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1
Dear Reader,


  
  At the end of Mansfield Park, Jane Austen wrote:

  
    
      Let other pens dwell on guilt and misery. I quit such odious subjects as soon as I can, impatient to restore everybody not greatly in fault themselves to tolerable comfort and to have done with all the rest.
    

  

  It is my goal in writing the books found in the Other Pens Collection to take up my pen and continue the stories of various Austen characters who were at fault in some way in Miss Austen’s novels.  In these stories of redemption and reformation, I do not look to dwell on the characters’ guilt and misery so much as help them find a way to overcome their failings and find their own happiness.

  And, I am not stopping with just telling the tales of Austen characters in this series. I am extending the ripple effect of one change and telling the stories of those characters who are found within the circle of friends of those Austen characters. For instance, Charles Edwards, whose story you hold in your hands, is Henry Crawford’s rakish friend. You met him in Henry’s story, and now, in this book, you will get to see how his life is altered because Henry’s was.

   

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  Charles Edwards squinted into the late afternoon sun – it was an action that he could almost do without any discomfort. The swelling around his eye had subsided, and soon, the bruising would fade to a nasty yellow and then disappear. Until that happened, he would continue to take his rides by wandering from one street to the next rather than face the taunting and questioning looks he was guaranteed to receive in the parks.

  While it was an excellent way to avoid censure from his peers, it was dashed boring trotting up and down streets without so much as a single friend with whom to converse. Had he earned his scars more gallantly, perhaps he would not feel the need to hide them. To have been injured in a boxing match or in defense of some lady’s honor would make his bruises more of a badge than a blemish. However, since everyone in town had likely read that blasted article in the paper, the raised eyebrows from overprotective matrons and giggles from their charges would be unbearable. And then, there would be the gentlemen. He shook his head. Had he received a blackened eye from Trefor Linton for actually doing something inappropriate with Linton’s sister, Constance, his friends would just laugh and clap him on the shoulder before filling his glass with some libation at his club.

  But, he had not been caught doing anything improper. In fact, it was much worse than just not being found dallying with a debutante. He had been attempting to be gallant. He would do his best not to be put in such a situation again! Honourable actions and favours to ladies, who were offering none in return, must be avoided, for they only led to broken noses, disgrace, and lonely rambles up less well-to-do streets.

  “Mr. Edwards?”

  Charles drew his horse to a stop just in front of a carriage that was standing at the ready to receive a lovely young woman. He had not bothered to take note of her since this was not the part of town where the finest flowers of the season resided.

  “Miss Linton,” he said doffing his hat. “Is Crawford with you?” He nodded to the carriage.

  “No,” Constance Linton replied with a smile, “though he very much wanted to be. It is just Evelyn and me.”

  His brows furrowed. Evelyn? The name sounded familiar.

  “Miss Barrett,” Constance clarified.

  “Ah, Miss Barrett. Of course. How negligent of me to not remember.” How had he managed to forget her name? He certainly had not forgotten her perfectly pink lips or lithe figure…the same figure that was exiting the house to his left. She was perhaps the most enticing creature he had ever met and never sampled.

  “Oh!”

  Miss Barrett’s lips formed such a wonderfully kissable o.

  “Mr. Edwards,” she greeted with a small curtsey. “Are you here to visit Mrs. Verity and the children?”

  His brows furrowed again. “Mrs. Who?”

  “Verity,” Evelyn repeated. “She runs this home for children.” She motioned toward the house.

  “I did not know this was a home for children.” His left brow rose in question. “Why are you here? None of these children are yours, I would assume.”

  Her eyes grew wide, and she gasped. “We are not all as reprobate as you, Mr. Edwards.”

  He leaned forward, nonchalantly admiring her look of utter indignation. “Then, what, pray tell, are proper young ladies such as yourself and Miss Linton doing here?”

  “Charitable work. You do know what that is, do you not?”

  He chuckled. Miss Barret was not the sort to shy away quietly to her corner and leave him be. He liked that. “I have heard the term.”

  “But have you ever experienced it?” asked Constance.

  He shifted his gaze to his friend, Henry Crawford’s, betrothed. “No, not beyond what is expected on my father’s estate.”

  “It’s rather fulfilling,” Constance replied. “Today, we taught some children their letters. It was remarkable, was it not, Evelyn?” She wore a look of sheer delight.

  “And Linton approves of this?” Charles asked.

  “Both he and Henry do.”

  Delight did not begin to describe the look in Miss Linton’s eyes as she said the name Henry. One day, when he was ready to take up his mantle of responsibility, Charles hoped to find a lady who would look even half as happy saying his name as Miss Linton did at this moment.

