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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 the first 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 Beautiful Bea contains nods to Mansfield Park,

    	His Darling Friend pays subtle homage to Emma, and

    	Her Secret Beau has touches from Northanger Abbey in it.

  

  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 Beautiful Bea


  
  
    
      Helping her capture the gentleman she loves just might break his heart.
    
  

  






Chapter 1


  
  Graeme Clayton’s pretty neighbour, Beatrice Tierney, blew out a breath, settled back against a tree in Stratsbury Park’s garden, and attempted to find a comfortable position in which to read. Graeme pushed off the garden wall against which he had been leaning as he watched Bea and walked in her direction

  The weather was warm, but not unbearably so, and the shade cast by the sprawling canopy of leaves above Bea surely provided a pleasant respite from the rays of the sun. That was good. Bea did not do well when she became overly warm. Hers was not the strongest constitution. Illness seemed to like her just as much as everyone else did.

  A blessed, cooling breeze occasionally fluttered the hem of her skirt and attempted to turn the pages of her book. Graeme could just imagine how that would begin to annoy Bea soon enough. She did not like to have her reading interrupted by anyone or anything. Of course, it was not the breeze that was going to put a stop to her reading.

  She darted a glance in the direction of her cousins, Felicity and Grace Love. Her lips twitched with displeasure as she turned her attention back to her book. It was an interesting expression, but not unexpected since the elder Miss Love, Miss Felicity Love, had claimed the attention of Graeme’s younger brother, Everett.

  From the time Bea had met Everett, she had followed him around with a particular look on her face that spoke of her adoration. It was not an obvious expression. It was simply an unmistakable softness in her eyes and the tipping up ever so slightly of the corners of her mouth.

  Bea brushed away a fly that was meandering a path across the words she was attempting to decipher just as Graeme cast a long shadow across the page, causing her to look up to see its source.

  “Is it a difficult passage?” Graeme chuckled as her lips puckered into a deeper scowl.

  He knew very well that Bea was not short on intelligence. She might be quiet, verging on the edge of overly reserved and gentle, but it was not due to lack of intellect. In fact, when she did open her mouth to speak on any subject, her comments were impressively well-thought-out. He knew that she studied things ─ mulling them over and over, assessing them from every possible angle, and then, and only then, having decided she had a good grasp of her ideas, her thoughts on a matter might be shared. Equally as often as not, however, she would merely smile softly, raise a brow, and remain silent. It perplexed him how she could keep her opinions to herself so often. He had a devil of a time keeping his tongue from saying exactly what was in his head.

  She was not the only one of the two of them who observed things to assess the lie of the land. Graeme was an expert in observation himself. For instance, today, for the past twenty minutes, he had been watching Bea. She had sighed and shaken her head often, her lips had pursed, her brow had furrowed, and the pages of her book had not flipped in all that time. She was contemplating something, and he was rather certain he knew what it was.

  He took a seat next to her on the ground and, giving her shoulder a nudge with his, repeated his question, earning him a very pretty scowl. However, as quickly as the scowl had formed on her lips, it melted away into the pleasant expression she wore in company when she would rather be elsewhere but did not wish to offend.

  She was about to deny there was any issue at all ─ much as she always did. Others were permitted to be displeased and out of sorts, but Bea never allowed herself to be so — at least, not in company. One had to look for more subtle clues as to how Bea was really feeling, but that was just one of the things that made her uniquely his Bea.

  “No,” she began her denial, just as he had predicted she would, “the passage is not difficult. I was just distracted by the excellent weather.”

  Graeme, who was not content to let the situation pass so neatly, snatched her book out of her hands. It might be entirely possible to provoke her into revealing the truth of what he suspected.

  “Your distraction has nothing to do with my brother?” he asked as he snapped the book closed on her marker.

  Ah, there was her look of panic — a slight widening of the eyes and a sharp, though quiet, inhale of breath. He had obviously hit on the very thing which she was valiantly attempting to conceal.

  Though they were only neighbours, Bea and her brother, Maxwell, had spent so many hours in company with Graeme and Everett that Graeme felt he knew the Tierney siblings almost as well as he knew his own brother. Well, “only neighbours” was perhaps not the most accurate way to describe who the Tierneys were to the Claytons.

  Captain Tierney and Sir Herbert Clayton had been friends since childhood, and when the captain had come into some money — enough to buy a small estate for his family — he had settled on Heathcote which was not more than four miles distance from the western boundary of Stratsbury Park. And in such a manner had begun a closer friendship between their families. They had spent many days and evenings in one another’s company during that first month after the Tierneys’ arrival at Heathcote.

  And then had come the day when Captain Tierney had been required to return to his ship. He had called on his friend Sir Herbert the evening before his departure and extracted a promise to care for Mrs. Tierney and his children if something unfortunate should befall him. As fate would have it, the unfortunate did befall the captain, and he had never returned from sea.

  Bea had borne the news with far more fortitude than Graeme had expected to find in one so young and female. It was then that he had taken a greater liking to her. She was not like the silly girls he had met over the years. She was unique in her quiet strength and resolve and so very unlike himself that he found himself compelled to attempt an understanding of such a person. His reward had been a comfortable friendship that allowed him access to the Beatrice others looking on would likely not suspect existed.

  He nudged her shoulder again. “I do not believe it was the weather disturbing your reading,” he whispered. “Are you positive your distraction has nothing to do with my brother?”

  Bea shrugged.

  Seeing he was not likely to get more of a reply from Bea than that, Graeme switched tactics and pressed on. “Miss Love is very pretty. How old is she now?”

  Bea heaved a sigh. “Felicity is nineteen, just as I am, and Grace is seventeen.”

  “Are they both out?” he asked, moving her book away from the hand that attempted to reclaim it. He was not leaving this spot today without finding out if his suspicions about Bea’s feelings for his brother were correct.

  “Yes,” Bea’s lips stretched into a thin smile. “I have been regaled with the delights of the season several times since their arrival a fortnight ago.”

