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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. Some of these stories in this series will be about completely original characters with only a mention of some Austen character.

  The book you hold in your hand is a box set of the first three episodes of my Other Pens Series, which begins after the close of Manfield Park with Henry Crawford deciding to prove himself worthy of a good woman. It then continues as the series follows first the journey Henry’s friend Charles Edwards takes to his happily ever after before moving on to Henry’s sister Mary.

  This series does not end with Mary Crawford’s story as book four sees Tom Bertram becoming “what he ought to be.” (There is an excerpt from Tom’s story at the end of this box set.)

  You can join my mailing list to keep up-to-date with all things related to my books and this series.

  
    Book News from Leenie Brown
  

  (bit.ly/LeenieBBookNews)

  




  
  





Henry: To Prove Himself Worthy


  
  
    He’s failed before, but with her help, this time, he might just succeed.
  

  






Chapter 1


  
  Henry Crawford paced the edges of the ballroom, surveying the latest crop of debutantes with a critical, assessing eye. Not just any beauty would do for him this season. The lady he selected to pursue would need more than beauty to capture his admiration. He had had his fill of games, dalliances, and chits who thought too well of themselves. He was looking for a woman of substance who would stand by his side as his wife. Not that he truly felt worthy of such a lady.

  His eyes narrowed as he scrutinized a group of ladies standing in a corner to the right of the ballroom door. There were several in the group who stood head and shoulders above the rest. They would never do for him. He did not possess great height, and a gentleman must not have a partner ─ even for a dance ─ who was taller than he.

  Of the ladies of acceptable height, there were those who held their chins very much like a particular young lady whom he would like to forget. She was full of airs and invitation, but… he shook his head… Maria Bertram had been more beauty than substance, and what substance she had possessed was, as it turned out, unpleasant. He shuddered in remembrance of that particular lady’s sour disposition.

  Then there were one or two in the group who were of a proper stature but appeared shy ─ almost fearful. They were the ones whispering to their chaperones and fidgeting uneasily. They would likely be the ones still standing by the wall when the dancing began ─ not because they lacked beauty, for they did not. Some were slightly more attractive than others, as was the normal scheme of things, but all were elegantly dressed and expertly coiffured, showing themselves to best advantage. It was their reserved manner and lack of sparkle that would likely see them overlooked. That might be the best place to begin ─ with the wallflowers. That is if he could bring himself to approach anyone at all.

  He paused at the door to the terrace, which was not quite closed, and pulled in a gulp of cool air. The room seemed rather warmer than he remembered it being. Perhaps it was the crush of people, or ─ he swallowed at the strange uneasiness that rose in his throat ─ perhaps it was the disapproving eyes of the many matrons and male folk guarding their precious treasures that made him wish to pull at his cravat and straighten his jacket and caused him to feel so warm. That was likely it, he had to admit to himself. He had always been welcomed in the past, but tonight he did not feel that former welcome. It was his own doing, however, and he knew it. Had he considered one sweet lady as the precious treasure she was, he would likely not be here scouting for someone with fair eyes and a pleasant smile to fill the void that Fanny Price had left in his heart.

  “Have you settled on the next scandal?” Charles Edwards drew up beside Henry and, lifting his quizzing glass, looked down his nose as he surveyed the room. “It is an excellent crop with many beauties.”

  “Aye, it is that,” Henry agreed with a half smile.

  “Which shall it be?” Edwards cast a quick glance at his friend of many years.

  “I do not know. I see their beauty, but…” He turned toward Edwards so that his lips could not be read by anyone.

  “I do not think I am ready for this,” he admitted in a low whisper. “I should not have allowed you and Linton to talk me into attending.”

  “Do not be foolish, my man, you are exactly where you must be to assuage a disappointment.” Edwards’ smile had a wolfish quality to it as it usually did when he was speaking of ladies. “A broken heart does a lady good. It hurries her on to consider matrimony at a faster pace. In reality, their guardians should be thankful for those of us who provide such a service.”

  Henry chuckled. If there was one thing at which Edwards was good, besides seducing a lady, it was twisting logic into some rational explanation about why his actions were not so reprehensible as most might consider them. The truth was that Edwards was a rogue through and through, but he had enough charm and good looks to make him not only acceptable to many young ladies but also desirable. Likely one of them fancied herself to be capable of ensnaring the man’s heart and reforming him into all that was proper. Henry wished her well, for the task would not be an easy one.

  “The Price chit you liked. She’s married now, is she not?” Edwards pressed his point.

  For a moment, Henry paused to consider that Edwards might be correct. After Henry’s departure last spring, Fanny had not been long in securing an offer from her cousin Edmund. He shook his head. No, his friend was not correct, for Fanny’s heart had not been broken, and that was a truth which, as of yet, never ceased to cause his own heart to pinch. She had been kind to him and caring, and perhaps she might have been persuaded to love him, but she had not loved him as he had wished she would.

  He knew his foolishness had hurt her, and he imagined her disappointment in him had been great. How could it not have been? Fanny was all that was good. She scowled ─ very prettily and softly ─ at all that was less than virtuous. How she must have censured him in her heart, if not in her words! And he deserved it. He knew he did. He had failed her. He had acted rashly, in a fit of misguided passion. He was likely very unfit for any lady of such good taste and character.

  Henry’s morose contemplations were brought to a halt as a burly gentleman wearing a green jacket attempted to pass between Henry and the doors behind him.

  “You must dance at least once before you escape.” Trefor Linton gave Henry a nudge with his shoulder. “When the horse tosses you on your arse, you have to ride it again.”

  Henry flashed a grin at his friend. “You are not also going to tell me how breaking the hearts of poor innocents is somehow a service to them, are you?”

  “Good heavens, I should say not!” cried Linton. “Has Edwards been spouting his regular rubbish?”

  “I will have you know it is not rubbish,” Edwards defended. “Why just last year, three young ladies made very eligible matches after I had shown them particular attention. I tell you, I am a good luck charm for the matrimonially-minded miss.”

  “I dare say at least one of them felt a very pressing need to accept the first offer she was given after receiving your attentions.” Linton raised his left brow and looked down his nose imperiously at Edwards.

  Edwards shrugged. “I heard no word of scandal.”

  “That is because you refuse to listen,” Linton muttered.

  Henry shook his head. How Linton had remained friends with Edwards and him for all these years was a mystery. Linton was level-headed and honorable to a fault. He would never be caught in a dark corner with a chit. Edwards, on the other hand, made it something of a sport to see how many dark corners he could frequent with a different chit in each one. And Henry? Well, he was more inclined to participate with Edwards and tease Linton for his refusal to join them than he was to deny himself such pleasure. He drew a breath. No longer. He hoped.

