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      The world howled around Eliza Wentworth. Wrapped in a blanket with warm bricks at her feet, gusts of wind roared against her family’s horse-drawn carriage. Even for December 1890, Amersham was dreadfully cold.

      Eliza’s teeth chattered, and despite her corset, bustle, bonnet, and wool coat, she was chilled to the bone. Tucking her hands deeper into her fur muff brought little relief. It made her wonder if going to town today was the right choice. However, once Eliza set her mind on something, she rarely wavered—a trait that had proven troublesome in the past.

      She recalled her father purchasing a spirited horse when she was thirteen, and how she’d insisted on taming it. The day had ended with a lacerated chin, a bruised arm, and a near concussion after being thrown off the saddle nearly half-a-dozen times.

      Her father had warned her, “One day your tenacity will get you into trouble.”

      And today, her tenacity had led to yet another unwise decision—all for the sake of fashion. Yet, who could blame her? She needed a suitable gown for the Season. She couldn’t possibly appear at any Christmas parties wearing last year’s style. It would be too gauche!

      Eliza rested her forehead against the chilled glass of the carriage window, peering out at the desolate countryside.

      Oh, how she yearned to visit Aunt Elizabeth in London and procure some exquisite evening gowns there. Her aunt, she was certain, would accompany her to all the finest shops.

      In London, elegance reigned supreme. Amidst refined society, Eliza had found a white satin and lace creation with a graceful, cascading skirt that perfectly complimented her frame. It would be perfect for New Year’s Eve.

      But alas, in Amersham, she was limited to the modest establishments in town. At least visiting the local fabric shop was better than sitting around at home and enduring her parents’ pestering about her unmarried state. By the way her mother fretted after her, one would think a life of spinsterhood was imminent.

      The carriage came to a halt, and its door swung open. A gloved hand extended to Eliza. “Here you are.” The young coachman attempted a smile, though his teeth chattered just as much as hers.

      “Thank you, James,” Eliza said, steadying herself as she stepped out. “I’m sorry for dragging you out here in this weather.”

      “N-not a problem, Miss Eliza.” He shivered. “Glad to be of service.” He gave her an approving nod. “When shall I expect your return?”

      “I’ll only be an hour!” Eliza called over her shoulder, rushing toward the fabric shop.

      “But last time you took three!” the coachman shouted after her.

      “An hour and a half, then!”

      The coachman appeared unconvinced, but Eliza was already on her way, a bag of coins jingling in her pocket. She tried her best to avoid slipping on the icy cobblestones. A few laborers hurried by carrying sacks of grain and wheat. From the look of it, there weren’t many people of Eliza’s social standing out in Amersham’s shopping district today.

      The cold tended to keep the affluent away. One laborer sidestepped her, hurrying to load a barrel onto a horse-drawn buggy. “’Scuse me, miss.” He then glanced up again and flashed a flirtatious smile.

      Such encounters were not uncommon. Eliza often attracted the attention of men in Amersham, be they low-class workers or noblemen. She paid them no mind. After all, she’d been told since her childhood that she resembled her mother.

      Her beautiful chestnut-colored hair, soft curls and reddish highlights, perfectly contrasted with her smooth ivory skin. Her perky upturned nose and heart-shaped lips gave her a slightly coquettish appearance, and her smile revealed a dimple. But it was her azure blue eyes framed by delicate lashes that captivated others with their sparkling warmth, reflecting her overall cheerful disposition. She was always immaculately dressed in the latest fashion and her trim figure garnered her more than her share of admiring looks.

      Eliza quickened her steps along the street, stealing a glance at the apothecary shop as she passed. The jars in the window showcased vibrant bursts of color—ingredients for medicines that reminded Eliza of the striking fabrics she’d seen in London years ago.

      For a moment, she considered checking if the chemist, Mr. Woolf, was in. However, she restrained herself. She didn’t want to keep the coachman waiting. Whenever she and Mr. Woolf talked about medicine, time flew by, and half a day would pass in no time.

      So she continued on.