  Graeme shifted, placing the book on the grass next to him and stretching out his legs.

  “Will you be going to town this next season? I could make a good number of introductions for you, and even with your modest dowry, I believe, we could find you a suitable husband.”

  He had not even finished speaking before her head was shaking back and forth.

  “You will not go? I thought Max said he had put aside enough to give you a bit of a season.”

  “I do not wish to go. I have no desire to endure the crushes about which my cousins have told me. I prefer our small assemblies here.”

  “I imagine it will be harder to find a gentleman worthy of you here, but I have not been to an assembly in some time. Perhaps there is someone who has already captured your heart?” He tipped his head and studied her face carefully, looking for any indication that there might be a gentleman she already preferred.

  The signs he sought were there ─ the slight blush on her cheek and the lowering of her eyes ─ but he chose to ignore them and continued on.

  “There is always Bath. I would assume the crowds there are not so great as they are in London, and Mother has been forever begging father to take her there. I am certain she would enjoy taking you along. She does enjoy your company.”

  Bea ran a finger absent-mindedly along the chain that held a pendant Graeme knew contained a lock of her father’s hair. Between that action and the way in which she had pulled the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth, he knew she was considering the possibility of going to Bath. However, as fascinating as that fact was, it did not help him discern her feelings about his brother. So, he circled around to Everett once again.

  “Everett is planning one last go of the season before he takes up his position.”

  Bea nodded. “I know.”

  There was an interesting sadness to her tone.

  “Unless, of course, he finds a lady before then. Perhaps Miss Love will be capable of finally snaring him.”

  There it was ─ a small, sad, fleeting frown. It was true. Beatrice Tierney was in love with his brother ─ the fortunate clod. Hailed as the more studious of the two Clayton brothers, what Everett possessed in the ability to apply himself to his studies and excel, he lacked in his capacity to see the subtly obvious before him. However, Graeme would contemplate how his brother could have missed recognizing Bea’s preference for him later. Right now, he needed to make Bea smile.

  “Many have tried to bring him up to scratch, you know, but none have succeeded. He is a handsome devil — much like his older brother.”

  Bea chuckled. “He is, at least, humbler than his brother,” she chided.

  “So, you do not deny that the Clayton brothers are handsome?” Graeme teased.

  Bea rolled her eyes. “I am not blind,” she said with a light swat to Graeme’s arm.

  “Neither am I,” Graeme retorted.

  Bea’s brows furrowed in confusion.

  “I am not speaking of being blind to my own comeliness.” He smiled at her. “For I assure you that I know precisely how fetching I look.” He winked and then chuckled as she once again rolled her eyes. It was always a joy to provoke her just enough to elicit a small response such as he had just received.

  “I see many things clearly. For instance, I can see that Miss Love and Miss Grace are attractive and well-skilled in all the arts required to capture a husband.” He shrugged. “There are many such ladies in London, who, if they wish for a desired outcome, will do their best to achieve it no matter the ploys and scheming necessary.”

  He nodded in response to her wide-eyed questioning look. “A fellow has to tread carefully. However, that is not all I see clearly.”

  “It is not?”

  “No, it is not.” He crossed his arms and leaned against the trunk of the tree, his shoulder resting lightly against hers, and his arm wishing to wrap around her and pull her close to his side as he had done when she was just a girl. However, she was no longer a mere child, and he was not her brother, so unless he wished to get scolded and have her dash away, neither of which would assist his cause, he refrained.

  “I also see the way you look at my brother, and frankly, he is a fool to ignore you. I would not ignore a lady of beauty and good character such as yourself if she was to look at me so longingly.” He pressed his lips together to keep from chuckling at the quick breath she drew. He had shocked her just as he had planned.

  “I do no such thing,” Bea refuted weakly.

  “Lying does not become you, my beautiful Bea.”

  “Do not call me that. I am not beautiful.”

  He peeked over at her. Her cheeks were aflame as he knew they would be.

  “My dear, if there is one thing I know, it is beautiful women, and you are definitely beautiful – beguiling, even, when you blush so prettily.” He reached out a hand and grabbed her arm to prevent her from jumping to her feet and running away. Bea did not like compliments of her person or actions. She preferred to fade into the background — to act without recognition or praise, qualities that would serve a parson’s wife well, but also qualities that made it easy for a numbskull, soon-to-be parson, like his brother to overlook her.

  “Now,” he said, holding her arm firmly as she tried to pull it out of his grasp, “as I have said, I am of the belief that my brother is an idiot and Miss Love is a grasping…,” he cleared his throat, “something that is not appropriate for a lady’s ears.”

  Bea’s eyes grew wide, and her head tilted as she looked out toward where Felicity was talking in a very animated fashion to her sister while clinging to Everett’s arm.

  “I saw both her and her sister in London,” Graeme whispered near Bea’s ear.

  “Then, why did you ask me if they were both out?” She gasped as his lips brushed her cheek when she turned her head.

  He smirked and shrugged. “I am a cad and wished to hear your opinion of them.”

  “Which I did not give,” she pulled on her arm again, finally freeing it from his hold.

  “Oh, but you did,” he replied. “Your tone and the shortness of your replies told me all I need to know. You are not pleased with them — or more precisely, you are not pleased with Miss Love since she is the one who has enchanted my brother.”

  “I have never enjoyed my cousins,” Bea refuted. “We have little in common. They like fashion and soirees while I prefer books and domestic pursuits. However, you have never been home when they visited before so you would not know how very unalike we are.”

  He chuckled. “Deny it if you must, but you are jealous.” He climbed to his feet and extended a hand to her.

  Bea looked at his hand warily.

  “Come. You cannot sit here the full day. Mother will wish to know you took some exercise. She worries about you.”

  Bea’s brow furrowed as she studied his face. “You will not say shocking things, and your lips will not touch me?”

  A hint of mischief touched his smile. “You know I am constitutionally incapable of not saying something shocking at some point, but I shall refrain from touching any part of you other than your fingers with my lips.”

