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1
Dear Reader,


  
  Once upon a time…well, actually, a couple of years ago, I began a weekly writing exercise on my blog (leeniebrown.com) and called it Thursday’s Three Hundred. What was supposed to be just a few minutes of practice – just three hundred words a week – quickly took on a life of its own and became something much grander.

  To date, those writing exercises have produced one short story (Hope at Dawn), a four-book series (Willow Hall Romance), a stand-alone novella (With the Colonel’s Help), the first and second books in this series (Confounding Caroline and Delighting Mrs. Bennet) and now, this novel that you hold in your hand.

  While some things about how I create these stories have evolved since that first writing exercise, the tradition of posting a portion of a work in progress continues each Thursday. In fact, there is a new story posting there now.

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  “Are you certain you will be well?” Fitzwilliam Darcy asked as he leaned against the doorframe while his sister, Georgiana, worked on getting settled into her room at Netherfield, and Dash sniffed his way around the perimeter of the room.

  Why he had allowed two young ladies to talk him into bringing that dog, he was not certain. It was likely his inability to say no to two sets of begging eyes. He shook his head. It was perhaps not his sister about whom he needed to worry. It was himself. He was becoming soft – dreadfully soft.

  He reached down and scratched Dash’s ear when he came to sniff Darcy’s boots for the third time.

  “I am certain I will survive if I have to see him. I am not without friends or you.” Georgiana turned and looked at him while still holding her jewelry box. She always saw to the arranging of her dressing table. “I am not so foolish as I once was. I do not trust him, and I know for a fact that Miss Lydia and Miss Kitty no longer like him either. You have very little to fear.”

  “I will worry nonetheless.”

  She smiled. “Of course, you will. You are most proficient at worrying about me.”

  It was true. Darcy did excel at worrying about many things – his sister had been at the top of that list, followed very closely by his cousin Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam. However, Georgiana would now find that top position a trifle more crowded. For there was now Elizabeth and her sisters – most especially Miss Lydia – about whom to worry.

  “There.” Georgiana stepped back and admired her table. “Everything is just as it should be.” She glanced around the room. “Where is Dash?”

  Darcy sighed and pushed off the doorframe. “He must have escaped.”

  “Which is not hard to do when the door is standing open,” Georgiana teased.

  “You have grown a tad impertinent over the past few weeks.” Darcy’s scold was gentle.

  “And your smile says you are not truly displeased,” Georgiana said as she crossed the room to where he stood and accepted his proffered arm.

  “I cannot say that I am,” Darcy agreed. “That is I am not as long as your impertinence keeps its place.”

  “Which is not in public,” Georgiana replied.

  “Precisely.”

  “What is the cause of that sigh?”

  Darcy grimaced. He had not meant to sigh, but thoughts of impertinence and worry naturally turned his mind to Lydia Bennet. “I was remembering my promise to Richard.”

  “What promise is that?”

  “I am not certain I should say.”

  “Is it that dreadful?” Her tone was teasingly horrified.

  He chuckled. “That depends on how you receive the information. I know Miss Lydia is your friend.”

  “Please? I know Richard loves her and that he has asked for permission to write to her while he is away.”

  Darcy nodded. That was all true. But how did he explain the rest? “This might be said badly,” he cautioned. “Richard asked me to help Miss Lydia improve.”

  “Improve what?” His sister’s brow was furrowed as she attempted to understand his meaning.

  “Her behaviour in public is not precisely how it should be.” Though the comment was critical, Darcy kept his tone gentle. He was not attempting to disparage Miss Lydia. He could not in good conscience denigrate any of Elizabeth’s sisters, most especially not the one who held his cousin’s heart. However, the truth could not be overlooked either.

  “Oh! I had not considered it, but I do see what you mean. She does speak more freely than I was taught to do.”

  “And her choices of topics are not always the best – such as asking you if you had a beau upon your first meeting.”

  Georgiana nodded her head thoughtfully. “I understand. It could put her in a place to be ridiculed and hurt. Richard would never wish for that.”

  “Indeed, he would not.” It impressed Darcy how Georgiana had so succinctly stated what the jumbled mess of thoughts in his mind seemed unable to tell him clearly. “I could not have said it better. That is it precisely.”

  Georgiana patted his arm. “Then we have nothing to fear. I shall behave properly as I usually do, and Mrs. Annesley can assist us. I shall have her spend some time teaching me things that I already know, but that Miss Lydia and Miss Kitty might not know.”

  It seemed as if it was a plan which might work, but… “I do not wish to tax Mrs. Annesley too much.”

