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1
Dear Reader,

To those who know me, it is no surprise to hear that I am a fan of Jane Austen’s work. I have written many stories in her universe which play with her characters and plot lines. However, the collection of stories you hold in your hand is not in her universe. Instead, this bundle of books contains three stories in my Touches of Austen Collection of Austenesque stories.
 Each story in this series features original characters and plots that have only just been touched in some way by the influence of Jane Austen and her classic plots and characters.
 In this three-story collection…
 	His Irreplaceable Belle pays homage to Persuasion, and
 	Her Convenient Forever and His Sensible Heart have nods to Sense and Sensibility in them.
 
 In some of these stories, the influence of Jane Austen’s well-loved novels is readily seen while in others, you may need to look more closely. And then, along with the intentional nods to Miss Austen’s work in each story, there will also be some which are purely serendipitous.
 If you are an Austen-lover who can’t help but see the world through Jane-coloured glasses and would like to share your observations about which elements in these books you thought were Austen-inspired, you can do that in my Touches of Austen Readers Group on Facebook.
 Happy Reading!
 







His Irreplaceable Belle

They say time heals all wounds, but can it truly restore two shattered hearts?
 






Chapter 1

Fredrick “Fritz” Norman had just picked up his pen and begun to record his observations about his most recent patient when the door to his surgery opened. He looked up, intending to give a nod of greeting to his visitor before returning to his writing. But the sight of the person who had stepped inside his office caused his pen to stutter on the page.
 She was not supposed to be here. In fact, at present, if he had to choose one patient he did not wish to have enter his surgery, it would be her, for he was attempting to avoid her.
 Quickly, he placed his pen in its holder before he could make a further mess of his notes. There would be no returning to recording his thoughts while Mrs. King was present. She was a lovely woman, but she was demanding and did not like to wait.
 “Mrs. King, I had not thought to see you.” He pushed up from his desk.
 Mrs. King was not one of the patients who called on him at his surgery. She did not need to pay him in feed for his horse or eggs for his breakfast. She kept him on a retainer and expected him to call on her once a week to hear about whatever ache or pain was plaguing her at that moment. She was in good health and had no dire need of medical attention. All she really needed was for him to assure her that she was not ill.
 “You have not called in two weeks.”
 That had been purposefully done, though he was not about to admit that to her.
 She removed her reticule from where it hung on her wrist before skewering him with a critical look. “I could have died in that time, and you would not have seen me at all.”
 “You are not dying. You are amongst my healthiest patients.” He motioned for her to take a seat in the chair that was in front of his desk. It was turned at an angle so that he might approach his patients from the front, but, if need be, with a turn of the head, a patient could also hold a conversation with him while he sat and wrote notes.
 “I will not be in such good health if you continue to ignore me.” She sat as indicated, and her lips pursed and her brows rose as a look of great displeasure settled over her features.
 “I have not ignored you.” Avoiding was not the same as ignoring. “I have sent Mr. Spencer in my place. I assure you that he is an excellent assistant and his reports are most thorough.”
 “I will not see him. I wish for a physician, not a surgeon. It matters not to me how fine Mr. Spencer is.”
 Fritz blew out a breath. He had had a suspicion that his assistant being sent away completely yesterday without even gaining entrance to Mrs. King’s residence was a sign that he would need to find someone else entirely to take on her care.
 “I have a couple of meetings arranged with other physicians. Mr. Spencer was just a temporary measure to see that you were well while I found you an appropriate replacement for my services.”
 Mrs. King’s gaze roamed over Fritz’s face. Then, she shook her head. “That will not do. I shall see you or no one at all. Do you wish to be the cause of my deteriorating health?”
 “You are in excellent health, Mrs. King. I am certain you could sustain a period of time without weekly calls by a physician.”
 She adjusted the hem of the glove on her right hand. “But I do not wish to go without those calls, and I will have no one but you. I shall raise my payment by ten percent.” She opened her reticule and drew out a banknote. “Do you wish for me to leave this with you or your man of business?”
 “I have no man of business.” Which she knew for they had discussed that very thing not more than a month ago, and Mrs. King’s memory was as sharp as any he had seen.
 “Then, I shall leave this with you, and you can call on me tomorrow.”
 “I cannot do that.” For that would mean seeing her niece, and he truly could not bear that.
 She studied him again for a long silent minute. “Why?”
 “I just think it would be best if you were under the care of another.” It would most certainly be best for his peace of mind.
 Her expression told him that she did not think it would be better. “Is this new physician I am to see better than you?”
 “Perhaps.” He was not so arrogant as to think there could not be a better physician than he, but he also was not so self-abasing that he would refrain from declaring his skills as finely honed.
 “Can you guarantee that he is? For, from what I have been told by Mr. Blakesley, there is none better in Bath than you.”
 The praise of a friend was supposed to be something for which one should feel grateful. However, at the moment, grateful was not the feeling coursing through Fritz’s veins. Dread, fear, the feeling of being backed into a corner and held at gunpoint – all of those were much closer to the way he was currently feeling.
 “No, I cannot guarantee that. While I do believe my friend puts greater faith in my abilities than even I do, he is not wrong in saying that I am good at what I do.”
 Mrs. King smiled rather triumphantly. “Well, if that is the case, then, I should like a reasonable explanation as to why I should be placed in inferior care when I am paying for the best. If you cannot give me one acceptable reason to quit me, then you must remain as you have been – my physician.” She placed the banknote she held on his desk. “With a ten percent increase in your fee.”
 He picked up the banknote and held it out to her. “I can neither give you a good reason, nor can I accept this.”
 She shook her head. “You can and you will accept it. I will have it no other way, and you surely must know that a disappointment at my age is a perilous thing. It would not do at all for me to take to my bed with malaise when I have a niece who needs to visit the Upper Rooms and the theatre.” She stood.
 “And how,” she added with a charming smile – she must have been a very popular lady in her youth – “when I am bedridden, am I to take a walk in the Gardens to take in the air and enjoy the brightness of the day? It does so much good for one’s health, or so I have been told by the best physician in Bath.”
 It was just like her to use his words against him. She was like Blakesley in that regard – both were prodigiously good to him until they wanted something, and then, they would sway him by repeating his own wisdom to him. He shook his head. There was no way he was going to be allowed to quit his place as her physician.
 “I will have an apple cake,” she said with a smile and a waggle of her eyebrows. “Cook is making it first thing tomorrow as I expect Mr. and Mrs. Blakesley to call.”