  Bea sighed and shook her head, but a touch of amusement curled her lips into a small smile as she placed her hand in his and allowed him to help her to her feet.

  “Good heavens,” he muttered as he pulled her upright, “if my brother does not marry you, I might. When you smile like that, it is difficult not to wish to break my promise to confine my lips to just your fingers.”

  He winked as her mouth dropped open. “As I said, I am constitutionally incapable of not being shocking.” He tucked her hand into the crook of his arm.

  He was teasing her, of course — at least, partially. She was both beautiful and beguiling, but if she were not so obviously lovesick for his brother and if she were not Bea, his friend and the closest thing he had to a sister; he would be hard-pressed not to consider her as the next Lady Clayton.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  Laughter and whispers wafted on the breeze that blew through the open garden doors at the far righthand side of the blue drawing room at Stratsbury Park later that day. Grace and Felicity were gathered with Everett and Graeme near the piano at the opposite end of the room.

  Beatrice began, once again, to read the page of the book which lay open before her. How many times has she tried to read this same page while sitting in the garden? She should likely turn back a few pages and begin reading there, for though the words from the pages had passed through her mind, not one of them had made an impression.

  If only Felicity were not such a flirt, and if only Everett had ever seen Bea as more than his friend’s little sister, then, maybe, this day would not be the drudgery it was turning out to be. Maybe then, she would be able to read without distraction. It was not as if she was only capable of reading in a silent room. She was proficient at reading in the sitting room at Heathcote while her brother and mother had a discussion. However, the idea that Everett was so taken with her cousin had rendered her powerless against distraction or worse, victim to it.

  “You are a fair sight to see,” Max Tierney said as he plopped down next to her and flicked her book. “I am surprised you have not finished this yet. I half expected you to be ready to peruse the library for another to replace it before we leave today, but you have more than half of this book left to read.”

  Bea smiled at her brother. He was not a great reader. He preferred being out of doors and being busy to sitting and reading. However, he was the dearest and best brother for whom a lady could wish, and he found her love of reading to be something about which to be proud. She had heard stories from her mother and Lady Clayton about how challenging it was for some book-loving ladies to find husbands. Apparently, whether it was true or not, according to Lady Clayton and her mother, social convention promoted ladies who preferred more sociable pursuits. Thankfully, Max was not one of those sorts of gentlemen, and there was hope that whomever her sister-in-law ended up being, she would be a lady with more than feathers for brains.

  “I promise I shall not disappoint you,” she replied. “I have completed my book of poetry and would like to replace it, and Sir Herbert has already promised me that I can borrow another from his library. Will you help me choose a new book?” She knew his answer before he said it. The library at Stratsbury Park was not so dear to him as it was to her.

  Max shook his head and laughed. “Not likely. My knowledge of poetry is limited.”

  Of course, he would assist her if she truly needed him to, but she knew that he knew she did not require help finding something to read. The most help she might require would be reaching a shelf.

  He stretched out his arms, resting them on the back of the sofa with one wrapped around her shoulders. “I know a few poets and poems, but not a vast array. You would do better to ask Everett or even Graeme. They would know more.”

  Even in his refusal he was offering his help. She could not fault him for his care of her at present. “Then, if I require assistance, my dear brother, I will ask one of them and not you.”

  “I will be eternally grateful.”

  She laughed softly as Max squeezed her shoulder. “Did you enjoy your walk?” she asked.

  Everett and Max, accompanied by Felicity and Grace, had left the garden at one point, and had meandered down some path in the wilderness. Graeme had suggested that he and she follow, but Bea, who, due to the lingering effects of a childhood fever, tired more easily than most ladies, had thought it best to return to the house since there was a full afternoon of entertainment and dinner yet to come.

  Graeme had not been disappointed and readily acquiesced, admitting that he preferred not to hear the babblings of flighty females in his own garden. Apparently, listening to such ladies in London was acceptable if one was at a ball or some other function. However, in the privacy of one’s own estate, such activities should be avoided as much as was possible. Yet, despite his objections to such things, he would have suffered them for her sake. For all his taunting and teasing, he was very caring. She was blessed to have been left in the care of such good men by her father. Of course, neither Graeme nor Max had been men when her father had died.

  “I wish you had joined us.” Max rubbed her shoulder as he often did when he wished to soothe her. Apparently, he knew that she was not pleased to have been left behind.

  “You did not seem inconvenienced by my absence. In fact, you did not even bother to ask me to join you.” She pursed her lips, and her brows furrowed. Max was one of the few people to whom she ever spoke so freely. “I am surprised you even remembered I was here.”

  Max tugged her closer and kissed her head. “Oh, come, now, Bea. You were pleased to sit and read. Do not tell me you would rather have listened to our cousins regale you with stories of their adventures in town.”

  She shrugged. It was not the fact that she had been left to return to the house that bothered her, as that was her preference. It was the feeling of being utterly forgotten – that is, she had felt forgotten by everyone but Graeme.

  “Still struggling with that passage, I see.” The very gentleman about whom she had been thinking perched himself on the arm of the sofa. He nudged her leg with his. “Slide over so I can sit properly before Mother lectures.”

  Bea peered up at him. Graeme was another person to whom she felt comfortable being less than accommodating and often spoke as freely with him as she did with her brother. “There is room beside Max.”

  “I do not wish to sit next to Max and have his arm draped around me. Slide over.” He batted his lashes. “Please.” He chuckled when she made a small, exasperated sound.

  Oh! He was trying. Why he found it so enjoyable to provoke her beyond the bounds of propriety at times was beyond her. It was nearly, but not quite so, exasperating as her delight in his taunting. However, she knew that he was the sort of gentleman who was playful with his friends, and she liked being counted as his friend. It was likely that in which her delight was founded.

  “Very well.” She nudged Max, who moved over, pulling her with him as Graeme slid down the curved arm and into the corner of the sofa.

  “She needs a new book of poetry,” Max said, leaning around Bea to talk to Graeme. “I have told her to see you or Everett if she needs help choosing one.”

