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Dear Reader


What is more delicious than settling into a comfy chair with a cup (or glass) of tea, a nibbly little snack, and a book? To me, that is pure pleasure!  However, teatime is never long enough to read a complete book...a few chapters -- yes, a complete book -- no.
What I need for times like these is something quick that is both sweet and satisfying, or I run the risk of never leaving that comfy chair until the whole book is finished.
Each installment in my Teatime Tales Collection of novelettes (stories between 7,500 and 19,999 words) is designed to fulfill that need for a quick read and is carefully crafted to be an entertaining and oh-so-satisfying bit of sweetness to brighten your day.
While these Teatime Tales novelettes are offered for purchase at all the retailers that sell my ebooks, they have also been 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 www.leeniebrown.com/subscribe.
Happy Reading,
Leenie
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Chapter 1


Henry Fitzwilliam, Earl Matlock, surveyed his table. The candelabras stood regally above the small dishes and the grander displays that decorated the central length. The bright white cloth which covered the mahogany tabletop and draped down its sides held not a crease. The glasses and silver glistened and sparkled just as they should.
His mother, whose portrait hung on the wall behind his wife and opposite of him, would be proud of such a table as this, and that knowledge puffed up Henry’s pride of position as master of all that lay before him much more than any spectacular marzipan creation or perfectly cooked morsel of food ever could.
Family had been of utmost importance to his mother and father, and he strove, as best he knew how, to continue that tradition within his domain. His youngest sister, Anne, had been exceptionally good at creating the sort of family their mother had aspired to preside over. His other sister, Catherine, had been far less successful.
While Anne nurtured love, Catherine encouraged loftiness. Duty to one's station, increasing standing, and being bowed to by all whom she considered beneath her had made her cold. He knew that behind her frosty exterior, she loved her daughter and nieces and nephews. It was simply that she had blessed little understanding of how best to communicate that love other than through attempting to arrange advantageous friendships and reminding each of the younger generation about their good fortune in being born into the family of the Earl of Matlock.
Catherine was the reason for this evening’s soiree, for she had come to visit Henry three weeks ago in quite a state of agitation, fuming and sputtering about a fortune-hunting adventurous of little standing who had bewitched their nephew and their sister Anne’s only son, Fitzwilliam Darcy.
Henry had done his best to assure her that Darcy was not one to fall prey to a fool. He drew and released a breath as he took up his wine glass. Catherine, of course, had deemed it necessary to remind him of the recent, unfortunate incident involving Darcy’s younger sister and the companion who led the child astray and nearly into the clutches of a true fortune-hunting cad.
Henry had reminded her that neither he nor Lady Matlock had found any reason to question Darcy’s choice to employ Mrs. Younge. Still, Catherine was not without a point. Men just as good and noble as Darcy had fallen for ladies who loved their wealth and position more than they loved the man to whom they were tying themselves. Such a thing might be acceptable in some families, but not in one which would hold true to the Fitzwilliam tradition of forming firm and loving bonds between family members.
From the glances and smiles he had witnessed pass between Darcy and his betrothed during the many courses of their meal, Henry had very little doubt that the two young people were madly smitten with one another. Of course, that information would not be welcomed by Catherine. To put it mildly, his sister was not good at accepting the fact that she could be wrong.
“Ladies, shall we retire to the drawing room?”
Lady Matlock stood, and Henry followed suit and remained standing until there were only men left at the table. Then, he retook his place, though in a more relaxed posture. The most formal portion of the evening was over. His staff and guests had all performed their parts well thus far. He had seen enough to know that Miss Elizabeth Bennet was equal to the challenge of precise and proper decorum as would well befit her role as Mrs. Darcy. The remainder of the evening would be an evaluation of the lady’s ability to engage in conversation and add to it. Darcy needed a wife who was not as reserved as he was and who was intelligent and quick. All indications pointed to Miss Elizabeth being such a lady, but the informality of the drawing room after dinner, when games might be played, would be where firm conclusions could be drawn.
“Mr. Gardiner, would you care for something other than port? I have a selection of libations,” Henry offered.
“I am quite content with port, my lord. It is of a high quality.” He smiled broadly. “I stock it on occasion in my own cabinet.”
“Do you?” Henry eyed the younger man. If he had to guess, Gardiner was not more than thirty-five. From the way the man was dressed and the fact that he knew this particular port, there was no denying that Darcy’s description of Gardiner as successful in his trade was no exaggeration.
“Indeed, I do.” Mr. Gardiner took a sip of his port, and then, after replacing his glass on the table, he leaned forward and turned his full attention on Lord Matlock. “Does she pass?”
The man was certainly direct. Henry glanced at Darcy, who was looking at him with an intensity in his eyes that was equal to Gardiner’s.