 Very carefully, she placed her reticule back on her arm. “I should think that if you were to call half an hour before regular calling hours begin, you would be able to take tea and eat cake with your friends. I find it is always a better time when there are several good friends gathered.” She stopped at the door to his surgery which he opened for her. “And I do consider you a friend, Mr. Norman.”
 “I thank you for your consideration.”
 “No thanks is needed. One does not befriend another to receive thanks.” She shook her head as if it was the daftest thing she had ever heard.
 “Now, Annabelle,” she said to the pretty lady who had risen from the chair in the hall outside his surgery, “we have a garden to visit. Do not dawdle. A brisk walk is best for one’s constitution. It makes the heart hardy and hale and gives vibrance to the cheeks. Is that not what you tell me?”
 Apparently, he was not the only one to have his words of wisdom tossed back at him by Mrs. King when she wished to have her way.
 “Yes, Aunt. Thank you for seeing my aunt without an appointment, Mr. Norman.” She gave her aunt a pointed look.
 “Mr. Norman is a friend. One calls on a friend as one feels led. I needed no appointment.” Her smile slipped into a smirk. “Besides, his appointments were concluded for the day. I was not delaying him from another.”
 “How did you know that?” Fritz asked.
 “I saw Mr. Spencer leaving upon my arrival.”
 Oh! She was cunning.
 “From the sounds of your niece’s advice, Mrs. King, you do not need my care. I think you would do well enough without me.”
 “And not have a handsome young man to simper over me?” She chuckled. “I think not. Come along, Annabelle.”
 “Thank you,” Belle whispered once more before adding, “your attention means a lot to her.”
 “So it would seem,” Fritz muttered.
 “I am very glad to see that you have done so well.” She gave a sweeping look around the hall and through the door to his surgery before scurrying away when her aunt called to her from the door to Fritz’s townhouse.
 He watched her exit, and then returned to his surgery to finish making the notes he had been writing when Mrs. King entered. However, he did not cross immediately to his desk. Instead, he chose to peek out the window and watch Mrs. King and her niece make their way down the road.
 As he watched them, Belle looked back. Fearful of being caught watching, he stepped back but did not give up his observation of her. How could he? His heart was as drawn to her now as it had been six years ago. He sighed and allowed himself to feel the agony of a longing which would never be satisfied. Then, when he could see them no longer, he continued to his desk and dropped into his chair.
 His pen was waiting for him, and he knew he needed to finish his notes. Yet, his mind was not ready to return to the improvement of Mr. Weller’s leg pain when exercise and rest were taken in proper measure. There was no room to contemplate the role proper meals and limited sweets had played in Mr. Weller’s improvement. There was not even space to chuckle over the consternation expressed by Mr. Weller over the grievous lack of sweets in his home.
 Fritz’s mind was filled to overflowing with thoughts of Mrs. King’s beautiful niece and the puzzle of how he was going to be able to call on Mrs. King and not feel his heart constricting each time he had to sit and take tea with Belle.
 He dropped his head into his hands. Surviving such a call while Belle remained unattached would be painful enough, but what would he do when she had callers? How would he be able to tolerate seeing other fellows fawn and flatter her? And he knew they would. How could they not? Belle was as pretty now as she had been when he last saw her six years ago. She was much sought-after then, and he was certain she would be just as sought-after now.
 He expelled a slow breath in an attempt to alleviate some of the deep ache in his heart. The thought of another gentleman courting Belle was as disagreeable now as it had been every time it had crossed his mind over the past six years.
 He needed a remedy, some sort of prescription.
 He leaned back and looked up at the ceiling. What would cure a broken heart? There were tonics on the apothecary’s shelf or in the liquor cabinet in his home which could dull the pain, but none of those would cure it.
 He tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair.
 Love.
 That seemed the only thing which might do it. But where would one find such a tonic? Fritz had not met one lady of what he considered the proper age who captured his attention. And he had looked. Every season, with each new influx of temporary residents, he had looked.
 He scrubbed his face. He knew that if a patient were ill and if the right tincture was not available and could not be created, he would look to other solutions even if they were new and had not been rigorously tested.
 He blew out a breath. That was what he would have to do since the perfect remedy for his heart – someone who was as old as Belle, as pretty as Belle, and as practical as Belle – was not something that was available to him. He would have to look to a newer remedy.
 He scrubbed his face again.
 “A younger lady,” he told himself. “You must consider a younger lady.” Surely, there would be one who was not squeamish and given to fainting if he forgot himself and brought up a topic considered less than delicate.
 Belle had never been one to look faint or horrified if he mentioned some particular experiment which he had witnessed while assisting Dr. Darby in town. She had always found even the most gruesome bits to be of great interest. For all her beauty – and she had a great deal of it, even now when her bloom should be fading – it had not been her beauty alone which had captivated Fritz.
 What had called to him was her mind. It was inquisitive and quick. She would ponder the things he had told her about his studies and would often come back to him with some remedy which she had learned at the side of Mrs. Codling, a trusted servant in the Chapman house and the one on whom her mother would call first when one of her children became ill.
 There would never be another so perfect as Belle. He knew it in his heart. However, he also knew that such perfection was not to be his, for he could not take her away from her mother.
 He did not care if she never saw her father again. That gentleman was a fool of the highest order and did not understand Belle’s intelligence. In fact, Fritz had heard him caution her on more than one occasion to keep her knowledge to herself so that she would not frighten away a good prospect by being labeled a bluestocking.
 However, Belle and her mother had always been close, and it was only the fear of never being allowed to return to her home and see her mother that had kept Belle from running away to Scotland with him. He could have just as easily set up a practice in the north where no one would know of the rumor’s Belle’s brother Andrew had started which had labeled Fritz as inept and had kept him from finding a new position when his time with Dr. Darby had come to an end.
 He blew out a breath in resignation. Perfect or no, a replacement for Belle must be sought, so that his heart might, after all these years, finally find some measure of peace.
 







Chapter 2

Annabelle Chapman attempted not to look back at the house she and her aunt had just departed. However, the temptation was too great, and surreptitiously, she cast a glance over her shoulder.
 “Is he watching us?”
 Belle startled at her aunt’s question. She had thought she was being careful.
 “I am not blind, my dear,” her aunt continued when Belle did not reply immediately. “Nor am I unfamiliar with the longing of a young heart.”
 “My heart is not so very young,” Belle replied, neatly dodging her aunt’s original question or so she hoped. She would rather not speak about Mr. Norman. It was bad enough that she was going to have to see him and hear about him.