  Graeme once again snatched Bea’s book from her. “She has not even finished this one. Why ever would she need another?”

  “My book, if you would,” Bea said, holding out her hand. “And that is a novel, not poetry.”

  Graeme smiled and with a small shake of his head, tucked the book between his leg and the arm of the sofa. “Reading is for when you are alone.” He tilted his head and looked at her with a teasing glint in his eye. “Unless, of course, you would like me to read to you.”

  “Are you courting my sister?” Max asked with a laugh.

  Between his kissing her cheek earlier – which Max did not and would not ever know about – and Graeme’s offer to read to her now, the question seemed a good one, except for one particularly important thing. This was Graeme. Graeme was nearly a brother to her. A handsome, completely-not-related-to her brother. She studied his profile. It was not all sharp edges, but it was not soft curves either. There was a definite manliness to it that she was certain helped him charm ladies in town. The way he often refused to be clean shaven, preferring to have a bit of a shadow of a beard was quite becoming. Perhaps, she decided on such an examination, dear friend would be a better classification for Graeme than nearly a brother was. After all, a lady could find a brother handsome. However, finding him somewhat desirable was wrong, and Bea could not deny that she was comfortable admitting that Graeme Clayton was desirable.

  “Gentlemen can read to ladies without courting them,” Graeme retorted. “Have you never read to your sister?”

  “I prefer to read to myself,” Bea replied before her brother could.

  Max read to both her and their mother at times, just as her father had done. It was a lovely tradition, but when she wished to thoroughly enjoy a book by rereading and pausing to ponder things, such as now, she would rather do the reading herself.

  “If you would kindly return my book, Mr. Clayton.”

  Graeme ignored her request, for, as it turned out, he had come with one of his own.

  “Miss Grace has proposed playing whist. They will need a fourth to complete their set.”

  “I thought they were going to play the piano,” Bea said in some confusion. Was that not why Felicity was sorting through music and batting her lashes at Everett? Her cousins certainly did flit easily from one thing to another!

  “No, there shall be singing and playing after dinner. They are only selecting their pieces now,” Graeme explained. “So, do you wish to be their fourth? I said I would ask.”

  “They would far rather have Max,” Bea assured him.

  “No, I asked Everett which Tierney he would like me to ask to join them, and he specifically asked me to inquire of you, not Max.”

  “Oh,” was the only reply Bea gave for a moment. The idea that Everett should request her was rather pleasant even though she knew it was her ability to pay attention to the game better than her brother did which recommended her. No matter the reason, he had preferred her, and she would be happy with that. It was a step in the right direction after all.  “I suppose I could endure one round.”

  “I thought you might,” Graeme whispered with a wink.

  She shook her head and pleaded with her eyes that he would not say anything more. It was bad enough that he had managed to extract a confession about her admiration of Everett from her earlier. She did not need her brother knowing that secret, too.

  “Please, allow me to escort you to your table, my lady,” Graeme said as he stood and extended his hand with a flourish.

  Relief washed over her. He would keep her secret. She should have known he would. He had always been trustworthy. Some lady, someday, was going to be truly fortunate to have him for her husband. Of course, that day was likely a long way off, for Graeme was, by his own admission, in no hurry to leave being a bachelor behind.

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  “Miss Abernathy’s playing was such a delight,” Grace placed her card on the table.

  For the pitiful little attention that the young woman was paying to her cards, she was playing as if she knew what she was doing. Surprisingly.

  “But then the harp is so beautiful when played well,” she continued as play passed to the next player. “Do you not think so, Beatrice?”

  “I imagine it is. However, I have not had the pleasure of hearing a harp. Sadly, there are none of my acquaintances who play it.”

  How did she keep the tone of her voice sounding as if she were genuinely interested in what Miss Grace had to say?

  Grace clucked her tongue. “Such a pity,” she murmured.

  According to Graeme, the pity was the way Miss Grace could talk about any subject for an extraordinarily long period of time. Miss Love had only to mention a topic and her sister was sure to have some story about it. For the most part, it seemed that Miss Grace was simply a chatterbox until she ended the discourse with a question about it to direct to either Everett or Bea.

  “Perhaps,” Bea agreed. “But then, I guess I will only ever be able to say how great a pity it is once I have heard a harp played as skillfully as you have described it.”

  Ah! There was his clever and not-altogether-pleased Bea. Graeme glanced around the group. No one, except perhaps for Max, appeared to know that Bea was being anything more than utterly kind. Not that Bea was being unkind, per se. It was just that her frustration with her cousins was beginning to fray her equanimity.

  “And what about you, Mr. Everett Clayton, what do you think of the harp?” Grace asked.

  And just like that, the attention shifted back to his brother.

  Everett studied his cards, clearly oblivious to the ploys going on beside and across from him by the sisters Love. “I have always found the song of a harp to be a most ethereal one.” He lay his selection and took the trick. “That is six for Miss Love and me,” he said with a smile for Felicity, who sat opposite him. “Four more and we win.”

  “We are a very winning pair, are we not?” Felicity dipped her head and smiled as she asked it.

  “Indeed, we are,” Everett replied, his smile growing slightly.

  Oblivious to the ploys did not mean he was unaffected by them. The blundering sap.

  “I have not had this much success at whist since the last time that your cousin and I played our brothers at Christmas. Do you remember that?” Everett turned to his right and directed the question to Bea.

  “I do. We were delightfully successful, much to our brothers’ disappointment.”

  Bea’s sweet smile and happy expression were lost on Graeme’s unobservant brother because he had turned his eyes back to his cards after a quick return of Bea’s smile. It was unlike him to be so inattentive. Graeme had seen many a lovesick swain become so in the presence of the lady whom they favoured, but he had honestly never expected it from his normally stalwart, rule-abiding brother.

  “I think Bea and I could take the lot of you,” Graeme grumbled. He was sitting just behind Bea and to her left, between her and his brother, and he was not at all pleased with the progression of the game at present. And it had nothing to do with who was winning or losing.