  “Trefor,” Constance continued, “thought this would be a safe way to keep me occupied. My last scheme, you see, did not leave him favourably disposed to allowing me to find my own creative ways in which to make my life more interesting.”

  There was a mischievous gleam in both her eyes and those of her friend Evelyn. Curious, that. He had not expected anything akin to impishness from Trefor Linton’s sister or any of her friends. Constance Linton was the most proper chit he had ever met, and he suspected, to be her friend, Miss Barrett must be cut from the same cloth.

  “Is your eye feeling better?” Miss Barrett asked.

  “It is, but I’ll not be doing either of you any favours in the future,” he replied with a smirk. “At least not unless I receive something better than a broken nose and a black eye in return.”

  “I can neither apologize nor thank you enough,” Constance replied.

  She had apologized over and over and over again as she stood holding a compress to his eye in the Linton sitting room those many days ago. “I think you have said the words enough,” he replied softly. “I merely jest.” He would not have her feeling guilty for his injuries when it was not her doing which caused them.

  Miss Barrett tipped her head as she looked up at him, a puzzled look on her face. Then, she shook herself and smiled. “We are expected at your house soon, Connie. Mother will be waiting.”

  “As will Trefor,” she smiled, “and Henry.”

  Much to Charles’s surprise, Miss Evelyn Barrett rolled her eyes at the tone her friend used to say Henry’s name.

  “Do not let me detain you. I would not wish to run afoul of any of them.” He winked at Miss Barret. “At least, not until I am healed.”

  She gasped. “My mother has warned me about you, Mr. Edwards.”

  “As well she should,” he replied easily. “I am dreadfully charming.”

  Constance had entered the carriage, but Evelyn, who remained on the street, laughed. “That is not how my mother said it.” Her eyes sparkled with impertinence. Then, with a small curtsey of parting, she boarded her carriage.

  Charles looked after her and tipped his hat as the door closed on those shining eyes and teasing smile. Oh, he could find great pleasure in evoking such a look from her on a regular basis. Not that he wished to spend great amounts of time with her. No, he was not the sort of gentleman to trot around behind a lady hoping for her to smile at him or laugh at his jokes. He danced; he flirted; and he stole kisses. He did not become attached. Attachments were dangerous. They led to marriage and, he fought the urge to shudder, responsibility. He was far too young for such things as that just yet.

  Still, he wondered where she would be this evening and if there would be any dark corners into which she might be persuaded.

  He blew out a breath. Hiding himself away from society was perhaps not the best idea in the world. It, apparently, was wreaking havoc on his well-ordered, carefree existence. A rogue such as himself did not stalk his prey. He simply looked for the opportunity and took it. Planning anything was far too much like being responsible. Rules, guidelines, ledgers, accounts, and all the rest that went with being a gentleman of standing belonged to his father, not Charles.

  In front of him, the carriage stopped, a man jumped down, the door opened, and a pretty face peered out, looking back to where he was.

  He nudged his horse forward as Miss Barrett waved him towards her.

  “Do you require help?” he asked as he drew near.

  “No, no, we are well. Connie and I were just talking, and I thought, as we were discussing how dreadful it is that you were injured on Connie’s account, that it would be charitable of us to offer you a place in the Linton’s box at the theatre tonight.”

  Charles began to shake his head.

  “Hear me out. Do not refuse until I have made my full request. And come forward more, I feel as if I am going to fall out of this door and onto the street.”

  Charles chuckled. This young woman sounded more like Linton’s cantankerous Aunt Gwladys than a young lady of the ton. Most young ladies who presented themselves during the season went out of their way to appear demure to one and all – always.

  “Do you scold everyone?” he teased as he did as she said.

  If he had expected her to be offended, he was once again going to be surprised, for she merely smiled, batted her lashes, and replied, “No, I scold very few beyond my brother actually.”

  “So, I am special,” he returned.

  She shrugged. “Perhaps you are. Or perhaps I just find you as troublesome as Griffin.”

  “I think I will insist you find me special.”

  “Do what you will; it matters not one jot to me,” she retorted.

  Her words might have said she did not care, but her tone clearly said she was annoyed.

  “As I was saying…”

  “Before you began scolding.” Charles smiled at her huff.

  “Before I had to pause to give instructions.”

  Charles chuckled. “Continue. I shall not refuse until you have said your piece.”

  “Refuse? You intend to refuse?”

  “Most likely. But, I have not heard your request in full, so I cannot be certain I am correct until I do. I have been wrong before.”

  Her eyebrows rose, and her lips pursed for a moment as if she were holding back some retort.

