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Chapter 1

Thursday, March 4


“Pray, my dear aunt, what is the difference in matrimonial affairs between the mercenary and the prudent motive?”
Fitzwilliam Darcy leaned forward and closer to the far side of his theatre box. So as to not excite the suspicion of his companions, he attempted to make it look as if he was enthralled with the play below. He was almost certain that he knew the voice which had carried from the adjoining box to his. 
“Where does discretion end, and avarice begin?” that familiar voice questioned, causing Darcy to wish he could peek around the wall to see if the voice he heard did, indeed, belong to the lady he thought he had escaped by leaving Hertfordshire.
“Last Christmas you were afraid of Mr. Wickham marrying me because it would be imprudent; and now, because he is trying to get a girl with only ten thousand pounds, you want to find out that he is mercenary.”
Wickham. Darcy expelled a breath as if he had taken a blow to his abdomen from his sparring partner. It had to be Elizabeth. Who else would have been in company with Wickham at Christmas? He closed his eyes and leaned backward. Had there truly been talk of Wickham’s marrying Elizabeth? The thought made Darcy’s stomach turn. He stood.
“Where are you going?” His friend Charles Bingley asked when Darcy turned toward the door.
“I need a bit of air.”
“Can it not wait a few minutes? The play will not be much longer.”
“I will only go to the door and back. My legs could use the exercise.” He did not want to stop at the door. He wanted to leave the box and go… where? To the box where Elizabeth was? That would not do. He turned toward the stage when he reached the door.
How was it that Elizabeth was in a box at this theatre? The subscription price for such a seat was not a trifling amount. He should know since he paid that subscription each year.
He went over her words. She had been speaking to her aunt, but was not her uncle in trade? Did he not live near Cheapside and in view of his warehouse? Surely, such a man would not have the funds to purchase a box. Unless, of course, he was one of the wealthy tradesmen that shifted between the realms of lower-class employees and upper-class customers. One eyebrow arched. That seemed to be the best explanation.
Caroline Bingley glanced in his direction for a third time since he had reached the door. This time, she caught his eye and smiled before dipping her head and looking away.
Three months ago, he would have felt the delight of such an action. It was not that he was going to marry her or court her. However, she was handsome, and only a fool would not enjoy the idea of a pretty lady flirting with him. At present, he must be a fool, for he was not enjoying Miss Bingley’s attention, nor had he for some time. In fact, if he were required to give witness at Old Bailey’s on the matter, he would have to admit that, since that assembly in Meryton, he found her, and all the other ladies of his acquaintance who batted their eyes and smiled demurely at him, to be downright off-putting.
He shook his head. That was not entirely true. Elizabeth was one of his acquaintances and her smile was not off-putting. Nothing about her was off-putting. However, the idea that Wickham had played court to her enough for talk of marriage to begin was.
“Do you feel less restless now?” Bingley asked when Darcy retook his seat.
“No, but I will remain seated until the play concludes.”
He leaned forward. Perhaps he could hear Elizabeth’s voice again. He had heard it in his dreams for some months now, and he knew he should not allow himself the pleasure of hearing her in real life, for it would only make his torment greater. Be that as it may, he seemed unable to prevent himself from seeking it. He, apparently, had not been in town long enough to rid himself of his admiration of her. If anything, his heart had grown fonder of her during the separation. It was truly unsettling how much Elizabeth had turned his well-ordered thoughts on end.
“Oh! If that is all.”
Elizabeth sounded rather perturbed.
“I have a very poor opinion of young men who live in Derbyshire; and their intimate friends who live in Hertfordshire are not much better. I am sick of them all…”
Darcy leaned back. He was not certain what had prompted Elizabeth’s reply, but he was certain he knew of whom she was speaking. Did she truly think so poorly of him and his friends?
He folded his arms and drummed the fingers of his right hand on upper portion of his left arm while he briefly went over his interactions with Elizabeth in Hertfordshire. He was not an overly amiable sort of gentleman, but he had not been too dismissive of her. That could not be the source of her disdain for both him and his friends.
His left eyebrow arched as a thought struck him. Her mind could have been turned against him by Wickham. Indeed, upon rehearsing to himself the conversation he and Elizabeth had had while dancing at Bingley's ball, Darcy was certain the fellow had tried. Still, that did not explain why Elizabeth did not care for Bingley. Bingley had been most welcomed by all the Bennets, including Elizabeth.
Darcy jumped when Bingley poked his shoulder.
“The play is over.”
Awareness of his surroundings settled into Darcy’s mind.
“So it is,” he said.
“It was a good one.”
Darcy nodded. “I have seen it before. I only came for you.”
“And Caroline,” Bingley said with a grin.
“No, just you.”
“Are you certain? Caroline seems to think your invitation was for her, and Louisa supports the idea.”
“It was not.”
Bingley’s brow furrowed. “I thought you might be considering her.”