  “I will ask her, and if she so much as hesitates in replying, I will think of another plan that shall be just as good.”

  Darcy grimaced as he heard a crash in the drawing room. “I think we have found Dash.”

  As suspected, Dash was in the drawing room next to a vase which lay in pieces on the floor.

  “It was not him,” Darcy’s friend, Charles Bingley, said in response to Darcy’s growled Dash.

  “Did I tell you I acquired a kitten for Miss Bennet?” Bingley added.

  Darcy blinked and looked at Bingley. “You did what?”

  “Before I left town, Miss Bennet was telling me about a cat she once had which had run away during a storm. She seemed to miss it a great deal, so when I arrived, I sought out Sir William and inquired if he knew where I might find a grey tabby cat. As luck would have it, he knew precisely where I might find one.” Bingley lifted the drapes out of the way and scooped up a kitten. “This is Oliver. He has yet to learn not to push vases off tables.”

  Bingley crossed the room to where Dash sat. “Dash, this is Oliver,” he said, crouching down.

  When Dash sniffed the creature, Oliver meowed and attempted to climb Bingley’s arm.

  “He is a friend,” Bingley scolded.

  “You are talking to a cat as if he can understand you,” Darcy said flatly.

  “Who is to say he cannot,” Bingley returned. “I think it would be best if they become friends.”

  “This is what you were doing for two days before we arrived? Acquiring a kitten?”

  Bingley released Oliver who looked at Dash for only a moment before returning to his hiding spot behind the drapery.

  “No, no, I was also making certain all was ready for your arrival.” Bingley blew out a breath. “And that of my sister. She arrives tomorrow.”

  “Sir Matthew will be joining her, will he not?” Georgiana asked.

  “Thankfully, yes.” Bingley’s eyes shifted from Darcy and Georgiana to the window. “No, Oliver. He is a friend.”

  “Perhaps Dash should be made comfortable in your room,” Darcy suggested to his sister.

  Dash had gone to attempt to make friends with Oliver, but Oliver was none too complacent about the whole idea and had decided it would be best to climb to safety.

  “This might not have been my best idea,” Bingley said with a laugh as he tried to extricate Oliver’s sharp claws from the fabric of the drapes.

  “I am certain Miss Bennet will appreciate the gesture,” Darcy assured him. He sighed. “I brought Dash for Georgiana and Miss Lydia.” He shrugged when Bingley looked at him. “I found it impossible to not grant their request.”

  Bingley laughed. “What has become of us?”

  Darcy took a seat next to his friend. “We have found love, my friend, and it seems love addles one’s brain.”

  Bingley shook his head. “No, our brains are not addled. We are just willing to do that which we might not otherwise do to see those we love happy.”

  “You do surprise me with your occasional astuteness,” Darcy teased.

  “I am impressive, am I not? If only Richard were here to tell me I was not.”

  Darcy sighed and nodded. How he wished the same! And he did not wish it just because then Richard could worry about Miss Lydia. Nor did he wish it just to have Richard here to tease and taunt. He wished it because then he knew his cousin would be safe and not in harm’s way.

  “I suspect I will receive some news of him soon, letting me know he has arrived in Manchester. That frame-breaking bill will surely stir up more strife than it is intended to squelch.”

  “I cannot say I blame the frame-breakers for their anger. I have witnessed some very grim living arrangements. However, as the son of a manufacturer, I cannot condone their actions either.”

  Both men sat in silence for some time. Darcy tapped his fingers on the arm of his chair, while Bingley ran his hand along Oliver’s back, who was sleeping on his lap.

  “I am sure he will be well,” Bingley said at last, putting into words what both men were contemplating.

  “He has survived worse,” Darcy agreed. While he disliked the idea of Richard being in harm’s way at all, he knew it was part and parcel of being a colonel in His Majesty’s Forces. And, to Darcy’s mind, it was better for Richard to be here, in England, rather than in France, where he had been in the past. While there might be some skirmishes in the North, they were unlikely to be as deadly as a battle on the continent.

  Bingley rose from his chair with Oliver tucked in the crook of his arm. “I had planned on calling at Longbourn today for a few minutes. Will you and Georgiana be joining me?”

  Darcy smiled. “Without a doubt.” It had been nearly a full day since he had seen Elizabeth, and there was only so long a gentleman could go without seeing the lady he loved when he was used to having her under his roof where he could see her at all hours of the day. He was not entirely sure how he was going to survive three miles of separation.

