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1
Dear Reader,


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

  Since His Irreplaceable Belle is a story about separated lovers getting a second chance, you may have (correctly) guessed that this book and its main characters pay homage to Jane Austen’s Persuasion. While there are intentional nods to Miss Austen’s work in this story, there may also be some which are purely serendipitous or might make you think of a completely different Austen novel.

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

  Happy Reading!

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  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
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