  Bea was supposed to have partnered with Everett. That was the plan. However, before Graeme could convince Bea to take a spot at the table, Miss Love had weaseled her way into being Everett’s partner. And for the entirety of the game thus far, the comments had been about this gown or that carriage, as well as several soirees that were absolutely the thing! She had directed the conversation to nothing that was of interest to either he or Bea, and from the look on Max’s face, he was equally as disinterested in the Miss Loves’ social calendar. It was enough to make Graeme’s head spin and his blood simmer since it appeared that each story was specifically designed to show Bea at a disadvantage.

  “Oh, then we shall deal you in at the next hand. I am certain my sister would not mind surrendering her seat to you for one round, would you dear?” Felicity turned to her sister with what Graeme classified as the most patronizing of smiles.

  Grace blinked and looked first at Graeme and then her sister. There was definitely more innocence to Miss Grace than there was to her sister, for Graeme, who had made it a bit of a sport for himself to observe chits in the ballroom for their small unspoken conversations, did not miss the slight tip of Felicity’s head toward Bea and her pleading eyes that flicked in Everett’s direction.

  Apparently, though Grace had yet to discern it, Felicity found Bea to be something of a threat. This was good, Graeme supposed. It likely meant his brother had spoken about Bea and had not forgotten her completely when faced with the fawning and flirtatious Felicity.

  “Most happily,” Grace replied with a smile that was given a moment too late to be genuine.

  “Very good then,” Graeme said, settling back and crossing his arms, “pay attention to what is being played, and do not leave me in a place where it will be impossible to make ten before my brother does.” Graeme ignored the scowl Everett gave him, as well as the flustered gasping noise Grace made.

  “Mr. Clayton does not like to lose,” Bea said.

  She was trying to cover his rudeness. She was a peacemaker at heart. Ruffled feathers were things she could not abide without some attempt to smooth them.

  “He is rather intense when he plays,” Bea continued. “It was not at all a pleasant evening when Mr. Everett Clayton and I beat Mr. Clayton and my brother.”

  “I should say it was not,” muttered Max, who was sitting diagonally across the table from Graeme and between the two Miss Loves. “Graeme can be rather blustery when he is in a foul mood.”

  “And are you as blustery as he?” Grace lay a hand on Max’s sleeve.

  “Mind your cards,” Graeme growled.

  “None is so blustery as Mr. Clayton,” Bea answered, turning to give Graeme a small teasing smile that caused him to catch his breath and swallow instead of retorting.

  Good heavens, his brother was a fool!

  “I, on the other hand, do not care if we win or lose,” Bea continued, “as either way my book shall be returned when our game has concluded.” She pressed her lovely lips together. Likely to keep from looking even the smallest bit triumphant about reclaiming her beloved book.

  Graeme raised his left brow. “She jests. Bea enjoys winning just as much as I do. It is just that she is incapable of being anything less than gracious.”

  Idiot! he shouted in his mind while glaring at his brother. He doubted Miss Love contained two ounces of the good-natured temperament Bea possessed.

  “You speak of my cousin very familiarly.” Felicity gave Graeme a look that questioned his true relationship with Bea – or perhaps she was just hoping to push Bea in his direction and away from Everett.

  Whatever her purpose in questioning his use of Bea’s name was, it was not going to sway him from his goal. He would be dead and in his grave before he let a chit like Miss Felicity Love outwit him.

  “My brother likes to flout social conventions when he can,” Everett replied, once again laying his card, and taking the trick.

  “I see no need for such formality with good friends of long-standing.” Graeme stretched out his legs and purposefully bumped his brother – the idiot’s – leg with his foot. “How old were you when you arrived at Heathcote, Bea?”

  “Can you not figure that out yourself?” Max asked with a chuckle. “I would think you could since you know how old you were then, how old you are now, and how old my sister is. It is not a complicated calculation.”

  Graeme shrugged. “I prefer to allow Bea to save me the bother of such things.” And he wished to give Bea an opportunity to speak about something of substance while highlighting the previous claim she held on both his and his brother’s attentions and affections. It was likely that Everett would miss the point of the lesson since he was once again smiling at Felicity, but perhaps that lady would feel a small jab of something. Graeme did not care what the discomfort was named so long as Miss Love felt it. She had given enough of her own pokes and taunts over the course of the game.

  “I was nine, Max was fifteen, as was your brother — no, that is not correct. Mr. Everett Clayton had just turned sixteen, and you were…”

  Bea’s lips curled into a small smile, and she tapped her lip with a finger as if she actually had to strain to remember his age.

  The bumbling blockhead! Graeme’s foot bumped his brother’s once again as Graeme uncrossed and re-crossed his ankles. If Everett would pause for even one moment and take his eyes off his cards or Miss Love and looked — really looked ─ at Bea and the way her lips pursed into a perfectly kissable pucker before she decided she had calculated Graeme’s age appropriately, there would be no way Everett could continue entertaining Miss Love when such a beguiling creature as Bea sat beside him.

  “I believe, Mr. Clayton was an extremely ancient seventeen, were you not? Your birthday is in May, and we had arrived in March, just at the end.”

  “There is no fault with your memory,” Graeme replied. “But do mind your cards.”

  “She only had to take her mind off them because you could not subtract ten from nineteen,” protested Max, who was once again laughing at Graeme, not that it bothered Graeme in the least. He preferred not to be taken too seriously. Serious times would be his eventually, but they were not his lot just yet.

  “It is not that I could not do the calculation. It is that I did not wish to do it,” Graeme replied. “The other one,” he whispered to Bea.

  “Are you cheating?” Everett asked.

  “I am merely attempting to assure myself of a better position from which to beat you.”

  Everett turned toward his brother, who was still leaning over Bea’s shoulder, whispering in her ear. His brow furrowed as he took in the way the two were cozily positioned.

  “Yes,” he said slowly as if distracted, “but are you cheating?”

