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        When a debutante with a plan…

        Lady Jessica Whitmoreland has always had a clear plan for her debut Season: find a suitable husband and secure her place in Society. Her sights are set on the catch of the Season, the Duke of Thornbury, Aiden Thornton. But when he offends Jessica during their first encounter, she writes him off as rude and arrogant.

      

        

      
        Meets a duke with an attitude…

        Aiden is a rake who shudders at the thought of settling down. He prides himself on crushing the dreams of hopeful debutantes. But when he realizes he’s offended a Whitmoreland, he has no choice but to make amends, and quickly. Only Lady Jessica isn’t interested in his apology. She wants nothing more to do with him, leaving Aiden feeling frustrated—and more than a little intrigued.

      

        

      
        Sparks are bound to fly.

        Aiden can be exceedingly charming and persistent, however, and despite Jessica’s initial reluctance to forgive him, they become unlikely friends. But when she resumes her search for the ideal husband, Aiden realizes he’s feeling more than friendship for the quick-witted beauty. Her sensuous kisses tell him she feels more too. Passion is never in short supply when they’re together, but this is not the perfect courtship Jessica imagined. Can they let go of first impressions for a chance at lasting love?
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        The rumor mill would have us all believe the Duke of Thornbury will finally deign to attend a ton event. That remains to be seen, for it is well known that the duke scorns such goings on. But given the close connection between Lady Shillingham and Thornbury’s mother, chances of a dukely appearance are higher than usual this evening. Is the rumor mill further correct in its conjecture that the duke is set to choose a bride this Season? This author has her doubts, though the debutante who catches The Uncatchable Catch will surely go down in history.

        – The London Times Society Pages

      

      

      

      
        
        London, Spring 1814, The Shillinghams’ Crowded Ball Room

      

      

      Lady Jessica Whitmoreland had been waiting for this moment all Season. She’d begun to give up hope it would ever happen. She’d started to doubt the plan she’d laid out in careful detail at the start of her debut Season. But it was finally happening and now everything would be perfect. After all, it wasn’t every day that a young woman meets the man she will marry.

      “My dear,” Lady Shillingham said in her high-pitched trill, feathers bobbing in her coiffure as she escorted Jessica across the ballroom to the Duke of Thornbury’s circle. “I shall be delighted to introduce you to His Grace.”

      The duke stood with his back to them. Jessica’s belly flipped as she drew nearer. He was tall and his wide shoulders filled out the fine black coat he wore. His dark hair was longish, brushing his white collar. Jessica’s throat went dry. She’d only ever seen him from a distance, though she’d nearly managed to garner an introduction last month at Vauxhall Gardens before he’d disappeared into the night. And there’d been that near miss at Hyde Park a fortnight ago, but her dratted horse had thrown a shoe at the exact moment she’d convinced her brother Justin to present her to the duke. But her depressing streak of missed opportunities—an entire Season’s worth—ended tonight!

      A thrill shot through her. In her entire rule-following, do-precisely-as-she-was-told life, Jessica had never felt such anticipation. This was what she’d been born to do, after all. Have her debut, be mannerly, behave exquisitely, and land The Uncatchable Catch.

      Thornbury was the catch of the century. She’d selected him for precisely that reason. And now it would all go perfectly to plan. It had to. Everything Jessa did went perfectly to plan. And not by chance. Quite a lot of arduous work went into seeing to it, after all. It wasn’t wishing. It was orchestrated. That’s how things got done, with a firm grip controlling every single detail.

      The trouble was, when she’d made her plan at the start of the Season, she hadn’t realized how difficult it would be to meet the blasted man. It was well known that he rarely attended ton events. Jessica, however, had never dreamed “rarely” actually meant “never.”

      She’d started to doubt herself. To wonder if she’d made a mistake by hinging all her hopes on Thornbury. But when she’d heard he would attend this evening, everything had fallen into place. Which is why Jessica had presented herself to her hostess nearly the moment she’d arrived at the ball this evening and asked that esteemed lady if she would do the honors of introducing her to the elusive duke.

