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1
Dear Reader,


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

  Several of the characters in Her Convenient Forever pay homage to Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility. We have a hero who has loved and lost and who has lived abroad. Our heroine, much like Maryann or Eliza, has been foolish and fallen prey to a Willoughby-like rogue. And then, there is the villainess of this story. She might make Lucy Steele look slightly less evil.

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

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

  Happy Reading!

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  The sea lapped at the sand below her. A group of gulls dipped and soared before landing just out of reach of the rolling waves. A breeze steady, but gentle, pulled at her skirts, and tugged at her bonnet. The sun peeked out from behind a light grey cloud. If only her heart felt as perfectly lovely as the weather.

  Felicity Love opened the small box she held but quickly closed it again. This must be done, but…

  She turned away from the edge of where the land dropped from where she stood to the beach far below. Perhaps tomorrow she would feel more prepared.

  Turning yet further away from the cliff, she walked in the direction of the road which would take her to the small cottage her father had rented.

  This place and this time away from home was her reprieve – her place to grieve and her place of solace, where her heart was supposed to mend enough to face the future. But how could a heart, which had been shattered as hers was, repair itself in just two months?

  She stopped, blew out a breath, closed her eyes, and drew in another breath only to once again blow that one out slowly before repeating the process with a new draught of salty sea air. She listened to the cry of the gulls, the soft whisper of the wind, and the rolling of the ocean. If she focused on those things, it might be possible to outlast this wave of nausea without retching.

  For two minutes she stood there, thinking of nothing but the bits of nature she could observe without the use of her eyes. A small longing for her bed crept into the back of her mind. To sleep away all that she had experienced in Bath and at home, as well as the future she faced, would be a blessing of immeasurable size.

  A tear escaped her closed eyelids. She let it slide down her cheek and did not bother to even attempt to keep more tears from joining it. She had had her fill of pretending – pretending to be well, pretending not to care, pretending that the future would not be as horrid as she knew it would be. Pretending was tiring and not as a long walk might be. No, pretending to be well when one was not was the sort of exertion that caused one’s bones to ache and muscles to collapse from their strength being completely exhausted.

  The box in her hand grew heavy as she allowed her sorrow its freedom.

  She turned back toward the sea. It had to be done. She could not continue as she had been.

  Slowly, with steps that seemed to be weighed down by bricks in her boots, she made her way to the cliff’s edge once more. Upon reaching her destination, she opened the box and cast the lid out into the void of space before her so that she could not replace it on the box.

  Next, she removed the lock of hair – his hair – from the box. Holding it securely in her closed hand, she lifted her fist to her lips and whispered goodbye to what was supposed to have been, before opening her hand and allowing the breeze to lift each piece of hair from her outstretched palm until not a strand remained.

  The box was next. She hesitated, remembering the day he had given this to her. Then, she held it out as far as she could over the edge of the cliff and allowed it to drop. It took several minutes before she heard it splinter on the ground below her.

  Everything was gone. Every sentimental reminder of the man, who had claimed to love her but had abandoned her, had been destroyed.

  Nausea gripped her again, and just as she had last time, she closed her eyes and drew a breath. She placed a hand on her abdomen. Not every reminder of Simon Ramsey was gone. There was one that would remain with her for the rest of her life. Oh, to be able to wake from this dreadful reality and find it was not reality at all but rather an appallingly horrid dream!

  How stupid she had been! How utterly stupid! But Simon had sounded so sincere when he had pledged his undying love to her. He had not wavered in passion when declaring that he would marry her. There had been no sign at all of his deception – not a single hint had betrayed his duplicity.

  And now, because of her willingness to believe his pretty words, she would bear his child and all the shame that went with such a thing.

  She peeked over the edge of the cliff to the shore below. Would it hurt much to cast herself off the cliff? Would she suffer for a long time, laying bloody and broken on the beach, or would death come quickly?

  She clutched her queasy stomach. She might deserve, and even welcome, such an end, but this child – the one that was growing within her through no fault of its own – did not deserve such a fate. He or she would be loved. Her father had promised that neither Felicity nor her child would ever want for anything – ever. He would see to it, for he loved her no matter what wrongs she had committed.

  She stumbled backward and sank to her knees as nausea began to make her head spin. She leaned forward onto her hands, breathing deeply.

  Could she ever love as deeply as her father did? She shook her head and allowed the wave of anguish, which accompanied such a thought, to crash over her while pushing down the thought of throwing herself off the cliff and ending her pain even if it took more pain to find that end.

  She buried her face in her hands as sobs shook her body. She was a selfish creature. She always had been. There was not a time in her life when she could remember doing anything to please someone other than herself. However, she would not continue to be so. She would endure this present torment, not for herself or even for her father or mother, but for her child.

  “Miss, miss, are you well?”