  Graeme smiled at his brother’s expression. It was good to see him finally taking notice of Bea, even if it was only because Graeme was nearly cheek to cheek with her.

  “Mr. Clayton –”

  “Graeme,” Graeme hissed in Bea’s ear.

  “Mr. Clayton,” she said firmly, “does not cheat. Cheating is for a much weaker sort of man, is it not, Mr. Clayton?”

  Graeme nearly forgot himself and gave her cheek a brushing kiss when she turned her head, but he caught himself in time not to embarrass her. He could have withstood the teasing he would have received, but he would never do anything to harm Bea.

  “Indeed, it is. I do not play games of shifting and shadows.” At least not often. He straightened and smiled at Miss Love. That lady seemed the continually shadowy sort.

  He had heard her name bandied around his club as coquettish and a likely candidate to be lead astray in some dark corner. In his opinion, she was not the sort of lady after whom a soon-to-be-parson should be chasing. No, Everett would do better with a lady of Bea’s quality. He should probably take his brother aside and inform him of the things he knew about the lovely Miss Love, and perhaps he would — after their guests left. For now, he would continue as he was, attempting, with little success, to get his brother to notice Bea while enjoying spending so much time at her side.

  




  
  





Chapter 4


  
  Bea sighed as she watched a drop of rain trail down the windowpane. Usually, she did not mind rainy days, for after her work was done, she would sneak up to the old schoolroom where she could paint, read, or simply sit at the window and watch the world get washed clean of the past and made ready for the new growth that would follow the rain. However, today, she would be expected to help entertain her cousins, and both Grace and Felicity had already grumbled several times about not being able to go on the picnic that had been planned.

  The sky was growing darker, and the light for working on her stitching was fleeting, so Beatrice tucked the sash she wished to add to her yellow dress back into her workbasket. Michaelmas and its assembly were yet six weeks away. There was no need to strain her eyes to adorn her dress when there would be an ample amount of sunny days between now and then to complete the pattern she had begun.

  “Oh, la,” Grace said dolefully.

  Bea closed her eyes and drew a calming breath in preparation for whatever complaint she was about to hear. Then, she fixed a smile on her face as she lifted her eyes from her workbasket to her cousin.

  “I had such hopes of visiting the meadow,” Grace rose and walked to the window where Bea sat. “Mr. Everett Clayton described it so well that I am certain I have never seen anything so lovely in all my life.”

  “We picnicked there the last time you were here.” Bea kept her voice soft in an attempt to mollify some of Grace’s disappointment and hopefully, prevent another declaration about how hideous it was that it was raining on a day when the delight of a picnic was anticipated.

  “Oh, but I am certain it has changed so much in two years that I shall not recognize it. Things are that way, you know,” Grace pulled her eyes away from the greyness of the day and turned them toward her cousin. “When you see them all the time, you forget how much they have changed and how delightful they can be.” She sighed and sat down next to Bea. “I am certain I shall find it much altered.”

  Bea could not help smiling at the forlorn look on Grace’s face and the wistful tone of her voice. She sounded very much like a young girl, and Bea found she could not fault Grace for being unable to contain her disappointment as she should. Grace was, after all, merely seventeen, and not all ladies matured so quickly as Bea had, especially not ladies who still had both their mother and their father to dote on them.

  “Beatrice likes to paint on rainy days,” Mrs. Tierney offered.

  Bea could tell by the tightness of her mother’s expression that having young ladies around who were not averse to grumbling and complaining was beginning to wear on her. Neither Bea nor Max had ever been the sort of children to carry on about a disappointment for long.

  “There are supplies in the schoolroom.” Mrs. Tierney suggested, her smile softening as she looked at her daughter. “Although Beatrice has not had a lesson in almost two years, I cannot bring myself to redo the room just yet, and so it remains, waiting to be used on days like today.”

  Bea caught her frown before her mother could see it. Her father had insisted that the schoolroom be made up specifically for Bea, and she was loath to share it. It was her room, her bastion of solitude. However, she knew sharing her personal refuge would benefit not only her cousins but also her mother, and bringing pleasure to her mother was not something Bea would refuse to do. Therefore, with more excitement than she felt at the prospect, she agreed with her mother and insisted that her cousins join her in painting.

  “Max will return soon,” Mrs. Tierney added encouragingly. “I am certain he would be willing to sit for a silhouette or a portrait.”

  This brought a delighted squeal from Grace. “Felicity is the very best at taking likenesses. Mr. Bailey complimented her on her work all the time when she was at school and even used one of her pieces to demonstrate how a likeness should be done.”

  To Bea, it appeared that, according to Grace, Felicity was always the best at one thing or another. Felicity’s samplers were the best and most elaborate. Felicity knew just the right ribbon to add to a hat to make it the envy of her friends. Felicity had the best taste in gowns and music. It was most frustrating! Bea sighed softly and directed her frustration to carefully organizing her work basket before tucking it away and leading her cousins to the schoolroom and seeing that they had everything they needed to be entertained.

  Then, as Felicity and Grace chattered about some roses that were prized for their colour, Bea got out her landscape and set out her own painting supplies.

  “Oh, those are lovely,” Grace said, coming to look inside the wooden box of brushes that had been a gift from Lady Clayton to Bea on her last birthday. “These are nearly as nice as the ones Miss Abernathy has, Felicity.” Grace turned to her sister. “Come, take a look. You will like them.”

  Felicity’s left brow rose, and her lips pursed in an expression that declared she certainly could not be bothered to cross the room to look at a set of anything.

  “A brush is a brush. It is not the tools that make the artist great but the technique the artist uses and the talent she possesses. I tell that to Amelia — Miss Abernathy —” she explained to Bea, “all the time. And truly, Grace, it is not as if Amelia can paint better because of her brushes. She possesses no talent. Her work is still dreadful. It is fortunate she is so skilled at playing the harp and dancing, or she would be in a sorry state. What man would wish to marry a lady with no accomplishments whatsoever?”

  “One who wishes for her thirty thousand, I suppose,” replied Grace, causing both herself and her sister to titter.