  His eyes narrowed as he looked at Bingley. “Do you suppose Oliver could cause some calamity that would require both Miss Bennet and Miss Elizabeth to take up residence here?”

  Bingley chuckled. “I do not think I am that clever.”

  Darcy sighed. “Neither am I, unfortunately, so I suppose, I will have to do as regular gentlemen do and call on her at home.”

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  “Come in. Come in.” Mrs. Bennet urged her callers to enter the sitting room at Longbourn. “It is so good to see you. I was only just telling Mrs. Long – she was here just before you arrived – how anxious I was to know if everyone was settling into Netherfield well and if you found it as pleasing upon your return as you did when you first arrived last autumn.” She looked at them expectantly.

  “It was just as I left it,” Bingley answered. “Although there was no snow in November, so that is new.”

  “Is it not beautiful?” Kitty asked. “I love how the snow makes everything so bright.”

  “Beautiful but cold,” Bingley answered. “Not that I am unfamiliar with the chill of winter having grown up in the North. I just do not prefer it.”

  “And you, Miss Darcy,” Mrs. Bennet continued. “How do you find Netherfield?”

  “It is lovely,” Georgiana replied.

  “Do you like the snow?”

  Georgiana shrugged. “I suppose I do.”

  “Very good.” Mrs. Bennet settled into her chair, seemingly pleased with all she had heard. Then, with a small gasp, she sat forward. “Forgive me. I forgot to inquire about you, Mr. Darcy. You were so quiet slipping in to sit by my Lizzy. I can assure you that Mrs. Long was astounded to hear of my good fortune in having two daughters so well-matched with a third in a very hopeful position. It is indeed a great blessing, I told her. However, one must not be too startled that my daughters have done so well. Just look at them. There is not a plain one amongst the lot. They are all quite beautiful. Well, then, she had a comment or two to say about Mary’s disapproving looks, but I assured her that if Lizzy’s odd love of books and learning could capture the affections of a man such as yourself, Mr. Darcy, that I was certain that Mary’s stern looks and reprimands might be admired by someone…someday.” Her brow furrowed, and she looked past Darcy. “However, it would be lovely if she were to not scold so often. There is a danger of being thought a harridan – which, of course, she is not. None of my girls are.” She sighed. The furrow between her eyes deepened for a moment and then faded as she relaxed into her chair, once again pleased with all that had been said.

  Darcy pondered her sigh and look of contemplation for a moment. He imagined that it was likely due to her concern about seeing Miss Mary happily married someday. He would have to give some thought to how he might assist her in seeing it done, for seeing one’s daughters well-matched must be a great worry for any mother with several daughters.

  “I must say that I found Netherfield much improved,” he admitted. “The neighbourhood seemed more welcoming and the ladies of the area – one in particular – more beautiful than I remember.”

  Mrs. Bennet tittered and waved away his words with an “I should think so.”

  “How is Mr. Bennet?” Darcy asked.

  “Papa was delighted to be returned to his book room this morning,” Jane said. “However, he has returned to his bed to rest his leg just as the doctor said he should.”

  “Too much activity too quickly is never a good thing for one who is recovering from an injury.” Mrs. Bennet’s tone and look were serious. “However,” she said, brightening, “he has improved so much since that first day I saw him at Darcy House. Such prodigious good care you gave him, Mr. Darcy.”

  “It was not I who saw to his care.”

  “It was your house and your physician.”

  Had Richard been there, Darcy knew he would have chuckled at the look of displeasure Mrs. Bennet wore at Darcy’s audacity to argue with her compliment.

  “It was also my dog which caused the injury.” Darcy bit back a smile at seeing Mrs. Bennet’s eyes narrow for a moment at his continued disagreement. “However, I was happy to be of service to both Mr. Bennet and the rest of your family. I would not be lying if I said Darcy House was exceptionally lonely yesterday after your departure. I am delighted to be here amongst you all.”

  That earned him a delighted smile.

  “I can barely believe it.” Elizabeth’s tone was teasing. “I thought that you preferred solitude to company.”

  Darcy chuckled. “I did until I learned just how comforting company of the right sort can be.” He lifted her hand to his lips, which he knew was far too forward but which he also knew would continue to delight Mrs. Bennet, and strangely, very strangely, indeed, he had come to find great pleasure in pleasing the Bennet matriarch.

  “Have you had a letter?” Lydia asked.

  Darcy shook his head. “Not yet. I am certain there will be one soon, however.”

  “You will tell me as soon as you can if you receive one?”

  Darcy nodded. “And you will do the same?”

