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CHAPTER ONE SILK | Chapter One

Excerpt from Choosing Heart or Home

“Promise me if your family is...I’m looking for the right way to say this. If your family is unhappy with my presence in their home, you must, I mean must tell me. I’ll never forgive you if you don’t.”

He opened his mouth to agree but she raised her hand. “I’ll have a second promise from you. If they don’t want me there, I will return to London immediately. But you must promise you won’t leave, that you’ll stay and visit with your family until after Christmas Day. Promise me. It’s the only way I’ll agree to go.”

Promising to tell her something that was sure to hurt her feelings was bad enough. Promising to let her return to the city alone was agony. He didn’t believe his visit home would require such difficult promises but the ghost of the possibility pricked his confidence.

“I promise.”

“I just know I’m going to regret this. But yes, I’ll go.”

“I’ll make the arrangements tomorrow.” He leaned in and kissed her. Standing, he took her hands and said, “What do you say we let the roast get cold.” He tugged her up and close.

She slid her arms around his waist. “I’d say it’s a marvelous idea.”  
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London, December 1889

Ruddy had crafted the perfect day. He and Honeysuckle had strolled through Regent’s Park, where shiny balls hung off the tree’s icy branches. In a nod to the popular late author, Charles Dickens, the city began decorating various parks in 1870, the year he died. In addition to the tree ornaments Regent’s set up what was a flimsy wooden structure to house a Father Christmas. A fanciful paint job disguised the cheap construction. The exterior was white with a bright red door with pillars of red and white made to look like candy canes holding up a peaked overhang. 

Ruddy and Honeysuckle peered inside when the door opened to allow a group of children to visit with the park’s Father Christmas. The bearded actor sat in a red chair with a gold frame. On each side of the chair, they’d placed trees. Candles had been tied to the branches, ornaments of silver twinkled in the candlelight, and runners of brightly-colored ribbons were wrapped around the trees. Two life-sized cutouts made to look like nutcrackers stood guard at the entry. All day a line of children a dozen deep waited to talk the jolly old man and receive a lollipop.

“With the traveling your parents had to do, did you get to visit with Father Christmas much?” Rudyard asked.

“Let’s walk.” Honeysuckle slipped her arm through his. “Yes, every town we were in at during the holidays had a fellow playing him. What about you?”

“Our village had one too. When I was three years old I went because I didn’t know he wasn’t real. From four years old on I went but only for the sweets he gave out.”

“Why’d you stop believing so young?”

“My older brothers, Caddock and Gareth ruined it for Will and me. They waited until the day we were supposed to see him and told us we were silly knobs and that he wasn’t real.”

“That’s just mean.”

“Older brothers are like that. Will’s an exception being that we’re only a year apart.”

“Did you cry when they ruined Father Christmas for you?”

Ruddy chuckled. “Will and I ran crying to our mother. With ten children and a house to run, Mum had little patience with nonsense that caused any uproar in her routine. She was preparing for the midday meal at the time and promptly took a wooden spoon to Caddock and Gareth. After my dad was told of their shenanigans, he ordered my brothers to clean the barn, clear out the old bedding and replace it, sweep, and scrub the water buckets. Served them right.”

“I’ve never been hit with a wooden spoon but I bet it stung something fierce. Did you get hit with it often?”

He shook his head. “My mother hit us with whatever was in her reach. For reasons that are a mystery to me, I seemed to manage to be naughty when she was doing wash. I was hit a lot with wet laundry of some kind. Swack.” With a fast and short flip of his hand, he demonstrated his mother’s action. “Let me tell you, getting smacked with a wet towel or undershirt stings like the devil.”

“Aww.”

“I’ll ignore your lack of sympathy. I’d like to walk down Regent’s Street to Piccadilly. We can admire the holiday displays in the shop windows and then stop at Fortnum’s for a cocoa and Scotch egg.”

Fortnum’s was known for their Scotch eggs, which he craved. But they played a bigger part of his plan. Honeysuckle loved ice cream and they had a concoction called Fortnum’s Frosty Folly. It had three scoops of ice cream in different flavors with a dollop of preserves and a sprinkling of crushed walnuts on top. 

“Harrods has the best holiday windows but this one is clever too,” she commented when they reached Fortnum and Mason’s display. 