  “There will not be very many people in our box. If you slip in a side door or something and scurry up to the box, you will not have to have many people gawk at you.”

  “You think I am worried about being seen?”

  “I would be if my eye were the colour of yours. That is why you are riding here and not in a more populated place, is it not? And, I have not seen you at any events since…well…” she pointed to her eye.

  “I will admit that I do not relish the whispers.” Why he felt he needed to admit such a thing was beyond him. He could come up with any number of reasons to be riding where he was and for not having been at any soiree she had attended. A smile slipped slowly across his face. “Have you missed me?”

  “What?” She shook her head vigorously. “No. I just noticed that I had not seen you slinking from shadow to shadow.”

  “If you say so.”

  “I do.” She scowled. “Now, will you be joining us? I am certain no one would be in the least put out if you did.”

  “How reassuring,” Charles muttered.

  “Please,” Constance added from the interior of the carriage. “I do feel dreadful that you have been out of society. It must be terribly boring sitting at home instead of going out.”

  “Who said I was sitting at home?” He smiled a lazy, suggestive smile.

  “Henry,” Constance replied.

  Blast! Did Henry tell her everything?

  “Very well, I have been hiding away. Are you happy to know my shame?”

  “Only if it means you will join us,” said Miss Barrett.

  “Can you not muster an ounce of sympathy?” he asked in surprise. Were not young ladies – especially those who did charity work – supposed to be compassionate?

  She shook her head. “No. Not a morsel. While I am awfully sorry you were injured, I do believe you have escaped more times than you have been caught.”

  The lady might look like an angel, but she had a heart of ice. However, ice could be melted. In fact, it could be quite a marvelous lark to attempt to melt that ice.

  “Very well, I will join you if you will but attempt to feel an ounce of pity for me.”

  The way her lips pursed with contained amusement was tempting. “A full ounce?”

  “Yes.” He moved closer to her door. “A full ounce.” He repeated the words in a low, sultry tone – slowly and deliberately. Satisfaction curled his lips as he saw her pretty nibble-worthy neck rise and fall when she swallowed.

  She licked her lips. “I shall make an attempt.”

  “Then, I shall see you at the theatre.”

  “Very good.”

  He chuckled at the uncertainty in her voice. Again, he tipped his hat to the closed carriage door and watched it drive away before continuing on his way home to prepare for an evening of entertainment – and a play.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  “You invited Edwards?” Trefor Linton asked his sister in astonishment.

  “No, I did,” Evelyn replied. There was no need for Connie to have to defend something she had not done.

  “You did what, my dear?” Mrs. Barrett asked as all eyes turned toward her daughter.

  “I invited Mr. Edwards to join us at the theatre.” At least, they had not asked her why she had invited the gentleman. What she had done was far easier to explain than why she had done it, since she wasn’t certain what had compelled her to suggest such a thing to Constance.

  “Why would you do that?”

  Drat! Evelyn pulled the left corner of her lip between her teeth. How was she to answer that?

  “Trefor,” Aunt Gwladys scolded, tipping her head toward Mrs. Barrett.

  “I apologize.” He retreated into his seat with a small bow of his head to Evelyn’s mother.

  He was ceding the field. She had a moment to gather her thoughts. Taking a breath as her mind whirled, Evelyn waited for her mother to repeat Trefor’s question.

  “I, too, would like to know why you invited him to join us in the Linton’s box.”

  It was never a good sign when her mother spoke in such a tight, clipped tone. Evelyn’s brows furrowed. “I guess I thought it only right that we offer him some sort of comfort after the trouble we caused him.” That was the truth.

  “I see.”

  Evelyn groaned silently. Those two words were her mother’s way of saying that she had more to say on the subject but was too polite to air her grievances with her daughter in front of friends.

  “I know what you have told me,” Evelyn persisted. It was likely far better to explain all she could now rather than allowing her mother time to conduct a trial mentally in practice for the carriage ride home. “But he looked lonely.”

  She shook her head. That was not the right way to say it. It was true but… “He was all alone and seemed forlorn, and it is only because he has bruises which he received for something Connie asked him to do and since I was with Connie when she asked, I feel as if I am also responsible, although he does not hold us responsible.” She clamped her lips closed before any further explanations could fall out of her mouth. It was not perhaps her best defense. It was rambling and not presented well at all, but what could one expect when one was required to defend herself without proper time to prepare. She had had the short ride from Mrs. Verity’s to the Linton’s home to think about it and to discuss it with Constance, who had been just as surprised as everyone else that Evelyn had made such an offer.

  “If he slips in quietly, he will not have to face the whispers his current appearance will likely arouse. Once he is in the box, he can sit back in the shadows and enjoy some entertainment,” she added when no one else spoke. She shrugged. “I like doing charitable things.”

