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1
Dear Reader,


  
  This novel is part of my Touches of Austen Collection of Austenesque stories.  These stories feature original characters and plots that have been touched in some way by the influence of Jane Austen and her novels.

  In His Sensible Heart, there are a few nods to and mentions of Sense and Sensibility. For instance, the heroine is a sensible lady, much like Elinor Dashwood. She also has a less sensible sister. The gentleman who loves her does so to the detriment of his inheritance.

  Along with the intentional nods to Miss Austen’s work in this story, there may also be some which are purely serendipitous, and, then, there is one special nod in the description and actions of Miles’s tutor to a character from Pride and Prejudice for the true lover of Jane Austen to discover.

  If you would like to share your observations about which elements you thought were Austen-inspired, you can do that in my Touches of Austen Readers Group on Facebook.

  Happy Reading!

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  The clock on the bookshelf behind Miles Chapman marked the time with a loud and steady rhythm while he sat in the oppressive stillness of the room, waiting to hear his fate. The desires of his heart along with the deviousness of his father lay open before the gentleman whose daughter Miles wished to marry. As the minutes ticked away, he prayed his candidness was enough to earn him some favour.

  Mr. Wesley’s chin rested on his clasped hands, propped up by his elbows on the large mahogany desk that stood between him and Miles. He tipped his head as his quiet scrutiny continued. Finally, after a torturous number of minutes, Mr. Wesley lifted his head and spoke.

  “While I find it admirable that you have severed your ties with your father, Mr. Chapman, you must understand that your ability to provide for my daughter is a grave concern to me.” Mr. Wesley leaned back in his chair.

  “But the rumours, sir,” Miles pleaded, earning him a sympathetic smile, an expression which only meant one thing – his heart, which lay open and vulnerable, was about to be crushed.

  “That gossip is likely why Charlotte has given you permission to speak to me. She is a sensible girl who is not unaware of the damage the stories you claim are being spread will bring.” Mr. Wesley folded his hands across his abdomen as if there was nothing wrong in all the world. “I have not heard any rumours, but if there are some, I am not afraid to face them.”

  “Are you refusing my offer?” Miles’s heartbeat echoed in his ears. The happy picture of a future with Charlotte at his side began to fray at the edges and threatened to dissolve.

  Mr. Wesley shrugged. “I am neither refusing nor accepting. I am postponing.”

  “Postponing?” How did one postpone an offer of marriage, and did that mean there was hope for Miles to claim the lady who had captured his heart, or was the man just prolonging his agony, much like a cat playing with a mouse which would eventually become its dinner?

  “I know extraordinarily little about you, Mr. Chapman, and the little which I have heard does you no favours. It was, after all, Charlotte’s desire to escape your constant attention that reinforced her decision to visit her grandparents.” He rose from his chair and moved to stand behind it. “You are, in her words, an arrogant popinjay who is more fascinated with his looks and status than anything else.”

  The words hit Miles like a mirror shattering over his head in a row with the boys. However, that incident had not drawn blood the way Mr. Wesley’s words made his pride bleed.

  “Do you deny it?” Mr. Wesley asked.

  Miles shook his head. “I cannot. Miss Wesley is an astute judge of character. I have been encouraged all my life to be just like my father.” He released a breath. “And your daughter’s description fits my father perfectly, though I would add to it a few more descriptors about his callous cruelty – to which, by the by, I have never aspired.” What he would give at this moment to have had any other father!

  “The sins of the fathers,” Mr. Wesley muttered with a look of pity for Miles. “I will give you one year, young man, to put your affairs in order and to prove yourself worthy of my daughter.”

  Miles’s eyebrows flew up to where his longish blond hair fell over his forehead. “A year?” That was a dreadfully long time to be uncertain of one’s future, was it not?

  “Both you and my Charlotte are excessively young. You have not even earned your bachelor’s. You have admitted to being of what I would consider questionable character, for, to my way of thinking, any man who thinks more of his looks than his studies or his fellow travellers on this earth is lacking in integrity. You have also acknowledged that your father is a fearsome and cruel man, and I am not certain I wish to have my daughter tied to him in any fashion. Added to these things, is the fact that you are newly cut-off from your father. When your allowance is gone, will your resolve remain?”

  “Yes.” Miles rose quickly from his chair. “I will never be reconciled to my father.”

  “I require proof,” Mr. Wesley said flatly. “While you have professed your love for Charlotte, I am of the belief that my daughter does not love you. I will not let her enter a marriage of unequal affections. Therefore, you have a year to prove yourself and to earn her good opinion. Provided she will allow it, I will permit you to call on her.”

