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1
Dedication


  
  
    To those who willingly put themselves in harm’s way to protect others 
  

  
    and to those who love these heroes, 
  

  
    Thank you. 
  

  




  
  




2
Dear Reader,


  
  The novelettes, such as this one, found in the Sweet Extras Collection are grouped together because they are all sequels to Sweet Possibilities stories, and grouping them together under a series title makes them easier to find and match with the book they follow.

  Each Sweet Extra is, in and of itself, a complete story, which can be enjoyed on its own. However, for maximum enjoyment, it is recommended that you read the Sweet Possibilities story that precedes the Sweet Extra.

  While these Sweet Extras novelettes are offered for purchase at all the retailers who sell my ebooks, they are also given as gifts to my mailing list subscribers. If you would like to become part of my treasured group of readers who receive emails from me, you can subscribe at this link: Book News from Leenie Brown.

  Happy Reading,

  Leenie

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  
    
      Christmas, 1811
    
  

  The church was empty. Well, not quite. However, the one person who remained was the one for whom Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam was waiting.

  Mr. Vace hummed a tune as he made his way through the nave to the pulpit. The elderly vicar likely had little idea that he was being watched, or at least, Richard had thought that the man was unaware of his presence until Mr. Vace entered his pulpit to collect his things.

  “Is there something with which I can be of service, Colonel Fitzwilliam?” Mr. Vace did not lift his eyes from his work until he had completed his question.

  “I hope you can be.” Richard moved away from the window which was halfway up the aisle on the south side of the church and through which he had been watching people making their way home after service.  “I find myself in a community that is unfamiliar to me and that makes my usual Yuletide tradition somewhat challenging.”

  “What tradition might that be?” Mr. Vace descended his pulpit and moved with a bit of a hobble to the vestry.

  Richard followed him. “I make it a practice to discover a family in need and to find a way to relieve a small portion of their need before Twelfth Night.”

  Thick grey eyebrows rose over curious eyes when the man stopped just inside the door to the vestry and turned to face Richard.

  “Your cousin, Mr. Darcy, is set to marry Miss Elizabeth Bennet, is he not?”

  “He is.”

  Mr. Vace began to remove his robe. “Why do you not seek to gain this intelligence from Mr. Bennet? He would know of some family in want.”

  “I wish to remain anonymous.” He disliked that he had to ask the vicar here in Meryton for such information. He would rather not let anyone know what he was doing.

  Mr. Vace’s lips tipped into a pleased smile. “Ah,” the man said as if he understood. He shook out his robe and hung it up as he quoted, “Take heed that ye do not your alms before men, to be seen of them: otherwise ye have no reward of your Father which is in heaven. Therefore, when thou doest thine alms, do not sound a trumpet before thee, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may have glory of men.” He turned to face Richard. “Verily I say unto you, they have their reward. But when thou doest alms, let not thy left hand…” He held up his left hand. “…know what thy right hand doeth,” he tucked his right hand behind his back. “That thine alms may be in secret: and thy Father which seeth in secret himself shall reward thee openly.” He began to put on his coat.

  “I do not do this for a reward.”

  “Those who put that scripture into practice never do it for a reward. The act of service is reward enough for them.” Having hung up his robe and donned his coat, he picked up a basket and motioned to the door as he continued to speak. “And perhaps it is that feeling of satisfaction that comes from generosity that is the good Lord’s gift, but there might also be a greater reward. It is not for us to decide what shall come from our obedience. One must be willing to accept whatever the Lord decides to give.”

  “Most assuredly.” Richard was not in the habit of arguing with the Lord about blessings. He had done his fair share of wrestling with Him about other things, however.

  This was the danger in asking a vicar for help. All the vicars Richard had ever met were notoriously bad at giving a short answer. There was often some lesson that had to be imparted before the information he sought would be revealed.

  “Do you know of a family?” Richard asked in an attempt to point the conversation in the right direction and away from any further teaching.

  “I know of several who are in need. Do you require the family to be of a particular type?” The older man’s eyes were filled with compassion as if he knew how important this tradition, which Richard had begun after his return from the continent, was to the soothing of his mind.

  “Is there a widow who needs assistance?” Thoughts of wives and children, who had been left destitute or wanting, tormented him.

  “Does it matter how her husband died?”

  Richard smiled and shook his head. “It seems you already know the answer to that question.”

  “You are not the first soldier who has returned to England with a desire to do good in an attempt to lay painful memories to rest.”

  The two of them stepped out into the chilly December air.