The store had recreated a miniature village and peopled it with tiny folks carrying packages and carolers under a street lamp. Ruddy admired the skill the person who carved and painted all the tiny figures possessed. They had a level of patience he’d never had or would ever achieve. 
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HIS PLAN APPEARED TO work. She’d been in an especially chipper mood since returning to the hotel. She’d cheated dealing cards, which amused her and she only did it when in good spirits. She was excellent at it too. The magician in her parent’s theatre troupe taught her when she was young. True to the magician’s code, she refused to tell Rudyard how she executed the sleight of hand.

The St. Martin’s desk clerk rolled the dinner cart into Honeysuckle’s suite. He covered the room’s table-for-two with a white damask cloth, matching napkins and china settings.

“You needn’t open the Medoc. I’ll take care of pouring the wine,” Ruddy told the clerk. Before meeting Honeysuckle, he hadn’t known much about wines. But early on she said she liked full-bodied reds so he read up on different types to please her. 

“Will that be all, Mr. Bloodstone?”

“Yes, thank you.” Ruddy tipped the man a florin. After the employee left, he kissed Honeysuckle on the cheek and then filled the goblets and handed her one. “I thought he’d never leave.”

“Me either but he did set a nice table, although I’m disappointed,” she said. She ran her finger over the black and orange floral pattern on the rim. “This is Wedgewood. They call it their India service. It doesn’t look a bit Indian to me. Compared to the styles they have available, this one is...” She wrinkled her nose. “Too plain.”

“Actually the orange flower looks like the frangipanis I saw growing in the Delhi gardens.”

“You’ve been to India?”

He nodded. “A few years back when I went to visit my brother.”

“I like Will. He’s a charmer, like you. I hope he is awarded the Yeoman Warder position he wants.”

“His commanding officer thinks well of him. He’s been told if he continues to serve with the same high standard he does now, his name will be put forth to the Queen for consideration.”

“He only has three and a half years left. It will pass in a blink and with such a short time to go I imagine he’ll do just fine.” Honeysuckle took a sip of her wine. “Do you think you’d have liked being in the army more if you’d gone to India instead of Africa?”

Ruddy managed to swallow his wine while grunting his response. “No!” 

“That was a fast no.”

“Africa was hotter than the hinges of Hades, loaded with bizarre bugs and snakes and all manner of lifeforms looking to do a man harm. India is no better. It is just as hot but with the monsoon so you’re hot and wet for months on end. Bugs and strange snakes abound. Will hates India. Military service is his profession and he has an objective. Doesn’t matter how he feels or where he prefers to be deployed.”

Honeysuckle rose on her toes. “Hotter than the hinges of Hades, you make me laugh, Rudyard, with your colorful descriptions. I’m glad you left the army and came home to England and eventually me. Kiss me again.” 

Of course, he obliged. 

She eased off her toes when they broke apart. “Now to dinner.”

The scent of fresh baked bread filled the room. “Who doesn’t love the smell of fresh bread? It gets the stomach growling,” Rudyard said and munched on a chunk he tore off the loaf.

Honeysuckle lifted the cloche and the two of them inhaled deeply. “These scallops smell delicious too.” 

Ruddy brought a serving bowl up to his nose. “What did you call these potatoes?”

“Potatoes Dijonnaise.”

He plucked a thin-sliced potato from the dish and popped it into his mouth then set the bowl down. “I love any dishes with onions. When my mum fried them in butter...” A hiss passed his lips as he sucked in air at the memory. “That pungent smell had my belly roaring in anticipation.”

Ruddy wiped his cream-covered fingers off on his napkin and pulled the chair out for Honeysuckle. She gathered her skirt so it wouldn’t catch on the leg of the chair and sat. He waited until she was comfortable before taking a seat across from her.

“I’m ravenous.” She sliced off a piece of roast. “Hold out your plate.” He did and she placed the slice on it. She sliced off another piece and quickly took a bite. She closed her eyes and gave a slight shiver. “Devine,” she declared, opening her eyes.

Good. The savory fare bolstered her cheery mood. He wanted her in the best possible mood when he presented his invitation. She’d stubbornly refused to consider accompanying him to his parent’s home when he’d asked this past spring. With the right circumstance he felt he could change her mind.

