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Chapter 1

February 18, 1832

England

“Matthewson, I’m not exaggerating. King William won’t appoint me to Lord Lieutenant unless I’m married. He means to bring respectability back to the realm.” Eldon, Lord Foley, rubbed his forehead to no avail. His frown remained, as did his grumpy mood.

His childhood friend, John Matthewson, sat behind his desk in the rectory’s cramped study. It still shocked Eldon that his old chum was now a reverend, a pillar in the community they’d once plagued as boys. A pair of rascals—trio, really. A sliver of feeble sunshine streamed through the narrow window, highlighting his friend’s grimace.  

“What’s the matter?” Eldon asked, leaning forward.

“Nothing.”

Eldon arrowed his gaze upon Matthewson, who motioned him to proceed.

“Yes, well, I have it from Lord Grey—the King’s serious. You know how much the Lord Lieutenancy means to my family. It signifies prestige, distinction. The appointment has always gone to a Stanhope since its creation by William and Mary. I hold it dear.”

“You hold your bachelorhood dear, as well.” The corners of Matthewson’s mouth twitched.

“My dignity is dearer.” Eldon shrugged in his usual, off-handed manner.

Steepling his hands together, Matthewson asked, “Remind me how dignified it is to have an affair with a married woman, Foley. That point escapes me.”

Ah! Eldon experienced a flashback to the former Reverend Matthewson, John’s father. The resemblance was uncanny. 

Muttering something uncomplimentary about righteous busybodies, Eldon then argued, “I never swore an oath of fidelity to Lord Bixby. Besides, Lenora’s not the faithful type. If I weren’t with her, somebody else would be. Why not take advantage of the delights she offers?” 

His good friend slapped his desktop. “You can’t seriously consider marrying simply to attain the Lord Lieutenancy post.” 

“Why are you so irritated? There’s no need to dress the matter in fine linen. You know I must marry someday. True, I don’t like being forced into the parson’s mousetrap, but if Lord Grey means what he says—” He interrupted himself to mutter, “And Lord Grey always means what he says, the King will have it no other way.”

“You’re determined to find a wife, eh?” 

Eldon stared out the window. Put so starkly, he admitted having inner qualms. The wavy glass distorted his view, but the snowy landscape stretched across the pane, capped with the pale blue sky of winter. His heart felt as chilled as the outdoor temperature. 

Matthewson folded his hands atop his desk, and managed to inject just the right amount of casual interest into his next question. “Ahem. What if you were to marry Pru?”

“Me? Marry Pru?” Through narrowed eyes, Eldon noted the tips of his friend’s ears had turned beet-red. 

“Y-yes,” the reverend stammered. “There’d be advantages on both sides.”  

“Really? Pray enlighten me.” 

“She’d make a good viscountess, taking care of you, your estate, and tenants—”

“Because she’s a managing female.” Eldon slashed his hand through the air. “I’ve no desire to have Pru boss me around for the next forty years, thank you very much.”

“Then take her in hand. If you’re looking to impress the king, you couldn’t find anyone more respectable.”

“Respectable? Pru?”  

The reverend made an unholy grin, and his eyes lit with deviltry. Ever the ornery rascal, despite his ecclesiastical position.

“Matthewson, have your brains been rattled? Pru hid our clothes when we swam, glued our britches to the church pew, put bugs in our beds—”

“To be fair, we put the snake in hers first.” He pointed out the unjustness of Eldon’s last remark.

They chuckled at the fond memories, but Eldon shook his head. “No, Pru isn’t for me. She’s too—” He searched for a tactful adjective, rejecting his frequent descriptor, prudish. “Unpolished. I’ll look for some chit at Almack’s. Imagine me marrying Pru! Why, it’s ridiculous.” He snorted and closed his eyes, missing John’s eyes boggling. 

Eldon prattled on, slapping his thigh. “We’d strangle each other within a week! I’d have to be mad to—”

“Ah, Pru!” Matthewson’s shout cut him off before he gathered more steam. “We...um...we were just discussing...”

With a sense of doom, Eldon turned his head and spied Pru in the doorway. She gripped the handle so tightly her knuckles showed white. His gaze traveled over her stiff form, skimming a trim waist and pleasing curves with a distant appreciation before landing upon her countenance. Any hopes she might not have heard him dashed as he watched the color drain from her face. Her shining eyes dimmed and he despised himself for snuffing that light out.