      Pushing open the doors of her favorite dress shop, she found relief from the cold. Mrs. Shaw’s Dress Shop was virtually empty. Her fingers began to warm up as she thumbed through several bolts of fabric, searching for the perfect one. Hidden between two bolts of fabric, she spotted a rich cranberry silk with ruby undertones. It gleamed beneath the shop lights, reminding her of a gown she had seen in London.

      “Miss Wentworth, it’s a delight to see you, especially on such a cold winter day,” Mrs. Shaw, the proprietor, welcomed her as she approached. A measuring tape was draped casually around her high-neck, deep-purple dress, accented by intricate lace trim. At the top of the lace was a simple broach. Her slightly graying hair sat high on her head in a bun.

      “How are your parents? Are they surviving this cold weather?” Mrs. Shaw asked as she neatly refolded a bolt of fabric to be put back on the shelf.

      “They’re well, but worried about me as usual. I keep reminding them that I’m perfectly able to find my own companions, but they continue inviting unattached young men to dinner. They encourage me to attend balls and parties, but I much prefer those in London.”

      “Oh, and why is that?” Mrs. Shaw peered over the glasses perched on her nose.

      “Because there is a greater number and diversity of people.”

      “Well, perhaps this holiday season will prove to be more to your liking,” Mrs. Shaw remarked, looking at the silk fabric Eliza had placed on the cutting table.

      “I suppose,” she answered without much conviction. “My family has certain traditions we do each year. It would be nice to do something different for a change. The bright spot is that my sister and her husband are coming for Christmas. I’m anxious to see their new baby. There is something about having a baby around that is so delightful.”

      “Jolly good, Miss Wentworth,” she said as she unrolled a new bolt of luxurious cranberry velvet fabric. “This just arrived from London. Why don’t you stand over by the mirror and see how you would look in it?”

      “I do like it,” she said, viewing herself from various angles in the nearby mirror. “But I prefer the cranberry silk.”

      “Very good. It will make a lovely gown. Shall I bill it to your family’s account, as always?” Mrs. Shaw asked, while measuring and cutting the fabric.

      “Yes, please do.”

      Taking the package wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine, Eliza thanked Mrs. Shaw, wishing her a Happy Christmas. After leaving the shop, Eliza saw James waiting with the carriage.

      “Up you go,” he said, clearly enjoying his job of transporting her about.

      As the coach bumped along, Eliza could see little patches of snow dotting the ground, and the distant hills looking hazy under a gray sky. She tried ignoring the chill in the air, but it was no good.

      “Thank goodness,” she murmured, seeing Wentworth Manor ahead.

      Even on this dismal day, her home was a splendid example of a Queen Anne design with its asymmetrical face of red brick. As the coach passed by the majestic trees acting as sentinels, their branches now bare, she felt relief seeing the welcoming porch.

      She thought of how dearly she loved her home, especially the many adventures she had as a child. She would pretend it was a castle. Her imaginary play often got her in trouble. Climbing the trellis of ivy adorning the walls, she crushed some of her mother’s precious purple pansies. There were times she was scolded for becoming a nuisance in the kitchen as she went searching for treats in the storage tins, which were a necessity for the afternoon tea parties with her dolls. Her dolls often suffered from imaginary wounds, which, along with their tea, needed patching up. Pretending to be their nurse, Eliza would care for them by using scraps of fabric for bandages.

      Eliza quickly made her way from the coach to the manor’s main entrance. As she entered through the doorway, the warmth of the house welcomed her like a gentle embrace by the sun.

      “Eliza, you look chilled to the bone,” her mother observed, looking up from her stitchery. “What a day to venture out. Here, come sit by the hearth and I’ll ring for tea.” Mrs. Wentworth patted a deep green chair, took off the chenille throw, and wrapped it around Eliza’s shoulders. Dressed in her usual, simple muslin shirtwaist day-dress, with a cameo pinned at her neck, Mrs. Wentworth’s attire reflected her practical nature. Only on occasions like receiving guests, going on visits, or attending church did Mrs. Wentworth dress more formally. Her lovely chestnut-colored hair was pulled back in waves, secured by two tortoise shell combs. Despite her unpretentious appearance, her beauty shone through, with her engaging smile and warm hazel eyes that endeared her to others.