  “So who shall it be?” Edwards prodded again. “Her?” He directed his gaze at a curvaceous blonde to their left. “She would be quite delightful, I imagine.”

  Linton’s long arm reached behind Henry and thwacked Edwards. “Have a care. That’s Hodson’s sister.”

  “Indeed?” Edwards did not remove his eyes from the lady. “I had not thought such beauty could be found in his family.” He tipped his head as he studied the beauty across the room. “She has definitely defied the Hodson odds and lost her awkwardness. Does Hodson still frequent Gentleman Jackson’s?”

  Linton nodded. “Daily.”

  Edwards lowered his glass and gave it a wipe before putting it in his pocket. “Then who else might there be of interest?”

  “Start with Constance,” Linton suggested. “No harm will befall you. She will be all that is proper, and perhaps others, seeing that I trust you with her, will stop scowling at us. It is very unnerving. How do you bear such looks of displeasure so frequently, Edwards?”

  Edwards laughed. “The pleasure of a few stolen moments is worth the discomfort, my friend. You should try it.”

  “Not likely,” Linton retorted.

  “You know Crawford is nearly so skilled as I at finding secluded corners.” Edwards once again had his quizzing glass out and was wiping it. “I am surprised you would trust your sister with him.”

  “It is one dance in my presence, and he knows I would kill him if he were to so much as think of stealing a kiss from Connie.” Linton crossed his arms and glowered at Edwards. “I believe Crawford currently has enough sense to heed such a warning, and that is why I will allow him to dance with my sister. You, however, still lack such sense and are to keep your distance.”

  Edwards shrugged. “Her tongue is too sharp for my liking.” He answered Linton’s growl at the disparagement with a smile. “I prefer not to be lectured when I am attempting to seduce a lady.”

  “I should give such ungentlemanly comments the reply they deserve, but knowing it will likely fall on deaf ears, I shall spare my breath. Come, Crawford,” said Linton. “We will leave Edwards to his dissipated ways and go find Connie.”

  ~*~*~

  Constance Linton huffed softly as she stood beside her aunt.

  “Stand up straight and do not scowl.” Gwladys Kendrick’s instructions to her niece were accompanied by an appropriately stern look and a slight nudge forward. “No man will ever find you if you attempt to sink into the shadows.”

  “I would be quite happy not to be found.” Constance favoured her aunt with a charming smile.

  “Do not be ridiculous, child. There must certainly be at least one gentleman here that will rise to your exacting standards of dullness,” a smirk pulled at the corners of Aunt Gwladys’s mouth.

  “Dull is not the proper word, Aunt.”

  “Yes, I know. Intelligent, forward thinking, and so on.” Aunt Gwladys waved her hand in a small circle, indicating that she knew Constance’s description of her ideal gentleman would go on and on for some time if she was allowed to begin such a topic of conversation. “Many intelligent beasts, such as your brother, dance, you know.”

  Constance linked her arm with the lady who had been her companion and guide for these past six years, filling neatly the void left by the death of Constance’s mother. “I know. I just find this whole sifting through the dross process to be quite tedious.”

  Aunt Gwladys patted Constance’s hand. “Ah, but the prize for such effort is well worth it.” Her brows furrowed, and her lips pursed for a moment as she caught sight of her nephew. “Why your brother insists on keeping some of his friends, I will never understand.”

  “Because one does not turn out a stray just because it has a bad eye ─ or some such thing,” replied Constance with a laugh.

  “There is more than an eye that is bad with that one,” Aunt Gwladys muttered as her nephew and Henry Crawford approached.

  “He is not so bad as Mr. Edwards,” Constance whispered. “In fact, according to Trefor, Mr. Crawford has been making improvements.”

  She was not certain why she felt compelled to defend Henry Crawford. She did not hold him in high esteem herself, but there had been an aura of melancholy about him lately that was so unlike him. She had never been one to enjoy seeing the suffering of others even if they did deserve to feel wretched. Of course, she knew that it would likely not keep her from reprimanding him if the opportunity arose. It was a serious inconsistency in her character, and one she wished to remedy. But, she could not decide which part of her character should be discarded. Should she continue to reprove and learn to bear the sorrow of the transgressor without qualm, or was it better to bite her tongue and pat the offender’s arm while saying “there, there, poor dear”?

  “Mr. Crawford,” Aunt Gwladys gave a nod of her head in greeting while her features spoke of her hesitance in doing so.

  “Mrs. Kendrick, Miss Linton.” Henry bowed and smiled. “It is a pleasure to see you. You are both looking fetching tonight ─ quite the brightest jewels at the ball.” He took the hand that Aunt Gwladys had offered him and gave it a kiss.

  “Your silver tongue will not work with me, young man. I know your sort.” Her tone was stern despite the small smile that played at her mouth in response to his flattery. “And your lifted brows and raised chin will not scold me into being civil,” she said to Linton while tapping her cheek with her fan, indicating that he should kiss it.

  Linton obliged. “Tonight shall be trying enough for Crawford. There is no need of increasing his discomfort,” he said softly.

  “Consequences are consequences,” Aunt Gwladys retorted.

  “You are correct, of course, but they are not for you to award or laud,” her nephew responded.

  Henry pulled at his sleeves and attempted to keep a smile on his lips. How many times had he had to plaster such a look of nonchalance on his face over the last year? “Linton will not allow me to leave until I have danced,” he explained.

  “You were leaving just after you arrived?” Constance asked in surprise.

  Henry shrugged. “I might have found the card room for a while before making my exit, but yes. I am uncertain I am prepared for the close, and may I say just, examination, I appear to be receiving.”

  “Surely, you knew it would be thus?” Constance snapped her mouth shut and smiled sheepishly at her brother, who had cleared his throat rather loudly at her comment.

  “I expected as much,” said Henry. “However, I had hoped some of my infamy had faded.”

  “There are likely many gentlemen in the card room whose only interest in your past activities is to place a bet on if they are likely to be repeated,” said Aunt Gwladys. “The ladies tend to be longer in coming to terms with the idea of accepting a gentleman back into society who has shown disdain for the solemnity of marriage. They fear you will be unfaithful as a husband, you see. However, you are not without your particular charms.” Her lips curled into a smile. “Pin money and an estate with ample carriages and servants, as well as a townhouse and fine gowns, are very alluring to some young ladies.”

  “Crawford is a changed man, are you not?” Linton turned to Henry. “Henry here has learned the value of a good woman, and that is precisely what he seeks ─ not some fortune hunter.” Linton waved his hand as if brushing away some disgusting bit of dirt.