      Lady Shillingham had been only too agreeable, and here they were, standing directly behind the man himself. Jessica ran a trembling hand over her coiffure and down the front of her exquisitely sewn light-pink gown. She’d chosen this particular dress for its demure neckline, subtle color, and fine quality. A duke looking for his duchess would notice such details. She cleared her throat and straightened her shoulders, pasting what she hoped was a winning smile on her face. Not an overly familiar smile, but an adequately affable one. After all, she and the duke would tell their children and grandchildren about this moment for decades to come. It had to be perfect.

      She wasn’t entirely confident. Far from it. In fact, she had the urge to turn and flee. She had absolutely no reason to believe the duke would choose her out of the scores of debutantes who flung themselves at him wherever he went. But she had been fortunate enough to be named the belle of the Season. Her reputation: above reproach. Her poise and manners: impeccable. Her family name: unassailable. And she had high hopes that all her hard work would pay off. Besides that, when out in Society, she’d made it a habit to pretend to be confident, and she’d found that it worked in nearly every circumstance when real confidence was lacking. And it nearly always was. Tonight, she needed that false bravado more than ever.

      “Your Grace,” Lady Shillingham warbled. “May I have a moment of your time? I would like to introduce—”

      “Who?” a deep male voice intoned.

      Lady Shillingham’s words were cut off as the man in question spun on his heel to face them.

      Jessica noted several things about the Duke of Thornbury at once. First, the man had startling blue eyes, the kind of blue with green circling the iris. Ever so arresting. Second, he was handsome, the kind of handsome that caused one to stare and one’s mouth to go dry. Most disconcerting. Third, the look on his face was a mixture of annoyance and arrogance. Oh, dear. Finally, the man was glaring at her as if she were the most bothersome creature on earth. Clearly, he could not care any less about making her acquaintance. Distressing and…rude.

      If there was one thing Jessica Whitmoreland couldn’t countenance, it was poor manners. There was no excuse for them.

      Jessica swallowed hard and stared back at the duke, raising her chin.

      Condescension seemed to pour from him as he pinned her with his cerulean eyes and arched a dark brow. His possessing gaze raked her up and down in a haughty manner that made her feel as if he was imagining what she looked like without her clothing. She took a step back and narrowed her eyes at him.

      She’d heard Thornbury was a trifle arrogant but had dismissed it as idle gossip from those jealous of his vaunted title. After all, her grandfather and her beloved brother-in-law Sebastian were dukes and excellent men with both kindness and elegant manners.

      This duke, it would seem, possessed neither.

      After completing his frank assessment, this duke raised his champagne flute to his lips, took a long draught, and said simply in a loud, deep voice that was every bit as condescending as his demeanor. “Another debutante? Sent my way via my mother, no doubt, eh, Lady Shillingham?”

      If Jessica’s impeccable manners weren’t second nature at this point, her mouth would have fallen open. Never in her life had she been treated with such immediate insolence and disregard. And duke or no, she would not stand for it. She was just about to turn and leave when His Grace deigned to speak again.

      He scoured her with his assessing gaze. “I admit you’re particularly pretty, but save your time, sweetheart. I can smell a lady looking to be a duchess from across London. Though you are a tempting morsel, I daresay.” He stepped forward, leaned down, and whispered in her ear. “And one with absolutely delectable…breasts.” And then the man had the unmitigated gall to reach out and trace the line of her bodice along the top of her décolletage with his finger.

      The group of similarly smug-looking people he was standing with all laughed uproariously.

      Jessica’s face heated. Humiliation bloomed in her chest. And then she did something she never would have guessed she was capable of. She grabbed the duke’s finger and clasped it tight in her fist. Her jaw clenched. “Touch me ever again, and I’ll break your finger.”

      His eyes flared and registered the slightest hint of surprise before he narrowed them on her. “What did you say to me?”

      “You heard me,” Jessica shot back, her nostrils flaring.

