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1
Dear Reader


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

  As you read Her Secret Beau, you may notice nods to Northanger Abbey, Persuasion, Sense and Sensibility, and Emma. For instance, certain aspects of the heroine might make you think of Catherine Morland. Her sister might remind you of Isabella Thorpe. The fact that there is a secret relationship might bring to mind thoughts of Frank Churchill and Jane Fairfax. And then, there are the nods to Persuasion and Sense and Sensibility which I will leave for you to discover.

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

  Happy Reading!

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  Grace Love was not the sort of lady who sat along the wall during dances. She was not the sort of lady who stayed at home when there was an outing to the park. She was not the sort of lady who avoided any sort of fun. Or, at least, she had not been such a lady until now. And all it had taken for Grace’s world to change had been one house party.

  Through narrowed eyes, she watched the progress of her sister’s hat as the carriage Felicity was perched in made its way down the street.

  “Grace, dear, do not spill your tea on that chair.”

  “Of course, Mama.” Grace pulled her attention back to the sitting room in the townhouse they were renting for the season and away from her traitorous sister.

  “Is it not wonderful that Mr. Ramsey has followed Felicity to Bath?” Mrs. Love had crossed to the window to almost, but not quite, peek out of the window. She stood so that she was concealed by the drapery while she attempted to look down the street.

  “Of course, Mama.” Grace knew that her mother was hopeful that this match would take for Felicity since the last one had not and the circumstances surrounding the dissolution of that match had not placed Grace’s sister in a favourable light.

  Therefore, every effort was to be made on Felicity’s behalf. One did not cry off an attachment to very many gentlemen before she was marked as a lady to be avoided at all costs.

  The tea in Grace’s hand had lost its appeal. She forced one last sip of it before discarding her cup to the table next to her chair.

  Felicity’s reticence to commit to just one gentleman had completely shattered any hope Grace had of a wonderful season, for, to help her sister, Grace had been required to give up half of her new dresses and was to accept only a fraction of the invitations she received. Next year could be hers. Once Felicity was married. Until then, she was relegated to the position of a lesser relation – a toad-eater. Her lips curled in disgust.

  She rose from her chair. “I think I shall go up and read.”

  “You are a good sister.” Her mother favoured her with a pleased smile from where she still stood, almost peeking out of the window. “Who knows, if this drive goes well, you may have a season after all.”

  “Of course, Mama.” Grace forced a smile to her lips. How had she thought her sister was all that was good? How did one live her whole life with another person and not realize that the person sharing your maid was horrid?

  Filled with morose thoughts and dashed hopes, she trudged up the stairs to her room. She had thought at one time it would be wonderful to be Felicity, for her sister seemed so cunning, so self-assured, so worldly-wise — and it was not as if her sister was not all those things. She was. It was just that she used them to promote herself at the expense of others – including her own sister.

  Grace flopped on her bed and stared at the ceiling. She had very little desire to read. She had only used reading as an excuse to avoid the hopeful effusions of her mother, which she knew would follow Felicity’s departure and would not cease until Felicity returned and could add to the chatter about her good fortune.

  Was Mr. Ramsey not the most handsome man ever?Was she not the most fortunate creature in all the world? Grace rolled her eyes at the imagined declarations of her sister. Of course, Felicity would say all this with a sigh and an affected wistful look.

  Her sister was fortunate. She was fortunate not to be forcefully betrothed to the man who had taken her for a drive since he and she had been in the garden alone for some time at the Abernathy’s house party. And as far as Mr. Ramsey being handsome was concerned – well, any lady who cared to cast a glance in Mr. Ramsey’s direction could decipher he was an Adonis. In fact, it was Grace who had first pointed that fact out to her sister when they had arrived at the house party.

  “I said it because I was considering him,” she told the orange ball of fluff that curled up at her side. “You know, Philomena, I was also the one to suggest that Mr. Clayton would make a good catch. His living is not small, and he has such a gentle spirit.” She sighed as she ran her hand through her cat’s fur. “I should not have said a word. I should have kept all my thoughts to myself, for if I had not said anything, perhaps, I would be installed in a parsonage or be driving with Mr. Ramsey now.” She huffed. “And I would be riding in Hyde Park, not in Bath, for I would not have put my reputation in danger.”

  Philomena mewed her agreement, and Grace rewarded her with a scratch behind her ear.

