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1
Dedication


  
  To Cindy

  who is more of a sister than a friend, and who tolerates my weirdness and teasing so well. Your love and support are so greatly appreciated.

  

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  Sitting along the wall with her next youngest sister Mary in a crowded assembly hall, while music played and others danced, was not what Elizabeth Bennet wished to be doing. She would rather be dancing. However, as was always the case at an assembly in Meryton, there were more ladies than gentlemen in attendance, and if she could not dance, then this was the best vantage point from which to watch her two youngest and silliest sisters. The chance of one or the other of them making a fool of themselves was particularly great tonight as there were newcomers to the area whom Lydia would, no doubt, wish to impress and, if things held true to form, Kitty would follow suit.

  “Jane seems enamoured with Mr. Bingley,” Mary whispered.

  “Why should she not be? He is handsome and amiable. I should think it would be quite easy to be fond of a gentleman such as he, especially if he seemed to adore me as he does Jane.”

  “They do make a lovely pair, do they not?”

  “Indeed, they do,” Elizabeth agreed.

  Tall and thin with an enchanting smile, honey blonde hair, and hazel eyes that were as serene as the morning dew, Elizabeth and Mary’s eldest sister, Jane, was the beauty of the county.  That she was not married at the advanced age of twenty-three was not due to a lack of offers, but rather a lack of acceptance of any of those offers.

  Though Jane, without fail, projected an image of composed calmness, she was not without a longing to be deeply loved and respected by a gentleman who stirred her soul. Not just any gentleman who wrote her poems and worshiped her beauty would do. If Elizabeth guessed correctly, Mr. Bingley was just the gentleman for whom Jane had been waiting.

  Earlier tonight, when Jane had danced with Mr. Bingley, her features had been more animated than normal; her smile, wider; her eyes, brighter; and her cheeks had worn a pink hue that would make a prize-winning rose’s beauty pale in comparison. Even now, as she danced with Mr. James Lucas, she still carried an air of liveliness that was elevated from her usual pleasant but serene demeanor.

  The fact that Jane was smitten with their new neighbour, Mr. Bingley, was evident for one and all to see if they cared to pay attention.

  “Mama would be well-pleased to have Jane settled at Netherfield.”

  “They have only just been introduced,” Elizabeth cautioned. Mary was not the sort of sister to get carried away by fanciful, romantic thoughts such as Lydia and Kitty were, but just the same, Mary did on occasion jump to conclusions at a rather rapid pace.

  “I only mean if things progress from here. They have had a very good start, despite the company Mr. Bingley keeps.” Mary’s eyebrows rose over a speaking look.

  Mr. Bingley, with his copper curls, cheeks that flamed when exerting himself to dance, and his five thousand pounds a year, had just leased the estate next to the Bennets’ estate. He had arrived in the area with his two sisters, the eldest sister’s husband, and an excessively handsome and equally as disagreeable friend – a Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Derbyshire.

  Elizabeth could not even think the name without a little shudder. Could anyone look more arrogantly aloof than Mr. Darcy, who was, at that very moment, standing along the wall and surveying the gathered throngs of peasants? At least, judging by his look of bored disdain, that is what Elizabeth imagined he was doing.

  “Not all the wealth in England would make me wish for such a suitor as Mr. Bingley’s friend,” Mary added.

  “That makes two of us,” Elizabeth agreed. “However, we will need to tolerate him for Jane’s sake.”

  She glanced to where Mr. Darcy was arguing about something with his friend and found him looking at her. Quickly, she snapped her attention back to her younger sisters while she listened to see if she could hear what Mr. Darcy was saying to Mr. Bingley.

  “…tolerable, but not handsome enough to tempt me; I am in no humour at present to give consequence to young ladies who are slighted by other men. You had better return to your partner and enjoy her smiles, for you are wasting your time with me.[1]”

  She gasped as his words slapped her. As if she would agree to dance with the likes of him!

  “Lizzy, are you well?”

  “Did you hear what he said?” Her heart raced and her anger was threatening to spill out of her eyes as she clutched Mary’s arm.

  Mary shook her head. “You are hurting my arm.”

  Elizabeth released her grip on her sister and attempted to smooth away the red marks she had caused. “He – that pompous toad – looked right at me and then said I was tolerable but not handsome enough to tempt him.”

  “Of all the preposterous things!” Mary declared. “You are second only in beauty to Jane. There is not another in this whole county who is prettier. The man must be in serious need of spectacles.”

  Elizabeth could not help but giggle softly at the thought of the haughty Mr. Darcy with round spectacles perched on his nose.

  “He would probably glare over them and tsk at us.” She lifted her chin and affected a masculine tone. “Not handsome enough. Slighted by other men. Tolerable, I suppose.”