      She let go of his finger, and he pulled his hand away. A half-smile quirked his arrogant lips. He kept his gaze on Jessica, but his words were addressed to his hostess. “Lady Shillingham, you should teach your charge here some manners.”

      Anger. Sheer white-hot anger shot through Jessica’s brain, making her vision blur. He was accusing her of being unmannerly? Oh, that was it! The anger, some of it self-directed as her plans crashed down around her, caused her to rip the white kid glove from her right hand and deliver a slap to the duke’s conceited face without taking a moment to think of the consequences. A slap so loud it had to have been heard across the ballroom.

      “Lady Shillingham,” she announced in as loud a voice as she could muster, “I never would have asked for an introduction had I known how arrogant, rude, and unbecoming the duke is. I’m sorry to have wasted your time.”

      She met his gaze briefly, taking a moment’s pleasure in his wide-eyed astonishment. She didn’t wait for his retort, however. Instead, she turned, head held high, and stalked away from the odious man in search of her mother and siblings.

      Gasps and whispers spread quickly through the ballroom as she marched. Her heart thumped in her chest. Her breathing came hard through her nostrils. What had she done? What had she done? The gossip would have to be considered at another time, however. A time in which she was not in imminent danger of crying. At the moment, all her dreams were crumbling to dust in her mind’s eye, and she was certain she would cast up her accounts at any moment.

      And that was how the most wonderful moment of Jessica’s life, the moment that had been filled with the hope of an eighteen-year-old with an overly sunny disposition, the moment she’d spent years planning for, the moment she’d dreamed about, written about, and imagined a hundred times, turned into the worst moment of her life in a few short minutes.

      A mixture of anger and disappointment consumed her. The man she’d wasted an entire Season waiting to meet was an absolute scoundrel. The man she’d been convinced she would fall in love with and marry was an arrogant horse’s ass devoid of all manners. The Duke of Thornbury wasn’t her dream suitor. He was a supercilious lout, and she wouldn’t marry him if he was the last man left in London.
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      Far too early the next morning, Aiden Thornton, the Duke of Thornbury, stood in the drawing room of his mother’s exquisitely appointed town house with the devil of a head. He’d been awakened by his butler at an ungodly hour. The servant had delivered a missive from the duchess demanding that her son present himself no later than eight o’clock.

      It was presently five minutes ’til eight. Aiden might have his faults, but he was never late, a lesson his father had taught him well with a strap of leather across his hide. Already this morning, Aiden had spent not a little while squinting into the sunlight that poured through the massive windows next to his massive bed, trying his damnedest to recall what exactly had occurred the prior evening to cause his mother to request his presence.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose. It had to be bad. He was eight and twenty and his mother had long since stopped nagging him about anything other than the gravest offenses. Mother obviously had her back up about something. Though that was nothing new. She was often at her wits’ end when it came to Aiden’s behavior. He only wished he could remember what the bloody hell he’d done this time to spark her ire.

      He didn’t have long to wait before she came marching into the room. The Duchess of Thornbury was dressed expensively and impeccably as usual. She always looked as if she was on her way to a ball or a coronation, even if she was merely planning to give her son a lecture in the drawing room. Her dark hair, streaked ever-so-slightly with silver, was piled atop her head and held in place with a diamond tiara. Albeit one of her smaller diamond tiaras. She wore a burgundy silk gown with long lace sleeves and a short train. She dripped with jewels. At seven and forty, his mother remained a striking woman. She was beautiful, clever, and kind. How she’d managed to remain married to his horse’s ass of a father, Aiden would never know. It certainly hadn’t been a love match. She’d told him as much once.

      Aiden cleared his throat. At times such as this, it paid to be complimentary. “Ah, Mother, there you are. You look gorgeous as ever.” He delivered a deep bow, even though it made his head throb worse.

      His mother clucked her tongue. Her blue-green eyes searched him up and down. “Good heavens, Aiden. You look as if you’ve been chewed up and spit out by a gaming hell.”