  “I am trying to be,” Henry replied as the musicians began to play something recognizable rather than just the few notes of tuning they had been playing for some minutes.

  “I have assured Crawford that you would be happy to partner him for the first dance if Aunt Gwladys has not harpooned someone else for you.”

  Constance’s mouth dropped open at the audacity of such a statement. “I can assure you that I would have garnered several names on my card had I wished to do so. I do not need them to be harpooned.”

  Henry bit back a smile at the way Linton’s sister crossed her arms and glared at her brother. He had seen them nearly come to blows before over some careless comment that Linton had made and to which Constance had taken exception. It did not matter that she was half the size of her larger and older brother. While others might find the man intimidating, his sister did not. There was no denying the fiery blood of the Kendrick family ran in the lady’s veins. In fact, she seemed to have received all of her own on that account, as well as a portion of her more relaxed brother’s.

  “She would have secured many a partner, had she not been doing a valiant job of avoiding the majority of them,” muttered her aunt.

  “Then, am I in luck?” Henry asked with a bright smile for Constance. “May I have the pleasure of enduring the stares of the masses with such a lovely partner to hold my attention?”

  Though she knew him to be a charmer, Constance had to admit, as she accepted his offer and his arm, that Mr. Crawford’s words were very pretty and did make a lady feel a particular happiness that crept unbidden to her cheeks.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  “You dance very well,” Constance said when she and Henry had completed their set.

  Henry inclined his head in acceptance of her compliment. “And your performance added credibly to mine. We were well-matched. Did you enjoy yourself?” He knew that she had only accepted his offer to dance because her brother had decreed it would happen. “You did not feel too put upon, did you?”

  Constance blinked in surprise. “No, I was not put upon in the least, and though I do not particularly enjoy balls, I enjoyed that set of dances. You are a lively conversationalist even when there is little time to converse.” They had spoken of rather mundane things — the weather, the decor, her aunt’s rose garden — nothing of importance, and yet, it had not been dull. Henry’s expressions had added some interest, as had his occasional witty remark. Constance had felt herself in very good company.

  “You mentioned your stables,” she said as they approached her aunt and brother. “I had not realized you had been at Everingham. You did not call.”

  Henry had nearly always called on her brother when he was at his estate and Trefor was at Linthurst. Henry even called occasionally when Trefor was not at Linthurst just to see that all was well with her and Aunt Gwladys. She had always suspected that Henry did so with the hoped there would be a need for him to turn around and ride back to town with some message for Trefor instead of proceeding to Everingham.

  “Crawford has spent a good amount of time on his estate — sorting it out and seeing to improvements,” Linton said. “I called on him.”

  “He came to lend a hand,” Henry explained. “I know my way around an estate to some degree, but your brother insisted I needed further instruction.”

  “And he did.” Linton gave a sharp nod of his head to punctuate his point.

  “I can tell by your expression, Miss Linton, that I have surprised you.”

  Constance’s mouth had dropped open the slightest amount, her eyes had grown wide, and she had blinked several times. It would have been a most charming expression if Henry did not know that his doing what was merely the common duty of an estate owner had been the cause of it.

  “I thought you disliked the country.” Her cheeks reddened at not having been able to better regulate her expression.

  Henry’s replying smile was tight. “It is not that I dislike the country, but rather that I have always found it and the responsibility that accompanies it to be dull.”

  Constance gasped, and before she could think better of it, she replied, “Responsibility may not always be pleasant, but one should not simply avoid it because it is dull.” Constance did not know which was worst — the way her brother cleared his throat and scowled at her, the displeased hiss from her aunt, or the shadow of sadness that passed across Henry’s face.

  “Proper ladies do not lecture,” her aunt whispered. “Not even if the gentleman deserves the reprimand.” She raised a brow in Henry’s direction. “You do not wish to be labelled a shrew, my dear.”

  “She was not lecturing,” Henry said.

  The small, sad smile that accompanied Henry’s gracious words — that, Constance decided, that was the worst response to her unguarded comments.

  “And,” Henry continued, “she is correct. One should not neglect responsibility in favour of pleasure. I have learned that it can be very costly, and that is a lesson I do not wish to repeat.” He bowed. “I have danced my one dance and will now take my leave. Thank you, Miss Linton, for providing me with a most enjoyable reintroduction to society.” He turned to leave but paused and turned back.

  “May I call on you tomorrow?” He looked from her to her brother. He did not know why he wished to call on her exactly, but for some reason, he felt a strong desire to spend time in the presence of a lady who, knowing his sins and censuring him for them, did not spurn him but treated him with respect.

  Linton shrugged. “Do you wish it, Connie?”

  “She would be delighted,” Aunt Gwladys said before Constance could do more than open her mouth. “We are always pleased to have you call at Lindhurst. The fact that we are in town should not change that.”

  Henry thanked Mrs. Kendrick but sent a questioning look toward her niece.

  Constance nodded. “We would be delighted,” she assured him.

  “Until tomorrow then.” Henry made one more bow and took his leave.

  “I am surprised that after all your disapproving remarks you would wish to have him call on us,” Constance whispered to her Aunt.

  “One does not cast out a stray because he has a blind eye.” Aunt Gwladys winked at her niece. “Besides, I believe he has indeed changed,” said Aunt Gwladys as she watched Henry make his way past several young ladies, who were doing their best to attract his notice. “Did he flirt with you, Connie?”

  “No, he was pleasant and charming, but he did not flirt. Of course, that is likely because I am his friend’s sister.”

  Aunt Gwladys rolled her eyes. “And no man has ever married the sister of a friend.”

  “Aunt Gwladys, you cannot be meaning to matchmake!”

  “No, no, no,” her aunt assured her. “As I have told you several times this week, I will wait until your third season before I begin to arrange matches — and it will not be with the likes of Mr. Crawford, whether he has changed or not — well, at least not until I am assured that this reformation is lasting.” She shook her head and huffed slightly as if it were quite taxing to have to explain all of this. “I was just attempting to make a point, although I am not entirely certain what it was now.”

  “I believe your point was that Crawford did not flirt with Constance because he knows I would thrash him if he did so; therefore, he is perhaps a changed man,” supplied Linton.

  Aunt Gwladys scowled. “You threatened him?”

  “Every time we have met since Constance turned sixteen.”

  “Well, that does take a bit of the sheen off my point,” grumbled Aunt Gwladys.

  “Only a bit,” Linton assured her. “It was still a valid point. He is changed — or changing, as it may be.”

  Aunt Gwladys sighed. “Stand forward, girl. No gentlemen are going to see you if you stand in your brother’s shadow.” She turned a hard look on her nephew. “You have not threatened every gentleman of your acquaintance, have you?”