Eldon stood, wondering how he could apologize for his gaff. “I didn’t realize you were there, Pru—”

“Good morning, John! Lord Foley.” She bowed her head, not glancing in his direction, but stubbornly looking at her brother. “I didn’t realize you had a visitor. Excuse me for interrupting.”

Her stiff formality made it all too clear he was in dire trouble. Pru had a loving heart, but she could hold a grudge longer than anyone he knew. Damnation. 

“Forgive me, if you overheard my remarks—”

“Remarks? No, I didn’t overhear anything.”

“Blast it, let’s not pretend—”

“I’m not pretending.”

Gritting his teeth, Eldon tried again. “Would you please stop interru—”

“I’m not interrupting—” 

“You are, too!” 

“Before the cock crows twice, thou shalt deny me thrice.”

Eldon’s head whipped toward Matthewson, recalling his friend’s presence. He’d been so absorbed arguing with Prudence he’d forgotten they had an audience.

Conversation paused a beat before Prudence spoke, this time in her natural voice. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to intrude, but I wished to inquire regarding your dinner plans, John.”

“And I beg yours.” Eldon executed his best bow, hoping she’d appreciate the rare honor. Then because he truly hated the thought of causing her pain, he confessed, “I wouldn’t have hurt you for the world, Pru.” 

When she next spoke, he suspected she forced a great deal of cheerfulness in her tone. “So, am I to assume from what I overheard...” Pru gave him a sidelong, wry look, which made him grin as he re-took his seat. “That you’re searching for a worthy wife?”

“You are.” His smile vanished, replaced by a frown. “What the devil are you wearing?”

Her hand reached up then stayed, as if she’d just remembered she wore a mobcap. 

Her forgetfulness made him smile. Upon hearing her throaty laugh, that smile broadened. He’d always enjoyed her laughter—it had a musical sound to it.

“Why, it’s a spinster’s cap.” 

“That’s absurd!”

Matthewson chimed in, “That’s what I told her!”

“Why in the world? You can’t be more than...than...I forget. How old are you, Pru? No, don’t tell me.” His hand stayed her speech while he worked the math out in his head. “Twenty-two?”

Her brother laughed.

“I turned three-and-twenty last week.”

Eldon sat back in his chair, thunderstruck. Whenever he thought of Pru, which was not often, it was with fondness for the playmate she’d been to him. In pigtails and pinafore she trailed him and John as they ventured across the Foley estate, game as a pebble. The girl’s spine consisted of equal parts steel and starch.

“You ought to have a Season,” he pronounced, seizing an excellent way to redeem himself, but in the next instant, became horrified by the idea of Pru entering the Marriage Mart.

“Yes. Quite.” She drawled, her voice dripping in sarcasm. Waving off his suggestion as if it were foolish, she asked, “Now who’s being ridiculous?”

Matthewson’s gaze darted between them. He wore a guarded look, the same one he assumed whenever he played cards. It gave Eldon pause. Over the years Matthewson had won a small fortune from him whilst wearing that expression.

Turning the idea over in his head, though, Eldon became convinced this would be an excellent way to make amends for his unkindness. Pru deserved a nice holiday in London. “My aunt Millie would be happy to take you under her wing. You can stay at Stanhope House and your brother can visit as his schedule permits.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it! No, John needs me here.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Eldon argued.

“I do need you—”

Angrily, Eldon glared. “Look here, Matthewson—” 

He flung up his palm. “But I urge you to accept Foley’s offer, sis. You’re a tremendous asset to this parish, but there’s no reason to forego seeing London.”

Eldon expelled his breath and expressed his thanks to Matthewson with a curt nod.

“Before you don the spinster’s caps, come to London to enjoy yourself, at least.” Eldon’s gaze fixated on that damned confection made of a scrap of linen and broken dreams, tied with a ribbon of despair.

“I return to London on Monday,” Eldon started to warn, but seeing the light of battle entering Pru’s eyes, he swiftly changed tactics. He’d get nowhere trying to browbeat Pru. Instead, he coaxed, “Take your time to mull it over then give me your answer. You’ll make Aunt Millie very happy if you accept. She positively hates living in the country. A stay in London would be a real treat for her.” 