      “It looks like you’ve found the fabric you wanted,” she commented, handing Eliza a dainty Dresden cup filled with her favorite Ceylon tea.

      After taking a few sips of tea, Eliza hurriedly undid the twine. “What’s this?” she said, holding up a box of chocolates with a note attached. “It’s from Mrs. Shaw, thanking us for our business.”

      “I am sure she only does this for her best customers,” Mrs. Wentworth said, exhibiting a rare display of pride.

      Eliza set the chocolates on a nearby end table and handed her mother the fabric. “Mrs. Shaw likes to help me with my selections, but I managed quite well on my own,” she remarked confidently.

      “It’s lovely, dear, but did you really need another gown? I’ve lost count of the number you have. Surely there are more essential things to buy. I remember when you were younger, you ran about the manor or rode horses rather recklessly. Your clothes were in constant need of repair. Now you’ve become an elegant young woman whose expertise is fashion.”

      “Really, Mother, I have channeled my unrefined spirit into ladylike behavior, and you are still unsatisfied,” Eliza sighed. “Father never says anything about what I purchase, and we never seem to lack money.”

      “True, true, but I do wish your father would be a little more practical, just the same.” Mrs. Wentworth rarely commented on her husband’s extravagant tastes in wanting the newest and the finest.

      “Oh, I almost forgot. While you were in town, this came for you.” Mrs. Wentworth handed Eliza a linen envelope with Miss Wentworth written in elegant calligraphy. It was sealed with rich brown wax, sparkling with bits of gold and stamped with the initial B.

      “I wonder who it’s from? The only family I can think of are the Boutons and they are away for the month,” Eliza mused.

      “Well, there is only one way to find out, Eliza. You’ve been wanting something special to look forward to this holiday season, and now it has presented itself,” her mother said.

      Breaking the seal and opening the envelope she silently read the invitation. “Mother, it’s from Lord Thomas Bentley. Oh my goodness, it’s been nearly three years since we last corresponded! He’s invited me to a Christmas celebration at Bentley Manor from the  fourteenth to the eighteenth of December. He writes that there will be outdoor activities, a musical soiree as well as a Christmas ball, and he is looking forward to renewing our acquaintance.”

      “It’s curious we didn't know about his return. I’m usually aware of such comings and goings,” her mother said.

      The invitation brought back memories of a similar one Eliza had opened when she was seventeen, inviting her to her first debutante ball being held in London. She and her closest friend, Julia, were excited about their First Season among the ton.

      While attending the ball, Eliza met Thomas Bentley and his cousin, Emmett Bentley. The Bentley name came with a well-established reputation and carried with it considerable influence. She had heard of a Bentley Estate near Amersham, which had been maintained but not occupied for several years.

      Emmett Bentley was a polished, attractive man with a flair for flamboyance. His infectious energy and charming ways caught the attention of many debutantes, yet he managed to elude any romantic entanglements. Eliza enjoyed his company, but had no amorous thoughts towards him.

      Thomas Bentley, on the other hand, possessed an air of self-assuredness. His striking good looks, dark hair, and piercing brown eyes made him seem unapproachable, almost stuffy. His reserved manner was unnerving.

      Despite his being four years her senior, Julia was infatuated with Thomas. Eliza was astounded at their growing attachment and tried to discourage Julia. “What do you even talk about? Business in London or the weather?”

      Julia only laughed. “Don’t be silly. Mr. Bentley is easy to talk to. He possesses warmth and kindness, and is so interesting. He knows so much about many things, and we rarely lack for conversation.” Eventually, Eliza became satisfied with the happiness that her friend had found and trusted in her good judgment. At the conclusion of the London Season, Julia and Thomas became engaged.

