “Yes?”

“He wishes for me to spend a Season in London.”


One Season? That is not too bad. Prudence exhaled. I daresay I could manage one Season in London. “For a bit of town polish? Meet new people amongst the gentry?”


“To find a wife.”

“Oh.” She lowered her head. “I see.”

“I am sorry, Prudence. I told him that you are the woman I wished to marry, but he would hear none of it.”

Prudence couldn’t trust herself to speak. A lump had formed in her throat, and she was focusing on getting home without crying. She nodded her head in understanding. When they parted at the gate, she moved ahead and hurried inside without a backward glance or wave.


Two

Prudence declined dinner, pleading a headache. She did lie down, and though her thoughts were in tumult, her head felt fine. However, after she had cried through her disappointment, she did feel a throbbing between her eyes. Two light raps sounded on her bedroom door, which she knew to be her papa’s knock. “Come in, Papa.”

Nehemiah peeked around the doorway then crept in. “And how is my Prue this evening? To forego Cook’s lamb stew, you must be feeling very low indeed.” He took a chair from her vanity table and placed it near her bed. “Who has broken my Prue’s heart?” he said, taking a seat. “Tom Hollander, I daresay.”

Prudence sat up, smiling at her father’s astuteness. She could never deceive Papa, even if she wished to.

“Yes, Papa. His father wishes him to go to London for a Season and find a wife amongst the quality.”

Nehemiah pursued his lips. “I am very much surprised. I’ve never seen a bit of pretentiousness in Squire Hollander, but we all have our prejudices, do we not?”


“I suppose. But I do not think, Papa, that my heart is broken, or maybe I do not feel as I ought. I have been feeling low, having ungrateful thoughts about our circumstances.” She stared down at her fingers. First a duke looks at me like I am a worm, and now I am not good enough for a man I have known all of my life.


“Do you mean that if we were higher in the instep, you might have a better chance of happiness? And that happiness revolves around Tom Hollander?”

Prudence looked sheepish. “Something like that.”

“Might I suggest that you take this matter to prayer?” he said, rising. “Then come down and have the stew Cook saved for you. I am certain that you no longer have a headache.” He left the room.

“Yes, Papa.” Prudence threw back the covers then bent her knees in prayer.

***

The following morning after breakfast, a rested Prudence joined Patience outside near the blackberry bushes, glad that she had taken her Papa’s advice about prayer and her favorite meal. She felt better afterward and now much more at peace.

“You were unusually quiet at breakfast, Prue. Something troubling you? I do hope you are not rehearsing Mrs. Clemmings’s words,” Patience said.

“No, I am fine. But I should tell you that Tom and I will no longer be courting,” Prudence said, tugging at a blackberry and dropping it into her basket.

“Whyever not? Are you really that opposed to living in London?”

“It has nothing to do with living in London. His father wishes him to marry someone closer to his situation in life.”

“Oh, how tiresome!” Patience exclaimed. “Must everything in this world revolve around birth and fortune? I had not realized the Hollanders were so full of their own consequence.” Prudence shrugged. Patience watched her sister for a moment before asking the question on her mind. “Did you love him?”

“I do not think I did. I was quite fond of him. But after my evening prayers, I realized that I was not prepared to follow him to London. I figured if I were in love, then I would follow him anywhere. What do you think? Is that only the stuff of novels?”

“Certainly not. And I quite agree with you,” Patience said. “But to think, we have known the Hollanders all our lives, and now to know that we are inconsequential in their eyes. How should we go on with them now?”

“That is the very question I have been asking myself all morning,” Prudence said.

Midmorning found Prudence in the kitchen with her mother, today making blackberry pies. The rector mounted his horse and traveled around the village, visiting parishioners. After leaving the kitchen, Prudence joined her sister back out in the garden, weeding and cutting fresh flowers for the rectory.

Beth, Evelyn, and Agatha Clemmings dropped by an hour before nuncheon. Whenever the reverend was delayed or called away, the family would forego their afternoon dinner and have nuncheon then a late supper. “Oh, Prue, we were passing by and smelled your pies,” Evelyn said. “We couldn’t fathom a sufficient reason to visit, having seen you only yesterday, so we must confess our greed.”