  “Is Miss Abernathy someone from your school?” Bea asked in an attempt to participate in her cousins’ conversation.

  “Oh, she is my dearest friend,” Felicity said. “We were in school together, and now we attend all the soirees together. We are nearly inseparable. In fact, I have missed her dreadfully these past weeks.”

  Bea tipped her head and studied her painting, deciding both where to put some flowers and how her cousin could speak as she was about Miss Amelia Abernathy and yet claim to be her particular friend. This was why it was challenging to participate in discussions with her cousins. Their ways were so foreign to her. “When will you see her again?”

  “Oh, in a fortnight. When we leave here, we are to travel to her father’s home in Kent for a house party. It will be very exciting. We might even both find a husband while we are there,” Felicity replied.

  “If we both still require one,” Grace whispered with a knowing smile.

  Felicity’s cheeks coloured as she glanced at Bea and then gave her sister a sharp look.

  Bea picked up her brush and attempted to ignore the implication of Grace’s words. Everett had been most attentive to Felicity for the past five days since their first introduction. He had walked with her, played cards with her, sang while she played the piano, and even taken Bea’s book of verses to read to Felicity.

  Bea made a show of concentrating on the flowers she was planting in the garden on her canvas, and said, “A house party will be exciting, I am sure.”

  “Oh, indeed!” Grace exclaimed before beginning a litany of things that she just knew would happen at this party. This, in turn, led into another recital of many of the interesting bits of gossip from the season. This meandering stream of stories, which were of great interest to the Misses Loves and of little interest to Beatrice, continued until there was a soft tapping at the door and in walked Max, followed closely by Everett and Graeme.

  A story about an unfortunate gentleman who had been rejected twice by the same lady ended abruptly and was replaced with excited exclamations of greeting and cries of how dreadfully dull the day had been without the gentleman for company.

  “Did you miss me?” Graeme asked Bea. He had wandered away from the shrill voices of the Misses Loves and had found his way to the corner where Bea was working.

  “It is a fine representation,” he said as he studied her painting. “You are becoming quite proficient in landscapes, which means you will soon have to move on to other things such as handsome neighbours whom you missed.”

  He had missed her. As he settled himself against the wall just behind her and to her left, he had to admit how pleasant it was to be greeted by her smile. He had been restless all day, but here, he finally felt at ease.

  Bea chuckled. “Did I miss you?”

  “Oh, you did,” Graeme replied with a smile. “I hear it was quite dull around here without me.”

  Beautiful blue eyes filled with amusement met his.

  “Most dreadfully, but if you do not believe me, you may ask Grace.”

  How his brother could prefer anyone to Bea was baffling.

  “There is no need for her to repeat it. I heard her quite well when we arrived,” he replied with a laugh.

  “Bea,” Max kissed his sister on the cheek in greeting. “I have put the thread you wanted into your workbasket, and this is the book you wished to borrow.” He placed it on the table next to her. “Everett apologized for not returning it when he was finished reading it yesterday.”

  “I did not realize he needed to apologize to you,” Bea said with a raised brow.

  So, his brother’s actions were beginning to vex the ever-patient Bea? Graeme turned his eyes toward his brother to watch him as he was still being regaled by the Miss Loves about something.

  “He was not apologizing to me, ninny,” Max said. “He was sending his apologies to you.”

  “He could not walk across the room and make them himself?” Graeme’s voice was thick with contempt. “I shall speak to him,” he promised. His brother had been raised with better manners than he was currently demonstrating and the fact that it was Bea whom he was treating so poorly made it a far greater offense in Graeme’s mind. Bea was not just some lady. Her care had been entrusted to their father.

  “There is no need,” Bea assured him. “I am certain Everett will remember to speak to me at some point.”

  Graeme nodded toward his brother, who was still engrossed in whatever it was that Felicity was showing him. Their heads were bent together over something. “Has he been like this the whole time I was gone?” Graeme had left two days ago to visit a good friend and help him with the purchase a horse and had only returned that morning.

  “Like what?” Max asked. “Swooning at my cousin’s feet?”

  “Yes, that,” Graeme replied, “and doing it to the exclusion of all else.”

  Max shrugged.

  “Yes.” Bea’s answer was soft and worryingly resigned.

  “We expect a happy announcement any day now,” Max said with a laugh.

  Graeme glanced at Bea, who was applying herself to her work with fierce determination. It was a sign that she was not at all happy. He had worried that leaving Stratsbury was a bad idea, but he had promised Shelton that he would accompany him to get that horse. Now, Graeme knew that he had been correct, and the person he had hoped to help see happy was far from it.

  “It has not progressed to that in so short a time, has it?” he asked.

  Bea lifted one shoulder and let it fall.

  “Are you well, Bea?” Max asked, finally noticing his sister’s distraught look.

  Bea’s smiled as brightly as she could at him. “I am well. Rainy days tend to make me quiet. You know this, and you must also remember that I have been listening to our cousins all day. My ears are weary.”

  It was more than weary ears. It appeared his dear friend had a weary heart as well. Had she truly given up all hope where Everett was concerned?

  “Do you need a rest?” Max pressed. “Graeme, Everett, and I can entertain Felicity and Grace while you go lie down.”

  “I am well,” Bea insisted. “Mama will call for tea now that you are home, and I shall stay behind to work up here. A few moments of silence and my spirits shall be restored.”

  Graeme doubted that last bit, and from the look on Max’s face, her brother was not convinced either.

  “If you are certain,” Max agreed uneasily.

  “I am.”

  “Very well. Then, I shall see if tea is being made ready and return. Shall I fetch you a cup?”

  “That will not be necessary,” said Graeme. “I will bring her one when I get mine.” He tipped his head and raised a shoulder in a half-shrug in answer to Max’s startled look. “I, too, find your cousins grating, and I might not be able to refrain from speaking harshly to my halfwit brother. Therefore, it might be best if I invade Bea’s solitude.”