  “The widow Hadley would be a good choice. She has a young son and lives with her mother. Her father died a year before her husband was killed in battle. They are not destitute, but they are not without need.” He nodded to his right, and Richard followed his motion. “You should speak to Miss Mary. She knows the situation well, and she is not the sort to gossip. Your secret would be safe.”

  Miss Mary? Richard shook his head. No, speaking to her would not be a good idea.

  Mr. Vace smiled. “She is not the sort of lady who will try to snare you. Her mother might, so I would keep my discussion with Miss Mary brief. However, Miss Mary herself is not a huntress.” He chuckled at his own words.

  “I still do not think it is a good idea, what with her family being so closely related to mine through her sister.” And it was not just Mrs. Bennet about whom he had to worry. His own mother seemed to like Mary a dangerous amount. He was not ready to marry. In fact, he doubted he ever would be ready to marry.

  “Pah, I believe you worry too much.” Mr. Vace walked in Miss Mary’s direction. “Please extend my warmest regards to your mother for her generosity,” he said as they drew near her. “The pie was exceptional, and there is enough of it left so that I can have a bit of it with my tea tonight.”

  Miss Mary’s eyes shifted between the vicar and Richard. Curiosity arched one eyebrow. “Mama will be most pleased to hear that. She has commissioned me to ask if there is anything else that she can do for you.”

  “No, no, I am not in need any longer.”

  “I am glad to hear it. Mama was quite worried when she heard your cook was unwell.”

  “Tell her that she may rest easy. My cook has recovered. It was just a trifling illness, which thankfully did not spread through the kitchen and house.”

  “She will be happy to hear it.” Her eyes shifted to Richard again. Inquisitiveness still shone in her expression.

  “How is Mrs. Hadley faring?” Mr. Vace asked. “I saw that she was here without her mother today, but she was gone before I could inquire of her.”

  “Her son was complaining of a sore throat last evening, so she thought it best to keep him home. She said she would have been very sorry indeed to be the cause of anyone else becoming ill on Christmas. And you know how her mother’s joints ache when the weather is as damp as it has been since I arrived home two days ago.”

  The vicar was not wrong. Miss Mary seemed well-versed in the woes of the Hadley family. Perhaps he should confide in her.

  “It has been soggy and grey for the better part of a week,” Mr. Vace inserted. “My knee has not enjoyed it.”

  “Then you can understand why Mrs. Garrick insisted that she be the one to stay with her grandchild instead of Mrs. Hadley.”

  “I can, indeed.” He looked at Richard and then back at Miss Mary. “Are you walking home alone?”

  “Yes.”

  Mr. Vace looked at Richard again.

  The conniving old parson!

  “I would be pleased to accompany you,” Richard offered.

  “Did you not ride today?” Miss Mary asked in surprise.

  “I did.”

  “Then, how will your horse get home if you walk with me?” Her head tipped and her brow furrowed as if she was attempting to reason something out. It was such a pretty, puzzled expression. Innocence seemed to hang around her, giving her the aura of one in whom a gentleman could confide.

  “I will lead him.” He glanced at Mr. Vace, who nodded his encouragement. “There is something that I would like to speak to you about.”

  Her eyes grew wide. “There is?”

  “At my suggestion,” Mr. Vace answered. He turned to Richard and placed a hand on his arm. “Trust her,” he whispered. “Even if it is not easily done.”

  Was the man a vicar or a soothsayer? For he certainly seemed to know what Richard was thinking without Richard saying a word.

  “May you both have a blessed Christmas. I must hurry on my way since Lady Lucas is expecting me to join her family today. Therefore, I will leave you with Colonel Fitzwilliam.”

  “Happy Christmas,” Mary called, and Richard echoed the sentiment as the vicar hobbled to his cart and horse.

  “I am surprised you were allowed to walk home alone on a day such as today.”

  Miss Mary smiled. “Do not feel bereft on my behalf, Colonel. Things are nearly just as they should be.” She followed him as he went to get his horse.

  “And am I the thing that is not right?” He motioned for her to begin walking.

  “Honestly, yes. I had planned to walk home alone.”

  “Why?” Richard and his horse fell in step with Miss Mary.

  “Why did I wish to walk home alone?”

  “Yes.”

  “I have four sisters and a mother.” She gave him a look that said he should have been able to figure that out on his own. “Why are you not travelling with your family?”

  “I had to speak to the vicar.”

  “I am certain they would have waited for you.”

  “I did not want them to know about it.”

  Her head tipped and her features were suffused with interest. “Is it a secret?”

  He nodded. “One which Mr. Vace believes I should share with you because you might be able to assist me.”

  “Me?” Her lovely brown eyes
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