 “It is not so very old either,” Aunt Augusta said with a laugh. “Now, tell me if he was watching us.”
 It seemed that speaking about Mr. Norman was not something Belle was going to be able to avoid.
 “He was, but he is not any longer.” Was it because he had seen her glance just as her aunt had? Was that why he had stepped away from the window so quickly?
 “Do you really think it is wise to keep him as your physician?”
 “I will tell you again what I have already told you five times. Mr. Norman is the best, and as you know, I like the best. You are just going to have to prepare yourself to see him on occasion.”
 How did one do that? How did a lady harden her heart against the sorrow which seeing him would bring? As much as she longed for Fritz to once again proclaim his undying love for her, she did not expect him to do so, even if her heart, the foolish thing, hoped he might be persuaded in time. However, that seemed more like a young girl’s dream – the sort of dream which only came true when the girl was a creation made of ink and fancy who lived happily between covers of leather on a library shelf.
 “Did he agree to see you willingly?” She doubted it. He had not called in two weeks and before that, he had only called briefly and refused to stay for a cup of tea. Aunt Augusta had groused and grumbled for a full hour on each occasion.
 “No, but I did not expect him to do so.” She and Belle turned into the Sydney Gardens. “I cannot blame him for being skittish. A gentleman can only repair his life so many times – and I imagine, it gets harder as one gets older. However, he has nothing to fear from me for he will never receive anything but praise from my lips.”
 “But Father –”
 “Is a pompous bore. That man has always cared more for his appearance than he has ever cared for anything else, and your brother, Andrew, as improper as it might be to speak ill of the dead, was just the same.”
 She stopped in front of a bench. “A brisk walk is much better if is it interrupted by a bit of repose,” she said as she arranged herself on the bench. “We are not making a complete circuit. We have gone as far as I wish to go.”
 With a sigh, Belle sank down next to Aunt Augusta, placed her reticule on her lap, and passed her hand over the embroidered pattern on it, enjoying the variety of sensations the dots and curves created against her fingers and palm.
 There was no point in arguing with Aunt Augusta about the need for more exercise, for her aunt could be very recalcitrant when it came to doing what she wanted. That was how Belle had known that Fritz would agree to see her aunt again. Aunt Augusta would leave him no option.
 In that way, her aunt and father were alike. They were both stubborn old goats. Aunt Augusta was likely the more stubborn of the two, for she seemed to be the only one in all of Belle’s acquaintance who did not care how much she angered Belle’s father. Everyone else did as Sir Allen said, but not Aunt Augusta. At least, she did not if she had a different notion about what should be done, which was most of the time.
 “I believe you had a letter from your mother,” Aunt Augusta interrupted Belle’s reflection.
 “I did.”
 “Is she well?”
 Belle nodded. “She says she is.”
 “And does she miss you?”
 That was a good question. “She said she does.”
 “But…” Her aunt looked at her expectantly.
 “But, it was added as an afterthought at the end of the letter after she had told me all about how well Henrietta was progressing with her music and dance lessons. You can read the letter if you wish.” Belle took the folded missive from her reticule.
 “I am afraid the sun is not bright enough for that.”
 “Of all the preposterous things, Aunt Augusta! You do not even require spectacles to stitch until the lamps must be lit.”
 Aunt Augusta laughed. “Very well, it is not that I cannot read it. It is just that I do not wish to bother with reading when there are people to watch. Do you see that couple over there?” She pointed to a gentleman and lady who were walking arm in arm along the path to their left. “She is his sister. She is much admired, and he seems excessively protective of her.” She looked at Belle and raised an eyebrow. “He can be very particular and is not afraid to voice his opinions about things if you understand my meaning.”
 “He is a fine-looking gentleman.”
 “Oh, to be sure. Tall, handsome, and with a bank account to match him in size and attractiveness. However, he is not for you.”
 Her aunt was correct about that. No gentleman would ever be for her ever again. She had given her heart to Fritz many years ago now, and he still had it, whether he wished for it or not. She could not love another for she loved Fritz. She had tried but without success.
 That was why she was here — to learn how a lady lives on her own. Aunt Augusta had been widowed just eight years after marrying and had never married again. Nor did she seem as if she wished to remarry.
 “His sister is just as handsome if a bit reserved.”
 “And, being the sister of such a wealthy gentleman, she is then an heiress, is she not?”
 Aunt Augusta nodded. “That is why her brother is so protective, I would assume. There are fortune hunters here just as there are in London. There just might not be as great a number for Bath is not so grand as town.”
 No, Bath was not so grand as town, but, in Belle’s opinion, it was lovely. Just as in town, the streets of Bath were busy and there never seemed to be a shortage of people to see wherever one went, but it was not as dreadfully depressing as London seemed to be. However, that was likely just her opinion of the place, for Henrietta seemed beyond excited to be taking in the season in town next year. Perhaps if Belle had not had her heart broken when she was there, she might have found it just as thrilling as her youngest sister did.
 “What else did your mother say. Surely, the whole letter was not about Henrietta.”
 “Oh, no, of course, it was not. There was a bit of hope expressed about Sidney’s prospects. It seems he has written home about the same young lady twice now – a Miss Lucy Gibbs – and Father approves of her.” Apparently, Miss Gibbs had the right pedigree, fortune, and beauty to satisfy Sir Allen’s exacting expectations for his children.
 “Has he met her?” Aunt Augusta’s gaze turned to Belle and away from watching the couple she had pointed out to Belle just moments ago.
 “Yes, Mother said that Father returned from town with a glowing report of Miss Gibbs and a fine bottle of wine, which was a gift from Miss Gibbs’s father.” Belle’s father had been gone when she left home to come to Bath, and she had been glad of it. It meant that she had been seen off by just her mother and Henrietta, who were too kind to mention how she was wasting her looks on spinsterhood.
 “Well, then, Miss Gibbs is as good as married to our Sidney. I assume he is still attempting to please your father.”
 “Very much so.”
 Sidney was now the heir to the baronetcy, unless, of course, her father cut him off and named Miles, who was their father’s favourite, as heir in Sidney’s stead.
 “Why would he not?” she asked when her aunt shook her head in a disapproving fashion. “They have all heard of what happened to Mr. Norman, and Father has not been backward in making known his desire to be followed by a son who values the centuries-old traditions of our family.”
 “Well,” Aunt Augusta said with a huff, “I hope Miss Gibbs is a sweet girl, for Sidney is not your father.”
 No, Belle’s younger brother was more like their mother than their father, which was why he was so willing to please his father even when they did not agree.