  Before the end of the Abernathy’s house party, everyone had heard of Felicity’s walk to the garden pavilion with Mr. Ramsey and Mr. Carlyle. That bit of interesting and potentially scandalous news had grown in interest once it was discovered that Mr. Clayton had gone home with his hopes dashed. It did not help either when Felicity, who was unaware of the betrothal which had happened in her absence, attempted to begin a rumor about Miss Hamilton’s hair ribbon being in Mr. Carlyle’s possession after they had spent a few private moments together.

  “Grace.”

  Grace pushed up onto her elbows and looked toward her bedroom door as it opened slowly.

  “You are not reading!” her mother cried, coming into the room.

  “I could not ignore Philomena,” Grace retorted. “No, I could not do that, could I, sweetling?” she said to her cat, who once again mewed in agreement.

  Her mother gave her an appraising look. “Your time will come. There is no need to sulk overly much because your sister must be put forward. Indeed, your time might be sooner than expected.” Her eyes lit with excitement.

  “I do not see how,” Grace grumbled. “What if Felicity decides someone else is better than Mr. Ramsey as she did with Mr. Clayton?”

  Mrs. Love pushed Philomena to the side and took a seat on the bed. “Oh, she will not. She cannot be that stupid.”

  Grace was not sure she agreed. Stupid was giving up a kind gentleman like Mr. Everett Clayton for a handsome gent who carried himself with a trifle too much assurance. One could not possibly be so attractive as Mr. Ramsey and not know it. At the thought, it occurred to Grace that perhaps she should be happier that her sister had been stupid, or she might find herself tied to that very Adonis-like gentleman who thought too well of himself.

  No, she scolded herself, that was bitterness talking – although — Mr. Ramsey had been willing to sneak away in the garden with Felicity when everyone knew that Felicity and Mr. Clayton were nearly betrothed, so maybe it was not bitterness but truth?

  “Have you heard a word I said?”

  Grace blinked and looked at her mother. “No?” Had her mother been speaking?

  “I thought not, for I expected you to be far more excited than you are at such wonderful news.”

  Grace’s brow furrowed. “What wonderful news?”

  “You received a letter.”

  “You opened it?” Grace cried when her mother handed her an unfolded letter.

  “I am your mother.”

  “But it was mine.” Just like the three new gowns hanging in Felicity’s wardrobe were supposed to be in her wardrobe but were not.

  “And I have given it to you.”

  “But you read it first. Now the news is not as special.”

  “Oh, I think it is.”

  “It cannot be since I did not know of it first,” Grace retorted before turning her eyes to the missive she held.

  “The Sheltons are coming to Bath with your cousin, Bea.”

  “Mama! You should have let me read it!”

  “I am letting you read it, but the news is so exciting. They have asked if you could join them at the house they are renting. It is just outside of town, but not far. You know how Bea is about crowds of people. I suspect that is the reason.”

  Grace’s eyebrows rose as she read the invitation. She knew that Mr. Shelton and Miss Hamilton, who was now his wife, liked her despite her “trollop of a sister.” She fought to keep her lips from curling in amusement at Mr. Shelton’s description of Felicity. However, it still surprised her that she would be asked to join them as a special guest. After all, Mr. Graeme Clayton could not much care for the family of the lady who had injured his brother.

  “I wonder if Mr. Everett Clayton will be with them?” Part of her hoped he would be, while the less vengeful, more logical side of her brain hoped he was not. While she would find it quite delightful for Felicity to have to wonder about whether Mr. Clayton was sharing his tale with the other gentlemen in Bath, Grace would also feel dreadful about Mr. Clayton having to see her sister flirting with Mr. Ramsey.

  “Oh, I should think not. He is not mentioned, and I truly think he would be if he were coming with them.” Her mother shook her head. “He is best off in town, far from here.”

  “Far from Felicity,” Grace muttered.

  “I would not say such, but yes,” her mother said. “It is better to not be reminded of one’s disappointment.”

  “There is that,” Grace agreed.

  “And he might harm Felicity’s chances. I cannot believe you hid her behavior from me for so long.”

  Grace closed her eyes. She had been through this with her mother more than once already. “I did what Felicity asked. I will not make the same mistake.” Ever. Nor would she lose another gentleman to her sister. Ever.

  “I know you will not. You are a good girl.” Mrs. Love patted her youngest daughter’s leg. “And now you will not have to sit around watching your sister have fun. I am not so blind as you might think. I know you are unhappy, and I cannot blame you. But your time will come.”