Pru was nibbling her bottom lip, a sure sign he hadn’t persuaded her. He scrambled for another means to convince her. “I need your help.” 

By silent question, she arched her brows.

He’d been clever to appeal to her selfless nature. Busy congratulating himself, he stared back at her before receiving a jolt to his system. Prudence’s eyes, which he’d never really noticed until now, were a lovely hazel color. There were dark green shoots radiating from the center, reminding him of pine forests, a patch of well-tilled earth, and leafy, verdant plants. Earthy, lush, and surprisingly erotic.

Erotic? 

Belatedly, he realized Matthewson had spoken to him. “What’s that?”

“Never say you wish Pru to help you find a wife,” Matthewson said, frowning.

“Oh, I could never...” she began.

Horrified, Eldon rebuked his friend. “Don’t be stupid!”

Both siblings stared at him. 

Eldon’s mind raced. He’d asked Pru to help him. Now all he had to do was invent a task the young lady could perform for the viscountancy. 

“Um...er...Stanhope House needs sprucing up. Since Mother passed, nothing’s been done to it. As a bachelor, I’ve no interest in such things. At any rate with Parliament in session, I really should undertake more entertaining. Lord Grey’s making a big push to pass the Reform bill and has asked me to host several gatherings.”

“It would be a blessing if the Reform bill were to pass,” Matthewson said. On the verge of discussing politics, his sister cut him off. 

“You want me to redecorate Stanhope House?” Her eyes widened then she dropped her gaze to the floor.

“Spruce up,” he corrected, wondering why he felt irritated that Prudence wouldn’t look him in the eye.

“Beg your pardon, Eldon, but isn’t that something a wife should do?” The white muslin cap bobbed at him, making his fingers itch to snatch it off her head and toss it in the fire.

“There’s no telling when I may procure my viscountess or whether she’ll possess the talent and inclination for this particular work.” He muttered, “Lord knows, neither Mother nor Aunt Millie could be bothered with it.”

Matthewson rose, facing his sister. “Shall we go now? I’ll be dining at Foley’s, dear, so don’t worry about me.”

Executing another cordial bow to Pru, Eldon felt a smug sense of satisfaction. Inviting her to London had been a stroke of genius, a grand way to make up for his thoughtless remarks. He donned his gloves and hat with the inward admonishment not to under-estimate himself in the future. He’d forgotten how he could normally talk Pru around to his way of thinking. Installing her at Stanhope House was a foregone conclusion, but he wouldn’t crow about it. Such dishonorable conduct was ungentlemanly and might even undo his clever work. 

It was with this attitude that he took his leave, offering Prudence a polite goodbye before he complimented her on a well-maintained household. 

As he walked the snow-packed flagstones alongside Matthewson, he experienced a slight twinge of discomfort, as if two holes burned into the back of his many caped overcoat. Checking at the gate, he glanced over his shoulder. 

From the cottage doorway, Pru stood with her fists on her hips.

Immediately irritated by the sight, Eldon demanded, “Now what?” 

Glaring at him with sufficient heat to incinerate his overcoat, Pru took a broad step back then slammed the door with a contemptuous flick of her hand. Without uttering a word, she’d managed to put him in his place.

Nettled, Eldon warned his lifelong chum, “If you don’t do something to prevent these mood swings in your sister, you’ll never have her off your hands.”

***
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“PRU? PRU? I KNOW you’re up. I saw your lit candle.”

Prudence puffed the auburn hair from her eyes and muttered beneath her breath. She’d sat on her bed, unable to sleep, forgetting her brother would return eventually and seek her out. “I’m nearly asleep, John.” 

“Liar.” John opened the door, his grin proof he’d had several glasses of wine at dinner. He strode into the room and let out a belch, covering his mouth too late.

Wine and port. Must have been a liquid dinner.

“Excuse me. Beg pardon. Hallo, little sis.”

Pru scooted over, making room for him on the edge of her bed. She could never fool her brother. She couldn’t fool anybody. Subterfuge wasn’t in her nature. She was too direct, having the annoying propensity of wearing her heart on her sleeve. 

“Oh John! I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life! I wish I hadn’t opened that door. If only I hadn’t been so curious...”