  “How can I call on her when, eventually, I am in Bath, and she is here?” Oxfordshire was not a short jaunt from Bath, and he only had one more term – a few months – at school. Then, he would have to take up his position as a research assistant and aide to Mr. Norman.

  “You may correspond with her, and if there is a wish for it on her part, she will be permitted to travel to Bath to visit her grandparents.” He crossed to the door to his study. “She returns to us on Wednesday. We will expect you to join us for dinner on Saturday next. Use your week to see to your studies. I know that is not how most gentlemen commoners approach their time at Oxford, but that is how I expect someone intent upon winning my approval to conduct himself.”

  “Yes, sir.” At least, he was not completely without hope.

  “I am sorry you have lost your father, such that he was,” Mr. Wesley said before Miles exited the room.

  Miles gave a sharp nod of his head. It was more than just his father that he had lost. He had lost nearly all his family, as well as his inheritance. While he did not regret his decision, he did feel like donning mourning clothes.

  “I am here if you need anything,” Mr. Wesley offered.

  The kindness in the man’s eyes caused Miles to pause before returning his appreciation of the offer. Mr. Wesley’s expression was one that he had never seen in his own father’s eyes. He had witnessed the kindness with which some of his friends had been treated by their fathers, but until this moment, he had not felt the warmth that such a thing could bring to a soul in quite the way he had just experienced it. While Mr. Wesley was not clapping him on the shoulder and welcoming him to the family, he was also not throwing him out. It was almost as if the man wished for Miles to succeed in the quest placed before him.

  Standing on the drive next to his carriage, Miles turned halfway and looked back at the flat façade of the Wesleys’ home with its three rows of symmetrical windows. Had anyone ever left the fate of his welcome to his own efforts?

  He climbed into his curricle and took up the reins.

  Mr. Norman seemed the sort to allow Miles to prove his worth, but Mr. Norman was not the father of the prettiest lady Miles had ever met. Therefore, his acceptance and expectations held a different weight. They were the masters of his future career, not the future of his heart.

  “Walk on.”

  He would have to make certain he could keep his carriage and horses on whatever money his father sent him. There was no other way to call on Charlotte but to drive. Her home was too far from his own lodgings for him to walk.  He sighed. Perhaps he could petition his aunt if needed, though he truly did not wish to do so. Deep within him, there was a desire to prove himself by himself. It was the same desire, though arguably altered in its direction, which had driven him to perform to his father’s satisfaction – and just look at how well he had succeeded there until he had found something far greater in value than the accolade of a father who only truly cared about the success of his son because of how it reflected on him. Compared to the value of Sir Allen’s own figure in society, his son – nay all his children – meant extraordinarily little.

  How had he conformed to such a lowly position as being the accessory to his father’s appearance?

  At the end of the driveway, Miles turned his carriage unto the road which would take him to his accommodations. He would have an hour to consider his former behaviour and how he could change it before he would draw near to his apartment.

  And consider it, he did. For twenty minutes he berated himself for his self-absorbed arrogance. Then, for the next fifteen minutes, he reviewed his interactions with Charlotte. It was not a pretty reviewal. He had inserted himself in her group whenever he had seen her. He had not waited to be invited. He had not even requested permission to join her. He had just assumed that he would be welcomed, for how could anyone not wish for his presence? And with that thought in mind, he returned to scolding himself for his conceit.

  “Do you realize what an idiot I am?” He asked the fellow who met him as he walked from where his horses and carriage were stabled toward the block of rooms that they both called home.

  “You may need to clarify in what sense I am to be considering your idiot-ness.” Miles’s long-time friend, Thomas Green, answered with a laugh.

  Miles shook his head and chuckled. “I am a pompous imbecile, Tom. In fact, I am such a bombastic buffoon, that if there were a book in the Bodleian about such fools, mine would be the image inscribed as an illustration.”

  “Am I to understand, from the colourful image you are painting of yourself, that your visit with a certain lady’s father did not go well?”

  “No, it did not go well. However, it did not go completely poorly either.” He took note of his friend’s expression. “That is precisely how I have been feeling – turned about and set on my head.” He stopped walking and stood at the bottom of the staircase which would take him to his apartment. “Or perhaps, I have finally been stood right side up and am so unaccustomed to it that I feel out of sorts.”

  That was likely it. His father had never stood him up properly. Indeed, his father likely did not know what it was to stand upright. He climbed the stairs behind his friend.

  “I have a year.”

  “For what?” Tom asked over his shoulder.

  “To complete my schooling and convince Miss Wesley that I am not the sort of fellow she should run from, but rather the sort she should run to.”