      “I believe I have been chewed up and spit out by a gaming hell,” he replied with a half-smile quirking his lips. Though, honestly, it was only a guess. He still couldn’t remember where he’d been last night.

      Mother gave him a once-over. “Yes, well. I know all about the incident at the Shillinghams’ ball. Prior to the gaming hell, I presume.”

      Ah, yes. Aiden snapped his fingers. The Shillinghams’ ball. That’s where he’d gone last night after beginning the evening with far too much ale at a public house with his companions. In fact, their group had gone from public house to public house in some of London’s less reputable locations. “That’s correct. I attended Lady Shillinghams’ ball just as you’d requested.” There, that should appease his mother. He’d never step foot in such a boring little enclave of misses and their mamas if Mother hadn’t asked him to. Or more precisely…insisted.

      His mother arched a dark brow. “Attended the ball and caused a scandal while you were at it.”

      Aiden frowned. Now that his mother had mentioned the Shillinghams’ ball, the entire evening’s events were coming back to him…slowly. “Scandal?” He dragged out the word and rubbed his chin while trying to remember all the details of last nigh— Oh, yes! “Come now. It’s hardly a scandal. Though I do admit I hadn’t planned for all contingencies.” Aiden rubbed his jaw. It still stung a bit if he was being honest. One beautiful little debutante had delivered a wicked slap to it last night. Damn it. Why had she slapped him again?

      “It might well become a scandal if we don’t handle it properly,” Mother continued. “And let me be clear, I don’t blame the girl. Lenora Shillingham told me precisely what you said to her to elicit such a response.”

      Aiden winced. “Might you…be so kind as to remind me?” He rubbed the spot between his eyes with a knuckle. His headache had not abated.

      His mother let out a long-suffering sigh. “Truly, Aiden? You must do better. You’re too old to have no care for propriety.”

      Aiden cleared his throat. “You’re quite right, no doubt, but I’m convinced this discussion will be much more productive if you remind me what I said.”

      His mother crossed her arms over her chest and slowly shook her head at him. “You essentially told the girl she was interested in meeting you solely due to your title, and then you touched her breasts and insulted her again.”

      Aiden frowned. “Touched her breasts? I don’t think so. I’m quite certain I’d recall that.”

      Mother pursed her lips. “Her décolletage to be more precise. Does that assist your memory?”

      Aiden winced again and scratched at the tip of his nose. “Ah, yes. Yes. It does. And that was bad form. I admit.”

      He remembered now. He’d even had a moment of remorse after the young woman had walked away. She had been truly lovely. And angry. Damn near snapped his finger off. Now that had been unexpected. He couldn’t recall a time in his life when anyone had spoken back to him that way. Save for his father, Mother, and St. Clare.

      Aiden also recalled Lady Shillingham waving her cane at him and giving him a look that could freeze the Thames before she’d hurried after the girl, ostensibly to apologize.

      “Yes, Aiden. Exceedingly bad form,” Mother said. “You do realize you’ll have to take a wife eventually. You cannot simply expect a young lady to fall from the sky and marry you. You must make some effort. If you’re going to be out in proper Society, you cannot go about insulting the very young women you should seek to impress.”

      Aiden scratched the back of his neck and blew out a breath. “I’d had quite a lot to drink, and I’m relatively certain I meant no harm.” He shrugged. “I admit I should have chosen my words with more care, but I had no idea she’d go fully unhinged.”

      His mother continued to glare at him, obviously unimpressed with his excuses. “No doubt the type of women you’re used to consorting with are used to such bluntness, Aiden, but that’s not how you speak to young, impressionable gels. Honestly, I know I taught you better than that.”

      He lifted his chin. “You did, Mother. The fault is entirely my own.” He pinned a look to his face that he hoped was suitably recalcitrant. There was no winning an argument with his mother when it came to Society and his manners.

      “Yes, well. This isn’t something that will simply go away. You’ve insulted a particularly well-connected young woman. The Whitmoreland girl is precisely the type of young woman you should want to take to wife, not the type you insult to the point of causing her to slap you. I shudder to think what the papers will write about this.”