  “Of course, Mama.”

  “You are a good girl.” Her mother patted her leg once more before rising to leave the room. “I will send your maid to help you pack.”

  “Mama, there are yet two days until they say they will call.”

  “One cannot be too prepared,” her mother said as she left the room.

  Yes, one could be. If one’s clothing was all in a trunk when she needed to wear some of that clothing, one would most definitely be too prepared. Grace flopped back on the bed and reread her letter.

  “I wonder if they would allow you to join me?” she asked Philomena. “I will ask.” She sighed and smiled – not just with her lips but with her whole being as she contemplated being in company once again with Miss Hamilton – no, she was Miss Hamilton no longer. She was now Mrs. Shelton.

  “It will be delightful,” she said with a sigh. “Two married ladies and their husbands, and not a sister in sight to tell me that the eldest should marry first.” She giggled softly. “Would it not be a lark indeed if I were to marry before Felicity?”

  Philomena mewed her agreement before snuggling in for a sleep while Grace stroked her fur and dreamed of handsome gentlemen who only had her with whom to flirt.

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  “I do not see why Grace had to come with us.”

  Walter Blakesley peeked over his morning paper to see the source of the comment. She was a fair-looking young lady with a pleasing figure and a dignified carriage. Not his sort. Such an air of grandeur was more likely than not accompanied by fits of temper when the chit did not get her way. He turned his attention back to the news from last night’s soirees.

  “And leave her at home?”

  Walter chuckled. The mother sounded shocked, but he reckoned that an opinionated young miss spouting her opinions should not come as a surprise to the young lady’s mother. He held his paper in place as if he were reading it but turned his attention to what he was certain was going to be an interesting conversation between mother and daughter as they strolled past where he sat in the Sydney Gardens.

  “She has enough gowns for the number of soirees she will be attending. There is no need for her to follow us around from shop to shop.”

  “I do not believe we are in a shop.”

  He peeked around his paper so he could match a face with the voice of the young lady, most likely the aforementioned Grace, who had just spoken. His lips curled up with pleasure. Grace had all the beauty of the first young lady with none of the regal air. However, she looked as if she possessed a good dose of pertness.

  “We will be,” the first young lady retorted. “And then you will be bored and saddened.” She wore a forlorn expression. “I am only thinking of your comfort, my dear sister.”

  “Are you, indeed?” Grace’s tone spoke of uncertainty, but the manner in which her lashes fluttered spoke of her being wise to the true intent of her sister.

  Walter turned his attention back to the sister. She pursed her lips and shrugged.

  “I suppose it will be good preparation for when you have a season next year, but do not blame me if you weary of all that needs to be done long before it is complete.”

  “Come now, Felicity,” the mother cajoled. “You will be happy to have Grace’s opinion on how well you look. I know you will. She has very good taste.”

  Felicity gave Grace an appraising look. “I suppose so,” she agreed and then smiled broadly. “I do hope we see Mr. Ramsey today. I told him we were to go shopping when he asked if he might take me for a drive again this afternoon, but with so much to do before we visit the Upper Rooms tomorrow, I assured him it would not be possible.”

  She leaned toward her mother and lowered her voice so that Walter had to strain to hear her.

  “He made me promise him the first set.”

  “Oh, that is delightful!” her mother cried.

  The Upper Rooms. Tomorrow. Walter made a mental note of the detail. He would most certainly like to see who this Mr. Ramsey was, for he seemed an excellent choice from how the mother was going on about him at present. He lowered his paper and folded it. Looking up, he caught Grace watching him.

  He smiled and nodded. To his great amusement, she flashed a quick smile and then turned away as if she had not seen a thing, only to glance back at him after they had turned down a path away from where he sat. With any luck, tomorrow’s outing to the Upper Rooms would be one of the soirees which Grace would attend.

  “What are you about, Blakesley?”

  “Just reading my paper and taking in the view, Mr. Norman. Do you have the morning free from patients?”

  Mr. Norman was one of the many physicians who made a good living off of the people who came to Bath to take the waters and improve their health.

  “I do not need to see anyone for another hour.” Mr. Norman took a seat next to Walter. “The view from here is not without its pleasant aspects.” He cut a sly look at his friend.

  “Indeed, it is not. However, I do not think that the mother of those two is looking for a physician either for herself or her daughters.”

  Mr. Norman chuckled. “They look a bit young for my liking.”