  Linton shrugged. “Only the ones I felt needed it.”

  “Oh, good heavens,” cried his aunt, “I think I will withdraw my promise. I shall have to devise a match for you, Connie.”

  “No,” said Constance. “You will not go back on your word. I have this season to find a match of my choosing.”

  “Then stand forward, and, Trefor, go fetch me a glass of something to drink or go find a partner for a dance or go play cards — it does not matter what you do so long as you do not do it here where your presence will frighten away your sister’s prospects.”

  Linton laughed, gave his aunt’s cheek a kiss, and wandered off toward the card room.

  ~*~*~

  Henry had made it almost to the door of the ballroom when a familiar voice calling his name stopped him.

  “Henry! Is that you?” Mary Crawford hurried toward her brother.

  He stopped and, taking the hand she extended, placed a kiss on it.

  “You have not called,” she scolded before he could say so much as a word. “You did not even write to our sister with your intention to return to town. She had thought, and I agreed most heartily, that you might defer your return to society until a few weeks into the season.” She gave him a knowing smile. “I knew you could not stay away forever, however. You are too fond of pretty things and company.”

  She wrapped her arm around his and stepped closer. “Rushworth was recently wed. November, I believe it was, so you are safe on that account. He will be much too busy and happy to bother with you.” She stepped away slightly. “She is a beauty and much more pleasant than the previous Mrs. Rushworth. Is she not, Flora?”

  “Lady Stornaway,” Henry greeted the lady, who had come to stand next to his sister, with a dip of his head.

  “Indeed, she is much more pleasant and better acquainted with the need to be discreet if one wishes to retain her position within society.” The feather in Lady Stornaway’s cap fluttered as she tipped her head to survey Henry. “You are looking well. It appears this little incident,” she made a small circular gesture with her hand, “has not had an ill effect on you. I have several friends who are desirous that I invite you to a dinner just so soon as you returned to town — and it was not just your sister,” she assured with a quick flick of her brows. “I will send a note around. You are at your townhouse, are you not?”

  “At present, I am.” He wished he was not. He wished he had an address that neither his sister nor her friends knew. Many of his sister’s friends were very much like the women his uncle, the admiral, kept as friends and lovers — ladies, who had secured a comfortable position in the upper layers of society but had failed to do so in such a fashion as to be entirely pleased with their position. “I am afraid I will have to disappoint you, however. I am not in town for a lark.”

  Mary laughed and swatted his arm playfully. “Do not be foolish, Henry,” she chided. “You are always looking for an adventure. Life is dull without them. Is that not what you have always said?”

  “I believe I have had my fill of adventure,” Henry replied.

  “Your fill of adventure! Let it not be so!” Mary cried. “I have become the sister of an insipid brother, Flora. How greatly you should pity me!”

  Lady Stornaway gasped and looked appropriately affected before Mary continued.

  “You cannot still be regretting Fanny,” Mary said with some force. “She is but a silly girl, whom I shall never forgive, and not only for not having accepted you. For if she had, we should both be happily married.”

  “Yes, well, that has not happened.” Henry covered her hand that still lay on his arm and lifted it off. He would extricate himself from this conversation much more easily if he were free of his sister’s grasp. He would also be free of this discourse if he were to be direct with his sister. She was too practiced at twisting his words when he was anything but forthright. “However, marriage is my purpose in coming to town, and since Lady Stornaway’s friends are neither single nor of the stripe who place great importance on the vows taken before a parson, it would be best if we kept our meetings to soirees such as this.”

  Mary gasped while Lady Stornaway looked affronted.

  “Let me put a point on it for you, my dear sister. Had I not attended that last party at your persuasion and had I gone to Norfolk as I had planned, we might both be happily married. But,” he dropped her hand and held up a finger to mark his point, “you wished for me to see Mrs. Rushworth. You thought there would be great entertainment in it. Do not cast this debacle at Fanny’s feet. She was the only one in this whole sorry tale who was without guile. She refused me because she knew I was not worthy of her, and I was not — as anyone who reads a paper or sits in a drawing room with a cup of tea knows, I was not.

  “And with that blackness attached to my name, I shall have a difficult enough go of it trying to find a lady of substance to accept me. To throw myself back into the society I kept before…” He shrugged and shook his head. “It would be foolish. Therefore, I will gladly welcome you and your friends at soirees such as this, but I will not be accepting any invitations to private parties, save for those held by Dr. and Mrs. Grant. I will call on them next week after I am truly settled in town.” He bowed to the gaping women and hastened out into the corridor.

  “That was some speech,” Linton said from his place of repose against a column, causing Henry to stop his progress toward the door and freedom from the stifling confines of society. “Lady Stornaway will not be pleased.”

  “Nor will my sister,” Henry replied.

  Linton tipped his head toward the door. “My aunt sent me away. She thought my presence was scaring away all of Connie’s prospects.”

  Henry chuckled as he and Linton exited the building. “You do cut an imposing figure.”

  “I try to,” Linton replied with an easy smile. “It keeps the blackguards away. I wish to see Connie well settled.”

  Henry nodded. “I wish I could say the same for my sister.”

  “You do not wish to see her in a good situation?” Linton asked in surprise. He motioned down the street and began to walk.

  “Oh, I wish her to be happy. I just fear it shall never be.” Henry shrugged. “You have done much better for your sister than I have for mine.”

  “I had parents to do most of it,” Linton replied. “You had the admiral, but he was not a good example, and his wife was too indulgent.”

  It was not the first time Henry had heard Linton’s opinion on this matter, and he could not fault his friend for his words, for they were true. Mrs. Crawford had doted on his sister, teaching her all there was to know about shifting in the best society and snaring a man of means. The admiral had likewise taken Henry on as a protégé of sorts. The admiral was a charming and clever man with an easy smile for a pretty woman, no matter her age or marital status. His own marriage seemed to mean little to him beyond having a beautiful hostess to preside over his parties. If the admiral saw something, or rather, someone, he wanted, he would scheme his way into her bed. Lies were only punishable when they were spoken to him, but never when they were used in claiming what he desired. All this, he had impressed upon Henry. Henry would be a man of means, and as such, he should enjoy his status. It had been a pleasant idea to a young man who dreaded giving up his carefree existence. If only he had been willing to give up that unfettered lifestyle when his sister required it.

  “I should have taken her to Everingham instead of Mansfield. I should have taken her there even before that.” Henry had rehearsed over and over to himself the events that had led him to Mansfield and into the presence of the Bertrams and Fanny Price. He knew precisely the points where disaster could have and should have been avoided. He also knew he could not go back and undo what was done, but in contemplating his errors, he hoped not to repeat them.

  “Yes, you should have, but you did not.”