 “Judith is about to enter her second confinement. As you might expect, she is hoping for a boy this time.”
 Judith, who was only a year younger than Belle, had been married since the summer after her first season.
 “And both Mother and I hope she gets her wish,” Belle added.
 Judith had not become pregnant until three years after she married and had then been disappointed by the birth of a girl. It was not that she did not love her daughter. It was just that she worried about her husband not having a male heir because his property was entailed away from the female line.
 “She worries far more than she should. Her husband will not see her or their daughters left without a home or an ample income. He seems a sensible sort.”
 And that was why Judith had not been home to visit her family more than once since she married. It was also why their father never mentioned Judith’s husband without a shake of his head.
 Fortune had shone on Judith for she had not only married a gentleman who had all the requirements their father desired but who also loved Judith madly and above all else. Nothing mattered more to him than his wife and now their daughter. To prove his devotion to Judith and their growing family, he had sold off a carriage to have some extra funds to invest once his daughter had been born. Sir Allen had not been pleased by the news, but Judith’s mind had been eased.
 Fritz would be that way. Belle knew it. He was a gentleman who, quite naturally, felt compelled to see to the needs of everyone, and whose compulsion to care for others only intensified when presented with the needs of someone counted among those whom he held dear. It was this caring and compassionate part of his nature which had first drawn Belle to him and had recommended him to her as a gentleman with a promising future. He had not had much in the way of wealth and worldly possessions when they had first met, but she had known, to the depths of her soul, that it was only a temporary state for him. She had always believed he would be a great success, and from what she had seen today and had heard since she arrived in Bath, her assessment had been correct. He was a success and would continue to be so.
 Oh, to be a part of his life and cheer him on to further greatness as his wife! Her heart still cried for what had been lost. It ached with its desire to be the lady at his side. But how could she be? Why would a gentleman who had been so wronged ever wish to be tied to the very family who had threatened to deny him of his profession? Was not his reticence to continue his care of her aunt proof of that very thing?
 “Was there any news of Miles?”
 “Not much. However, he has not been dismissed from school, so things must be well with him.”
 From an early age, Miles, Belle’s youngest brother, had been spoiled by their father. In their father’s eyes, Miles could do no wrong, even when, in actual fact, he was doing wrong. He had a thirst for frivolity that seemed unquenchable.
 Be that as it may, Annabelle could not help but smile at the thought of him. He was delightful. While he might be overindulged, his was not the sort to lord his good fortune over others. He was far too amiable for that. And since he had no reason to fear their father, he was always relaxed and playful. Many a tale of his escapades, told in his charming fashion, had brought a smile to Belle’s face, even on the darkest of days.
 “It is good to see you smile,” her aunt said. “You do it far too little. Your smile has always been your most beautiful feature, and, my dear, dear niece, that is no small feat when there are so many other beautiful things about you with which it must compete.”
 Belle slipped her hand around her aunt’s elbow and down to her hand, which she grasped. “Perhaps you can teach me how to smile as I used to?”
 Her aunt squeezed Belle’s hand. “I shall try my very best,” she assured her before rising. “I find I grow weary of this aspect, so perhaps it is time to wander toward home?”
 “That sounds lovely,” Belle agreed.
 “Of course,” her aunt said as they began walking toward the entrance to the gardens, “I would not be opposed to stopping at a shop or two on our way.”
 “I think two would be the perfect number,” Belle agreed. Hopefully, one of those shops would sell lace and ribbons, for she could use a bit more of both to finish the dress she had begun sometime before she had arrived at her aunt’s house.
 Her aunt chuckled. “This, my dear, is why we are so perfectly matched.”
 







Chapter 3

The late afternoon sun felt wonderful and warming as Fritz turned his face towards it. The brightness that filtered through his eyelids was restorative. It had always drawn him forward from his often deep ponderings with a cheerfulness that was unparalleled by anything else, save for the smile of a particular lady.
 However, he was not sitting in the garden to think about Belle. He was here to clear his mind and turn it towards the task at hand – finding a wife who was not Belle.
 He drew a deep breath and released it. But neither the freshness of the spring air nor the intensity of the sun could chase away the dark shadow of sadness that passed across his heart at the thought.
 “Mr. Norman.”
 Fritz straightened himself and opened his eyes. “Mrs. Blakesley.” He stood.
 “Please call me Grace. I think we will be good enough friends for such familiarity.” Grace Blakesley took a seat on the bench next to where Fritz had been leaning backward and enjoying the sunshine. “My husband does not mind if you call me by my Christian name, do you, Walter?”
 Walter Blakesley chuckled as he shook his head. Was there a happier man in all of Bath? Fritz was certain he had not seen one – not even Mr. Clayton and Mr. Shelton, who were each, without a doubt, happily and contentedly married and awaiting the arrival of a child, shone quite like Blakesley did. Joy effused every part of Blakesley’s person.
 “You may call my wife whatever she wishes for you to call her.”
 “I hate to disappoint your wife, but I may have to insist upon Mrs. Blakesley,” Fritz said. “I assume you will not be discharging me as your physician, Blakesley, will you be?”
 Blakesley guffawed. “And give up the best physician in Bath? I think not!”
 A rather grumbly part of Fritz’s mind wished that people would stop referring to him as the best physician.
 “Then, I assume you will also call on me if Mrs. Blakesley should ever be in need of care?”
 “Of course.” The answer was given without a moment’s pause.
 “In that case, Mrs. Blakesley, I will have to insist upon calling you Mrs. Blakesley. It would be too improper for us to be on friendlier terms.”
 Mrs. Blakesley scowled. “I do not see why it should be considered improper.”
 “There are many strictures which might seem ridiculous and yet we must abide by them. I would not wish to be thought of as unprofessional or lacking in decorum in any fashion.”
 Mrs. Blakesley’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, yes, right. I completely understand.” She paused to peek at her husband who had finally taken a seat next to her rather than standing and surveying their surroundings.
 The man was incurably curious.
 “Mrs. Blakesley is a lovely name,” his friend’s wife said happily. “I quite like it.”
 “I am glad to hear it,” Blakesley said.
 “As am I,” Fritz inserted before the two with him forgot he was there.
 Mrs. Blakesley turned back to him with a very serious look on her face. “I must apologize to you.”
 Fritz’s brow furrowed. She needed to apologize to him? For what?
 “Have you done something to me of which I do not know?”
 She shook her head. “No, you know about it. In fact, you were agreeable to it, but I should not have asked you to take part if I had known.”