  “Still set on finding a spinster?”

  Mr. Norman nodded. “As long as she is not older than thirty or younger than twenty-seven. I think a gap in age of at least four years but not more than seven is ideal.”

  “You have very odd notions,” Walter countered. “I dare say that both of those ladies are more than seven years younger than me.”

  “A gap of more than seven years is perfectly fine for you. It just is not for me.”

  “I do believe the infirmities of your patients have addled your brain. How can it be one thing for you and another for me?” Walter said as he rose.

  “Are you visiting tenants or just taking your ease today?” Mr. Norman asked as he also rose.

  “I have a couple of things that need my attention, but then, I am free.”

  “Good, good. Then you can keep me company for an hour.”

  “I just said I had things that needed attention.”

  “Yes,” the good doctor said, taking out his watch, “but only a couple, which is not more than two. I am certain you will have time to complete all that needs doing if you start an hour later than now. In fact, it will not even be an hour.” He snapped the cover of his watch closed. “I will need to return to my office in half an hour to prepare for my next visit.”

  “Oh, very well, then. You may accompany me on my way.”

  “That sounds like an excellent plan. Where are we off to first?”

  “To see a man about a jacket.”

  “Another jacket? Do you not have enough already?” Mr. Norman hurried after Walter.

  “This one is more generously proportioned.” Several of his jackets were no longer comfortable to wear for anything more than sitting still while having a portrait painted. Not that he had any plans for commissioning portraits of himself – let alone having one done of him in an ill-fitting jacket.

  Mr. Norman chuckled. “Did I not tell you that too many Sally Lunns would do that?”

  Walter shook his head. “It is not the Sally Lunns. I have taken up pugilism.” He made a fist and bent his arm. The fabric over his upper arm strained against the muscles flexing beneath it. “I believe it was you who recommended physical activity once when you were watching me eat a Sally Lunn.” His lips curled into a smirk. “By all rights, I should be sending you the bill for the wardrobe improvements your advice has necessitated.”

  “I did not specifically say you should take up boxing. Dancing and walking would not require new clothing.”

  “I walk enough as it is. I wish for something more if I am to exercise.”

  “Fencing is another option.”

  “It is a great sport. I must agree. However, I have done that for years – even before your recommendation – and before you suggest it, I also ride. Pugilism seemed the one remaining sport of interest that required a great deal of exertion.”

  “Yes, well, I am not paying for your jackets. Your pockets are far deeper than mine,” Mr. Norman said with a laugh.

  “Put it on my account, and at the first sign of gout, I will collect what I am owed in service.”

  Mr. Norman continued laughing. “If I were a surgeon, you’d likely have better luck at collecting the cost of your coats. How many stitches have you had so far?”

  “Counting this one,” he pointed to a small scar above his left eye, “three. I am not fond of having my head knocked about. I spend most of my time hitting things that cannot hit back. Sacks of grain, saplings, and the like.”

  “You hit trees?” Mr. Norman cried. “I am surprised your hands are not in worse shape than they are.”

  “An old rug softens the blow. You do not expect me to put any of the trees in the orchards at risk, now do you?”

  “I suppose I do not, but just the same, it must cause some injury.”

  Walter removed the glove from his right hand. “A bruise or two.” He showed his friend the yellowish-green bruise that a tree had inflicted upon him.

  “It looks as if it is healing well, but I will still caution you about such things. A body can only survive a beating so many times before it begins to take a toll.”

  Walter was just putting his glove back on and about to enter his tailor’s shop when a carriage came to a stop a few feet from where he stood.

  “Your view has followed you,” Mr. Norman whispered as the occupants of the carriage began to disembark.

  “Why can you not wear the pair of gloves you purchased in London?” the mother asked.

  “There is a hole in the right one.”

  “I am sure it can be fixed,” her mother offered.

  “But to wear a damaged pair of gloves to a ball, Mama? What will the gentlemen think of me?”

  “Do you really think Mr. Ramsey will mind?” Grace asked.

  “I will not only be dancing with Mr. Ramsey,” Felicity replied. “I cannot. It would be scandalous to dance every set with the same gentleman.”

  “But is he not the one gentleman whom you wish to have think well of you?” Grace asked as she followed behind her mother and her sister toward the store just two doors down from Walter’s tailor.

  “Oh, indeed!” Felicity cried. “But to gain his favour, I must not lose the favor of everyone else. Who would wish to marry a lady who was thought too poor to have a fine pair of gloves?”