      Aiden groaned and pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. “Did you say…Whitmoreland?”

      “Yes, Lady Jessica Whitmoreland is the granddaughter of the Duke of Holden and the sister-in-law of the Duke of Edgefield.”

      Which makes her brother… All the air slowly escaped from Aiden’s lungs. “Oof.”

      “The Marquess of Whitmore, yes, indeed,” Mother finished, folding her arms over her chest, and giving Aiden a warning look.

      Aiden groaned again. Damn it. Whitmore was a good chap. The marquess had been two years his senior at Eton and Oxford. They’d known each other throughout childhood. And Aiden also knew Whitmore’s closest mate and brother-in-law, The Duke of Edgefield. Also a good chap. Aiden bit his lip. “I’ve really done it now, haven’t I?”

      “I’m surprised Whitmore hasn’t already called you out. You should hope he’s not waiting at your town house as we speak. Lady Jessica is a twin. She and her sister made their debuts this year. Lovely girls. Excellent family. And you’ve insulted them all.”

      Aiden winced, tugging at his cravat. “Damn. Very well. I’ll go to the club this afternoon, find Whitmore, and apologize.”

      His mother’s dark brows shot up. “You’ll do more than that. I expect you to find Lady Jessica herself and apologize.” She glared at him. “Profusely.”

      Aiden nodded. “Yes. Yes. I shall.”

      “And it still may not be enough. No doubt she’s convinced you’re the devil himself.”

      “Now, that’s ridiculous. I’m far more handsome than the actual devil.” He shot his mother a roguish grin.

      “Don’t be impertinent. You owe the Whitmorelands a set of heartfelt apologies. Immediately, Aiden. Do I make myself clear?”

      He crossed over the thick carpet and leaned down and kissed his mother on the top of the head. She was the only person he allowed to order him about. “Perfectly, Mother. You know I’d do anything for you. Even go profusely apologize to an angry little school marm of a debutante.”

      “Good. Lady Jessica Whitmoreland is the belle of the Season, Aiden. If she sets her cap against you, all the other debutantes may follow suit.”

      He rolled his eyes. “If I was looking for a wife, I might care.”

      “You should be looking for a wife,” Mother pointed out.

      “‘Should’ is not a word in my vocabulary. You know that.”

      His mother rolled her eyes this time. “I fear I did too good a job of teaching you the importance of your title, Aiden. And not a good enough job of teaching you how to be humble when required.”

      Aiden shrugged and flashed another grin. “Father always said humility is for the weak.”

      Mother inclined her head. “Perhaps, but good manners are never unwelcome. You are far too used to getting your way and having everyone stand clear and allow you to behave atrociously.”

      “Not to worry, Mother. I shall be on my best behavior when I apologize to the school marm.” He turned toward the door. “All will be forgiven. You’ll see.”

      “See that you do. And don’t call her a school marm.” Mother followed him to the door. “After you apologize, I intend to pay a call on Lady Jessica’s mother, the marchioness. We cannot allow your thoughtless words to damage this young woman’s reputation. From what the servants tell me, the entire ton is talking about the slap when they should be talking about Lord Whitmore’s engagement. He announced it last night at the ball.”

      “Did he?” Aiden blinked. That was news, but not entirely surprising. He supposed all men with titles must fall victim to the parson’s noose eventually. Unlike St. Clare, most of them wanted heirs.

      “I suppose you were too busy drinking and being slapped to notice.”

      Aiden chuckled. “You’re right, Mother.”

      He pulled open the door to the drawing room, mentally planning the remainder of his day. First, he would go to the club and find Whitmore, congratulate him on his impending nuptials, and smooth things over in regard to his sister. After all, it would be prudent of Aiden to apologize first to the person capable of calling him out. Hopefully, he would find Whitmore in a good mood due to his engagement. Then, Aiden would seek out the overly outraged Lady Jessica and apologize to the chit directly. He’d smile and wink at her, and things would be right in no time. No doubt she’d be following him about like a puppy the next time he saw her in public.