 He was thankful that the lady next to him was his friend’s wife and not his. Such partial revelations were excellent at trying his patience.
 Mrs. Blakesley leaned a fraction of an inch closer to him and lowered her voice. “My husband,” she whispered, “has told me about what happened to bring you to Bath.”
 Fritz looked from her to Blakesley.
 “I would never speak a word of it to anyone other than Grace,” Blakesley assure him.
 Fritz breathed a sigh of relief.
 “Unless, of course, it was necessary to see you happy.”
 And the uneasiness Fritz had felt at Mrs. Blakesley’s confession returned.
 “We would never harm you,” Mrs. Blakesley assured him, and without hesitation he trusted her words to be true.
 It startled him how easily he believed her, but then she had such an open nature about her.
 “And that is why I must apologize. I should not have asked you to play the part of my suitor – not even if the reason was an excellent one.”
 “I do not see a need to apologize for my agreeing to take part in your scheme.”
 She sighed. “But I told you that my mother would never approve of you and my sister would never attempt to steal you away because of your profession.” She winced as she finished her sentence. “It was poorly done.”
 Ah, he understood now. “How could you have known I had been rejected for my profession?”
 “You are too kind,” Mrs. Blakesley cried. “I am certain my mother is not so unique as to be the only lady in all of England to think a physician is below her daughters – not that both of her daughters agree with her,” she hastened to add in a flustered fashion. “I should have known it was a possibility that you had been treated shabbily before, and I should not have put you in a position to have to be reminded of that.”
 “I knew what I was doing when I agreed to help you.” He smiled and nodded at his friend. “I could endure far worse for a friend.”
 “You must let me help you in return.”
 Uneasiness settled over him once again as he turned his full attention back to Mrs. Blakesley. “What do you mean? How do you plan to help me?”
 “Why I shall help you find a wife, of course!” She said it as if it was the most natural and wonderful thing in the world.
 “I am sure I do not need help.”
 Blakesley laughed.
 “I am quite certain of it,” Fritz retorted.
 “Are you married and have not told me?” Mrs. Blakesley batted her lashes at him.
 “No, I am not married.”
 “Are you courting anyone?” Again, she batted her lashes and looked at him as if he were an utter simpleton.
 “No, I am not.”
 “Is there anyone you wish to court?” She held up a finger. “Allow me to rephrase that. Is there anyone other than the lady you love whom you wish to court?”
 “I am not in love.”
 “That was not the question,” Blakesley inserted.
 What Fritz would not give to be able to rise, inform his companions that he had somewhere to be, and leave this discussion. It could not end well. It just could not.
 “No, I have not found anyone to court.”
 “Then, I fear you are wrong in this, Mr. Norman. You do, indeed, need help.”
 “No, I am certain I do not,” Fritz repeated.
 Mrs. Blakesley’s expression grew grieved. “Are you truly going to deny me both the opportunity to repay your kindness and allow me to pay for my sin?”
 “You have not sinned, and I did not help you to receive any payment.”
 “I told you he would say that,” Blakesley muttered. “He is a physician but not because he wishes for the accolades of those he helps.”
 “Well, then, I shall not do it as a payment for services rendered. I shall give it to you as a gift.” Mrs. Blakesley pulled herself straight and gave him a look that dared him to disagree with her. “You cannot refuse a gift. It would be most impolite.”
 “And, you would not wish to be thought of as unprofessional or lacking in decorum in any fashion,” her husband added.
 Of all the rotten things to do! Of course, Blakesley would throw Fritz’s own words back at him. That was twice today that things he had said had been used against him. He shook his head. “I wish you would stop doing that,” he grumbled.
 “Doing what?” Mrs. Blakesley asked with a none-too-convincing innocent smile.
 “Twisting my words to force me to do what you wish.”
 “I am certain I have not done something so vulgar as that!”
 “Not you,” he hastened to assure her. “Your husband is adept at it.”
 “He is rather clever, is he not?”
 “I would rather not agree with that.”
 “Agree or disagree, it matters not to me what you think,” Blakesley said with a taunting grin. “My wife thinks I am clever and that is all that matters.”
 There was no use arguing against his own logic, for if he did, he would end up calling Mrs. Blakesley Grace since he would have to admit his argument about being more formal was wrong – which it was not! He must consider the particulars of the gift he was going to be obliged to accept. “If I agree to accept your gift, what will that entail?”
 “Well,” Mrs. Blakesley angled herself closer to her husband so that she might look at Fritz more directly, “there will have to be an interview.” Her lips pursed. “Would you care to dine with us tonight or tomorrow? We could speak before we eat or during or, even, after.”
 “What sort of interview?”
 “I have not known you too very long, so I must, you see, ask you about what you would like in a wife. Tonight would be best.”
 “Or we could just speak about it now,” Blakesley inserted. “And you could still dine with us. I am not attempting to put you off or anything like that.”
 “I would not expect such treatment from you,” Fritz assured his friend. Blakesley was as loyal and caring a friend as any gentleman could ask for.
 “Do you think we could discuss it now?” Mrs. Blakesley asked eagerly. “I had thought to suggest it, but then, I thought it might be too forward to expect you to answer my questions without any warning that I had questions.”
 “Your concern does you credit, Mrs. Blakesley.” What did it matter if he answered questions now or later? “What do you wish to know?”
 “Will you join us for dinner tonight?” she asked.
 “Tomorrow would be better. My cook would not be pleased to know that the fish she is preparing will not be eaten.”
 “You have a cook?”
 “Yes. Does not every gentleman?”
 Mrs. Blakesley smiled and lifted one shoulder. “I have never been intimately acquainted with a physician. We only had a surgeon and an apothecary in our village, though we did have a physician when we were in town. However, I have never considered how he lived. Truth be told, I only ever worried about whether he would make me drink some horrid tea or stay in bed when there were much better things to do.”
 Fritz could not help but chuckle at her comments. “We are known for imposing unpleasant cures on our patients.”
 “He has a cook, and a few other servants,” Walter inserted. “He is not without an ample income. He is, after all, the best physician in Bath and rather astute when it comes to finances.”
 “Where do you live?” Mrs. Blakesley asked.
 “Oh, not far from here,” Fritz pointed in the direction of his house. “Just down there a bit. Close enough to walk through the gardens daily.”
 Her eyebrows had lifted. “And do you have a townhouse then?”
 He nodded. “As would be expected, part of it is dedicated to my surgery, and I have two tenants for the season.”
 She blinked. “You do?”
 Again, he nodded.