  “Without question! Why I could no better keep such a thing to myself as Lizzy could refrain from reading for a full day. It is just not in my nature to keep such a pleasurable thing to myself. It must be shared with someone, and you do seem like the best person with whom to share such a thing.” Her brow furrowed, and she drew the right corner of her lower lip between her teeth.

  “I am certain it will contain many interesting stories when it arrives,” Darcy assured her. “Richard is a most excellent storyteller.”

  Her features relaxed, and she gave him a small thankful smile before turning to Kitty and Georgiana.

  “As you know, she has not been quite herself,” Elizabeth whispered.

  “Or herself has been permanently altered by concerns beyond herself,” Darcy whispered in reply. “Georgiana is altered after her first encounter with imagined love – not that either Richard or Lydia’s care for the other is imagined,” he clarified when Elizabeth’s left eyebrow rose. “I am just saying that love, whether real or imagined, has an altering effect on a person.”

  “Does it?”

  Darcy tipped his head and silently looked at her lovely face for a moment until she began to squirm. “I am certain it was love which caused me to enter into that scheme to see Caroline wed to Sir Matthew, and I know that it was love which caused me to expose myself to your family, which in turn has forever changed how I view the silence of my home.” He squeezed the hand of hers that he still held. “They are very good changes. Even the changes in Georgiana are not all bad. She has gained wisdom, though I wish she had not gained it in such a fashion.”

  So much had changed inside of him since he had allowed love to rule over duty in his heart. He would not wish to return to his former self. It was as if loving Elizabeth had awakened something – had caused that something to blossom and flourish – a something that had lain dormant for some time.

  “Are you unaltered by love?” he asked.

  Elizabeth shook her head. “I see things so differently now. Do you truly think that is what is happening for my sister?”

  “I can only suppose.” Darcy rose as Lady Lucas, and her youngest daughter entered the room. He bowed and did all that was proper as he and his sister were introduced.

  “So my husband was not wrong!” Lady Lucas cried. “Oh, he will be quite pleased to hear it. He will insist we have a soiree with dancing. Perhaps this time, Miss Elizabeth would be more willing to participate in the dancing.” Her eyebrows flicked up as she said it. “Does Charlotte know of your betrothal?” She looked at Mrs. Bennet without waiting for Elizabeth’s reply. “I am sending a letter tomorrow. I do it twice a month, you know. It is dreadful and yet not so very much to have one’s daughter so far removed, although she is not so far away as some will be.” She paused only long enough to take a quick breath. “Will you be remaining at Netherfield, Mr. Bingley?”

  Darcy looked at the hand Elizabeth had placed on his arm before his eyes lifted to her face. “I am well,” he whispered. “It just might take a little longer to get used to all the neighbours than I had hoped.”

  “Colonel Fitzwilliam is in Manchester.”

  Darcy pulled his eyes away from Elizabeth upon hearing his cousins spoken of and looked toward the group of younger ladies seated across from him just as Lydia sighed and covered her heart with her hand in a rather dramatic fashion.

  “You should see him in his regimentals. He is quite handsome in a regular suit of clothing but in his regimentals?” Lydia sighed dramatically once again. “Oh, you simply must see the ribbon I purchased when in town, Maria. You do remember how you were always telling me that I should get a red ribbon to go with my sprigged muslin, do you not?”

  “Indeed, a red ribbon was just what it needed,” Maria agreed.

  “You were not wrong.” Lydia grasped Maria’s hand. “Well! Let me tell you. It was quite the melee, for Mama thought one would suit, and I thought it should be another. Miss Darcy was certain I was right while Kitty thought Mama was. Do you know how we settled it?”

  “No, how?” Maria leaned forward eagerly.

  “We asked the colonel.” Lydia wore a very pleased expression as she lifted her chin. “And he, of course, after a bit of consideration, chose mine.”

  “He did not!” Maria cried.

  Darcy sighed. He did not find the flutterings of young ladies to be particularly enjoyable. Indeed, he found them to be somewhat tedious.

  “Are you still certain you can tolerate all of this?” Elizabeth whispered.

  “Honestly?”

  She nodded when he looked in her direction.

  “It will not be easy,” Darcy admitted. “However, I do think the prize is worth the discomfort.”

  




  
  





Chapter 3


  
  “Lady Lucas was wrong.” Bingley dropped a missive next to Darcy’s cup of tea the following morning. “This came while we were out riding.

  Darcy read the invitation to a soiree at Lucas Lodge. “She did not waste any time, did she?”

  Bingley chuckled. “Indeed, she did not. You will accept. Will you not?”