      As he made his way out to his coach, he rubbed his cheek again. His mother’s words echoed in his memory. Apparently, he could cross Lady Jessica Whitmoreland off the list of people who stood clear and allowed him to behave atrociously. His ears had rung for a good five minutes after that slap. He tested his jaw. No woman had ever slapped him before, and he’d said a good many things that no doubt deserved a proper slap. Perhaps it wouldn’t be a complete bore to pay Lady Jessica a call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Marquess of Whitmore’s Drawing Room, Later That Morning

      

      

      “I thought you’d researched your duke. How did you fail to learn he was such a scoundrel?” Eliza wanted to know as she watched Jessica pace back and forth in front of the windows that faced the street.

      As usual, Jessica’s twin, Eliza, sat in the overstuffed chair in the corner, nose buried in a book. But she lifted her head every now and again in order to pepper her sister with questions.

      “I’d heard he was arrogant, of course. I thought it was an exaggeration. You know how the papers are.” Jessica wrung her hands as she continued pacing. She’d been a fool to ignore the gossip.

      Eliza tilted her head to the side. “If anything, it seems to me that the duke’s more unsavory qualities are underreported.”

      “Agreed,” Jessica replied. She stopped pacing to lean over and tug a dead leaf from a potted palm in the far corner. She patted the little plant and whispered good morning to it before she continued her pacing.

      She’d spent a sleepless night, her emotions seesawing from abject misery to righteous indignation. This morning she’d dressed and come downstairs, her stomach in knots, somewhere closer to abject misery.

      The papers.

      She needed to see what the papers had to say about last night. Her reputation and her entire future hung in the balance. But she’d yet to see the papers. One of the footmen had informed her that Mother and Justin had them and were currently discussing The Slap in Justin’s study. Jessica could do nothing but wait. Thank heavens dear, loyal Eliza had come down to wait with her.

      “If I were you, I’d go press my ear to the study door,” Eliza offered, peering over the top of her book.

      Jessica shook her head. “You know I would never do that. That’s eavesdropping.”

      A sly smile covered Eliza’s face. “Do you want me to do it? I’m only too happy to—”

      “No. No thank you. I’m certain they’ll be along any moment.” There was no need to descend into chaos. No matter what the papers said, there had to be some way to manage it. She could control this. She would.

      “Very well. But tell me, was the duke handsome at least?” Eliza prodded.

      A pair of mocking cerulean eyes flashed through Jessica’s memory to be quickly replaced by another memory: an arrogant smirk on a sharp jaw. “I wasn’t thinking about his looks while he was being insulting,” she replied. It was true, but she had thought about his looks before that. Though now she’d die before she’d admit how handsome he’d been. The moment he’d opened his mouth, he’d instantly become unattractive.

      Disappointment covered Eliza’s features. “I wish I would have stayed at the ball with Justin and Madeline last night so that I might have caught a glimpse of the duke.”

      “I can save you the trouble of catching a glimpse of him. He looks precisely like a horse’s ass,” Jessica sniffed, stopping to stroke the leaves of a small fern near the window.

      Eliza laughed and shut her book, which just proved how preoccupied she was with the events of the previous evening. Not much served to keep Eliza from reading. She sat up and moved to the edge of her seat. “I cannot believe you actually slapped him, Jessa. That was truly brave of you. I’m quite proud of you, you know.”

      Jessica sighed. The knot remained twisted in her belly. She pressed a hand to it. “That makes one of us. I, however, feel as if I may retch.”

      “What? Why? What have you got to be worried about?” Eliza blinked at her.

      Jessica stopped, posted her fists on her hips, and stared at her sister as if she’d lost her mind. “I slapped the Duke of Thornbury. In public. Heaven only knows what this shall do to my reputation. Not to mention yours. This may bring shame upon the entire family, Eliza. Oh, where are Mama and Justin with the papers?” She resumed her pacing and her hand-wringing, glancing anxiously toward the door every so often.