  Henry sighed. Linton was that sort of person who did not try to smooth over the deficiencies of his friends just to lift their spirits. He never went out of his way to find times to point out their errors, but if the subject of some folly was broached, he would not gloss over it. To Linton, it was best to recognize the error for what it was and learn from it. Trying to soften the fault, or to deny it, was foolishness of the greatest kind, and Henry had come to agree with him in recent days.

  “I fear it is too late to be of any good to her,” Henry admitted.

  He and Linton walked on in silence for some distance down the line of carriages before Linton spoke again.

  “Your sister will likely do what she wishes, but there is a chance that your example might impress something upon her. You have just this evening made a lasting impression, I dare say.”

  “She will likely deem me a fool. She will have to if she wishes to keep Lady Stornaway as her friend.”

  Linton shrugged as he stopped and turned back. “It is likely, but in her heart, she will ponder what you have said. She is fond of you, you know.”

  Henry nodded slowly. “I know, and despite how it might have sounded tonight, I am also fond of her. However, I cannot allow my love for her to sway me from my purpose.”

  “No,” Linton agreed. “That you cannot do.”

  “She persuaded me away from what I knew I should do to secure an excellent wife once. I will not allow it again.” Henry clasped his hands behind his back and watched his foot flick a pebble off the walkway. “It is possible, is it not, for me to become a man deserving of an excellent wife? Am I capable of becoming what my uncle was not?”

  Linton clapped him on the shoulder. “Aye, I think it quite likely.”

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  Henry pulled at his sleeves as he stood behind the butler at Linton’s, waiting to be announced. Feeling an unpleasant flutter of nerves at calling on a lady in her home was not something Henry had experienced before, especially when that lady was the sister of his friend. In fact, he had called on Constance and Mrs. Kendrick many times without the slightest twinge of anxiety in the past. However, today was different, and he suspected it was due, at least in part, to the decisions he had made last evening after he had departed the ball.

  “Mr. Crawford to see Miss Linton.”

  Henry gave his sleeve one more tug as Mr. Atkins stepped to the side and allowed him entrance to the sitting room. Henry greeted Mrs. Kendrick and the lady seated to her right first and then took a seat near where Constance was finishing a conversation with Miss Barrett, the daughter of the lady seated next to Mrs. Kendrick and Constance’s particular friend. He squirmed slightly under the scrutiny of Miss Barrett’s mother as he sat, waiting.

  “Evelyn, we must be going.” Mrs. Barrett stood, and her daughter followed suit. “It was a pleasure,” she said to Mrs. Kendrick. “But we will not overstay our time and keep you from your other caller.” She gave Henry a sweeping look. Her lips curled in displeasure.

  The action made Henry bristle. “I am not contagious,” he muttered.

  The lady’s expression changed from assessing to one of shock.

  “You looked as if I might cause some ill to befall your daughter,” Henry explained, settling back into his chair and crossing one foot over the other. The lady expected him to be a cad, so he might as well conduct himself with the nonchalance of one. “I assure you I will not. Miss Barrett is lovely, but not the sort of lady to tempt me away from my single life.” He smiled. “And that is what I seek ─ a wife. And, might I add, since it is likely that it will be discussed in my absence, I do not intend to be the sort of gentleman to take a wife lightly or my vows to her as anything less than sacred.”

  “Is that so?” Mrs. Barrett asked in surprise.

  “Shocking, is it not?” Henry replied.

  “Indeed, it is,” said Mrs. Kendrick with a stern look at Henry.

  Henry inclined his head in acceptance of her reproach. “I have erred quite remarkably on that account,” he admitted.

  “You most certainly have,” Mrs. Kendrick agreed. “But it might be best not to lead with such declarations when calling on young ladies.”

  “I only wish Mrs. Barrett and her daughter to know I mean them no harm, so that when we meet again, they can feel at ease.” It was part of the plan he had formulated last night as he sat before the hearth with only a bottle of wine to keep him company. He would not shy away from acknowledging his errors. It had been uncomfortable to be direct with Mary, but had he continued to thrust and parry with her and Lady Stornaway, he would have likely found himself unable to refuse an invitation to some gathering and would, therefore, find himself in precisely the position he wished to avoid.

  “I shall keep that in mind,” Mrs. Barrett replied. “You will not fault me, however, for being skeptical of your words.”

  Henry brushed at a wrinkle on his sleeve. “I should fault you if you did not.”

  “Then we have an understanding,” said Mrs. Barrett. “And if you should require a partner for a country dance and will promise to walk no further with Evelyn than the dance floor, I will allow you to dance with her.”

  It was Henry’s turned to be startled.

  “Mr. Linton and Mrs. Kendrick have, I assume, given you leave to call on Constance, and I trust their judgment more than I trust your words.” She pulled on her gloves as she added. “I have been a friend of Mrs. Kendrick for many years, Mr. Crawford, and I appreciate directness. However, I will keep watch at soirees and in the paper.”

  Henry smiled and nodded. “If there is any indiscretion on my part — beyond what I have already committed — I shall not approach your daughter.”

  Mrs. Barrett tapped her nose and then extended a hand to her daughter. “We do have other calls, dear.”

  Evelyn dutifully took her mother’s hand, and they took their leave.

  Constance stared at Henry as her friend departed. This was not the Henry she knew. She knew a gentleman who was charming to a fault, who was always saying or doing whatever might be most pleasing to any lady in the room. He was the sort of gentleman who avoided declaring any of his own actions as overly bad. They might be ill-thought-out or a small folly, but they were never an error of a remarkable size. She had always enjoyed Henry’s company, but she had never found him the least bit compelling — annoying, prevaricating, and amiable despite his faults — he had been all of those things, but never compelling — until now.

  “I have come to a conclusion,” Henry began in an attempt to lay out his true intentions for calling on the ladies at Linton House today.

  “That you shall offend everyone you meet who looks at you with a wary eye?” Mrs. Kendrick’s eyes danced with amusement.

  “No, well, perhaps,” Henry’s fingers drummed a pattern on the arm of the chair in which he sat. “I suppose it might come to that. But my intention is to avoid hiding my folly. I dare say it is a well-known story from the looks I received last night and from Mrs. Barrett just now. What point is there in denying my part in the seduction? I was led astray but not unwillingly.”

  “Must you speak so directly?”

  “I apologize, Miss Linton,” Henry smiled at the lovely blush on Constance’s cheeks. His former self would have considered how he could make those cheeks so beguilingly flushed again and again; however, his present self only paused for a moment to admire her beauty before continuing. “I did not come to discuss the particulars of what has happened in the recent past, although they are the foundation for my request of you.”