      The following spring, an elaborate wedding was held in London for the much-touted couple. Being Maid of Honor, Eliza met many esteemed guests, including Lord Harold Bentley and Lady Bentley, Thomas’s grandparents. She found out they owned the Bentley Estate in Amersham, but were moving to Hastings to enjoy a milder climate and sea air. This was necessary because of Lord Bentley’s declining health, due to a respiratory illness.

      Returning for a Second Season in London was not pleasant for Eliza. She no longer had her good friend to share her thoughts with or give each other advice. She visited Julia and Thomas and was often a guest in their home, but of course, things were not the same.

      Eliza wanted to find the same happiness Julia was experiencing as a young wife, and wanted more than endless balls and parties. She wanted to form an attachment without making it a matter of convenience, but with someone she really loved. To her delight, a young man caught her attention, and they sought each other’s company. Their future looked promising, until it became public that his family was embroiled in financial troubles. As a result, Mr. Wentworth insisted she return home and distance herself from the situation. Determined not to repeat the disillusionment of her Second Season, she did not return to London for a Third Season.

      Her trips to London became more seldom when Thomas, upon his grandfather’s passing, inherited the Bentley’s estate in Amersham, as well as his title. Because Julia and Thomas resided there, Eliza was able to visit them often, and she rejoiced when their two children, Edward and Pamela, were born.

      Then Julia’s health began declining due to issues associated with childbirth. Tragically, she passed away ten months after Pamela was born. Devastated, Lord Bentley immediately took his children and went to London to live with his parents. Eliza had not only lost her best friend, but had lost contact with the Bentley family, as well.

      She reread the invitation, bringing her back to the present. “I am surprised to be invited. I want to attend, but I won’t feel comfortable.” As she often did when excessively happy or nervous, Eliza fidgeted with the invitation.

      “It seems only natural that you would be invited, considering you were Julia’s best friend and treated the children like an aunt would. How old are they now?” her mother asked.

      “Edward is six and Pamela is four. I can’t go. It would just be too hard without Julia’s presence. To be sociable with Lord Bentley after a three-year absence is also something I don’t want to deal with. I’ll write a note of regret,” she said.

      “That would be a breach of etiquette, Eliza. After all, Lord Thomas Bentley is trying to reestablish himself again in the neighborhood. You really must go. You most certainly could be a help to them, and I'm sure you will find it satisfying to reconnect with the family.”

      After some moments of contemplation, Eliza admitted, “You’re right, Mother. I will go.” Then she brightened up. “Besides, now I have somewhere to wear my new gown.”

      “We need to get the fabric to Christine immediately,” Mrs. Wentworth said. “She’s so busy this time of year. I hear that her dressmaking services are really in demand now that she has a new treadle sewing machine and can take on more clients.”

      Clutching the precious fabric, Eliza climbed the staircase to her bedchamber. Her mind was churning with questions. As a widower, what would Lord Bentley be like? Surely, living in London, he’d had opportunities to marry again. With his title and good looks, there would be many women attracted to such a man. And what of the children? Would Edward even remember her?

      These questions could only be answered when she was once again at Bentley Manor.
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      Eliza dropped the fabric off at Christine’s shop the next day she was in town. Having another excuse to go shopping, she brimmed with excitement to find fun and memorable activities to do with the Bentley children. Soon her basket was full of supplies for making Christmas cards, paper cones, two porcelain dolls, and tin soldiers.

      She balanced the many bags of treats and trinkets in her arms as she crossed the cobblestone street, the cold biting at her face. The clopping hooves and neighing of horses subsided as Eliza reached the last stretch of shops.

      Stopping under a lamp post, she rubbed her cheeks, attempting to get some feeling back in her face. She saw icicles on the post next to her. They reminded her of when she and Julia were girls and used to dare each other to stick their tongues on icicles. One time, Eliza had stood outside for over an hour because her tongue had gotten stuck. The memory made Eliza smile, but it also brought aching in her heart.