“I know. I know, pet.” He patted her knee, not quite squarely. “Sorry. Had a bit of brandy after dinner. Foley thought I handled the port and wine so well that he challenged me to drink brandy.”

“What? No whisky?” She asked, her sarcasm escaping her inebriated brother.

John shook his head. “No. No whisky. Mayhap when we travel to London.”

“I’m not going to London.”

His head reared back, causing his balance to teeter.

She grabbed his arm to keep him from falling. 

“Ah,” he sighed, satisfied when he’d righted himself.

“How can you think I would? You heard what he said! He’s hunting for a wife!”

“Which he doesn’t really want. Foley would rather remain a bachelor.” John giggled.

“Lud! How much wine did you drink?”

“Shhh,” he said, placing his finger to his lips.

Pru tried to maintain her sense of humor, but failed. Since slamming the front door on the rascals, she’d darted to her room, thrown herself on the bed, and sobbed until no tears were left. Any unfeeling brute could see her emotions were close to the surface. John should have the sensitivity and decency to curse the little devil, not sit here and giggle!

She mumbled, “Makes no difference. Eldon will either remain unwed or wed someone else. It’s clear as a mirror he’ll never take me for...well, as I said, it makes no difference.”

Her brother remained so quiet, she wondered if he had fallen asleep. She blamed Eldon for that, too. Pru’s anger toward Eldon hadn’t lessened since he’d left the parish. Perhaps he’d been right when he predicted they’d strangle each other within a week of being married. To be fair, if she could lay her hands on him now, she’d cheerfully wring Eldon’s neck and smile as she swung from the gibbet.

“The idea of me being his wife is ridiculous? Ridiculous, really?”  

“Not ri-ri-diculous,” he hiccupped. “Go to London. Find yourself a husband.”

Pru closed her eyes. Even hearing the word ‘husband’ applied to another was painful.

“I always hoped you’d marry Eldon, Pru. But if not, find another worthy fellow.”

“Husbands aren’t interchangeable, John.”

He nodded, smothering another burp. “Sure, sure.”

“Tell me, John. Do you wish to propose to Anna Maude, but feel reluctant to do so on my account?”

“Don’t be daft.” 

His slurred words didn’t allay her fears. Pru sensed there was more truth to her suspicions than not. 

“It would be crowded in this rectory for a young wedded couple, wouldn’t it?”

He smiled and closed his eyes, saying, “I’ll always have room for you.” 

Pru studied his face and a rush of affection for her older brother washed over her. She sighed. “Perhaps I should become a...a...companion or teacher. You know, one with living quarters.”

“There’s no need for such drastic measures. When Anna Maude and I decide to marry, you’re more than welcome to remain with my family.”

She bit her lip. No doubt the liquor had loosened his tongue, for ordinarily her brother was discreet, but his words betrayed his true feelings. He hadn’t asked her to welcome Anna Maude to the family, but rather the other way around. John was the last surviving member of her family and it appeared he was leaving her, too. Not through death, like her parents, but through life. Life was taking her brother on a different path than hers. It was a lonely realization. 

“You should retire, John.”

He stood and wobbled a bit. “Oopsies.”

Shaking her head at his foolishness, she offered, “Let me help you.”

“Oh, would you? You’re too kind, sis.”

Her brother’s unexpected compliment made her laugh for the first time that evening. She hoisted his arm across her shoulders then led him away.

She giggled.

“Whatsofunny?” he asked, tripping over the threshold and clutching the door jamb.

“You.”

John would never over-indulge in front of his parishioners, but he was still a young man at six-and-twenty. 

“I’m not ha-half as funny as Foley,” he snickered.

She straightened, allowing John to flop onto the mattress. She pushed his chest until he lay on the bed and tugged off his boots. By sheer dint of willpower, she refrained from quizzing John about Foley. Whatever he had to say, it didn’t concern her. 

“I don’t want to go to London, John.”

“Go to London.”

“And witness Eldon searching for his future wife? No, thank you.” She collected his boots.

Her brother broke into another round of giggles that shook him so hard he grasped his belly. “That’s what’s so funny! Foley’s gonna get his married mistress to choose his bride!”

The only sounds were John’s sniggering and the thuds made when his boots hit the floor. 

“His...his mistress?”