  “Your request?” Constance repeated his words, her brows drawn together and her lips slightly pursed.

  Again, Henry took a moment to admire her before replying. She was remarkably charming.

  “Yes, I seem to be at a loss on how to proceed in society as a respectable fellow. I know very well how to be a cad and libertine, but I have pitifully little idea how to be the sort of gent that a lady of good character and strong morals would wish to take on as a husband. Therefore, I would greatly appreciate your assistance.” He held her bewildered gaze for a moment before looking to Mrs. Kendrick.

  “I know no other lady of exemplary character who might be allowed to help me.” He paused and drew a deliberate breath to stop the small clenching he felt in his chest. There was one lady of exemplary character who, at one time, would have likely helped him learn all he needed to know to be worthy of her, but at that time, he had not been so willing to learn as he was now. It had, unfortunately, taken the crushing of his own heart at his own hands to make him willing to learn. Mary had always said that Fanny Price would be the making of him, and she would be, for it was the loss of her that saw him here, now, hoping with all that remained of his fragile heart to be given the assistance he needed.

  Constance blinked and looked from Henry to her aunt and back, her hand rested on her heart which was beating a steady and somewhat rapid rhythm. “You think I can help you learn how to be a husband?”

  Henry nodded. “You are a lady of good character, so you should know what someone such as yourself would wish for in a husband. You could point out my shortcomings, and we could devise a way for me to overcome them.”

  He leaned forward in his chair and turned his attention to Mrs. Kendrick. “Trefor has helped me learn much about running my estate, and he could likely aid me with this, too. However, I should think the information would be more reliable coming from a lady.”

  “You have no ulterior motives?” Mrs. Kendrick held Henry’s gaze. “I do not need to fear for my charge’s virtue or heart? You are a charming rascal, and she would not be the first to fall victim to your enchantment.”

  “I promise you,” Henry begged. “I would never attempt anything with Miss Linton.”

  “Why not?” The words flew from Constance’s mouth before she could think better of them.

  “Constance!” her aunt chided. “Do you wish to be seduced and ruined?”

  Constance wished to be swallowed by the settee on which she sat or to fall through the floor or to simply disappear. Speaking of seductions was not something she wished to do with anyone, especially not her aunt and Mr. Crawford! But she had allowed her words to run faster than her thoughts, so now she must explain them or face a lecture on the dangers of gentlemen like Henry Crawford.

  “I did not mean I wished to be seduced.” Constance kept her voice soft and her eyes on her clasped hands in her lap. “I was merely wondering if there was some defect in me that would make me less worthy of a gentleman’s consideration.” There were defects. Plenty of them. She preferred reading to dancing. She liked to speak of things of importance rather than just the weather and who was wearing what and doing this or that. She liked to know and understand the working of an estate and its books. She was curious about how crops could be improved or flocks strengthened. Added to this, she was known to speak her mind too freely and contradict people. None of these traits recommended her as a desirable, biddable wife.

  “There is no defect in you, Miss Linton,” Henry said, placing a reassuring hand for a moment on Constance’s until her aunt cleared her throat and gave him a stern look. “I would not have asked for your assistance if I had not thought you were perfection personified. It is true,” he stressed to Mrs. Kendrick, who was looking at him skeptically. “I am not flattering her.”

  “Then why would you not consider me?” She had not thought her cheeks could get any warmer, but she was wrong, for they felt as if they were about to burst into flames as she realized how her question might sound. “I do not mean consider me for a seduction, but just consider me as someone you would court and marry — not that I wish for you to court or marry me.” She clamped her mouth shut before she could explain her way into some other situation that would require even more explanation.

  Henry couldn’t help the way his mouth curled in pleasure at seeing her so flustered.

  “Your brother,” he replied simply. “I will not deny that I find you attractive, but I would rather like to keep my life and all my body parts whole.”

  “Oh.” She dared not look up at him. He found her attractive? It was not that she thought herself unappealing, but she had not supposed a gentleman such as Henry would give a lady such as herself a second thought. “You do not find me too outspoken or bookish?”

  Henry sighed. “Fanny was bookish,” he said softly, causing Constance to look up at him.

  There was a sadness in his eyes that caused her heart to ache for him. “You loved her?”

  He nodded and then shrugged. “Not enough, I suppose.”

  “I should like to hear your thoughts on that,” Mrs. Kendrick said. “As Trefor tells it, you had proposed marriage to this girl, and yet, you say you did not love her enough.” She rose and went to the door. “The decanter of sherry,” she said to Atkins.

  “This call is going to require something stouter than tea,” she said in explanation to Henry and Constance, “for I am considering allowing you to help this poor unfortunate soul, against my better judgment.” She held up a hand to forestall any comments from either her niece or Henry. “I am not agreeing to help; I am merely considering.”

  She returned to her seat and looked at Henry expectantly. “I believe the explanation of your statement will sway me one way or the other, and if it is as I suspect, and you are perceptive enough to realize it, then my consideration shall become a tentative agreement.”

  Henry’s brows furrowed. “I am not certain I understand your meaning.”

  Mrs. Kendrick waved the comment away. “It will become clear eventually. Proceed.”

  Henry rose and paced to the window. He knew that proposing such an idea as being told where his failings were would require some fortitude to listen to criticisms. He had not considered that he would be required to speak of Fanny. However, he seriously doubted that he could find another lady of Fanny’s caliber to accept him if he did not secure some assistance. So, drawing a deep breath and releasing it in a rush of air, he began.

  “If I had loved Miss Price enough to prove my worthiness as a husband, I would have gone to Everingham to please her rather than staying in town to attend a party to please my sister.”

  “True,” Mrs. Kendrick agreed.

  “Miss Price and her happiness should have been my focus.”

  “And it was not?” Mrs. Kendrick asked.

  Henry shook his head. “Obviously not.”

  Mrs. Kendrick motioned for the tray containing the decanter and glasses to be placed on the table next to her chair. “We will not be receiving any more callers today, Atkins,” she said as she dismissed the butler. “You say obviously not, Mr. Crawford, but to delay a trip to please a sister seems a reasonable thing.”

  Henry blew out another breath. He had thought that very thing when the idea had been proposed to him by Mary. A short delay was not of any great significance, after all. He had gone over these things in his mind a dozen or more times, chiding himself for his foolishness, as he came to terms with having lost Fanny.

  “I did not attend the party just to please Mary. I was curious. I wanted to see how Mrs. Rushworth was getting on with her husband.” He shook his head. “He was an oaf compared to her, so I expected to find her miserable.”

  “That is rather uncharitable, is it not?” Mrs. Kendrick asked.