“I reckon that you are going to be a good wife for Tom,” Beth said, eyeing the pies on the windowsill. Prudence sliced a pie, placing five generous servings on the table. Patience came in with a jug of milk and joined them.

The ladies ate their pie in amiable silence, though Prudence could see the questions in their eyes, and though she didn’t want to talk about Tom, she thought it best to set their minds at ease.

“Tom and I will not marry,” Prudence said.

“Whyever not?” Beth said, blue eyes round with innocence. Agatha’s fork paused at her mouth; she eyed Beth askance, knowing full well that she had already heard the news at her house.

“His father would prefer that he find a wife amongst the quality,” Prudence said. “He will spend a Season in London and find a bride on the infamous marriage mart.”

“A squire’s daughter, I would imagine,” Evelyn said.

“Why, that’s preposterous!” Beth said. “You have nobility in your lineage. I know this because we share a cousin, who married a lord during King Henry’s time.”

“Beth, if the Miltons had a relation close to the throne, it was undoubtedly a child born out of wedlock,” Agatha said. Evelyn clamped a hand across her mouth, and Patience spewed out a bit of milk.


Oh, Agatha! What a thing to say, Prudence thought, lowering her head to hide her shock.


“Agatha, how horrible of you!” Beth exclaimed, cutting off another spoonful of pie. “I declare, if Tom brings a perfect stranger into this village, I for one will never speak to her.”

“Since this lady could very well be the daughter of a duke or an earl, I doubt that she would care,” Agatha said.

“I cannot believe Squire Hollander could be so particular,” Beth said, ignoring Agatha. Everyone in the village knew that Agatha was jealous of Beth’s looks.

“Tom is his son, his heir,” Evelyn said. “Besides, there’s no guarantee that Tom will find a wife amongst the quality. However, I do agree with Agatha; a titled woman on the London marriage mart will probably set her sights on the first son of a duke, not the son of a country squire.”

Beth’s eyes brightened. “That’s true. Oh, how clever you are, Evelyn. He may not find a well-born woman after all.”


Then there is hope for you after all, Prudence thought, wincing. Now, where did that thought come from? I suppose watching Beth’s eyes go dreamy whenever Tom is mentioned. Or how she always manages to bring him into a conversation. Now I know why. I wonder if he thinks well of her. I must watch him at tomorrow’s evening supper party and see if he finds her desirable.


“You need not be encouraged, Beth,” Agatha said. “If Tom cannot marry Prudence, who has at least a marquis in her family, then he most certainly cannot marry you.”

***

“Are we all agreed to attend the Hollanders’ gathering on the morrow?” Nehemiah said, slicing a chunk of cheese. Patience looked to Prudence for her response and was surprised to see her nod yes. The family was enjoying a nuncheon of cold beef, fruit, and cheese.

Prudence, who just had a generous helping of blackberry pie, had taken only a slice of beef. Her mind was on the words she had spoken with Beth before she departed and Beth’s cold response, which had disturbed Prudence.

“Of course, my dear,” Mary said. “I thought that was all settled.” She looked from her husband toward Prudence. “Whatever is the matter?”

“We are but worms to the Hollanders,” Job said. “Not high enough in the instep, though Lady Hollander travels around in the ricketiest carriage I have ever seen.”

“Job Harson!” Mary said. “Whatever are you speaking about?”

He shrugged. “That’s what I heard from Grady.” Beth’s younger brother, Grady, was Job’s best friend. The lad had now saved ten corn cobs to add to Job’s cavalry.


My, news does travel fast. But who spread it so quickly? Prudence wondered. She told her mother about the conversation that she and Tom had had the day before.


“Why, I declare!” Mary said.

“We are mere paupers,” Nehemiah said with a twinkle in his eyes. “Church mice.”

Prudence snorted despite herself. Worms and church mice, to be sure. And plain ones at that.

After dining, Patience linked her arm through Prudence’s as they headed upstairs to the sewing room. “What did you do to upset Beth?”

“I told her no.”

“Not her favorite word.”

“Indeed, it is not. But she wanted to borrow the very gown that I had planned to wear tomorrow evening.”