“Lenora.” He rolled over to embrace his pillow. “Night, night, Pru.”

Pru stood motionless for a long, long while. Pain rooted her to the spot. 

The love of her life gave his body to a woman named Lenora. He planned to give his name to another, probably one of Lenora’s bosom bows. The knowledge hammered her like a physical blow, striking her stomach. These must be the games aristocrats played, which were whispered about in assemblies, but escaped her comprehension. Was this a glaring example of naiveté? Was this what Eldon meant when he’d called her unpolished? 

A slow, steady stream of tears trickled over her cheeks. Returning to her room, her feet moved like blocks of wood. 

Eldon’s future was set; she had no place in it. John’s future didn’t include her, either. He wanted to marry Anna Maude Carpenter and bring her to his house, but couldn’t unless Pru left. 

She crawled under her covers, impervious to the icy temperature in the room.

When she was thirteen years old she’d fancied Eldon, wondering when her brother’s best friend would notice her. Times out of mind she imagined him standing before her, star-struck. He’d say in besotted tones, ‘Why, Prudence, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever beheld!’ 

She waited in vain.

Five years passed before she engineered a perfect opportunity for Eldon to kiss her. She was eighteen. It had been Christmas time and she’d stood beneath the mistletoe at Foley Manor. Eldon entered the room, spied her, but didn’t approach. She waited an agonizing eternity, but he’d steadfastly ignored her. Embarrassed, she’d left the party soon afterward. On that long, cold walk home, she accepted that Eldon couldn’t have signaled his disinterest any better. Since then she contrived that they were never alone. It hadn’t taken a great deal of maneuvering since he rarely sought out her company. When his father passed that next spring, Eldon assumed the title and spent most of his time in London. 

Like a fool, she’d kept waiting for Eldon. Little did it matter that she’d done so unintentionally. If anything, that made her dreary fate as a spinster even worse for she hadn’t actively chosen the role. She reached the full age of three-and-twenty without having lived. Pathetic. 

She was a victim of unrequited love. Her chest tightened at that painful thought and the loneliness which followed. Remaining at the rectory would be selfish. John and Anna Maude deserved the chance to be together and form a happy home of their own, which did not include lovelorn sisters. She’d been half-joking when she made the suggestion, but now Pru gave it serious consideration: find a job and live elsewhere. She would follow her brother’s urging and go to London, but not to have a Season. She’d use her time to discover an independent living she could enjoy.  

It was past dawn before she reached these conclusions, muffling her sniffles through the night. 

As morning broke and she dragged herself from bed, Pru still hadn’t decided where she would stay in London, but one thing was certain: it would not be with Eldon at Stanhope House. Definitely not.

She dressed, coaxed the kitchen fire to life, and made a pot of tea. Fortified with a cup in one hand and a quilt wrapped around her, she stood at the window, sipping her drink. Her gaze turned toward Foley Manor. Angry she still hadn’t broken her viscount addiction, she fiercely pledged, “Today I stop wishing for the moon and stars. This...this stupid yearning ends now. I am quite, quite done with you, Eldon, Lord Foley.”
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Chapter 2
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Eldon bolted upright in bed, awakened from a sound slumber as if a clap of thunder rattled the foundations of Foley Manor. He padded to the window and moved the curtain. Snow still covered the ground. No chance for a thunderstorm, not with this cloudless sky. What caused his heart to seize in fear?

He poured a glass of water from the ewer left on his hearthside. His mouth might have been stuffed with cotton, it was so dry.

Why the devil had he drank so much last night?

Granted, it was customary whenever he and Matthewson were together to imbibe at their shared meals, but last night’s consumption was prodigious.

He groaned, at last recalling the reason for the over-indulgence. He’d been blue-deviled. 

Prudence!

That damned John had spoken non-stop about the estimable Anna Maude Carpenter. He also complained that Anna Maude refused to marry him and come into the house so long as Pru remained in residence. 

“She’s wise not to cross Prudence. Consider, Matthewson. Your sister, a managing female, has had the running of your household for years. Anna Maude would have to wrestle the reins from her.”

“Anna Maude’s too sweet to do such a thing.”

Bluntly, he said, “Pru’s too controlling for domestic tranquility in such a home. Have you forgotten how competitive she can be?”