  “Oh, indeed, it is, I suppose. But Mrs. Rushworth was so lively and quick, and Mr. Rushworth was so ─ not.”

  Mrs. Kendrick shrugged. “Unequal marriages are not so uncommon. One often chooses the most prudent choice. I assume Mrs. Rushworth accepted Mr. Rushworth for his wealth?”

  Henry nodded slowly. “She knew it was her duty to marry well, but she would have refused him had another put forth an offer ─ even if his standing was slightly less.”

  Mrs. Kendrick’s smile was knowing. “But you did not offer for her. Why?”

  Henry shrugged. He had known Maria wanted him to make an offer. It was not as if she had been backward in her attentions nor had she dissembled about her preference for him over Rushworth. Her words, her looks, the small touches, and the passionate embraces in various hidden corners had spoken loudly of her desire for Henry. However, to him, she was a dalliance, a lady with whom to have a bit of fun. It was heady having a beauty such as Maria Bertram, who was promised to another, so much in his power.

  “I did not wish to marry.”

  “Why?” Constance covered her mouth with her hand. She had intended to sit quietly and just observe, but once again, her tongue had been faster than her better judgment.

  “I will venture that Mr. Crawford was enjoying his status as a single young gentleman and did not wish to be parted from his carefree pursuit of pleasure.”

  Henry felt his face warm under Mrs. Kendrick’s stern glare.

  “But he proposed to Miss Price.”

  “That he did, my dear, but again, I will hazard a guess that Mr. Crawford’s heart was not engaged in regards to Miss Bertram nearly so much as his desires were.” Mrs. Kendrick poured a small glass of sherry for her niece. “However, with Miss Price, who was likely more circumspect and did not fan those flames of desire in the fashion that I suspect Miss Bertram did, there was time enough for Mr. Crawford’s heart to begin its work on his mind. It was then that he began considering marriage.”

  Henry accepted the glass Mrs. Kendrick handed him. “That is true,” he admitted. “It was simple enough to engage Miss Bertram’s affections. Miss Price was more determined to not be affected by my charms.” He took a sip of his drink. “I do not believe her capable of being swayed by the charms of any gentleman who was not her cousin.” His lips turned downwards in a scowl.

  Mrs. Kendrick’s brow rose. “Do I hear jealousy?”

  Henry shrugged. He had been ─ no — he was jealous of Edmund Bertram.

  “Why should I not be jealous? The man has all that I had hoped to attain.” He turned toward the window. “Edmund had always had it though. Fanny’s heart was not free to love another so long as her cousin remained single.” He shook his head at himself. “It is also my fault that he was not happily wed to someone other than Fanny.” He watched carriages pass on the road outside as the room fell into silence for a few moments.

  How foolish he had been to suppose that a dalliance, such as he desired when he sought to make the cold and off-putting Mrs. Rushworth once again the warm and welcoming Miss Bertram, could be concealed and quickly forgotten after the moment of pleasure had passed. Pleasure! What a heinous word! Promising delight and delivering sorrow!

  He turned back toward Mrs. Kendrick. “I sought only to please myself. I desired, so I pursued. I wished to be the smile on Mrs. Rushworth’s lips instead of her husband.” He huffed at his own shameless behaviour. “It was a game — one last game before I took up the mantle of responsibility I knew I should have worn all along.” To his surprise, Mrs. Kendrick wore a smile when he finally lifted his eyes to her.

  “As I thought. You are not lost entirely to your reprehensible ways.” She drained the liquid from her glass. “And I think you are already in possession of the most important pieces of knowledge you need.” She filled her glass again. “Ladies are not play things. Love and marriage are not trifling matters with which to sport.” She lifted the decanter in an invitation to fill Henry’s glass again, but he declined.

  Henry nodded and sank into the chair he had first taken upon entering the room. It had been a lesson hard learned. The scars of it would likely not heal for some time. “Will you allow Miss Linton to help me to learn how to treat a lady properly? Please?”

  Mrs. Kendrick’s brows drew together and her lips pursed as she gave Henry a long assessing look, before draining her glass of sherry in one large draught. She shook her head and huffed as she looked toward the ceiling as if she was struggling to understand herself. “Yes,” she said after she had lowered her eyes to his. “Do not make me regret this decision.”

  




  
  





Chapter 4


  
  “Crawford,” Linton greeted the next afternoon as he entered the sitting room where Henry was waiting for Constance. “What brings you to my house again today?”

  “Do try to sound civil,” Aunt Gwladys chided from her corner. “Remember that Mr. Crawford is your friend.”

  Linton raised a brow at his aunt. “I remember precisely who Crawford is, and I see his curricle in front of my house and wish to know why.”

  “He is taking Constance for a drive at my request.” Aunt Gwladys spared only a glance up at her nephew from her stitching. “Do you not remember that Constance and I are helping Mr. Crawford learn to be a proper gentleman?”

  “You said you were going to instruct him on how to treat a lady.”

  “And we are.”

  “By sending Constance out in his curricle with him?”

  Aunt Gwladys nodded and peered over her spectacles once again at Linton. “There is no better way to learn something than by doing. So, Mr. Crawford is going to practice courting a lady with your sister. There is nothing to fear. Constance is not so retiring that she will not tell him where he is going wrong, and you have been threatening the man with bodily harm for several years, have you not?”

  Linton growled, and Henry worried the brim of his hat. “If you harm her or her reputation, I will see you pay.”

  “I know, you have said so several times, and I do not doubt your words,” Henry replied. He swallowed as Linton stepped close enough to his side that their shoulders were touching.

  “Do not break her heart,” Linton whispered, “or I will pierce yours.”

  “I have no intention of engaging her heart.”

  Linton scowled. “See that you don’t.”

  Constance stopped at the doorway. She knew that her brother had said he threatened Henry on a regular basis, but she had never seen it until now. Though she did not hear any exchange of words, she could tell that Henry was not just uneasy but fearful. To give him time to compose himself and to spare him any embarrassment, she stepped back from view and called out cheerfully that she was ready as she entered.

  Henry smiled at her. She was lovely. The blue of her eyes was heightened by the blue of her pelisse and hat. “Shall we go then?”

  Constance shook her head and grinned. “No. A gentleman should always compliment a lady on her looks before they depart. We like that sort of thing. Begin again.” She caught how Henry darted a look at her brother. “He shall not harm you for saying his sister is lovely.” She crossed her arms and glared at Trefor. “Unless, of course, he thinks she is not.”

  “Do not be ridiculous, Connie. You know I think you are beautiful.” He crossed the room to give her cheek a kiss. “I just find it difficult to hear other gentlemen say it.”