      She had already picked over nearly every boutique and toy shop in town and was now scanning the last few stores on Market Street for any place she may have missed. Coming toward her was a wagon jostling along on the cobblestones, filled to the brim with wooden furniture. As the wagon passed by, Eliza noticed a man in a navy cap steering the horses forward, weaving them around patches of ice on the street. He was broad-shouldered with an imposing frame. It reminded her of someone she knew.

      As Eliza traveled home, the fleeting image of the man she thought she recognized lingered in her mind. She couldn’t quite place him, and was distracted by the puzzle of his identity. Determined to focus on the tasks ahead, including her plans for the coming week, she pushed the mystery aside.

      A few days later, she returned to town and remembered the intriguing stranger. She began puzzling over his identity once more, but still couldn’t place him. Eliza stopped by the vicarage to donate hand-made knitted hats and scarves as well as a pouch of money. Knitting was one of the homemaking skills in which she had found success.

      “Thank you ever so much for your generosity, Miss Wentworth. It is very kind of you,” Vicar Pike said. Her donation was modest compared to the recent substantial contributions made by her father and others who donated toward the addition of new pews, but Eliza was determined to do her own small part.

      As her coach pulled away from the vicarage, she spied a man wearing a tweed jacket and navy cap working hard as he loaded a wagon in the adjoining courtyard. He was facing away from her and she couldn't see his face closely. She wondered why the mystery man seemed so familiar. Perhaps it was because he resembled the man she had seen a few days prior.

      “Oh, well, it can’t be anyone I know. No one of my acquaintances would engage in such a menial task,” she sighed and continued on her way.

      The next two weeks passed quickly. Eliza’s anticipation of going to Bentley Manor began to bubble over like a pot of porridge on the stove. With Daisy, her lady’s maid’s help, she had selected and reselected her wardrobe. Daisy’s youth and efficient manner were compatible with Eliza and they had become friends. Her curly red hair and Irish brogue made her heritage evident. Her grandparents had immigrated to England during the Great Potato Famine in 1850.

      “Daisy, we need to do something different for a bit,” Eliza announced, heading to the parlor, where a large fir tree stood in one corner of the room, begging to be decorated.

      “Och, it’s a grand tree, that is! A fine one for decorating.” Despite its elegance, the parlor was warm and inviting. Blue baroque wallpaper accented with a geometric gold pattern was offset by velvet drapes with valances trimmed with gold tassels. Two housemaids had hung a few ornaments, but were called away on other duties.

      “Daisy, would you lend me a hand with these?” Eliza asked, handing her a box of German handmade ornaments.

      “What be they made from?” Daisy’s eyes fixed on one shaped like an apple.

      “They are hand-blown glass ornaments made in Germany called Kugels. On my last trip to London, I found them. It’s said that Queen Victoria has similar ornaments on the Royal Christmas tree in memory of Prince Albert.” She attached ones shaped like tear drops, pine cones, bells, and birds.

      Daisy held up a small glass ornament with a ribbon tied at the top. “What about this bauble shaped like a pickle?”

      “That’s another German tradition, and a fun one. The pickle is hidden among the branches for the children to find. The first to do so receives a special gift.”

      “But we’ve got no children here.” Daisy stated the obvious.

      “Then we adults will have to do it for now.”

      Eliza thought about Daisy's words that there were no children there. That was something she was beginning to long for. While living with her parents was secure and pleasant, she was getting restless for a change. By now, she should be the mistress of her own home. Margaret, just two years younger, had married Lord Ainsley and had a baby. Perhaps, she should have returned to London for the Third Season, but then she thought how useless it was to dwell on past decisions.

      Something was pawing on the edge of her skirt. “Oh, it’s you, Winston," she said, kneeling and hugging their beloved dog. She was always amused at his regal velvet collar with gold embroidery. Her father thought it only proper for his thoroughbred English Cocker Spaniel.

      While glitter paper angels and stars, pinecones and garland were placed on the tree, Winston busied himself with a strand of tinsel. Before long, he was tangled up, looking like a poorly-wrapped present.