  “Mr. Edwards is not an approved charity,” her mother’s voice was stern.

  “Oh, I do not think of him as such.” Did she? “I mean, he is in need of some compassion at present, but in a week or so, he will be good as new and not in need of a thing.”

  “Well,” said Aunt Gwladys, “we cannot rescind the invitation, so we will have to do our part to see that Mr. Edwards has a pleasant evening.”

  “A properly pleasant evening.” Mrs. Barrett arched a brow at her daughter.

  Did her mother expect her to throw herself upon the gentleman? She opened her mouth to assure her mother that she would behave properly just as always but then closed it as the thought of throwing herself at a gentleman as handsome as Mr. Edwards did not cause her the revulsion it should — which was strange. She was not given to flights of fancy. She was not the sort of girl to be whiling away her time waiting for some gallant gentleman to come sweeping in and carry her away. She would marry some sensible and kind man who would happily allow her to continue her charitable activities and who would treat her with respect. Mr. Edwards was not such a gentleman. If he did swoop in to carry her away, she would likely find herself at his castle with twenty-five other lovely damsels. There. That was the shudder she should have felt all along.

  “I shall be as proper as always,” she finally said.

  Her mother did not look completely convinced.

  “He did look lonely and nearly refused to come,” said Constance.

  “Did he?” asked Henry.

  “Yes, very. Which is why I pressed him to join us. His eye looks better, but I could not help feeling dreadful just seeing it.”

  “You are too good.” Henry’s smile was returned.

  “I am, am I not?” Constance said with a laugh.

  “Very,” muttered her brother. “Edwards is a friend, but…” He grimaced. “At least, I do not have to worry about Connie.”

  “Trefor,” Aunt Gwladys scolded, “you never did have to worry about her. She did what was right even if her methods were a trifle unconventional.”

  “Meeting with a gentleman of Edwards’s reputation in an alcove is more than a trifle unconventional for a proper chit like Connie,” Trefor retorted.

  “I was not alone,” Constance protested.

  “Little good that did you,” Trefor muttered and then shrugged. “If a goat shows up among the sheep, you make the best of it, I guess.”

  “Goat?” Aunt Gwladys said with a laugh. “I think Mr. Edwards is more a wolf than a goat, which is why we will watch our sheep carefully.”

  “Well, Evelyn,” her mother stood, “I do think it is time for us to depart, so that we will have enough time to prepare for tonight’s festivities.”

  Her mother smiled and extended her hand to Evelyn, who obediently placed her hand in it. She knew that though her mother looked all that was serene and reconciled to the notion of Mr. Edward’s being included in their party, she was not. A smile, especially on the face of her mother, could hide many things. It was a required part of becoming a lady of standing, her mother had often told her, yet Evelyn struggled at times to look complacent when she was feeling the opposite. One day, she might be as well-practiced as her mother at such a skill.

  “Thank you for allowing Constance to visit Mrs. Verity’s with me today,” Evelyn said to Trefor. “We had a very enjoyable time, and I believe the children are better for our having been there.”

  “Will you be returning there?” Trefor asked as he stood and joined his sister on her way to see her friend to the door as she almost always did when Evelyn visited.

  “I would like to,” Constance replied, “and Mrs. Verity has invited us to return if you will allow it.”

  “I see no reason to oppose such a thing.” He gave a nod of his head to the Barretts, as well as a word of parting, and returned to the sitting room.

  “I am wearing my blue silk with that lovely turban hat that was delivered yesterday,” Evelyn said to Constance. “You must wear your new hat to match,” she added as she stepped out the door behind her mother.

  “I will,” Constance assured her with a laugh.

  Evelyn returned her friend’s wave and then hurried after her mother to the carriage.

  “It is one thing to invite someone to an event which we are hosting,” her mother began before Evelyn had even entered the vehicle, “but to invite them to someone else’s event is quite another.” Her look was excessively stern as Evelyn settled onto the bench across from her. “A very improper thing. It is fortunate for us that the Lintons and Mrs. Kendrick are such good friends. I am certain they will think nothing of your actions beyond that they were a bit unconventional. None of them will speak to anyone else about your impropriety, and for that, you should be most thankful. Why if it were anyone else, you could find yourself the subject of many fanciful tales!”

  Mrs. Barrett pulled her head back and looked to her right as if there were someone sitting next to her. “Did you hear that Mr. Edwards was in attendance at Covent Gardens with Miss Barrett?”

  She turned her head in the opposite direction. “No, you don’t say.”