  She patted the hand that had grasped hers. “Then do not listen.” She chuckled at his huff. “Mr. Crawford and I are only friends. He requested my help, and I am providing it.” She tipped her head and smiled up at her brother.

  “Be careful,” Linton cautioned.

  “When am I not?” Constance asked.

  “You do not wish for me to answer that. However, I will say that you are intelligent enough to know how easily plans can go awry.”

  “All will be well,” Constance assured him. “Now, my pupil awaits to tell me how fetching I look.” She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. “You can question me about every detail over dinner.”

  She turned away from her brother and back to Henry. All would be well, she assured herself. She could entertain the attentions of a charming gentleman without falling under his spell. This was Henry Crawford, after all. She had never before fallen for his pretty words. Of course, that was before he had taken on his current persona. No, she shook herself mentally, this was Henry. All would be well.

  “You look lovely,” Henry said as he approached her and offered his arm. “Now, shall we go?”

  She nodded and placed her hand on his arm. “That was much better. However, in the future, a more specific compliment might be better. You might wish to mention the colour of my ensemble as being flattering or some such thing.”

  “Not with your brother present,” Henry muttered.

  “Are your intentions less than honourable?” she questioned in a teasing voice.

  “No.”

  “Then you should not fear what a brother or guardian might think. They do the same when they greet ladies. I have heard Trefor do it.”

  Henry laughed, looking over his shoulder at Linton. “Perhaps I should not fear your brother, but I do.” He gave Linton a knowing nod and was rewarded with something less like a scowl and more like a smile as they left the sitting room.

  ~*~*~

  Henry handed her up into his curricle before climbing up next to her. “You are certain you do not mind being seen in public with me?”

  He had surprised himself by worrying a great deal, as he tossed and turned on his bed last night, about how she would be viewed by the ton if it appeared he was courting her. He had not courted a lady for any noble purposes in the past. He had feigned honorable intentions, but he had only one thing in mind — capturing the affections of the young lady so far as she would allow him to capture them and her. He had never been serious in his pursuit of any lady, and that is what the ton knew. They did not know that he was a man on a mission to change his ways.

  Constance smiled and shook her head while a nervous flutter took up residence in her belly. She had discussed with her aunt what the gossips might say, but her aunt had assured her that with a brother such as Trefor and Connie’s own exemplary behavior, there would be little on which the wagging tongues would be able to build their stories, save, of course, for Henry’s previous behaviour. However, Aunt Gwladys had insisted that his new behaviour and respectable ways would soon over shine all that.

  “I had only wished for you to tell me my errors and help me figure out how to overcome them. I did not mean for you to become so actively involved in my education.”

  “It is one drive, and I am confident not many will take notice of me.” Constance was not certain if she was attempting to reassure him or herself. “And it they do, they know my brother.”

  Henry nodded slowly. Trefor Linton was known for being upstanding. He never gambled to excess nor was he given to drinking or flirting. “I dare say they will notice me and, therefore, you,” Henry cautioned. “It might be best if we just retired to the drawing room, and you wrote me a list of things to do and things to avoid.”

  She tipped her head and studied the set of his jaw. There was a muscle that was twitching. He seemed genuinely nervous about where they were and what they were doing.

  “You are not afraid to be seen with me, are you?” she teased, causing him to cast a surprised glance her direction.

  The twinkle in her eye and the way her lips puckered as she attempted to keep from smiling caused him to draw a quick breath as he reminded himself of whose sister Constance was. No matter how fetching she might look, he was not to indulge his appreciation of her.

  “I am not afraid to be seen with you, but I am rather worried about your being seen with me. I am not the best catch of the season.” He glanced her way again. She was smiling broadly.

  “Not yet, but you will be,” she said with a laugh. Then turning more serious, she asked quietly, “You are genuinely concerned about my reputation?”

  “I am.” He gave her a crooked smile. “And not just because your brother promised to run me through if I damaged it. You deserve to make a good match, and I would wish to run myself through if I were the cause of your not being able to make one.”

  “It is one drive,” she assured him.

  He shook his head. “And one musical, and one trip to the theater, and one ball, and one whatever other thing your aunt thinks I need to experience before I am deemed worthy to be on my way.”

  “All will be well. We shall weather the whispers together.” She smoothed her skirts and turned her eyes toward the road. “I do enjoy your company.”

  “You are far too good.” He saw a smile pull at the corner of her mouth, and he could imagine the sparkle that was likely in her sapphire blue eyes.

  “Yes, I am, but then, that is why you chose me,” she replied.

  ~*~*~

  “How was your drive?” Linton asked his sister as they dined that evening. “Crawford behaved himself? There will be no lines of scandal in the paper?”

  Constance raised a brow and took a sip of her watered down wine before she replied. For some unknown reason, it rankled to have her brother questioning her. She had been on drives with other gentlemen ─ not many, but two or three ─ and Trefor had not deigned to interrogate her after those outings beyond asking if she had a pleasant time.

  “We had a delightful time. The weather was warm with only a few clouds to threaten our enjoyment.” She took another sip of wine and returned her glass to the table before taking up her cutlery to begin eating the pheasant that had been placed before her. “The weather seemed to bring out one and all. There were so many people to see and greet.”

  Linton nodded his understanding. “It was a beautiful day for an outing,” he admitted. “But what of Crawford?”

  She knew her brother would not let a question go unanswered, no matter how many times she might attempt to dodge them. Yet, it annoyed her that in asking such a question, he was not only demonstrating a lack of trust for his friend but also for her ─ not that he was likely aware of the fact that he was doing so.

  “Do you mean to ask if I am the sort of lady to allow a gentleman to take advantage of me and ruin my reputation?” She attempted to keep her tone light and her smile sweet.

  The bit of food Linton was about to eat hung on his fork in the air and then returned to his plate. “Of course, I am not questioning your behaviour. I know you to be very proper, but Crawford is not known for his propriety.”

  “Then, you do not trust him?” Constance asked nonchalantly.

  “No.” Her brother said around a mouthful of food.

  “Did you not claim he is a changed man?”

  “Yes, I believe he did,” Aunt Gwladys replied.

  Constance gave her aunt an appreciative smile and then turned her eyes back to her brother and waited for his response.

  “I…. it’s just…” he stammered as he swallowed his food. “I worry about you,” he finally admitted. “I would hate to hear anything unsavoury being said about you or to see you fall into something for which you are not prepared.”

  “Then it is true; you do not trust me.”

  His replying small smile and soft tone as he spoke told her that he could hear the hurt in her voice. “It is not that. I do not trust the rest of society. There are those who will sensationalize even the smallest indiscretion into something that is ruinous.”

  “Yet you allowed Mr. Crawford to dance with me in the view of many of those gossips.” Constance
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