  The sound of someone calling and boots crashing through the long grass filtered into Felicity’s awareness.

  “Miss, are you well?” A gentleman knelt beside her and placed his hand on her shoulder.

  “I barely know,” she answered. She was breathing and not dead, but she did not know whether that was a good thing or not.

  “What can I do to help you?” He asked as he removed his hand from her shoulder.

  “There is nothing which can be done,” she answered honestly, more to herself than to him. “I must just bear this.” There really was no other choice, was there? How she longed for there to be another choice.

  The warmth of his person, which lingered inside his jacket, wrapped around her.

  “Do you live far from here?”

  “Quite far,” she replied. “My home is half a day’s drive from here, but my parents and I are staying in a cottage just down that road.” She pointed behind her and to the left. “It is the first house you come to.” She attempted to smile at him. He was not so handsome as some, but he had kind brown eyes and longish, windblown brown hair with tinges of golden sunlight, that gave him a sort of dashing appearance.

  “Then, allow me to assist you in finding your way home. Can you walk?” His hand was on her elbow.

  “I am sure I can so long as the dizziness does not return, and my stomach does not churn too much.” With his help, she rose to her feet.

  “We can stop so often as you need,” he assured her.

  “Thank you.” She began to remove his jacket, but his hand on hers stopped her.

  “No, put it on. You are unwell, and, therefore, you must stay warm.”

  “I am quite recovered,” she lied.

  Her protest was met with a raised eyebrow and a stern expression.

  “Very well,” she acquiesced, putting her arms into the sleeves of his jacket with his assistance.

  “And now, you must take my arm. A lady who falls to her knees on such a fine day as today requires assistance.” He held his arm out to her and smiled.

  “I appreciate it.” And she did. Having an arm on which to lean was a very helpful thing when one was feeling wobbly.

  “You were standing very close to the edge,” he said after they had walked halfway to the road. “When I was coming up from down there,” he used his walking stick to indicate the direction to the left of them, “I was fearful you might slip and plunge over the edge.”

  “There was no need for your concern, sir. I was not going to fall.” At least she was not going to fall by accident.

  They walked on in silence until they reached the road.

  “Forgive me,” he said, “I have just realized that I have not yet given you my name. It was a terrible oversight on my part; however, now that my heart has returned to beating as it should rather than as if it wished to outrun a prize stallion, my mind is free to remember what I should be doing.”

  She had frightened him – a stranger who did not know the first thing about her?

  He stopped, removed her hand from his arm, and, said with a bow, “Mr. Boyd Hedrington at your service, ma’am.”

  Felicity curtseyed. “Miss Felicity Love.”

  He presented her with his arm once again. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Love.”

  “I find I concur, Mr. Hedrington.”

  He glanced at her skeptically. “Are you certain?”

  She blinked. “Why would I not be certain that I am happy to meet you?”

  “You looked over the edge of the cliff as if contemplating something of a grave nature.” He paused, before adding softly. “I thought perhaps I had prevented you from holding to your purpose.”

  “You have a very unusual accent,” Felicity replied, turning the subject. “I am sure I have not heard it before.”

  “Ah, yes, it is difficult to hide that one is not originally from England if one does not sound English.”

  “You are not from England?” She had never met anyone who was not from England before. She knew several people who had travelled to various destinations and returned, but they were from England no matter where their journeys had taken them for a time.

  “No, indeed, I am not.”

  “Then, where are you from?”

  “Nova Scotia by way of the American Colonies.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “Which I do know are not colonies any longer. However, they were colonies when I was born and were only recently not colonies any longer when my family fled to Nova Scotia.”

  “You were there during the war?” She had met soldiers who had been in a war, but this was the first person she had met who had lived where there was a war.

  “I was, though, I really had very little idea what war was or was not at the time. I was only four when we moved.” He straightened his shoulders. “And now, my son is four, and we are here.”

  “You have a son?”

  He nodded. “He is a quiet little scamp.”

  “Do you have any daughters?”

  “No. It is just me and Matthias.”

  Her brow furrowed. Did he mean to say he had no wife? Felicity wished to ask but knew it would be far too forward.

  “My wife died shortly before we were set to sail for England.”

  Felicity gasped. “How sad!”

  “Indeed. The loss of a life always is, is it not?”

  “I suppose it is.”

  Their conversation lapsed into silence as Felicity considered a young child losing his mother and a husband being left suddenly without his wife. Had he loved his wife? She glanced up at him.

  He caught her glance and held her gaze. His expression was as serious as any she had ever seen. “Did you think about death when you were looking so intently over the edge of the cliff?”

  Her eyes widened, but she did not look away. She could not. Her lips trembled as tears welled in her eyes.

  “What prevented you from falling?”

  Should she tell him?

  “I shall not judge you.”

  “I fear that is an impossible promise to keep,” she replied.