  “Did he truly say you were slighted by other men?” Mary asked in surprise before casting a glare in the general direction of Mr. Darcy.

  “He most certainly did.”

  “But the only man slighting you is Mr. Darcy!”

  “Precisely.” She had already danced with several of the gentlemen who were not presently dancing. “Although, to be fair, Mr. Bingley has not yet asked me to dance either.”

  “But he has danced with several ladies,” Mary protested. “Mr. Darcy has not.”

  That was true. Mr. Bingley had danced nearly every set, save this one, while Mr. Darcy had danced exactly two – one with each of Mr. Bingley’s sisters – and he had not even looked happy to do that.

  “How do you think Mr. Darcy became friends with Mr. Bingley?” To Elizabeth, they seemed such an odd pair with one being gregarious and the other dour. “Do you imagine it is a family thing like how we are expected to be friends with Mrs. Long’s nieces for Mama’s sake?”

  “I can see no other reason for it unless there is a debt to be paid or a sin to be punished.”

  Again, Elizabeth found she could not help but giggle at the picture Mary presented of a judge sentencing Mr. Bingley to years of punishment at the hands of Mr. Darcy.

  “He must have committed some heinous crime,” Mary added with a chuckle of her own.

  “Indeed.”

  “I suppose that, though it is a penalty worse than transportation, being sentenced to be Mr. Darcy’s friend is better than death.”

  “Oh, Mary,” Elizabeth said between giggles. “We will cause a scene if you continue.” Mary had inherited their father’s ability to latch onto a humourous line of thinking and then follow where it led far longer than was entirely acceptable even in private conversation.

  “Then, I will not mention how Mr. Bingley is most likely better suited to such a sentence than any other man would be.” Mary’s eyes sparkled with mirth.

  “What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked cautiously.

  Mary ducked her head and lowered her voice. “His sisters,” she said with a waggle of her eyebrows. “But then, maybe that is it. Perhaps Mr. Bingley is hoping to rid himself of his last unwed sister.”

  Elizabeth swatted Mary’s arm. “That is unkind.”

  “But possible,” Mary protested. “They would suit, would they not? They seem to wear the same expression, and I have seen Mr. Darcy talk to Miss Bingley and, when she tittered about something, he very nearly smiled.”

  “Truly, Mary, we must stop. I cannot contain my laughter much longer.”

  Surprisingly, Mary immediately pressed her lips together and sobered. “Mr. Bingley,” she hissed with a small tip of her head in reply to Elizabeth’s look of surprise.

  “Miss Elizabeth, Miss Mary.” Sir William Lucas stood before Elizabeth. “This young man would like an introduction. Would that be acceptable to you?”

  “Yes, yes, of course,” Elizabeth replied.

  “Then, may I present Mr. Bingley. Mr. Bingley, this is Miss Elizabeth Bennet and Miss Mary Bennet.” Sir William motioned toward them and then with a slight bow, stepped back so that he almost appeared as if he was not going to watch and listen to what followed his introductions.

  “I should be greatly pleased if you would both allow me a dance,” Mr. Bingley said.

  “We would like nothing better,” Elizabeth answered.

  “Will you honor me with the next set then, Miss Elizabeth?”

  “She is an exceptional dancer,” Sir William inserted, causing Elizabeth’s cheeks, which were already rosy from being nearly caught making sport of Mr. Darcy, to warm further.

  “I would be delighted to dance with you.”

  “Capital! And Miss Mary, can I count on you for the set after that?”

  “You may,” Mary said simply.

  Mr. Bingley extended his hand to Elizabeth. “And then, I shall dance the next after that with your elder sister.”

  “That will be two sets, Mr. Bingley. Are you certain you wish to make such a statement?” Elizabeth asked.

  The gentleman next to her chuckled. “You sound just like my friend. He said nearly the same thing to me not more than ten minutes ago when I told him my plan was to dance with you and Miss Mary and then Miss Bennet.”

  “Did he indeed?”

  “As sure as the floor is beneath our feet, and do you know what I told him?”

  Elizabeth shook her head.

  “I told him that I would dance a third if there was a third to be had.”

  Elizabeth’s eyes grew wide and excitement danced in her heart. “Do you like Jane so much then? Or were you only saying such a thing to provoke your friend?”

  “Can it not be both?” Mr. Bingley’s smile was infectious. How was it that Mr. Darcy could remain so somber in the presence of this gentleman who effused joy?

  “I will allow that it can be. But is it?”

  Mr. Bingley took his place across from her and gave a nod of his head. “Indeed, it is.”

  ~*~*~

  “Charles,” the eldest of Mr. Bingley’s sisters greeted him as he and Elizabeth departed the dance floor. “Caroline would like to dance a second set. Would you be a dear and dance with her?”