 “Two tenants? So then, your home is not diminutive?”
 “Not overly so. It is perhaps a shade smaller than Blakesley’s.”
 “Huh.” Her eyebrows were still lifted as she took in all of this startling information. “It is a good thing my mother did not know that, or she might not have been so opposed to you, for a townhouse is a good start. Huh,” she said one more time as if she was still finding it hard to believe he had a townhouse and was not poor. “I suppose I should have asked more about you when we were dancing rather than always asking about my husband. But he is very handsome.”
 Fritz laughed. “Yes, I would have to agree that he is not a poor looking fellow.”
 “Oh, most certainly,” she agreed. “Your living is comfortable?”
 “Yes, very.”
 “Is it enough for a family?”
 “Yes. I would not consider marrying if I could not provide for a family.”
 “That is very sensible,” she assured him. “Well, then, shall we walk, and you can describe the sort of lady who would be your ideal companion?”
 Describing his perfect wife would be both difficult and dead easy, for all he needed to do was describe Belle – without allowing his heart to grow so heavy that his true desire and the pain of denying it would be visible to all. He rose, and the Blakesleys joined him.
 “Please walk with Grace,” Blakesley offered. “It will make it easier for you to tell her what she wishes to know.”
 Fritz obliged and offered Mrs. Blakesley his arm. “My future wife must be sensible and not flighty. I like to discuss my research at times. Therefore, she must not be squeamish or given to fits of the vapors,” he began.
 “Oh, I would have never thought of that,” Mrs. Blakesley cried, “which is why this interview was necessary. I imagine, then, that you have a great many things to study, do you not?”
 For all her exuberance, Mrs. Blakesley was not without a keen, deductive mind.
 “Yes, there is always something new about which to learn regarding the human body or new methods of treating illness, and then there are my own writings about things I have observed which must be contemplated and compared to the things I have read.”
 “Oh, my! You will want a wife to be quite intelligent then, will you not?”
 “Ideally, yes.”
 “Must she know anything about medicine? I know some ladies are familiar with remedies. I myself have learned a few, though I admit to not having paid close enough attention to know many.”
 “It would be a great boon if my wife knew some common remedies – especially for the children. I cannot always be home.” He looked off into the distance and attempted to not see Belle in his mind as he spoke.
 “That is so sensible,” she said softly and then fell silent.
 They walked a few steps in silence.
 “Do you wish to know what I hope she looks like?” he asked, glancing at her.
 She shook her head.
 That was surprising!
 “May I ask why?”
 Her face pinched and sadness filled her eyes. “You do not need to tell me, for I know with what she must compare.”
 He swallowed and turned his eyes away from her so that she would not see the sorrow he felt.
 “That is the problem, is it not?” Blakesley said as he walked behind them.
 Fritz nodded. That was, indeed, the seemingly unsolvable problem.
 







Chapter 4

Belle trailed a finger along the handrail which followed the curve of the staircase. Her aunt’s home was beautiful. It was fresh and modern with a classical elegance that was welcoming. Ostentatious was a descriptor Aunt Augusta eschewed, for she said it reminded her far too much of her wig-wearing grandmother, as well as her self-absorbed younger brother. Therefore, she had made certain when she took this house to have it all redone to avoid anything which might smack too much of pretense.
 Belle doubted there was likely much which had been pretentious about such a lovely and relatively new home like this one, but she did not truly care what the motivation was for how her aunt’s home was decorated. She was just happy to be here, with her aunt and surrounded by fittings and fixtures that suited her tastes quite well.
 “Mr. Blakesley, Mrs. Blakesley. It is good to see you,” she greeted when she reached the bottom of the staircase and had entered the entrance hall. “My aunt will join us as soon as she has finished her appointment with Mr. Norman. We are to take tea in the garden sitting room today.”
 “Your aunt’s home is divine,” Mrs. Blakesley said as she followed behind Belle. “I know I said that the last time I was here, but I am so taken with it, I cannot help but repeat myself.”
 “I was just thinking the same thing mere moments ago,” Belle said. There was much she liked about her new friend, but Mrs. Blakesley’s tendency to thwart traditions at times and her expressive nature were likely two of the things Belle found most appealing.
 “I am certain I would sit in each room for an hour and just take in every detail if I were to be the fortunate one who lived here.” As she took a seat, her eyes followed the decorative molding along the top of the wall.
 Mr. Blakesley chuckled. “She is not exaggerating. I still find her in one room or another of our home, admiring some bit of décor or architectural detail.”
 Belle could believe that. Mrs. Blakesley seemed the sort of lady who threw herself into all the things she loved. Belle could not imagine her new friend doing anything by half. She was delightfully passionate about those things she loved.
 “They will become familiar and commonplace soon enough,” Mrs. Blakesley said to her husband. “However, I do not wish to forget them when we move to Erondale. Therefore, I study them so I might commit them to my memory.” She wrapped her hand around her husband’s where it lay on his knee.
 “Do you draw?” Belle asked, turning her eyes away from the pair in front of her, who were so obviously in love, and toward her hands for a moment to allow the prick of longing for such a future to fade.
 “Oh!” Mrs. Blakesley cried. “I had not thought of drawing them.”
 “But, you do draw?”
 “A little. Yes.”
 “I find it to be a delightful pastime,” Belle agreed. “I particularly like studying plants.”
 “Then, you will have to visit us at Erondale this summer. The garden there is lovely, and I have not even seen it in full bloom yet.”
 “This house has a fine garden of its own,” Mr. Blakesley said. “It is not extensive, of course, but it is well proportioned and designed.” He rose and offered his hand to his wife. “I have seen you peeking at the window. Come see it for yourself.”
 “Oh, yes, you must see it,” Belle agreed. “It is not as lovely as it will be, but it is still quite nice.” She rose and joined them at the window which looked out to the garden below. “There is to be a new flower bed dug just at the edge of the area which is laid to lawn. I believe it is to be done next week and some rose bushes are to be placed in it. Aunt Augusta loves roses.” They were flowers which were a bit like her aunt — beautiful but prickly.
 “I do, indeed, love roses,” Mrs. King agreed from the doorway, “Perhaps we can take a short amble through the garden after we have had tea.”
 “I would like that very much, Mrs. King,” Mrs. Blakesley said as she turned away from the window.
 Belle stayed as she was for a moment, looking out at the green lawn and young plants. She needed a moment to compose herself before she faced him. She had been considering all morning how she would behave. She had finally settled on being friendly and as open as one could be when faced with the gentleman one loved but would never have. She must be herself. She could not become suddenly shy and retiring. Would she wish to be so all her life? She was certain she did not. Therefore, she must begin as she intended to be while living in Bath.