“This idea of giving her a London Season was a stroke of genius,” Matthewson said, echoing Eldon’s earlier thoughts. “But Pru’s dowry is small. Do you really imagine she’ll find a husband?”

“She doesn’t need a husband,” he flatly denied before urging Matthewson to try the brandy. It had been an excellent ploy to end discussing that ridiculous topic.

He joined his aunt for breakfast, sharing items from the sideboard. Aunt Millie had never been one to display generosity in her hospitality, which was another reason Eldon rarely came home. The portion of toast was sparse, the rasher of bacon burnt to a crisp, and the tea so weak he suspected the leaves had been recycled. The cook couldn’t have scrambled more than three eggs for the two of them. Eldon decided it didn’t matter. His appetite was off its norm and he doubted he’d be able to eat much with his mouth still too dry to chew. He sighed. It did no good to berate his dear aunt for her cheese paring ways—she turned a deaf ear and continued doing whatever she wished, despite his encouragement to be more open-handed.  

“Good morning, Aunt Millie.”

“Good morning, dear Eldon.” She patted the seat of the chair next to her, as if he would take a place anywhere else at table. Her greeting reminded him why he permitted his aunt to reside at Foley Manor: she was a peach. 

The footman poured another cup of tinted water and he drank it, wincing, but motioned for a refill as soon as he downed it. By the third cup, he felt able to converse. 

“I fear you have quite the head this morning, eh?” 

He gave her a sideways glance, discovering his favorite relative chuckling at his predicament.

“How is Reverend Matthewson? If I were to attend the rectory today, might I find him...indisposed?”

Eldon set his cup down in the saucer with a crash. “By God, that’s it! Aunt Millie, I could kiss you!”

To put effect to his words, he leaned over, kissed her cheek, and snatched a piece of her buttered toast.

Chuckling, she smacked the back of her nephew’s hand. “Oh, stop, you scoundrel.”

“I need you to visit Prudence and convince her to join us in London for the Season.”

“What’s this?”

Eldon sighed and began to explain. “I told Matthewson Lord Grey advised me to marry to obtain the Lord Lieutenancy appointment.”

His aunt nodded.

“He suggested I marry his sister.”

A brief pause ensued before his aunt asked, “Did he now?”

He frowned. “Yes, Matthewson wishes to marry Anna Maude, you know, but needs Pru to move from the home before he can do so.”

“That’s abominable!”

The corners of his mouth twitched. “Yes,” he drawled, “it’s quite selfish of him, wishing to have his home to himself.”

His aunt splayed a fleshy hand across an expansive bosom. “You’re not going to marry dear Prudence for such a paltry reason as that?”

“Lud, no!”

Like a school boy in the headmaster’s office, Eldon squirmed in his chair, unable to meet his aunt’s gaze. 

“You offered to sponsor Pru for a London Season?”

He nodded, not relishing this next part.

“In the hopes she would find a husband and leave the rectory?” Millie’s natural voice was an alto, but it squeaked so high Eldon put his finger in his ear at its shrillness.

“No!” The response fired from him.

Silence reigned as Aunt Millie sat in bafflement. “Then if you’re not inviting Pru to London so she can be married off, what’s your motivation? I confess, I’m confused.”

He half-laughed. “Atonement.”

Aunt Millie leaned back in her seat, and moaned, “Eldon, what have you done to Prudence now?”

Shoving his plate aside, for whatever appetite he had vanished, he sat both elbows on the table and rested his forehead in his palms. “I hurt her feelings.”

“I see.”

The words sounded nonchalant, so he glared at her. “This amuses you?”

Eyes shining, she bobbed her head. “Eldon, this isn’t the first time you’ve mis-stepped with Prudence. She has a big heart. She’ll forgive you, I daresay, nearly anything. Send her a gift, apologize handsomely, and stop appearing so Friday-faced.”

“Don’t speak cant phrases, Aunt Millie—it’s unbecoming.”

She whistled. “Oh my. You really are angry with yourself. So tell me, dear nephew of mine, what have you supposedly done to place yourself beyond redemption?”

He sat silent, loathe to confess his sins.

“I never thought I’d live to see this day.” Real concern was in her voice now as she beckoned, “Come. Tell me everything.”

“Matthewson started it.”