      “The duke is the one who should be worried. He should worry that Justin will call him out,” Eliza replied with an indignant nod. She settled back into her chair and reopened her book. “And as for your reputation, I continue to believe that reputations are highly overrated.”

      Jessica shook her head more vehemently this time. “They most certainly are not. They’re quite important. And I cannot believe I risked mine by slapping that beast.”

      “I must admit,” Eliza continued,“I was quite surprised. I’ve never known you to do anything so…so…”

      “Rude? Unmannerly?” Jessica offered as she quickened her pace.

      “I was going to say unpredictable,” Eliza replied, tapping her book against her chin.

      “That’s not much better,” Jessica said. “You know I pride myself on my manners. I cannot believe I allowed that unmannerly clod to cause me to lose my temper.”

      “Yes, as to that, I still want you to tell me why you slapped him. What exactly did he say to you?” Eliza set the book in her lap and leaned forward in her seat again. She ogled Jessica as if waiting on tenterhooks.

      Jessica sucked in her breath and touched a hand to her coiffure, ensuring her chignon was still perfectly in place. “I cannot tell you.”

      Eliza frowned. “Why?”

      “It’s…” Heat spread from Jessica’s neck up to her hairline. “Indecent.”

      Eliza rolled her dark eyes and sighed. “How am I to learn indecent things if no one ever tells me about them?”

      “Elizabeth Whitmoreland!” Jessica said, stopping to stare at her sister and plunking a hand on her hip again. “You should not want to learn about indecent things.”

      Eliza waved a hand in the air as if dismissing her sister’s comment. “Much like reputations, decency is overrated as well. And whether I should want to or not, I do, so please tell me.” She gave Jessica a beatific smile and batted her eyelashes.

      Jessica cleared her throat and resumed pacing. Her voice was high and thin. “I’ll only say that he mentioned my….my…breasts.”

      “Oh, my. Really?” Eliza’s eyes were wide as wagon wheels. “Your breasts? Your personal breasts? Not breasts in general?”

      Jessica ignored that question. She’d moved on to rearranging the white roses in a vase atop the pianoforte. Poor little dears were already beginning to wilt. “I cannot believe I did it. I cannot believe I did it,” she repeated under her breath, appalled at the memory of her own behavior. Why, in her entire life, she’d never done anything so reckless. The hint of a smile popped to her lips. Honestly, the memory of Thornbury’s stunned face would almost be worth it if it wasn’t for the potential repercussions on her family and her marriage prospects. “And without a care for any of you. You do realize, don’t you, Eliza, that this will affect you too? It will affect all of us if there is a scandal.”

      Eliza waved a hand in the air again. “Oh, posh. Who cares? What? A few less gentlemen will pretend to be interested in me only because of my family name and indecently large dowry. Such a fate!” She pressed the back of her hand to her forehead in a dramatic fashion and let out a false sigh.

      “They are not only pretending to be interested in you for your family name,” Jessica insisted. She so disliked it when Eliza refused to see how wonderful she was.

      “Yes, they are pretending,” Eliza insisted. “You’re the one with the charming personality. I’m the dreaded bluestocking. But don’t worry about me. I have my books to keep me company. I suppose you’ll have to find another man to marry, though, won’t you?”

      Jessica pressed her lips together. Eliza was everything she was not—brave, and bold, and clever—and she never gave a whit about rules. That last part made Jessica worry on too many occasions to count. Her sister had completely dismissed the idea of attracting a suitor, and the thought of Eliza spending life alone with only a stack of books as her companions made Jessica inexplicably sad. Though after last night, she might well have to resign herself to a life of spinsterhood as well. “If I’m ruined for slapping Thornbury, another man won’t have me,” she replied.

      “Then we shall grow old together. The spinster Whitmoreland twins!” Eliza announced happily from her seat.