“She is forever borrowing your clothes. Does she return them in good condition?”

“She doesn’t return them at all, which is why I said no.” One of the reasons, anyway. The second was that she suspected Beth of wishing for a gown to impress Tom.

“Good for you,” Patience said.

That evening, when Prudence joined the family in the sitting room, she was surprised that Patience was not at the pianoforte, practicing, but seated at the edge of the loveseat, reading the family’s Bible. Had she mastered that Mozart piece they’d been rehearsing?

“Oh, how very sad,” Patience said. “To have two children die at birth.”

The servant placed the tea tray down in front of Mary then flashed a surprised glance at Patience.

“That is heartbreaking, indeed,” Prudence said, searching through the basket for the tablecloth that needed mending. Nehemiah was reading but looked up, curious as to what Patience was about.

“I say! A baron.” Patience looked up at Mary. “Mama—”

“Thank you, Mrs. Arbry,” Nehemiah interrupted. “That will be all.” The servant curtsied and left the room.

When the door shut, Patience whispered, fearing that a servant might have an ear against the closed door. “Mama, did you know there was a baron on your side of the family?”

“I did,” Mary whispered back, funning.

Amused, Prudence noted that she said nothing more. Was he not a good man?

“Who are we…?” Patience said.

“Harsons, I am thinking,” Job said, sipping his chocolate.

Patience wriggled her nose at Job. “Our lineage, scamp. I feel as if I know nothing.”

“What has sparked this inquiry?” Nehemiah said.

“A handsome gentleman with good breeding and fortune passed through the village,” Mary said.

“Going where, pray?” Nehemiah said in jest, sparking a laugh from both Job and Prudence. He figured the neighbors had seen His Grace’s carriage. “And what does this have to do with our family? Patience?”

“Mrs. Clemmings always makes a point to remind us that we’re not quality. Then Tom Hollander breaks our Prue’s heart!”

“Patience!” Prudence cried.


“Well, I am not one for pretensions, but if everyone wishes to remind us of our status in life, I was curious as to whether or not we have one blood noble in the family.”


“Have you considered Grandmama Harson?” Prudence said. “She was a Whitehall.”

“Oh, what a memory you have, Prue. How could I have forgotten? Mrs. Clemmings was so certain that His Grace had nothing to do with us and was most likely lost.”


“I assure you, even if we were not the ‘plain peas,’” Prudence said, “that gentleman would not have anything to do with us.”



“Why are you so sure?” Patience said without looking up, her fingers scanning through the family listings. Prudence said nothing. “He might if we, perhaps, have a second noble connection.”


“Who called you the plain peas?” Nehemiah said.

“Grady said that’s what Beth and Mrs. Clemmings call Prudence and Patience,” Job said. “Beth always includes Agatha, even though her name starts with an A.”

“I take it these are the same ladies who dislike our girls being mindful of their appearance,” Nehemiah said to Mary.

“Yes,” Mary said, handing him a cup of tea with his favorite ginger biscuits.


“And who is the gentleman of whom we speak?” Nehemiah said. “He who would never make an offer to a plain pea?”


“His Grace,” Prudence said without looking up, fearing her cheeks were rosy.

“Ah, I see,” Nehemiah said.


Prudence’s brows creased. What was he, the Duke of Whist? No, more likely Whistle. “Apparently, Mrs. Milton saw him near the rectory before leaving the village.”


Patience chose that moment to gape at her father. “Papa! I never knew…”

“Never knew what?” Job asked, his head whipping from Patience to his father.

“Your mother and I wish our children to be known for their character, not their class,” Nehemiah said, ending the discussion. Patience bit her lip and closed the Bible.


Prudence froze, holding the sewing needle in mid-air. Class? Are we not mere paupers and church mice?


“Intriguing…” Job said, rubbing his chin. “Very intriguing.”

***

The following evening, Prudence dressed carefully—not too elegantly as to irritate Mrs. Clemmings but fine enough to remind Tom that she was more than a worm. Not that he had said that; those were Job’s words. But the lady had always been critical—jealous, in Patience’s opinion—of their dress. A rose-colored gown and matching slippers were good enough, she figured, for breaking bread amongst her neighbors.
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