 Having reminded herself of such thoughts, she turned to the room where the tea was being laid out on a small round table at which sat Mr. and Mrs. Blakesley, Mr. Norman, and her aunt.
 “I am happy you could stay for tea, Mr. Norman,” she said as she took her seat.
 The man looked uncomfortably around the group.
 “I suppose my aunt gave you little choice in the matter.”
 Ah, there was that small smile she remembered so fondly. The corners of his mouth would just tip up the tiniest bit. Normally, his eyes would also sparkle with amusement. However, just the small smile was enough for now. It was enough to give her hope of being able to pass a few minutes as friends or old acquaintances. Then the awkwardness between them might dissolve, and perhaps, with time, he would even come to forgive her for her family’s wretched behaviour.
 “She was rather insistent.”
 “She often is,” Belle agreed.
 “It is true. I am.” Aunt Augusta lifted the lid off the teapot to inspect the contents. She always did, for she did not want to pour out tea which was sickly looking.
 “Is it not ready yet?” Belle asked when her aunt took her seat rather than beginning to pour.
 “It needs a minute longer to be how I prefer it. We will begin with cake.” She picked up her fork, indicating that it was acceptable for everyone to eat. “Have you had any news from home?” She directed the question at Mrs. Blakesley.
 “Just two days ago, I had a short letter from my mother, detailing all that is happening in the neighbourhood and which neighbors had called and such. Nothing of great importance.” Her smile faltered. “Not yet,” she added softly and to herself.
 Belle wondered at her sadness. It always seemed to appear when speaking of her home.
 “Did she mention plans for their trip to the seaside?” Aunt Augusta asked.
 “I believe they will be installed in their cottage by tomorrow. She said that she has had a dress made for the occasion of their trip. ”
 “That is an excellent reason to have a dress made.” Aunt Augusta was pouring tea and, with a small movement of one finger, indicated to Mr. Norman to whom he was to pass each cup.
 Belle chuckled silently as she put a bite of cake in her mouth. According to her aunt, the sun rising in the morning was an excellent reason to have a dress made. That was one thing that Aunt Augusta shared with Belle’s father – a prodigious love of clothing and fripperies.
 “I have been attempting to persuade Annabelle to allow me to commission a dress for her, but she has yet to agree to it.”
 “I have a dress that is nearly finished, and Father made certain I had enough dresses before I left home.”
 Her aunt huffed. “Not a one of them is cheerful.”
 “They are practical and fitting for my station.”
 Just as she expected, the comment earned her a very pointed and disapproving look from her aunt.
 “I am fond of blue, and grey is a calming colour,” Belle added as she hid a small smirk behind her tea. Perhaps she should not goad her aunt as she was, but to do otherwise would not be being true to herself. Besides, her aunt enjoyed a bit of taunting, which was evident from the twitch of Aunt Augusta’s lips.
 “I can abide blue but grey?” Her aunt shook her head. “No one has died. It is not necessary.”
 “From what I remember, Miss Chapman looks lovely in both blue and grey.”
 The cup Belle held froze on her lips and neither poured any tea into her mouth nor sought to be returned to its saucer.
 “Well…” Aunt Augusta’s eyes were momentarily wide with surprise before she found her composure and continued, “Belle does look lovely in many colours.”
 “She does,” Mr. Norman, who was carefully studying a crumb of cake on his plate and pushing it around with his fork while his ears burned a brilliant red, agreed softly.
 Belle lowered her cup slowly, attempting to keep the tremble she felt out of her hand, yet, despite her efforts, the cup rattled the tiniest bit when she placed it on the saucer.
 “I would look dreadful in grey,” Mrs. Blakesley said. “I am certain of it.”
 Her gaze held Belle’s, and Belle recognized the gentle caring that lay behind the comments. Her friend was attempting to make what had been said into a natural turn in the conversation.
 “It would depend upon the shade, I should think,” Mr. Blakesley inserted. “I dare say there are shades of grey which would not look good on Miss Chapman either.” He shrugged when all eyes turned his direction. “I have had material presented to me for a jacket and only one sample was truly flattering though they were all of the same colour by name.”
 “What colour was that?” his wife asked, her curiosity obviously aroused.
 “Blue. It simply must be the correct shade and hue, or it is not becoming. I would venture a guess that the same is true with grey. A warmer grey with a green tinge or a golden undertone would likely suit you better than one that is too close to blue.”
 “I had not thought you a student of fashion, Mr. Blakesley.”
 “I know a thing of beauty when I see her,” the gentleman replied to Belle’s aunt without turning his eyes away from his wife.
 Belle glanced at Mr. Norman who had moved from studying his plate to running a finger along the rim of his teacup.
 He looked up at her just then and before his eyes could dart away, she forced herself to smile at him as a friend might smile at another friend who had paid her a compliment. Unfortunately, the action did not have the calming effect she had expected. Instead, he seemed more flustered than before.
 He pulled his watch from his pocket. “I am expected somewhere soon,” he said.
 Belle’s heart leapt to her throat. Had she offended him? Or had he remembered, after he had complimented her, who she was and what her family had done?
 “Oh, you cannot leave yet,” Aunt Agatha protested. “We were going to walk in the garden.”
 “I am afraid I cannot join you. I really must be on my way.” He tucked his watch back in his pocket and, rising, gave a small bow first to the Blakesleys. “I will see you tonight.”
 “You had better see us tonight, or my cook will be displeased with the amount of food not eaten,” Mr. Blakesley said.
 “And I would miss your company,” his wife said.
 “I will be there,” he assured her. Then, he bowed to Belle and then her aunt. “Miss Chapman, Mrs. King, I thank you for your hospitality.”
 His eyes shifted from Aunt Augusta to Belle, but all she could read in them in the brief moment during which they were on her was sadness. She supposed that was better than anger or disgust.
 “I am sorry you must go, Mr. Norman,” Aunt Augusta said. “However, I am pleased you joined us for so long as you were able.” Her eyebrows rose. “I shall expect it again, just as has always been.”
 He paused before moving away from the table. “Are you certain you would not be willing to see –”
 “I shall not hear of seeing anyone who is not you.”
 He nodded and darted one more quick glance in Belle’s direction. “Then, I will see you again next week unless you find you are in need of my services before that time, though I doubt you will be.”
 And with that, he made his exit from the room.