  “Who indeed?” Walter said to Mr. Norman.

  “I am sure I cannot say,” Grace answered her sister in a tone that spoke of her wishing very much to say something other than what she had said.

  “You may wear my old pair. I am certain it will not harm your chances at all.”

  “That’s a pleasant one,” Mr. Norman whispered as he opened the door to the tailor shop. “If only every lady had such a generous sister.”

  “Your tongue is as sharp as your knife,” Walter quipped. Giving one last look toward the shop just two doors down, he caught the eye of Grace, who once again smiled but turned away quickly and looked as if she had seen nothing. It was a very odd thing. Most young women would smile and then duck their heads before peeking at a fellow again – his thought was interrupted as Grace once again turned her eyes towards him and smiled before stepping into the store into which her mother and sister had already disappeared.

  “Did you see that?” he asked Mr. Norman.

  “See what?”

  “The way that young lady keeps secretly smiling at me?”

  Mr. Norman peeked down the street. “I cannot say I noticed.”

  “She did it in the gardens as well.”

  “Then, I would venture to guess you have an admirer.”

  “But why is she so secretive?”

  Mr. Norman shook his head. “I am certain that even I am not capable of understanding the working of the female brain, especially the young female brain. If I were, I might not be looking for a spinster. Do you know that not one of the ladies whose care I have taken on has a companion that is less than forty? It is rather odd.”

  Odd seemed to be the word of the day when it came to ladies. Walter took one more look down the street at where Grace had been. He should not think about her. She was an oddity, the sort of lady which a gentleman of proper standing and great responsibility such as himself should avoid. He really should not think about her, but, unfortunately, his insatiable curiosity had already latched onto the pretty riddle named Grace.

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  “Beatrice!” Mrs. Love cried when her niece entered the sitting room. “It has been this age since we have seen you.”

  “Yes, nearly a year,” Mr. Love added. “Mr. Clayton,” he added with a bow. “It is a pleasure to see you both.”

  “And it is a pleasure to see you both as well.”

  Grace was not certain that Mr. Clayton was speaking truthfully. He seemed to be holding himself rather stiffly, and Bea seemed to have a firm grip on his arm. Grace could not blame him. Felicity had treated his brother abominably.

  “My sister is still abed,” Grace offered to Bea. “She will be sorry to have missed you, but when one spends a great deal of time dancing into the night, one simply cannot be roused too early in the morning. Or so I hear.”

  Mrs. Love made a small clicking sound that spoke of disapproval nearly as much as the look Grace’s father wore did.

  “Is it not true?” Grace asked in her most startled voice in an attempt to cover the jibe she had made about her current, lack-of-a-season circumstances.

  “Yes, it is true,” her mother said.

  “Oh! I am glad. I thought for a moment I had misspoken,” Grace said with a little laugh. Her mother looked mollified while her father seemed skeptical, but then, he had always been harder to fool than her mother.

  “Please, have a seat. Would you care for some tea or perhaps a glass of port?” Mr. Love asked.

  “No, we cannot stay long,” Beatrice replied as Graeme helped her to take a seat.

  He was so attentive. He had even been so before he married Beatrice. Grace had not been unaware of the care he gave her cousin when she had been at Heathcote last year. The hand on Bea’s elbow accompanied by the whispered “Are you well?” made Grace wish to sigh, but she refrained and merely smiled at the sight. One day, she would have a gentleman who would be so thoughtful and caring.

  “Mr. and Mrs. Shelton are expecting us to return quickly so that we can make plans for today and tomorrow,” Bea continued.

  “Do you not just love Miss Hamilton — I mean Mrs. Shelton?” Grace asked eagerly.

  Bea smiled softly as she often did. There was such a sweet, gentleness about her. Grace had not admired it so very much until now. It was in complete contrast to Felicity.

  “She is lovely,” Bea assured Grace. “I understand you became friends at a house party?”

  Grace nodded eagerly. “We did. Mr. Shelton, Mrs. Shelton, Mrs. Berkley — that is Mr. Shelton’s sister — and myself. I have not made such good friends in some time. I truly have missed them, though Mrs. Shelton writes to me regularly.” Excitement bubbled up inside her. Soon, very soon, she would be reunited with friends – true friends. And then, she would begin her quest to become friends with Bea instead of just being cousins.

  Mr. Clayton chuckled
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