  “I will do my best to keep it,” he assured her.

  She looked ahead of them. They were nearly to the cottage. She drew a breath and released it as she considered if she should reply or not. It was not as if she would see this stranger again, and it might be best to discover what censure she would face once her condition became obvious to all.

  “What prevented you?” His voice was soft and gentle.

  She placed a hand on her abdomen, and without lifting her eyes from the study of the path before her, she admitted her folly to him with two simple words. “My child.”

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  Her child.

  The weight of such an admission settled on Boyd like a blanket of iron. Silence encircled the two of them as he struggled with exactly how to respond to such a confession. She had introduced herself as Miss Love, and she had also said it would be impossible for him not to condemn her. While he was not the sort to immediately cast judgment, he had to admit the thought that she must either possess loose morals or lack intelligence did enter his mind. However, he pushed those thoughts aside quickly as a third more likely option came to him.

  “What did the child’s father promise you?” He suspected he knew the answer. It would not be the first time he had seen a young woman desperate to be done with life because of some rogue’s pretty promises.

  Her brow furrowed. “What did he promise me?” She repeated the question as if it had taken her by surprise.

  “A lady does not contemplate throwing herself off a cliff because she planned on being pregnant and unwed,” he responded in as gentle a tone as he could while, inwardly, he wished to run through whoever had done this, just as he did whenever he met or heard of a lady in such a state. It had been so since Viola had died after passion, which had been aroused purposefully by a scoundrel who was seeking only to pleasure himself, had led to a similar consequence.

  “What did the scoundrel promise?” he repeated.

  Her lips quivered. “You do not condemn me?”

  Fear of condemnation was what had prompted Viola to do as she did. He would never immediately condemn a lady for an error such as Miss Love had made.

  “No, not out of hand,” he answered. “You are responsible for your actions, of course. We all are. However, sometimes those actions follow the leading of another and, therefore, I find myself condemning the one who leads another into folly far more than the person who has been led.”

  She blinked at him and then, a small smile tipped her lips for a moment before she became serious and sad once again. “Marriage.”

  It was only one word, but it was a powerful one, especially when used as a promise to a young lady whose heart had been touched by some rogue.

  “Had he offered for you?” Likely not. Usually, it was merely a promise of an offer that was used.

  “Not officially, but he did speak to my father after and had set a time to speak with me privately.”

  Whoever this blackguard was, it seemed he had done more to appear honorable than most. Unless…

  “Did your father say he had spoken to him?”

  She nodded. “We all expected Simon to offer for me, but he disappeared the night before our interview was to take place.”

  And that had been, judging by her still slim figure and the nausea she claimed to have, about two months ago.

  “He has not contacted you since then, has he?”

  She shook her head and tears slid down her cheeks. Her heart must have been greatly touched by this man.

  “I am sorry he has not,” Boyd said softly.

  They walked on a few steps.

  “Thank you,” she finally whispered through soft sobs.

  “Is that why you are here? Has your father taken the cottage so that you might bear your child in obscurity?”

  Again, she shook her head. “I was secretive about…” Another shake of her head. “My father has decided it is not something from which I am allowed to hide.”

  “I see.” They stood now at the door to the cottage. “Is he a hard man?”

  “My father?” Her eyes were wide with surprise. “No! Not at all. He has promised to love and care for me and my child, but it will not be done in secret.” She looked down at the ground. “I hope to one day be so good a parent as he is.”

  That was a relief. There were parents who would not be so reasonable. “I am glad to hear it. May I meet him?” There was something he wished to tell the gentleman.

  “Oh, yes,” she said eagerly, “I am sure that both he and my mother would enjoy a visit. We have not had any visitors since we arrived two weeks ago.”

  She seemed to brighten somewhat, and a pleased smile tipped her lips, giving Boyd the faintest glimpse of the lively young lady she must have been before she had fallen into her current circumstances. She was pretty even in her sorrow, but that smile hinted at the possibility of an enchanting sort of beauty.

  He followed her through the cottage door, down a short hall, and into a small and welcoming sitting room at the back of the house.

  The gentleman in the corner – he assumed it was Mr. Love – placed his book on the table and stood. His eyes were wary, but he smiled – it was similar to the small smile his daughter had given Boyd at the entrance to the cottage.

  “Welcome,” Mr. Love said.

  “Mr. Boyd Hedrington,” Boyd said with a bow. “I came upon your daughter while I was out walking. She was not feeling well, so I offered to escort her home.”

  “Are you ill?” Mrs. Love asked her daughter.

  “No more than normal,” Miss Love replied.

  “If I may be so forward as to suggest it, a spot of tea and a bit of something to eat might do her some good,” Boyd offered. “It worked for my wife when she was in a similar condition.”

  “You know about that?” Mr. Love did not even try to hide his surprise.