  “Of course. I must.” Darcy intended to show himself as a changed individual to the community, and, to do so, he must take part in activities where he would be amongst the people of Meryton. He had reparations to make, civilities to bestow – whether they were easily done or not.

  “Caroline will likely be less than pleased to accept, but she is named on the invitation,” Bingley said.

  “This is the first time she will be back under your roof since she attempted to both separate you from Miss Bennet and force you into marrying another. It could be a trying time for all.” Darcy breathed in the steam from his tea before taking a careful sip. He should likely let it cool longer rather than risking a burnt tongue, but the fragrance was so much more welcoming when it rose with the steam.

  Across from Darcy, Bingley sighed and sank into his chair. “I will admit to being somewhat nervous to have her here, but she will be with Sir Matthew. And he seems to have had a settling effect on her, according to Hurst.”

  “And she arrives this afternoon?”

  “Yes. But first, I hear you are off to do some shopping.”

  Darcy smiled over his teacup. “I tell you, Bingley, I am becoming soft.”

  Bingley laughed. “Not this time. I know your true reason. The militia is still in town; the winter is not yet over.”

  It was true. The militia’s presence was bothersome to Darcy.

  Georgiana and the youngest Miss Bennets wished to visit the shops in Meryton. Kitty, in particular, was eager to show her new friend what could be purchased so close to Longbourn. Georgiana had insisted that they only needed Mrs. Annesley to accompany them, but Darcy was more insistent that he join her for at least this first outing.

  Wickham might be returned to his unit, and even though Darcy and Richard had pummelled him – and maybe even because of it – the gentleman might not remain quiet about what he knew concerning Georgiana, Lydia, or Elizabeth. It was better in Darcy’s mind for Wickham to be met by himself and not just his sister and her friends.

  “I am coming with you,” Bingley added.

  Darcy’s eyebrows rose as he swallowed the sip of tea he had taken.

  “Miss Bennet is going to attend her sisters,” Bingley explained.

  “So is Miss Elizabeth.”

  It was Elizabeth’s presence that made the thought of entering shops to look at lace, gloves, hats, and the like more than bearable. Not only would Darcy be able to stroll the high street with her on his arm, but he would also get the chance to see what sorts of things caught her eye when she entered the shops. He had a wedding that was not too far in the future, and he wished to present her with something he knew she would enjoy and perhaps even cherish.

  He cradled his cup of tea. His mother had a box for her broaches that had been given to her by his father. The top had been carved with bluebells, her favourite flower, and the interior was lined in purple silk because it was her favourite colour.

  It was details such as these that Darcy knew he still needed to learn about Elizabeth. Of course, if observation failed, he could always inquire about such details from one of her sisters. Or, he supposed, he could just ask Elizabeth, though he did wish for his gift to be a surprise.

  “I see there was more unrest.” Bingley passed the newspaper to Darcy, who blew out a breath.

  “I would almost rather not know,” he said.

  “It was in Yorkshire, not Manchester,” Bingley added as Darcy began to read the account in the paper.

  Sadly, the reports of damages done to property and of shots fired at protestors were becoming as commonplace as the reports of unrest on the continent.

  “It is not so very far from him.” Darcy sighed and wondered if Lydia ever read the paper. He hoped she did not.

  A more startling thought caused him to suck in a breath just as he was taking a sip of tea. This, in turn, set off a fit of coughing and sputtering. “I am well,” he assured Bingley as soon as he was able before coughing for a bit longer.

  “Was there something startling in the paper?”

  Darcy shook his head and took a proper sip of tea instead of attempting to inhale the liquid. “No, I was just wondering if Mrs. Bennet ever reads the paper.” He pulled back from the table in surprise when Oliver landed near his plate.

  “You are not allowed on the table,” Bingley scolded, scooping up the kitten before it could scamper away. “I doubt she does. However, I would not be surprised if both Miss Elizabeth and Miss Mary read it.”

  Darcy groaned. “And Miss Mary might find it her duty to inform her mother and sisters of events. You know that kitten might find it less enjoyable to attack the tables and curtains if you did not pluck him from where he should not be and reward him by tucking him in for a pet.”

  Oliver was happily curled in Bingley’s lap and purring.

  “You scold almost as well as Miss Mary,” Bingley replied with a laugh before reaching for his tea.

  Either Bingley’s laugh or his movement stirred the purring cat from his repose. Startled, the animal leapt up and, in so doing, caused Bingley’s tea to spill. The kitten escaped the sloshing liquid. However, Bingley’s breeches did not. With a
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