      “Eliza, you’ve outdone yourself. The tree looks magnificent.” Mr. Wentworth strolled into the room and rescued Winston from his self-inflicted predicament.

      She looked up at her father, appreciating how well he kept his appearance. His light brown hair was carefully combed in such a way that flattered his face. His high cheekbones and strong jawline were impressive. Even at home, he wore expertly cut waistcoats of the finest fabrics, along with carefully tied cravats. Along with looking younger than his age, he had the talent for putting anyone at ease.

      “I understand you were in town today, Eliza,” he said, easing into his favorite well-worn over-stuffed chair, a contented Winston sitting at his feet.

      “Yes, I bought supplies to make Christmas cards with Edward and Pamela when I’m at the Christmas Celebration.”

      “Did you note how much you spent?” Mr. Wentworth asked.

      “No,” Eliza looked surprised. “I just had the clerks put it on the ledger like I always do. I did the same with the fabric I purchased from Mrs. Shaw’s Dress Shop earlier this month. Isn’t that what you’ve asked me to do?” She was taken aback by her father’s inquiry.

      “Yes, of course, dear. I was just curious.” Her father quickly changed the subject. “Is that current cake I smell?” Winston’s head popped up when he heard the word ‘cake.’

      “Yes, it’s freshly baked,” Mrs. Wentworth announced, as a kitchen maid brought in a tray of cake and tea. Seeing Winston’s biscuit on a fancy plate, she said, exasperated, “Honestly, sometimes I feel like the dog gets more attention than we do.”

      “Well, dear, he is a favorite of the staff.” Mr. Wentworth laughed.

      “And we are not?” his wife countered, putting her hands on her hips.

      “Of course we are, dear. You’re especially loved by myself and everyone else here.”

      She rewarded her husband with a kiss on the cheek.

      Contentment filled the room as the three of them enjoyed each other's company, listening to Winston gnawing on his biscuit. As the evening settled in and the gas lights were lit, Eliza felt a profound sense of gratitude for time spent with her parents, and how fortunate she was to be their daughter. Heading to her bedchamber to prepare for the night, she reflected on how stable, almost predictable, her life had been for quite some time and entertained the thought that perhaps the coming year would bring new opportunities.

      Eliza’s thoughts then turned to the man she saw earlier in town, driving the wagon of furniture. Though she had only seen the back of his head, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had encountered him somewhere before.

      She dismissed the matter as an unsettling feeling began to take hold. Eliza wondered what it would be like to see Lord Bentley again. She hoped for the reunion to be a positive one. With that in mind, she began debating which dresses to take—the lavender day dress, the beige linen dress, or both? She also considered her navy skirt and white top, three dinner dresses, and a traveling suit. Would her evening gown be ready in time? Would she need several coats, and where had she put her wellies? Her mind swirled in a whirlpool of thoughts and emotions. Eventually, she fell asleep, her dreams whisking her to the ball in her new gown, only to realize she was barefoot. What a nightmare!
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      Eliza rested her head on the velvet cushion perched atop the coach seat, observing Daisy’s attempt to be comfortable as they traveled. The coach jostled over the uneven road, bouncing up and down, causing Eliza to grasp a nearby leather strap for support. This rough road lasted only a few minutes. As she gazed out at the snow-clad landscape, she noticed scattered homes dotting the scenery.

      The closer they drew to the Bentley Manor, Eliza’s unease grew. She fidgeted with the edge of her scarf, anxiously glancing out the window.

      “Daisy, is my hair still in place? I’m worried the bouncing of the coach has made a mess of it.”

      “Ah, dinnae worry, Miss Eliza, it’s as neat as ever,” Daisy replied with an assuring smile. “You look just right.”

      Eliza sighed. “Do you think Lord Bentley will greet us tonight or wait until the morning? It is getting quite late.”

      “I’d say he’ll come tonight. I wouldn't fret too much.”

      “I’ve been thinking how to greet him,” Eliza admitted and then continued with a determined nod of her head. “I think the wisest thing to do is let him lead the way.”

      Daisy nodded her head in agreement, removing some food from a small woven basket.

