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Dedication


To my fellow Colonel Fitzwilliam lovers:

May you, on these few pages, find as much joy in reading his inner turmoil as his plan falls apart as we all know Mary will find in being loved by him. 
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Chapter 1


Richard Fitzwilliam settled onto the bench in the Earl of Matlock’s travelling coach next to his friend Charles Bingley and across from his mother. 
“She is a pleasant enough girl, I suppose.” Lady Matlock adjusted her gloves and did not meet Richard’s eyes as the door closed. Her timing was impeccable, for she had begun her discussion at just the right moment – early enough that she would have the most time to present her case but not so soon that a servant would hear her and just late enough that none of her travelling companions – most especially her son – could exit the vehicle.
“Of which Miss Bennet are you speaking?” Richard’s cousin, Fitzwilliam Darcy asked. 
“Oh, not yours.” Lady Matlock gave his knee a pat. 
“Mine?” Bingley asked. 
“No.” Her eyes finally found Richard’s.
He had known from the start that it was Miss Mary of whom she spoke.  
“It seems her cousin is rather taken with her,” she continued. “He would make a better match for her; do you not think?” 
Richard pulled in a deep breath through his nose. “Did you speak with the man at length?” 
He hated to think it of his mother, but in his opinion, anyone who thought that Mary Bennet and Mr. Collins would make a good match had to have some sort of disorder of the mind. 
“No, I did not have the pleasure of doing so.” 
Richard saw his cousin’s lips twitch with barely contained amusement, and he fully understood why. 
“Trust me, Mother. It would not have been a pleasure.” Next to Richard, Bingley chuckled quietly. 
His mother merely arched one eyebrow at him as if she did not believe what everyone else in the carriage knew to be a fact. 
“Mrs. Bennet mentioned that they were hopeful that Mr. Collins might make an offer to Miss Mary until you started to show her marked attention,” she said when he did not respond to her raised eyebrow. 
“Is that so?” He feigned a look of surprise. He had known that. In fact, it was the threat of someone like Mr. Collins attaching himself to Miss Mary when she clearly did not want him to do so that had led to Richard offering to pretend a courtship with the lady. 
“You do not fool me,” his mother said with a chuckle. “I dare say anyone who knows Mrs. Bennet knew about that desire. The lady is not backwards about putting her girls forward. Not that I condemn her for doing so. The responsibility of seeing one’s offspring well-matched is a constant worry for a mother.” Once again, her critical eyebrow arched, this time over a pointed look. “And not just for mothers of daughters.” 
“I will marry when I am ready to marry.” 
“One would think, from the way you were constantly at Miss Mary’s side today, that you might be ready now.” She fluttered her lashes at him. Oh, she was a scheming woman. He loved her, and he likely had her to thank for his own ability to formulate a strategy, but, at the moment, he found himself doing anything but admiring her keen mind. 
This was why his father had sent her. Officially, it was because he could handle Lady Catherine’s displeasure better than Lady Matlock could. However, if Richard were asked to place money on the true reason for his mother’s unexpected arrival, he would wager twenty pounds that his father knew that his wife would be better suited for trying to manipulate whatever circumstances surrounded the attachment of Richard to Miss Mary into something long lasting. Most gentlemen only had to worry about their mothers trying to rush them towards marriage. He was not one of those fortunate fellows. He had two parents who, come hell or high water, were eager to see him as happy as they were. 
“Perhaps I am.” He held her gaze with a look that he often used on his men to get them to comply and believe whatever it was that he was telling them. “And if I am, then, I will thank you to not suggest other gentlemen as possible husbands for the lady I am courting.” 
“I thought you said earlier today that you had no lady.” 
She was good. 
“I had hoped to keep that bit of information to myself until such time as I was ready to share it. That, however, does not seem to be my lot. Therefore, I will say I might have a lady. I am allowed to take my time in assessing my desires, am I not?” 
She shrugged. “I suppose, but Miss Mary does not seem the sort of lady you would choose.” 
His brow furrowed. “Why?” He thought Miss Mary was delightful in a unique sort of way. He had not expected to find her so, but he did. 
“She is not fashionable.” 
“Richard has never cared for fashion,” Darcy inserted as the carriage rocked and its occupants felt the rut over which they had just passed. 
Richard gave him a grateful nod. 