  “She still is not favourably inclined towards you, is she?”

  “Not at all, according to her father.” And she had not been pleased to see him when he arrived in Bath. Nor had she seemed overly saddened by his leaving her in Bath with her grandparents while he returned to Oxford. Perhaps, Mr. Wesley was correct.

  “Not even with your offer to save her reputation?”

  “Not even then.” Miles pushed open the door to his rooms.

  “Is she worth it?” Tom asked as he followed Miles into the sitting room. “You have given up a great deal for her already, and if she is not, at least, somewhat impressed by your sacrifices on her behalf, do you think she merits the effort it will require to convince her that you are a worthy prospect?”

  Miles removed his jacket and unbuttoned his waistcoat before dropping into a chair. “I should have given up all I had when I heard what my father did to my sister.”

  “You were sixteen.” Tom took the chair next to Miles.

  Miles shook his head. “How did I not see how vile he is?”

  Tom shrugged. “Your allowance was blindingly good.”

  A bitter laugh escaped Miles. “And now I wish I had been more frugal and less frivolous with it.”

  “What son of a wealthy father is not careless when he is young?”

  Miles leveled a pointed look at his friend. “You, for one.”

  Tom chuckled. “My father was not so generous as yours. I have had to be careful.”

  “We are opposites, are we not?” Miles said. “You are sensible, and I am not.”

  “And yet, we make a good pair.”

  Miles nodded, leaned his head against the back of his chair, and looked up at the ceiling. “Belle was always my favorite sister. She still is, and not just because her husband is going to give me a position. She is practical, and she liked learning about how to care for wounds and illnesses as much as I did.” He smiled. “I used to love telling her silly stories just to hear her laugh.” He sighed. “It became harder to do after Father did what he did to her and Mr. Norman.” He turned his head to look at Tom. “You realize, of course, that this is privileged information, and that if you share that I was being maudlin, there are a few stories I could tell about you.”

  Tom laughed. “When have I ever shared your secrets?”

  “Never, but…” Miles blew out a breath. “Life is not what it was. I find I need reassurance that you have not changed.”

  “I have not changed,” Tom assured him. “I am still the annoying friend who shall be at your door, demanding you join me in partaking of the learning on offer, far earlier than you wish for me to be.” He grew serious. “The question regarding Miss Wesley remains unanswered. Is she worth it?”

  “Suffice it to say, my friend, that I fully intend to allow you to elaborate on the joys of learning as we go to the library tomorrow, for surely, there must be some discourse or essay that wants preparation.”

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  Charlotte Wesley carefully clicked the door to her bedroom closed and stole down the stairs in her stocking feet. She longed for a solitary stroll in the walled garden before eating breakfast or having a meeting with her father.

  Last evening, upon her return from Bath, nothing had been said about Mr. Chapman except to say that he had called and that her father would speak to her in the morning. Instead, the evening had been filled with inquiries about her grandparents and her time in Bath.

  She sank down on the bottom step of the staircase to put on her boots. The suspense of waiting to know her fate was so great that it not only filled her mind during her waking hours, it had also begun to paint her dreams.

  “Did you sleep well?”

  The question drew a startled squeak from Charlotte.

  “I did not mean to frighten you,” her father said as he sat down next to her. “Are you still in the habit of sneaking out in the mornings?”

  “Of course.” She had been slipping out to the garden for a morning stroll since she was ten and her father had said it was allowed. “It is still the best time of the day to clear one’s mind and order one’s thoughts before duties must be attended to.”

  “I have always thought so myself,” her father replied. “And what might be troubling your mind this morning, my daughter?”

  Charlotte peeked up at him from where she was bent tying her boot. “Do you truly wonder?”

  He shook his head. “No, I had just hoped to hear you admit that a certain young man is on your mind.”

  She gave her laces one final tug and tied them in a bow before sitting up and turning toward her father. “How can Mr. Chapman not be on my mind?”

  “Is it a happy ponderance or one which grieves you?”

  That was a most excellent question. One to which she had no answer, so instead of replying, she shrugged.

  “Come.” Her father stood and held his hand out to her. “I will escort you on your walk because sometimes it helps to have someone to help sort out the knots of tangled thoughts.”

  Apparently, the solitary stroll for which she longed was not to be. She sighed inwardly before placing her hand in her father’s and allowing him to help her to her feet. Once her hand was securely tucked around his arm, the two walked leisurely down the hall, through the sitting room, and out the garden door.