  While it was true that he had no desire to listen to the Miss Loves, he also did not wish to leave Bea. He needed to see her smile. He turned toward her and placed a hand on his heart. “I promise to invade your solitude quietly.”

  An actual smile, not a forced one, curled Bea’s lips while delight shone in her eyes, and Graeme knew in that instant he would promise just about anything to see that expression always on her face. She was a dear friend, after all, and he always wished to see his friends happy. Therefore, it was only natural that he should feel so about Bea, or so he told himself in an attempt to reason away the startling thought.

  “Are you certain you are not courting my sister?” Max asked with a grin. “I would not mind, you know.”

  Bea rolled her eyes and shook her head.

  “I do not think she would have me,” Graeme said with a smile on his lips and an odd ache in his chest.

  “Well,” Max said as he turned to leave, “if she ever changes her mind, you have my permission to court her, and I am confident I could persuade Mother that you are not a complete reprobate.”

  “Lying is not becoming,” Graeme said to Max’s back.

  “You are not a reprobate,” Bea said.

  “I am not?” Graeme pulled a chair over near her and sat down. “It is very disappointing to hear I have not succeeded since I have tried so hard to be one.”

  “No gentleman with a heart so good and kind as yours could ever be termed a reprobate.” Bea looked over at him and seeing him sitting in a chair that was designed for someone much younger and shorter than he, giggled. He could not blame her. He was certain he did look ridiculous since his knees were nearly as high as his chest.

  “There are other chairs,” she suggested.

  “Not over here,” he answered. He was not leaving her side until he was required to gather their tea. “You think I am kind?”

  “I do.”

  “I shall have to work on that,” he muttered in a lighthearted tone.

  “Please do not.” Bea turned towards him for a moment. “I like that you are kind — and honest and occasionally polite.” Mischief twinkled in her eyes.

  He shrugged. “I will allow it to be so, but only if you promise not to tell anyone else. We rogues have an image to maintain.”

  “I promise to not say a word,” Bea agreed with a laugh.

  “Everett,” Graeme called, “you should come see Bea’s picture. It is nearly complete, and I think she has captured the meadow nearly to perfection.”

  He heard Bea’s small, displeased gasp. She would likely be rather put out with him for drawing attention to her work and complimenting it. But her painting was good, and his brother had yet to even extend a polite greeting to her. And that last fact was one Graeme wished to see corrected immediately. He was not unaware of the hurt such neglect had caused Bea.

  “You are painting the meadow?” Grace asked.

  “I am.”

  “Has she truly captured it?” Grace turned to Everett.

  “I said she did,” Graeme muttered.

  “A few more flowers, and it will be very like how I remember it,” Everett said with a smile. “It is very good.”

  “Thank you,” Bea murmured.

  “She was also grateful to have her book returned.” Graeme tapped the book that lay on the table and glared at his brother.

  “Was that your book that Mr. Everett Clayton was reading to us?” Felicity asked.

  “It is not mine, but it is one I had borrowed and had not finished reading,” Bea explained.

  “I am sorry I forgot to return it,” Everett said with a sheepish grin.

  “I am happy you did not forget longer,” Bea replied. “I am looking forward to finishing it.”

  An odd sense of pride swelled in Graeme’s chest at her words, and he felt a desire to congratulate her for not just brushing the apology aside with an “It is of little significance.” He knew from the way her cheeks flushed that replying as she had done was not easily accomplished.

  “I thank you for being so understanding,” Everett replied, shifting as if he were going to lean against the table and begin a conversation.

  “Let me take your likeness,” Felicity suggested, placing a hand on Everett’s arm and drawing his attention away from Bea. “I am very good at it,” she coaxed.

  “Oh, she is,” Grace assured and then, as they moved away, continued on with the same information she had shared with Mrs. Tierney about the instructor who used Felicity’s work as an example to instruct others.

  “He is an idiot,” Graeme grumbled. “So easily led by a pair of fine eyes and ample —” Graeme coughed as he realized what he was going to say about Felicity’s figure was perhaps not appropriate to be saying to Bea.

  Bea smiled sadly. “I am beginning to agree.”

  It had indeed come to that. She was giving up on Everett.

  “Ah, but they will be leaving in…what? Surely, it is soon.”

  As disappointed as he was with his brother, he could not help but push his frustration to the side and attempt to lift her spirits. He truly did not know what she saw in his brother. She deserved better. She deserved someone who would not ignore her or place her behind another.

  “Ten days,” Bea said with a sigh.

  “And then, he will return to himself,” Graeme said it hopefully, but he knew that ten days was a long period of time when desires were stirred, and hopes, such as Miss Love appeared to have for his brother, were ignited.

  Bea nodded, though to Graeme it appeared she was only placating him to leave the subject of Everett behind, and continued mingling small white and yellow flowers with the blue ones that were already in the scene.

  




  
  





Chapter 5


  
  For two days, the clouds prevailed in the sky, spitting out the occasional burst of rain — sometimes soft and gentle and other times as if someone in the heavens had kicked over a mop bucket. The greyness of the days and the dampness of the ground kept Bea and her cousins indoors.

  For those same two days, Heathcote was blessed with the presence of the Clayton brothers. One came to sit for and fawn over Felicity, and the other, to watch and grumble.

  So it was on the day when the skies finally cleared, the cloudless sky was greeted by Beatrice with some relief, for now, they could take their drawing and painting into the sunshine where Grace’s exclamations of delight over the drawing her sister was doing could reverberate off of the trees and flowers rather than the walls of the schoolroom, which had become to Bea a very constraining room with so many people of a talkative variety to fill it.

  Then came the joyful day two days later when the ground was declared to have sufficiently dried out, and it was decided they would pack up their art supplies, along with a picnic lunch, and finally seek out the meadow Grace so desired to see.

  On this morning, as her cousins eagerly awaited the arrival of the Claytons, Bea handed her bag of drawing supplies to her brother, who stored them in the carriage next to the picnic basket.

  “Are you not bringing your paints?” he
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