“Yes, I do know that, but Miss Mary…” her words trailed off as she fiddled with the edged of her sleeve. It was a sure sign that she was going to say something of which she expected he would not approve. “She is… well, there is no gentle way to say this. She appears to be a very young spinster. It is as if she has given up hope before even starting or that she never truly cared to have any hope.” 
The comment rankled Richard for some reason. While he agreed that upon first look, Miss Mary did fit the part of a spinster quite well because of her choice of hairstyle and dress, he also knew that upon further inspection, such as he had just begun to make, her attire seemed to simply be an outpouring of how her mind worked. Things such as fashion and accomplishments had purpose and were, therefore, compartmentalized into an orderly array with very little fanfare. 
“She is serious by nature.”
“Would you truly wish for such a serious woman to be your wife?” His mother’s eyes searched his. 
“That is what I am attempting to decipher, and when I know, then, perhaps I will inform you.” 
Lady Matlock sighed. “She is young.” 
Again, her protest irked him, though he was not sure why. 
“In age, yes, she is young. In terms of experience, yes, she is naïve, for she has had little exposure to the world. I will give you both of those points. However, I will not give you that she is too young to know her mind. I assure you, from what I know of her, she is not without the ability to think deeply.” 
There might be a want of some instruction on worldly matters, but when it came to things Miss Mary had read or seen in her small social circle, she was able to form sound opinions based on her limited knowledge. He would dare to say, that, had she possessed a more animated personality, she might have been taken under her father’s wing like her sister Miss Elizabeth had been and would have profited even more than her sister had. 
Truth be told, if she were just some green recruit whom he was evaluating, he would not hesitate to say, with all confidence, that she would likely become an officer quite quickly once she had been given the proper training. And maybe that was what he found most appealing about her. She seemed very much like someone who would understand how he thought, and he would wager his next month’s pay that if his mother knew her like he did, she would be unable to make even one objection to Miss Mary. Ah! That was it. That was likely what bothered him. 
“You do not know her.” He did. At least, some. And beginning to know her had been where the surprise had happened. 
He honestly had not thought to find anything appealing about Miss Mary when he proposed his scheme to Bingley. He had found her intriguing in the way of an enigma when he had first met her, simply because she was so very different from any young lady he had encountered, but he had not thought his interest would expand beyond a passing curiosity. Be that as it may, as he had strolled with her in the Philips’s garden, she had revealed herself in conversation to be more than an easily solved puzzle. There was a complexity to her that her simple way of presenting herself belied. 
She had seemed to understand his concern for her plight regarding Mr. Collins and did not seem overly affected by the suggestion that they make their friendship appear to be something more than a casual acquaintance. He had questioned her most thoroughly about if the ruse he was proposing would weigh too heavily on her conscience. She had assured him it would not. She had even thanked him for the escape. And he had thought then, at that very moment, that she would make a wonderful friend if nothing else. 
All was well and good in his mind – perfectly settled – until Collins had been heroic and earned Miss Mary’s praise. That was when the small contemplation of her being anything more than a friend blossomed in his mind and seemed unwilling to be plucked out and discarded. 
Today was supposed to have been a day to discern if it was merely his dislike for Collins which had settled such a thought in his mind or if it was his heart which was attempting to point him in the direction he needed to take for his future. 
Of course, first the rain and then, his mother’s arrival had foiled his plans. And he very much disliked having his plans thwarted. He scowled. 
“I do not think my question deserves that sort of an expression in response. It is beyond reasonable to wonder such a thing.” 
Richard blinked. Had his mother asked a question? 
“I think Miss Mary could, with some help, become a lady who could circulate with ease in society,” Bingley said as he poked Richard in the side with his elbow. 
“Oh, most certainly,” Richard agreed with fervour. “As I said, she does not lack intelligence. It is just that her intelligence lies hidden.” He shook




OEBPS/cover.png
LEENIE BROWN

‘T 4/ U










OEBPS/images/95a996e2-58ef-4183-932c-f470844bfa1a.png






OEBPS/images/69d4f529-8059-4651-a68c-c404fda18197.png