“Of course he did,” she soothed. “Reverend Matthewson’s known as a beast, far and wide.”

“Don’t try to make me laugh,” he warned.

She feigned an innocent look. Phony, but adorable, so he hugged her before sitting upright in his chair. 

“When Matthewson suggested I marry Prudence, he caught me off-guard. I blustered about how she lacked polish, marrying her was ridiculous, that we’d strangle each other within a week of leaving the altar. I told him I’d be mad to consider such...” He cleared his throat. “She heard every word. Every damned word.”

“Oh Eldon,” she nearly wailed his name. “I do believe those things might be...”

“What? What might they be?”

She floundered, at a loss for words.

His lips tightened as he owned, “I’ve made a mull of things this time.”

Never before had his aunt remained so still and silent for so long. It didn’t bode well.

“She’d put on a spinster’s cap,” he defended. “I told her she was far too young for such nonsense, to at least enjoy a Season before she consigned herself to the shelf. It would be no trouble for you to bring her out, would it? I’d foot the bill for any expenses so you need not worry of that.”

Still Aunt Millie remained quiet, her forefinger pressed against her lips as she cogitated.

“I thought it a brilliant way to make amends.” He closed his eyes and recalled Pru’s stricken expression. That lost look of hers might haunt him the rest of his days. He didn’t want Pru to experience anguish; that he’d caused her that pain crucified him.

“You’ve always told me that Pru’s cared for me. After watching her reaction, I finally believe you. Damned my unhinged tongue. I’ve been her hero since we were children. How could I have been so ungentlemanly?”

Aunt Millie’s voice pitched toward the rafters. “Hero?”

Eldon snapped, “Yes, hero! When did you become so theatrical, anyway? I swear it’s like conversing with a parakeet or some such thing.”

“I beg your pardon,” Aunt Millie said in icy tones, but in the lower register.

“I don’t mean to sound like a coxcomb, but Pru’s been wrapped around my little finger for as long as I can remember. It may be brash to confess aloud, but there you have it.” 

He thought his offer to stay in London would be the panacea, but when he’d paused at the rectory gate and seen her angry stance, he knew he was unforgiven. That fact wedged like a pebble in his shoe. It had been the reason for his heavy drinking the night before. He rubbed the spot on his chest above his heart.

He rose from the table and eyed his aunt. “If I were to ask you to be my ambassador, would you accept the commission?”

“You wish me to persuade Pru to come to London?”

“Yes.” 

Aunt Millie was a clever puss.

Again, his aunt placed her hand on her décolletage and batted her eyes. “Why, Eldon, dearest, how can I, a mere widow, possibly succeed at this monumental endeavor where your own heroic efforts have been challenged and found wanting?”

“A gypsy must have cursed me,” he muttered, both fists clenched as he wheeled away from his former favorite relative’s mocking laughter.

***
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PRUDENCE, WELL AWARE her eyes were red and swollen from a weepy night, smudged her face with the polishing cloth. Glimpsing her ruined visage in the mirror by the front door, she sighed. It wasn’t a fantastic disguise, but the best she could come up with on such short notice. She flung the door open and exclaimed in her most enthusiastic voice, “Good morning, Mrs. Sebastian!”

Eldon’s aunt ran her gaze over Prudence from head to foot then back again. “Oh dear. It’s worse than I thought.”

Trust the woman to see what she wished to hide.

Prudence trilled. She never trilled. The sound of the fake laughter jarred her senses and she halted in mid-trill. Not even a broken heart could justify sounding like some bubble-brained, ninny-hammered, hen-witted debutante.

“Do come in,” Pru said, eyes downcast.

Mrs. Sebastian took her seat in the tidy parlor after Pru fluffed a pillow for her. “Thank you, dear.”

“Just a moment and I’ll fetch some tea.” 

“Hero, my arse,” Mrs. Sebastian muttered.

Sure she must have misheard that last comment, Prudence shook her head to dispel the confusing tricks her ears played upon her. She went to the kitchen then re-appeared with the tray and poured.

“What wonderful tea!” Mrs. Sebastian said, raising her cup in silent salute.

“Yes, well, it’s a brew from India...” She set her cup down, lest it rattle in its saucer due to her trembling hands. “I’m glad to see you today, Mrs. Sebastian. I wondered if you might assist me.”