  Again, she looked to her right. “I hear she invited him. I dare say we will be either hearing of her escape to the country or his finally being snared.” She clucked her tongue. “Poor thing, she’ll not have a happy marriage with that one.”

  Her mother faced her, raised a brow, and nodded her head. It was an expression that signified that whatever her mother had just said was the absolute truth of what could, and likely would, happen. The austere look that she still wore upon completion of speaking only emphasized how correct she thought she was.

  Evelyn knew better than to make any sort of response. It would not, at this moment, matter to her mother that the idea had first been presented to Constance, who had given a startled, half-hearted agreement before Evelyn had rapped on the ceiling to signal that the carriage should stop.

  “You are to stay away from that gentleman. Did I not make that clear to you already?”

  “Yes, Mother, you did. He is a rogue and not to be trusted. I must only speak to him in your presence and in a well-lit venue.”

  “Which you did not.”

  “I did not expect to meet him on the street, and Constance was speaking to him before I exited Mrs. Verity’s, so I really cannot be faulted for having to speak to him.” She pressed her lips together. She knew better than to attempt an argument when her mother was as cross as she was at present.

  “The fault lies in what you said to him. To invite a gentleman to the theatre on the street!”

  “It was after that,” Evelyn said softly. She had already begun the conversation that she knew she should not have started. There was no point in postponing the inevitable – even if speaking of it now meant doing so while her mother was in such a state as she was.

  “What was that, my dear?”

  Evelyn blew out a breath. “We had entered the carriage after very little conversation with Mr. Edwards, but then as we drove away, I began to think it would be a very noble thing to show him some kindness. Perhaps he is as he is because he does not know any different. He takes because no one offers. It could be true.”

  Her mother shook her head. “He takes because he can, and I prefer he not take anything from you, which is why you must not speak to him outside my presence.”

  “I cannot be with you always,” Evelyn protested. “There will be moments like today when I will come upon him, and you are not there.”

  “Then you will say your good days and walk away.” Her mother’s eyes narrowed. “You were in the carriage when you decided to offer him a seat in the Linton’s box?”

  Evelyn nodded. “We were, so after presenting the idea to Connie and getting her agreement, we stopped. And I made the offer.”

  Her mother’s brows rose. “I imagine you stuck your head out the door as you do when you are calling to Griffin?”

  How she wished she did not have to reveal all of her actions to her mother, but she could not run the risk of something being said at the theatre by Mr. Edwards. Should she not be completely open with her mother now about all that had happened, the consequences of being discovered to have hidden some fact would be far worse than this discussion. She would likely be required to remain at home without visits for several days. As it was, she might find herself in such a situation, but it would be a shorter duration because she had been forthcoming. That is how it worked with her mother. Openness was rewarded by a reduction in punishment.

  “I did. I waved him forward, and then sat back inside as I spoke to him.”

  Her mother shook her head silently.

  “I shall not do it again.”

  “See that you do not.”

  The carriage fell into silence for several clip-clops of the horses’ hooves.

  “I will allow you to attend the theatre this evening,” her mother said, “but it is perhaps best if you stay home tomorrow. A time of reflection seems fitting.”

  “Of course.”

  “No callers,” her mother added with a raised brow.

  “I understand.”

  “Do you?”

  “Yes, ma’am, I do.”

  “Mr. Marsh is on the verge of coming to the point. I can feel it. He is so kind, and his fortune is not small.” The smile she wore as she spoke was one that Evelyn cherished, for it was the smile of a mother who loved her child very dearly. “He would take such good care of you, and that is all that I want, you know, to know that my child will be happy and healthy and want for nothing – especially love.”

  “I know.” Evelyn had heard her mother and her father say such things many times over the years. She was fortunate to have parents who wished to see her well-matched but not at the expense of her happiness. Mr. Marsh was a good option for a husband. He was not handsome, and he could be a tiny bit dull. However, he was gentle and obliging, and she never found herself in the least bit uncomfortable with him. They seemed destined to be great friends if never anything more.

  “Mr. Edwards,” her mother shook her head and wore a sad expression, “he is a ship without a mast, my dear. Floating aimlessly from pleasure port to pleasure port. That is a dangerous journey and one that often ends in disaster for both the boat and its passengers.”

  “Yes, Mama.”

  Mrs. Barrett reached across the carriage and patted her daughter’s knee. “He is handsome, I will give him that, and as of yet, he still holds a fortune. If Mr. Edwards were more like Mr. Marsh or even Mr. Linton or Mr. Crawford in his new iteration, I would not dissuade you from him. However, as it is, he is just not an acceptable choice, and I cannot condone even a friendship with him.”

  Evelyn nodded. “I was not considering
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