  “I am sure I cannot. I am engaged for the next set. Could not Hurst do it?”

  Mrs. Hurst’s eyes shifted from her brother to Elizabeth and back. “She had hoped for you to dance with her.”

  Mr. Bingley chuckled. “You mean she hoped for Darcy to dance with her, but he will not, and Hurst is likely playing cards.”

  “Charles,” Mrs. Hurst scolded, though it had little effect on her brother.

  “Louisa, I would like for you to meet Miss Elizabeth Bennet. Miss Elizabeth, this is my sister Mrs. Hurst. Come. I will introduce you to my sister Caroline as well.” He looked to where Mary sat. “Miss Mary, you must join us. Louisa, this is Miss Elizabeth’s sister, Miss Mary. Miss Mary, my sister, Mrs. Hurst. Come. Come.” He herded them all a distance down the room.

  Mr. Bingley seemed the sort of gentleman to get what he wanted and he got it how he wanted it. Perhaps it was that sort of spirit which made it easier for him to tolerate a friend such as Mr. Darcy.

  “Caroline, I would like you to meet some new friends and neighbours. This is Miss Elizabeth and Miss Mary Bennet of Longbourn. Miss Mary, Miss Elizabeth, my sister, Miss Bingley.”

  His sister’s lips curled into a polite smile. “It is a pleasure.”

  “Darcy,” Mr. Bingley said, turning to his friend and giving the man a cunning grin, which caused his friend’s scowl to deepen. “I would like you to meet Miss Elizabeth and Miss Mary. Ladies, this frightening looking fellow is Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy of Derbyshire.”

  “Frightening looking? Really, Charles,” Miss Bingley protested. “It is a wonder Mr. Darcy retains you as a friend with such treatment.”

  Elizabeth bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing. The greater wonder was why Mr. Bingley kept a friend like Mr. Darcy rather than the other way around. However, from the way Miss Bingley smiled at Mr. Darcy, it was evident that the lady was hoping to win that gentleman’s favour by coming to his aid.

  “I am happy to make your acquaintance,” Mr. Darcy said with a bow, his eyes meeting Elizabeth’s and lingering.

  His voice, when he was not being insulting, was the sort that washed easily over a lady and caused her heart to flutter. That, when combined with his handsome features, his imposing figure, and those blue eyes that seemed to look straight through a lady to examine her soul, made Elizabeth wish she had brought a fan with her tonight as her mother had suggested. It was no wonder Miss Bingley was so desperate to gain his favour, and, Elizabeth thought with a thrill of amusement, Miss Bingley was just the sort of lady to suit a self-important gentleman like Mr. Darcy.

  “If you will excuse me,” Mr. Bingley interrupted Elizabeth’s thoughts just as she was deciding it would be an entertaining lark to match Mr. Darcy and Miss Bingley, “Miss Mary and I are needed for this next set.”

  “But Charles, I had hoped you would dance with me.” Miss Bingley possessed a very pretty and practised pout.

  “I am sorry, but I am not available.” He sent a teasing look at his friend. “Darcy seems to be in want of a partner.”

  “I will not dance two sets with anyone,” Darcy snapped.

  “You are too fastidious,” Bingley said with a laugh before turning to Mary and escorting her to the floor while leaving Elizabeth with his sisters and Mr. Darcy.

  Elizabeth stood there for a long silent moment before looking toward the door to her right. “I should go find my sisters.”

  “Sisters?” Darcy parroted.

  “Yes, my sisters.”

  “How many do you have?” His eyes shifted from her to where his friend was preparing to dance with Mary.

  She did not appreciate his shocked and demanding tone. No doubt he was finding fault in her family not having the prescribed number of daughters – whatever that number might be.

  “Five,” she replied. “There is Jane, then myself, then Mary, followed by Kitty and Lydia. How many do you have, sir?” She fluttered her lashes at him. Not because she was flirting with him, but because she found him annoying. Much to her delight he looked a trifle confused and taken aback at her reply and question.

  “One,” he said, followed by, “Have you any brothers?”

  “No. Not a one.”

  “Indeed.”

  “And do you have any brothers, sir?”

  “No. It is just my sister and I.” His head tipped as he looked at her with a puzzled expression. “This set has not yet started. Would you like to dance?”

  So now he wanted to dance with her, did he? That was never going to happen! If he could not have been bothered to ask her to dance earlier, he did not deserve the privilege now. “I am afraid that is not possible.”

  “Why? Are you already engaged for this set?” His look of bewilderment deepened.

  “No, but I do need to find my sisters, and, I find that I am in no humour at present to give consequence to gentlemen who slight ladies. You would do better to seek a dance with Miss Bingley, for, I fear, you are wasting your time with me.”