He broached the subject as she enjoyed the beef. “Do you remember my telling you several months back that I missed my family? I haven’t seen them for several years and mentioned visiting them for the holidays?”

“I remember. I said you should absolutely go.”

“I am going to go. If you recall, I also said I wanted you to join me?”

She paused midway bringing a forkful of roast to her mouth. “Do you recall what I told you?”

“Let’s not play this cat and mouse routine. I refuse to go along with your reason for not coming with me. I said then and I haven’t changed my mind since, your profession has nothing to do with whether my family will approve of you or not.”

“It has everything to do with you and your relationship with them. Rudyard, I accepted years ago how society views actresses. I’ve been around performers all my life, you know that. I’ve spent my youth learning how decent folks think of us away from the stage.” She ate the mouthful of roast on her fork. 

Ruddy had steeled himself for a refusal on her part. He was determined to convince her to join him. He knew his mum and dad would welcome her. How could they not? 

“The fact I care for you as much as I do will be all my Mum needs to know. She’ll be happy for me.”

Honeysuckle moved to the bacon-suet side dish. She ate most of the pudding while giving him her hard, the decision is set in stone, look over the spoon.

He reached across the table and took her spoon from her and set it on the plate. “I swear on whatever you wish me to swear on, that my family, Mum included, will adore you,” he said, holding her hand. “And be happy for me. 

“My mother fears Will and I might never find someone special to care for and who cares for us in return. Every time my poor brother goes home, she brings it up. She’ll be delighted to see I have someone very dear and special to me.”

“How is it Will hasn’t a special lady? He’s handsome with potentially an excellent future ahead of him,” Honeysuckle asked, changing the subject.

“Will has always maintained he won’t consider courting a lady while he’s deployed in India. I don’t blame him. I’d never have brought a lady I cared about to Africa. India or Africa, both present an environment poorly suited for a gentle lady. Don’t think I didn’t notice you changed the subject.” 

She pulled her hand back. “Rudyard, trust me. I’ve no doubt your mother is a sweet woman with a kind heart. She raised two fine sons that I know of. But she has spent her life in a comfortable but unsophisticated village. As brutal as Londoners are about judging people by appearances and their place in society, people living in a village nestled in the Welsh countryside will easily be more judgmental. Their world is smaller. That limited exposure makes for strong opinions, long held opinions.”

“Not always.”

She shook her head. “You’re wrong. Village women don’t have wealth but to them they have something more worthwhile, their morals. And they wield those morals like a sharp sword. All my life I’ve heard them whisper when my mother walked by and sometimes, they didn’t bother to whisper.”

He stifled his budding irritation at her harsh view of the world he grew up in and by association, his mother. True his mum hadn’t traveled outside Brecon but once, to Hay-on-Wye. There’d been a huge fair with a fancy carousel she wanted very much to see. Fairs with carousels never came to Brecon. But her lack of travel didn’t mean she didn’t possess a generous heart.

As if she read his mind, Honeysuckle asked, Has your mother even been out of Brecon?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Hay-on-Wye. My father took her for a two day visit and stay in the Old Black Lion, a popular inn she’d heard of there.”

“Oh for mercy’s sake, Rudyard. Hay isn’t even outside the shire.”

“That’s not fair. You’re being as judgmental as you say my mother will be. You’ve never met her and it is unfair to assume she’s so uncharitable.”

“You ask more than you realize. I’m not unworldly and what sophistication I possess doesn’t make me immune to nasty taunts or wicked whispers.”

He moved his chair next to hers and positioned it facing her. She buried her hands in the heavy velvet of her dress. She didn’t resist him when he brought her hands to his lips and kissed her fingers. Then he set them in her lap again.

“Won’t you come this once for me?” he asked in a coaxing tone. He didn’t dare make his desire sound like a demand. She’d dig in her heels and not be moved, period.

“Why can’t you just go and enjoy seeing your family without me?”

“You’ve never been to Wales. The Black Mountains and the valley where Brecon sits are lovely even in winter. More than showing off the land, I want to show you off to my family. I want to introduce you to my parents and younger sister. I don’t know if any of my brothers will be there but hopefully you’ll get to meet one or two of those devils,” he said with an added smile. 

Honeysuckle gave a long sigh, sat back, and sipped her wine in silence. Ruddy hoped she was thinking the visit wouldn
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