      “Miss Eliza, why don’t ye have some of the food that was packed for us? T’will do ya good.” She handed Eliza a tray with cheese and apples on it.

      After taking a few nibbles, Eliza set her tray down. Viewing the red-orange sunset, which added color to the winter sky, Eliza began to feel a sense of peace. Her thoughts shifted from seeing Lord Bentley without Julia’s presence to the pleasure of seeing Edward and Pamela again. She gradually drifted into a light doze.

      “We’ve arrived, we have!” Daisy exclaimed, waking Eliza with a start.

      Peering out of the coach window, she was astonished to see the manor glowing like a lighthouse in a storm. The gas sconces and lanterns radiated a warm inviting light against the backdrop of the inky-black sky.

      “I can do this,” she muttered, adjusting her hat. Soon, she and Daisy were passing through the massive entryway doors, decorated with two large wreaths that were trimmed with pine cones and slices of dried oranges and apples.

      They entered the foyer with its intricate wood paneling stretching before them. The chandeliers overhead cast reflections on the polished marble floors. At the center stood an antique table, graced with a lovely fresh flower arrangement. Just beyond that was a grand staircase splitting into two separate flights with a landing in-between.

      “Welcome to Bentley Manor, Miss Wentworth, Miss Maloney. It is a pleasure to have you here.” Kingsley, the tall, dignified butler with slightly graying hair greeted them. He had been a part of the Bentley household for as long as Eliza could remember.

      To her way of thinking, he was the perfect butler, always anticipating the family’s needs. On one of her previous visits, the weather had been mild and she had not brought along a shawl. When it was time to leave, the air was much cooler, and Kinsley had put a blanket in her coach. When she unfolded it, three small bars of chocolate fell out. Ever since then, he had endeared himself to her.

      “Hello, Kingsley. I am glad to be back. I see everything is in perfect order.”

      “The staff has been busy preparing for this event. I will tell Lord Bentley of your arrival,” Kingsley said before disappearing down the marble hallway. Eliza watched her trunk being carried into the manor, realizing she had brought an excessive amount of clothing for such a short stay.

      The familiar scent of polished wood and old tapestries enveloped Eliza as she stood in the entryway of Bentley Manor. Every intricate inlay design in the wood panels brought back memories, and the absence of Julia momentarily overwhelmed her. Taking a deep breath to steady herself, and feeling the support of Daisy’s presence, she felt calmer. The house was still, except for quiet, deliberate footsteps approaching her from the shadows.

      Suddenly, she caught sight of Lord Bentley. When he reached her, he took her hand and bowed slightly. His eyes met hers, and the years apart, along with the reality of current circumstances, pierced her very soul.

      “Miss Wentworth, I am glad you are here for the Christmas celebration, and welcome to you as well, Daisy.” His tone was formal yet cordial, his deep, masculine voice, unmistakable.

      “It’s a pleasure being here, Lord Bentley. I was delighted to receive your invitation and to learn you had returned to Amersham.” She felt a rush of mixed emotions—sadness, relief, and hope that the next few days would bridge the gap in their association.

      “My parents send their greetings, and want to host your family for dinner very soon,” she added, aiming to make things more comfortable for both of them.

      “That would be a pleasure. I look forward to seeing your parents again,” Thomas said.

      As she gazed into his dark brown eyes, she recalled she only came to his chin, where he had a dimple. His dark brown, thick hair was expertly styled, adding to his striking appearance. His beige waistcoat fit perfectly, accentuating his broad shoulders. He was even more dashing than she had remembered. Julia had often remarked how fortunate she was to have such a handsome husband. All the little speeches Eliza had prepared fled her mind like baby sparrows from the nest.

      “I have noticed many changes since my return. Fortunately, in my absence, my steward, Mr. Harrison, has overseen the manor,” Thomas said. “Kingsley and Mrs. Adams have been invaluable, as well.”

      His self-assured demeanor was intimidating. She had known him long enough to be familiar with his constant propriety. As she listened, she began fidgeting with the glove she had just removed, twisting it gently in her hands. “Have your parents come for the holidays?”