  The spring air which greeted them was fresh and crisp, but the scarcity of clouds in the sky and the cheerfulness of the sun’s brightness spoke of a warm, clear day ahead. The trills and chirps of the birds in the trees seemed to confirm the assessment that today was going to be a beautiful May day.

  “Did you sleep well?” her father repeated the question, which had startled her earlier, when they were several yards away from the house.

  “Mostly, but to be truthful, I have not slept overly well for the past week.”

  “And why would that be?”

  She hated to admit the reason, for it did not sound at all like her. “I was troubled at the thought of coming home.”

  She had always loved her home, but now, knowing that there were rumours swirling about her and that Mr. Chapman had spoken to her father, home had become a place of unrest rather than solace.

  “Much has taken place. It is quite normal for you to feel unsettled about things and how they lie.”

  Normal it may be, but welcome it was not. Perhaps if she were to just discover what the future held, then she might be able to order her mind to accept it. “How do they lie? Am I to be Mrs. Chapman?”

  “Do you wish to be?”

  “My wishes have very little to do with what must happen.”

  It was the best answer she could give her father, for her heart was as conflicted now about Mr. Chapman as it had been six weeks ago when she had left for Bath. He was charming when he was not being arrogant, but he was so often arrogant that it caused his alluring smile and infectious humor to feel like it was something she should not enjoy. Simply put, she found him enticing and that felt wrong. He was not the sort of gentleman to whom she had ever aspired to be connected.

  “I will not force you to marry Mr. Chapman if you do not wish to do so.”

  They stopped in front of the fountain that stood in the middle of the garden. Paths led to the right and left, as well as continuing in the direction they were going on the other side of the pond in which the fountain stood.

  “Neither your mother nor I have heard any rumours such as those about which you wrote to us, and I have not heard Louisa mention any odd looks when she and your mother were in town last. It is possible that whatever tales might have been started died out almost as quickly as they began.”

  “Or they will not erupt into a furor until the object of ridicule has returned.” She cringed at the thought. All those years of being exactly what she was expected to be – undone in an instant and through no fault of her own. She had always thought that if anyone were to be the source of rumours in their family, it would be her younger sister, for Louisa was the more reckless and carefree Miss Wesley.

  “I suppose we will discover that soon enough,” her father agreed.

  “Unless I never go to town again.”

  “That does not seem very sensible, now does it?”

  It most certainly did not. It sounded dramatic and like something Louisa would say. However, at the moment, Charlotte felt a great deal more like acting as her sister would than acting as she knew she should.

  “Why should I be sensible? It has not prevented this…” her free hand flew around in a circle in the air as if indicating the whole world, “…mess.”

  Her father sighed. “You would not know how to be anything but sensible, my dear. You are the only child I have ever heard of who straightened the nursery without being told to do so. Sensibility is woven into who you are. Do you wish to go to the right or the left?”

  “I wish to sit and toss petals in the pond.” She also felt like stamping her foot and pouting, but she could not quite bring herself to act so.

  He chuckled. “We will sit, but I believe the flowers will stay intact.”  He scooped a handful of pebbles from the border of the walkway. “You may cast these into the water. They make a far more satisfying splash.” He sat with her on the small wall that was the border of the pond. “And while you throw pebbles, I will tell you how I see your future.”

  The pebble she held between her fingers did not leave them. “Is it decided then?”

  Part of her wanted to mourn the loss of what could have been – a few years of dancing, theatre, drives, and calls, during which she would find the perfect sensible husband and settle into a quiet life at his estate – while another portion of her wanted to sigh in relief, for it knew she could indulge her admiration of Mr. Chapman without it feeling wrong, since admiring him would be expected of his future wife.

  “No.”

  Her eyes grew wide. “It is not? Did you refuse Mr. Chapman?” Why did she feel panic welling within her at the thought?

  “No.”

  “Father!” The smile he wore was far too amused. “Must you torment me?”

  He laughed. “Just a little. It builds tolerance in one who is as sensible as you.”

  “I am not certain it does.”

  He picked up a pebble from the pile that lay between them and tossed it into the water. “I have postponed Mr. Chapman’s offer.”

  “Postponed?” How did one postpone an offer of marriage? Did one not just accept or deny?

  “Yes, postponed. I have given him a year to prove he can provide for you as you deserve.”

  “He has no estate, and a year will not alter that fact.”

  “No, he does not have an estate, but neither did my great-grandfather. And yet, look at where we sit now. Just because a gentleman does not have an estate does not mean he will never have one. Nor does it mean he cannot provide a comfortable home and a good life for his wife and children. If a man is diligent, much can be accomplished.”

  And that was the problem. “Mr. Chapman is not diligent.”

  “He will be if he wishes to
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