Darcy’s eyes grew wide. “On what have you based that supposition?”
His friend shrugged. “Just things I have heard Caroline and Louisa talking about.”
“They are wrong.” So very wrong! Darcy slipped behind Bingley to avoid having to offer Caroline his arm. He had done his duty in escorting her to his box, but now that he knew she thought her chances of snaring him were so high, he had no desire to raise her expectations any more than they were already raised.
“I think I see someone,” he lied as he slipped out the door.
“Mr. Darcy?”
It appeared that he had avoided one lady only to throw himself into the path of another.
“Miss Bennet.” Darcy executed a stiff bow. Was the whole Bennet family in town? “Miss Elizabeth,” he added when he saw her pulling her sister back.
“These are my relations,” Miss Bennet said with one of her sweet smiles that faded as quickly as it had appeared. Her complexion paled, and he thought he saw her sway.
“Are you well?” he asked, reaching for her arm.
“No, she is not,” Elizabeth replied firmly and a touch harshly, as if Miss Bennet's state of health was his doing. 
“I am well,” Miss Bennet protested, though weakly. She squared her shoulders and attempted to smile, while her eyes watched something over Darcy’s shoulder. He would love to turn to see what it was that had caught her attention, but that would be rude. 
“These are my relations, Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner,” she continued, motioning to the fashionable couple next to Elizabeth. “Aunt, Uncle, this is Mr. Darcy.”
“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Mr. Gardiner said.
“You look very much like your father,” Mrs. Gardiner said.
“You knew my father?” How would a woman from Cheapside know his father?
“Did not everyone who lived in Lambton?” Mrs. Gardiner’s smile was warm and welcoming. She had an open air about her that was unaffected. “I grew up not far from Pemberley.”
“You did?” That was shocking.
“I did, and I still have relations that call Lambton home.”
Darcy did not know what to do with this information. “I trust they are all well?”
“As far as I know they are.”
“We may visit them this summer,” her husband said. “Lizzy has agreed to accompany us on a trip to the Lake District, and so, we shall likely spend some time in Lambton if the schedule allows.”
Darcy turned his eyes back to Elizabeth. “Have you ever been to the lakes before?”
“No.” Her lovely eyes were full of fire. Was that Wickham’s doing?
“I hope you enjoy it, and,” he turned back to the Gardiners, “I would be pleased if you would visit Pemberley should your time allow. I cannot guarantee I will be home, but the housekeeper gives excellent tours.” He hoped he would be home. Perhaps then, he would have a chance to douse that fire of hatred that seemed to flow in waves from Elizabeth.
“Will you be in town long?” he asked her.
“No.”
“Lizzy,” Mrs. Gardiner scolded softly.
“I am only here until tomorrow,” she added. “I am on my way to visit Mrs. Collins.”
“Mrs. Collins?” Did Mr. Collins have a wife?
“The former Miss Lucas,” she explained.
Once again, Darcy found himself searching for how to reply to such news.
“They could have made the full journey in one day, but then, we would have been sorry to have not seen Elizabeth,” Mr. Gardiner said.
Just Elizabeth? Did they not wish to see Miss Bennet as well?
“And Lizzy was desirous to see her sister,” Mrs. Gardiner added.
“Have you been in town?” Darcy asked Miss Bennet.
“Did you not know?” Elizabeth’s tone was acerbic.
“Why would I?” Darcy retorted.
“Jane called on Miss Bingley, and Miss Bingley called on her.” Elizabeth’s gaze held his with ferocity.
How long had Miss Bennet been in town? Darcy shook his head. “I knew nothing of either call.”
“Did not Mr. Bingley mention it to you?”
“Darcy,” the very gentleman who was being discussed said. “I thought you were behind us. It is not like you to…”
Darcy heard his friend’s inhale.
“Miss Bennet? Miss Elizabeth?” Bingley stood next to Darcy. “Is this not a delightful thing, Darcy? How long will you be in town?”
“They leave tomorrow,” Darcy answered.
“No, we do not,” Elizabeth retorted. “I leave tomorrow. Jane will remain at my aunt and uncle’s where she has been for the past two months.”
“Two months!” Bingley cried. “And you did not call on us?”
“She did,” Darcy replied. “Ask your sisters.”
Bingley’s eyes were wide with horror. “Miss Bennet called on us?”
“On your sisters.”
Bingley took a small step backward as if the words Darcy had spoken had reached out and given him a shove. “Why would they not tell me?”
“You truly did not know?” Miss Bennet, who was being supported by her sister, asked. Tears clung to the lower rim of her eyes. Had he misread her? Did she care for his friend?
“I swear I did not.” Bingley’s tone was nearly pleading.
This seemingly grave error in judgment on his part needed to be remedied as quickly as could be. He could not and would not knowingly be the source of disappointment for Elizabeth’s sister or his friend. 
“May we call on you?” Darcy asked Mrs. Gardiner.
“Certainly.” The lady looked confused, and her gaze flicked between Jane and Mr. Bingley. “That is, if Jane wishes for it.”
“Do you?” Bingley asked.
Miss Bennet nodded.
“Will that not upset Miss Darcy?” Elizabeth asked. Her tone was still fiery. 
“What does it have to do with my sister?” Darcy asked in a less than warm tone. “What have you heard about her?” 
“This may not




OEBPS/cover.png
NCY PRIDE AND PREJUDICE VARIATION

TEAT!M

LEENIEBROWN

8 NOVEL













OEBPS/images/51827f28-259d-4101-bc20-d4b0fdb5772e.png