“I do not attend balls at Almack’s, my lord, but I do have my connections in your realm. I know that my niece does not appear to be an appropriate choice if one is desiring to advance himself in standing, line his coffers, or add to his land holdings. I do not fault you for doing your duty and examining her appropriateness for your nephew. I assure you I have done the same with your nephew.”
Darcy’s eyes shifted from Henry to Mr. Gardiner, causing Lord Matlock to chuckle. “Does he pass?”
“More than you will likely ever know.”
Gardiner shared a meaningful look with Darcy which did nothing to quell Henry’s curiosity about whatever had happened that was not being shared.
“I wish I had done more,” Darcy said, “sooner.”
“Lizzy attempted to prevent it.”
Darcy nodded his acceptance and said no more.
Henry shot a questioning look at his youngest son, who merely shrugged. Henry tipped his head in Darcy’s direction and his son nodded. Richard would uncover the story. There was not a gentleman in all of England who was as curious and persistent as Richard.
“Does she pass?” Mr. Gardiner repeated.
“I have seen nothing to make me question her fondness for Darcy.”
“Nor will you,” Darcy muttered.
“I believe she will make you incredibly happy, Darcy. However, I do still hold some reservations about her taking on the role of your wife as it relates to society.”
“Your fears are for naught,” Gardiner said. “Elizabeth possesses a quick mind and courage that rarely quivers. I believe the ladies of the ton will find her a rather fearsome opponent.”
“Do you agree, son?” Henry directed the question to Richard. “You spent time with her at Rosings. Would you agree with her uncle’s assessment?”
Richard’s head tipped and his brow furrowed as he contemplated the question. “She stood her own against Aunt Catherine, and I would agree that she has a mind that is lively and quick. However, I cannot say with any great certainty that she will be able to survive the ladies of the ton.”
“She outwitted Miss Bingley more than once,” Darcy inserted.
“Miss Bingley?” Richard laughed. “Caroline only aspires to be as catty as some of the ladies of the ton are.”
Darcy shook his head. “You did not see her at Netherfield.”
Richard cocked a brow in disbelief.
“She was cruel,” Gardiner said. “Jealousy hones those skills quickly.”
Richard shook his head. “I will still reserve my judgment on such a thing. Miss Elizabeth is too kind to be cunning.”
Mr. Gardiner took another sip of his port and smiled. “Lizzy has four sisters. I promise you that she can be cunning, though usually not unwisely so.” Again, the man shared a speaking look with Darcy.
Yes, he would need Richard to discover whatever it was which was being hidden, for it seemed as if it would be quite an interesting story.
“There is nothing else to cause you to withhold your blessing from this union?” Gardiner smiled when Henry looked in his direction. “A deal cannot be completed on vague terms or mere hope. I did not gain my wealth by dreaming it would happen.”
Lord Matlock chuckled. “No, I have not found anything else to question, and even with this one question in mind, I would not dare come between Darcy and the lady he has chosen.”
Gardiner emptied his glass. “That is noble, my lord, but we all know that tensions within are not good for the fabric of the family.”
“You speak truthfully and directly, Gardiner. I like that.”
“Then, you will come to love my niece.” Amusement danced in Gardiner’s eyes. “She is not given to prevarication. Your nephew and my niece are well-matched. There will be times of disagreement between them, but I have negotiated with both enough to know that they will work through the issues satisfactorily.”
“You have negotiated with Darcy?”
Gardiner nodded.
“When?” Henry pressed. Perhaps he would not need to wait until later to discover some of the information he longed to know.
“Elizabeth’s youngest sister is now Mrs. Wickham,” Mr. Gardiner said.
Henry’s eyes sifted to Richard, who looked as startled as Henry felt, and then, to Darcy.
“She had no brother to prevent an elopement,” Gardiner said.
Henry darted a look toward Gardiner. Apparently, that gentleman knew about Darcy’s sister’s near elopement with Mr. Wickham.
“I wanted to be part of the financial arrangements for Mr. Wickham, but Mr. Darcy prevented me. Not that I acquiesced readily. However, instead of doing as I wished to do, I was left with the recognition for something I did not do.”
And from the tone of displeasure in his voice, Gardiner was still not happy about that.
“What financial arrangements?” Richard asked.
“A commission, his debts, and something to settle on Elizabeth’s sister,” Darcy answered.
“All of which I could have done,” Gardiner grumbled.
Richard whistled, low and slow. “That would be no insignificant amount.”
“It was not, and no one is to know that it was me,” Darcy said.
“You are keeping a secret from your betrothed?” Richard asked.
Darcy shook his head. “She deciphered the truth when she heard I was at the wedding.”
“You were at the wedding?” That was surprising. Henry would not have thought Darcy would have allowed Wickham to know
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