 Belle cradled her cup in her hands as she sipped its contents. Perhaps attempting to be as she always had been, had been the wrong choice. Maybe she should have remained quiet and reserved. Oh, what a disagreeable state of existence it was into which she had fallen!
 She swallowed the last of her tea and returned her cup to the table just as Aunt Augusta began an inquisition into which flowers Mrs. Blakesley preferred.
 While Mrs. Blakesley, without an ounce of success, attempted to come to the point of picking a favorite flower, Belle pushed away the troublesome thoughts of Mr. Norman and whether he and she could ever be in the same room without the air feeling frightfully heavy.
 Belle smiled at Mrs. Blakesley’s look of confusion over whether she should choose a happy flower or a beautiful one. She had new friends, lovely new friends, who would surely make enduring the moments of awkward unpleasantness of being disliked by Mr. Norman much more bearable.
 







Chapter 5

Of all the stupid things to do!
 As he trudged down the busy street, Fritz swung his umbrella and imagined it dashing away his ineptitude in remaining unaffected in the presence of Belle.
 Above him, the sky was a mix of blue and grey with the blue portion being larger than the grey at present. If only his life could become more clear than cloudy as quickly and easily as the heavens seemed to shift from threatening to favorable.
 Why had he told Belle that he remembered how pretty she was in everything she wore?
 He stepped to the side to let a sedan chair pass.
 What an utter dolt he was! He shook his head. She had been startled by his admission – that was obvious! It had taken her several minutes to be able to look at him and smile sympathetically at his idiocy.
 That smile.
 His eyes closed as his heart squeezed small and retreated, attempting to hide from the longing he had felt at seeing that smile and the compassion in her eyes which was so much a part of her. How was he ever to find someone to take her place?
 “Ah, Mr. Norman. Have you come to inspect the lot of us to see if we are following your directives?”
 Fritz turned to the older gentleman who had joined him. “I am not certain I understand your meaning, Mr. Wesley.”
 Mr. Wesley, who leaned heavily on his cane, tipped his head to the right. “The Pump Room.”
 Fritz took in his surroundings. Chairs delivered people behind him while large columns on the face of the elegant building before him seemed eager to have him pass between them and enter with the others. He was indeed at the Pump Room, but how had he gotten here? This was not the direction in which he had intended to walk. He had intended to go home and spend a few hours in his surgery reading through his notes and writing a letter about his findings. Submersing himself in his work seemed a fine way to rid his mind of Belle, or, at least, it would occupy him so much that thoughts of her would be pushed aside for the time being.
 “I have just arrived to take a meander around the place. That is, I shall meander after I have a sip of that foul-smelling water you claim will do me good and not hasten my demise.”
 Fritz’s lips tipped up in amusement at his companion’s testy tone. Mr. Wesley was always complaining about the instructions he was given. However, though the man would grumble loudly, he never strayed from what he was told to do. Would that all his patients were so compliant.
 “Would I purposefully wish for your demise to the point of attempting to design its soon arrival?”
 “That contraption you insisted I use twice a day seems precisely conceived to do just that.”
 “Does this grumble mean you are using your chamber horse as instructed?”
 The man next to him grunted. “My wife will not let me do otherwise.”
 “You have married a good woman then.” They stood just inside the door to the pump room. “Did she trust you to walk the room without her?” Fritz teased.
 “No, she wanted me to take my exercise while watching her empty my purse on dresses and fripperies. I thought it better for my health to not be witness to the creation of bills such as I know she is capable of procuring.” He shook his head. “She is a pretty thing, though. Always has been.” A small smile – a very foreign thing for Mr. Wesley – graced Fritz’s companion’s lips for a half minute before he shifted his gaze to Fritz.
 “How about you?” Mr. Wesley asked. “It is not good that man should be alone. Is that not how the scripture goes? I hear the pretty lady you were courting has married Blakesley. A fine fellow that Blakesley. I’d be hard-pressed to be too disappointed to lose a lady to the likes of him.”
 “I was not courting her,” Fritz replied. “We were friends, and nothing more. I am actually quite pleased that she chose my friend over me. They are well-suited to one another.”
 “But that does leave you wanting,” Mr. Wesley persisted. “However, I might be able to help you with that.”
 “I beg your pardon?” Had the grumbly old gent, hobbling along next to him as they made their way down the length of the Pump Room, just offered his services as a matchmaker?
 “I have a granddaughter or two, and I have several friends with daughters and nieces and granddaughters and the like.”
 He had. Mr. Wesley had offered to find him a wife.
 “My Charlotte is a fine young lady,” the elderly gentleman continued, “She has had the best schooling, and her father and mother are not at all above themselves.”
 “Meaning they would condescend to allow their daughter to marry the likes of me?” That is what it often came down to, did it not?
 “You know how some are.” Mr. Wesley continued. “They think themselves equal to the prince and far too above anyone who is not titled or the heir to a great estate which was earned in the proper fashion –” his elderly companion leaned closer to Fritz and hissed his next words with disdain, “through birth.”
 Oh, Fritz knew all he ever wished to know about such people.
 “We never taught our boy to be like that. His great grandfather was a mere farmer with a shrewd eye for advancement.” He chuckled and winked at Fritz. This was perhaps the merriest Fritz had ever seen Mr. Wesley.
 “He married a wealthy merchant’s daughter,” Mr. Wesley continued, “and invested in lands and livestock. You would be just the sort of fellow my grandfather would have liked. You are industrious and excel at what you do. I see a great future for you, and I believe it to the point of seeing you comfortably settled in a house of no small proportions, and such a home will need a mistress.”
 “I am content in my current dwelling.” Not that he did not plan at some point to acquire something larger. His current townhouse would accommodate a small family quite well, but if he were to purchase a larger home while keeping and letting out his current home, he would have additional funds to add to the fortune he wished to amass for his children.
 “Pah,” Mr. Wesley waved Fritz’s comment away. “Contentment is not without its merits, of course, but to be content with merely contentment seems a waste of your good sense and future fortune. My Charlotte is coming to visit me and Mrs. Wesley. She will be here for six weeks. Volunteered to come help my wife and me. She is a kind-hearted young lady and quite eager to get away from some fop with little sense for more than how he looks in a jacket.” His bushy brows rose. “She is quite sensible for being just nineteen as of last month.”
 “I am certain she is lovely, but…”
 “I will introduce you. That is all. Nothing more. Just an introduction. I am not the sort to force a match. I would not wish to see my Charlotte in an unhappy situation.”
 “I think I can allow you to introduce her to me.” Fritz was certain he had no
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