“Certainly, dear. What do you need?”

“I’ve decided to go to London.”

A delighted smile stretched across the widow’s mouth. “How extraordinary! Eldon mentioned he’d invited—”

“No, no.” Pru hastened to clarify. “Not as his guest and not to have a Season. Such a ridiculous notion!” 

She made another phony cascade of laughter.

Her companion eyed her with confusion, so Prudence began again. “I’ve no wish to marry.”

“You don’t?” 

“No. I don’t.” Prudence rearranged the fall of her skirts, avoiding Mrs. Sebastian’s troubled gaze. “I...I wish to...reside elsewhere.”

Mrs. Sebastian’s ample chest moved, she inhaled so deeply. “Oh, this is dreadful.”

“No, no.” Prudence looked at the alarmed widow and sought to allay her concerns. “It’s occurred to me that in the future my brother may...wish...wish to marry. Which is his right. It’s only proper, you see, for a young man’s thoughts to turn in such a direction. But I realized that by remaining in East Coker I have experienced little of life.”

“What troubles you about that?” 

“It’s time I traveled a bit, saw the world. Perhaps I can become a companion to some wealthy dowager and escort her to Italy or be a governess for some Scottish family...”

“Italy? Scotland?”

Prudence nodded. “Yes. I don’t wish to remain in England. I...I very much wish to explore foreign shores.”

“Foreign shores?” she squeaked.

Pru asked in alarm, “Are you well, Mrs. Sebastian? Your voice...”

“I apologize,” she said with a tight smile. “My throat has a tickle to it. No doubt that’s why I sound like a parakeet or some such thing. Do go on.”

“It’s occurred to me that if I choose to seek such a post, I shall need a recommendation.”

“You may rely upon me to provide one, dear.”

For the first time during their visit, Prudence felt her lips curve into a smile and she squeezed Mrs. Sebastian’s hand. Clearing her throat, she gathered her courage and stated, “I also need your assistance finding my way around London. Could you direct me to respectable agencies and advise me where to live until I find employment?”

The other woman’s jaw dropped. She closed it then re-opened it, but no words came forth.

Prudence patted the back of her hand. “Mrs. Sebastian? Are you sure you’re well?” 

She blinked, as if clearing her head of unwelcome thoughts. “Yes, dear. You were saying?” 

Giving her a studying look, Prudence paused before continuing, “It may take me two or three weeks to find such a post, so I will need to lodge in a respectable boarding house. Do you know of such a place which caters to spinsters?”

“Spinster? You classify yourself as such?”

“I am three-and-twenty, Mrs. Sebastian,” she reminded her.

The widow’s teacup wobbled in its saucer. Prudence understood her discombobulation. The birthdays had sneaked up on her, as well. Why wouldn’t Mrs. Sebastian share Eldon’s astonishment in discovering their neighbor was an ancient ape leader?

“You...you seem to have it all planned out, dear. How long have you been mulling over this change?”

“Since last evening.” 

“I see.”

Thinking she did, indeed, see, Prudence decided to make a clean breast of it. “I’m not wanted here. John’s a darling, but his future no longer includes me. There really is nowhere I belong.” 

She clucked her tongue and patted Prudence’s knee, much as her brother had the night before.

Scrambling in her pocket for her hanky, Pru found it and wiped her nose. “There’s a whole big world outside of East Coker and I should discover more of it. In time, I’ll make a place for myself.” 

The pair sat in silence, as if her last words had created an echo that made further conversation impossible. After a while, Mrs. Sebastian seemed to reach a decision.

“All right, dear. I shall do as you ask. You and your brother have always been favorites of mine. Desiring your own spot in the world is commendable, so I applaud your courage in striking out on your own. We must, however, plan wisely for one false move...” She shuddered. “The world gobbles up defenseless ladies like your brother gobbles up currant tarts.”

“Yes.”

“How are you set on money?”

The abrupt topic change surprised Prudence. “I have some from Mama.”

“Your dowry?”

“Well, that was the original purpose of those funds, but since I shan’t marry, I plan to use the savings while I search for a position.” 

“And it’s yours to do with as you wish? It’s not subject to the whims of your brother?”

“No, no. It’s been mine to manage for the past two years.”

“Excellent! Not to pry, but how much did you say you had?”
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