  The shock in his eyes caused her to smile broadly. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst. I am certain my mother would welcome a call.” Dipping a curtsey, she added, “If you will excuse me,” and took her leave.
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Chapter 2


  
  Of all the brash responses a lady might give a gentleman who had asked her to dance, Miss Elizabeth’s must be amongst the brashest. Darcy should be furious at her for her insolence, and, to a degree, he was. However, he also found it strangely refreshing and very nearly humorous.

  “I cannot imagine what she was thinking, refusing a man of Mr. Darcy’s consequence,” Louisa Hurst whispered very loudly to her sister.

  While Mrs. Hurst might not be able to understand why Miss Elizabeth would refuse him, Darcy understood completely the reason for both why and how. Miss Elizabeth’s reason was not hidden. Indeed, it stood forth boldly in the words she had used, for in her refusal, she had repeated word for word, with a few alterations to fit the context, the very words he had said to Bingley earlier tonight. He had not cared at the time if the lady whom Bingley was pointing out to him heard his cutting remarks. Now, however, having had his own rudeness thrown back at him, he felt the guilt he should have felt all along. While his words might have conveyed precisely and truthfully what he had felt in that moment when Bingley was pressing him to dance, they had been far from gentlemanly.

  “What do you expect from country folk?” Caroline replied. “They are not so refined as the company in which we are used to finding ourselves. We must make allowances for their lack of breeding. One should not expect a sow to parade about the barnyard in fine feathers as a peacock does for a sow finds its home in the mud.”

  “Are you referring to your neighbours as livestock?” Darcy looked down his nose at Caroline. She was handsome and her dowry was noteworthy, but, at present, he found her arrogance excessively annoying. This, he supposed, was what Bingley had tried to tell him earlier this evening before they left Netherfield for the assembly. Caroline had attended the best schools, and she possessed the skills to be a fine manager of a grand home such as Pemberley, but her acerbic tongue did begin to grate on one’s nerves at times.

  Bingley was right. He should not consider Caroline as a wife. It had been a foolish notion. Instead, he must, as Bingley told him, consider not just the ability of a lady to manage a household or host a newsworthy soiree. He must also think about how many hours he would have to spend at home with such a woman. Darcy’s houses were large, which gave ample space for he and his future wife to not be in contact with one another too often if necessary, but loneliness in marriage was far worse a thing than loneliness when one was actually alone.

  “I am only attempting to make the analogy fit our surroundings.”

  Normally, Darcy might indulge in a chuckle at such a disparaging quip. Currently, however, he could not bring himself to do so, and he was not entirely sure why, though he suspected it was due to Miss Elizabeth’s lesson in gentlemanly behaviour. Had any lady ever dared to instruct him on his behaviour? Again, he thought he should be put out with her, and he was. His pride stung and likely would for some time, but even so, he could not fault her completely.

  “Your brother would like to make friends in the area. I do not think you are helping him do so if you are talking in such a fashion about his – and your – neighbours.”

  Caroline blinked and quickly hid her look of horror. “You cannot be thinking of encouraging him to take this estate permanently?”

  “I have not been at Netherfield long enough to know whether I should encourage him or not.”

  “You must not,” Louisa said. “A fashionable home in town and an estate near Pemberley is what he needs. He does not need to be here where there is such a want of refinement.”

  “Netherfield is close to town,” Darcy offered. “And it is not completely abhorrent.” Heat crept up his neck. He knew he was arguing where he had not before.

  “Are you well? Did you contract some sort of illness when travelling here from town?” Louisa asked, earning her a mild scold from her sister.

  “His brain must be addled, Caroline, if he cannot see that this area is beneath Charles. Father did not leave our brother the fortune he did to have him use it to purchase an estate with no connections or hope of future connections that would lift him from where he is,” Louisa continued. “I thought Mr. Darcy understood that. I dare say it is the foul air in the country that turns a man of sense into a gentleman who is lacking the proper use of his mental faculties.”

  “I promise you I am still in sound possession of my mental faculties. I am only attempting to view things from many vantage points. I would suggest that you do the same. Netherfield might be just what Bingley needs. It is a fine house, and the lands, while not extensive, are adequate for someone who is new to estate management.”

  Caroline looked perplexed. “I suppose,” she said after a moment’s consideration of what Darcy had said, “that, should Charles decide on Netherfield, he would become the highest-ranking gentleman in the area. I do not think there is any who has the fortune he does. He is already far superior to Mr. Bennet, and although, according to Sir William, Longbourn is the principal estate in the area –”

  “Longbourn would still remain larger than Netherfield Park.”

  Caroline scowled at Darcy’s interruption. “As I was saying, although Longbourn is the principal estate in the area, I hear that the income from it is not large. Would not Mr. Bennet’s lower financial standing make Charles of greater importance?”

  “To some,” Darcy admitted.

  There were those who judged a
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