      “No. They’re not fond of bumpy six-hour coach rides, especially in the winter. But my cousin Emmett and my brother Daniel, his wife, and daughter are here,” Thomas replied with pleasure.

      “How delightful. I haven’t seen your cousin or brother’s family for a number of years, and look forward to being reacquainted with them again.”

      “Daniel’s family moved from London and now reside in Chesham, just three miles away. We have tried convincing my parents to move here as well, but they feel it is a little too provincial for them and prefer the city. They are Londoners through and through.” Thomas shook his head.

      “Change can be difficult. Other than occasional visits to London, I’ve lived in Amersham my entire life, and can’t imagine living any other place,” Eliza said with a thoughtful expression.

      “At times, moves are necessary,” Thomas acknowledged. She realized it was something he did not wish to talk about further.

      “I am anxious to see Edward and Pamela again. They must bring you a great deal of joy,” she said.

      “They are a handful, but I am grateful for them. Edward goes by Ned now. It just seems to suit him better.”

      Then he looked past Eliza out the door as the luggage was being brought in. “It’s getting late.” Thomas frowned. “I’ll call for Mrs. Adams.”

      Soon, the head housekeeper appeared, wearing a modest cap that neatly secured her hair, now sprinkled with gray. She moved a bit slower, but in no other way had changed. She was just as congenial as she had been in the past when Eliza visited the manor.

      “If you will follow me, Miss Wentworth,” Mrs. Adams said, “I’ll show you to your bedchamber. A room on the third floor in the staff’s quarters has been prepared for Daisy.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Adams,” Eliza replied as she and Daisy followed her up the staircase with its polished mahogany banister. The frosted glass gaslights nestled in ornate sconces lit the way. Eliza’s familiarity with the manor guided her instinctively up the staircase. Her mind swirled as she recalled the many times she and Julia had climbed these stairs to go to the library. There they shared laughter, secrets, and lively discussions.

      At the top of the landing, something caught Eliza’s attention. Prominently displayed was a stunning portrait of Julia, a new addition since her last visit. Wrestling with her emotions, she struggled to hold back the tears that were close to spilling.

      Turning from the portrait, Eliza walked along the hallway and recognized the familiar paintings of the English countryside adorning the walls, placed there during Julia’s redecoration of the manor.

      Simultaneously, Thomas had overseen the installation of practical updates such as iron-steam radiators and a plumbing system. Julia was certain the radiators would detract from the ambiance of the manor, but Thomas wisely chose ornately designed radiators that would blend in. The townsfolk buzzed with excitement as the estate modernized. Eliza looked forward to enjoying such luxuries as running hot water, not yet in her home.

      As Eliza stepped into the bedchamber she exclaimed, “What a lovely room!” Running her hand along the post of the four-poster bed topped with a silky turquoise cover she added, “Blue is my favorite color. It's as if the room has been designed just for me.” Two sapphire-blue armchairs, printed with delicate patterns, sat near a tea table. Most inviting was a lounge chaise placed by the cast-iron fireplace, which dated back to the late seventeen-hundreds when Thomas’s great-grandfather had the manor built.

      “Where are the Christmas decorations?” Eliza blurted out.

      “I believe Lord Bentley has an outing planned to gather evergreens and decorate them,” Mrs. Adams replied.

      “Oh, I see,” Eliza murmured meekly, embarrassed by her outspokenness. Mrs. Adams just smiled and instructed Daisy to continue following her.

      Once her nightly routine was completed, Eliza pondered the conversation she’d had earlier with Lord Bentley. He seemed congenial enough. At least, the first contact had been successfully navigated. Could she deal with his impenetrable, reserved manner? He had expressed a desire to start a new life with his children.

      Hoping to contribute, for her dear departed friend Julia, at least, Eliza considered offering to come read with Ned and Pamela. She had also made a list of excellent tutors, should they be needed. Her parents had expressed a desire to host the family for dinner during the holidays.
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