      Jessica frowned. The knot roiled in her belly. She adored her family, which is why her mistake last night weighed so heavily on her conscience. If her own reputation was the only thing at stake, that would be bad enough, but she’d put her whole family’s reputation on the line. Not to mention, she’d no doubt ruined a night that should have been entirely focused on Justin and his beloved Madeline. Jessica adored Madeline. They all did. Of course Justin and Maddie had assured her last night that she hadn’t ruined their special evening. But Jessica heard later from Eliza that Justin had barely finished his proposal when she’d found them and informed them that the rest of their party had to leave the ball because Jessica had slapped the Duke of Thornbury.

      “What color were his eyes?” Eliza asked next, interrupting Jessica’s thoughts.

      She frowned. “Whose eyes?”

      “The duke’s eyes,” Eliza said peeping over the edge of her book.

      Jessica shrugged. “I don’t remember.”

      “I heard they were brown.”

      “They were blue. Green-blue, really.”

      “So, you do remember?” Eliza replied, a sly smile on her lips.

      “Please, Eliza. I’m filled with nerves. Don’t tease me.” Jessica stopped to rearrange the already quite well-arranged flowers once more. Flowers calmed her. Flowers made her happy. These poor flowers would be rearranged a hundred times today if Mama and Justin didn’t come soon.

      “What precisely did he do after you slapped him?” Eliza asked next, waggling her eyebrows over the top of her book.

      Jessica pulled her hands away from the flowers and blinked. The fleeting image of the duke’s stunned face flashed in her memory. He’d been taken aback for only half a second before he’d recovered his sardonic mask, but it had been enough to please Jessica. “Nothing,” she replied. “I didn’t give him the opportunity to insult me any further.” After she’d slapped the duke and turned away, she had not looked back. She refused to look back at his dark hair, his hard jaw, or his tall, muscular body that had looked so good from behind. Oh, all right. Perhaps, he was handsome somewhere underneath that hideous disposition, but she didn’t care if he looked like Adonis. He’d been horrifically rude to her.

      If by some miracle her reputation was not in tatters, she would never utter the man’s name again as long as she lived.

      “Well, I say good riddance to the arrogant duke,” Eliza declared. “Who is next on your list?”

      Jessica turned back to face her sister. “List?”

      Eliza lifted her brows. “I assume you have a list. You always have a list. You love lists. Who shall you set your sights on next?”

      Jessica blinked. It was an obvious question but one she, absurdly, hadn’t given much thought. She prided herself on being prepared. Lists were some of her favorite things. Along with plans and manners. She should have abandoned her plan to meet and marry The Uncatchable Catch months ago. She should have made a list of other potential husbands. But she’d stayed the course and hoped for the best. She always hoped for the best. Failure hadn’t been a consideration. She’d told herself so often that the duke would be wonderful, and they would suit perfectly that she’d started to believe it as fact. So, there was no list of alternative suitors.

      “I’ve no idea,” she answered bluntly. Her mind whirred, suddenly intent on making a new plan. First, she needed to assess the damage to her reputation. If it were irreparable, she and Eliza might have to slink off to the country and become spinsters. There would be no need for a list. Next, (if her reputation wasn’t shredded) she would consult with Mama to make a list of the most eligible bachelors of the Season. Oh, she could kick herself for allowing that reprobate Thornbury to goad her into slapping him, but why hadn’t she already made a list?

      She drew her hands from the flowers and went to stare out the wide bay window facing the street. Carriages and carts rattled along in front of the house as usual, casually oblivious to the fact that she may well have ruined her entire life. It was frightening how a matter of hours could change the entire course of one’s life.

      Eliza sat up and stared at Jessica, cocking her head to the side. “You don’t already know who’s next?”

      “No.” Jessica turned to her sister, biting her lower lip. “I’d set my sights on Thornbury.”

      Eliza nodded. “Then, I’d say it’s quite simple. You should endeavor to meet the most eligible bachelors who are actually looking for wives this Season. Though perhaps this time, before you set your sights on one man in particular, you should meet him first and ensure he’s not awful.”
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