  “I do.” He paused and looked at Miss Love. She would likely hate him for what he was about to say, but that could not be helped. She had considered taking her life, and that was not something which he would hide from any parent, let alone a parent who had been proclaimed as loving by his daughter. “Miss Love told me of her condition when I asked what kept her from ending her life.”

  Mrs. Love dropped into her chair. “What?” she squeaked.

  Miss Love turned furious eyes on him.

  “She was at the cliff, looking over the edge rather intently when I first saw her. I hurried as quickly as I could in her direction, but thankfully, before I could reach her, she had stepped back and sunk to the ground.” He expelled a great breath. “It is not the first time I have witnessed someone intently gazing into the arms of death.”

  He closed his eyes for a moment as he recalled the pain Viola’s family had suffered at her passing. How many weeks had his dreams been disturbed with the scene – Viola standing on the precipice and then falling while he ran towards her – playing itself out over and over in his mind? “I was thankful that this time, rational thought prevailed, and two lives were spared.”

  Miss Love’s angry glare faltered and fell away, turning into sorrow while her eyes shone with unshed tears.

  “A friend’s sister listened to her despair,” he explained. “The death was not instantaneous. She lay in pain for nearly a week until a fever, induced by her injuries, claimed her life.” He took Miss Love’s arm and guided her to a seat for she was looking rather faint.

  “Forgive me,” he said softly, “but you needed to hear that story, and your father needs to know how much care you require.” He turned to Mr. Love. “I apologize for the less than pleasant impression I know I am making, but a life –” He shook his head. “It is far too precious to take lightly. I did not wish to live with the guilt of hiding your daughter’s anguish from you in the event that rational thought does not win the next time she wrestles with her heartache.”

  The tears in Mr. Love’s eyes spoke to the truth of his daughter’s assessment of him.

  “I have spoken frankly and indelicately about what transpired with Miss Love today. However, I want you to know that I do not gossip. Not a word of this will be shared with anyone other than you.” He placed his hat back on his head. “I should go. My son will be waiting for me.”

  “Will you have some tea before you do?” Mr. Love asked.

  “I think it is better if I do not.” They needed time to speak with their daughter and digest the information he had told them.

  “If that is what you think is best. However, I should like to thank you for the service you have rendered my family. You will call on us again, will you not?” Mr. Love’s smile was kind. “You may bring your son.” It was said as one might when adding an inducement to get a child to agree to a plan.

  A chuckle bubbled up from Boyd’s chest. “I would be happy to call on you. Matthias might not be so willing a guest, but it would be good for him.”

  “He is a shy fellow, is he?”

  Boyd nodded. “Since his mother died, he is. Of course, the crossing from Canada did not help with it any.”

  “Ah, that is the accent,” Mr. Love said with a smile. “Have you been in England long?”

  Boyd shook his head. “Less than a year. Just long enough to know that my experience growing crops in Nova Scotia on a small parcel of land is not quite enough education to feel capable of running the estate my uncle left to me.”

  “Oh, my!” Mrs. Love cried. “A wife and an uncle gone in close succession?”

  “I am afraid so. Although, to be honest, I only knew my uncle from my mother’s accounts and his letters, so his passing was not felt so deeply as Anna’s was. I think the hardest part of my uncle’s passing was leaving my wife behind, though she was no longer living, and coming here – not that I do not like it here. I find the winter to be quite agreeable actually.”

  “You simply must call on us at your earliest convenience,” Mrs. Love declared. She seemed the sort of lady who did not like anyone to feel alone.

  Miss Love had loving parents, though he suspected they might be a touch indulgent.

  “Yes, please,” Miss Love agreed.

  “Are you certain? I have told your secret to your parents.”

  She nodded. “You were so helpful today.”

  “Very well, then. It is settled. I will return… tomorrow?”

  “Oh, yes!” Mrs. Love cried. “That would be perfect, would it not be, Mr. Love?”

  “It must be if you say it is,” Mr. Love teased with a laugh. “So long as there are tea and sweets, I will be content.”

  Boyd bowed his leave and exited the room, but not alone.

  “Thank you,” Mr. Love said to him in the hall. “I knew Felicity was unhappy, but I had not realized she was so desperately unhappy.”

  “Viola – my friend’s sister – seemed well until it became painfully, and fatally, obvious that she was not.” He turned to leave but then turned back. “I am glad I could be of service.” And with that, he finally made his way back to the road that led to his home.

  He had walked further than was his normal wont this morning and had been gone for hours, therefore, he hastened his steps. In half an hour, he had reached Grenwood Hall.

  “Papa!” Matthias, who was in the garden with his nursemaid, ran towards him.

  Papa was one of the few words that Matthias ever uttered. Boyd smiled at him and, squatting down, held out his arms so that his son could run into them. However, the smile Boyd wore was
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