
[image: Persuading Miss Mary]



  
  
    Persuading Miss Mary

    A Pride and Prejudice Variation

    Leenie Brown

    

    Leenie B Books

    Halifax

  

  




  
  No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, without written permission from its publisher and author.

  This book is a work of fiction.  All names, events, and places are a product of this author’s imagination.  If any name, event and/or place did exist, it is purely by coincidence that it appears in this book.

  Cover design by Leenie B Books. Images sourced from Deposit Photos and Period Images.

  Persuading Miss Mary © 2019 Leenie Brown. All Rights Reserved, except where otherwise noted.

  ISBN (print) 978-1-989410-40-0; (ebooks) 978-1-989410-41-7(mobi), 978-1-989410-42-4(epub)

  






Contents
	Dear Reader,

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Before You Go

	Cherishing Kitty Excerpt

	Acknowledgments

	Other Leenie B Books

	About the Author

	Connect with Leenie





1
Dear Reader,


  
  Once upon a time…well, actually, a few 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.

  Those writing exercises have now produced several published works, including the one you hold in your hands.

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

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  “What do you mean I am not allowed entrance?” Reginald Fitzwilliam, Viscount Westonbury, glared at Mr. Nibley, Matlock House’s longtime butler.

  “Just that, my lord. The countess has informed me that you are not allowed entrance without specific invitation.”

  “But it is my home!”

  Mr. Nibley did not flinch. “Not at present, my lord. Your residence is the house in Brook Street.”

  “The house in Brook Street?” Wes huffed and looked at the sky above him before continuing. “I fully realize that my residence is in Brook Street. However, this is also my home, and I will not leave without seeing my mother.”

  Mr. Nibley paused for a moment as if considering whether or not he should disturb his mistress.

  Wes waved toward the house. “My mother, if you will.”

  “I shall see if she is home to callers.”

  “I am not a caller! I am her son!”

  “Yes, my lord.” Finally, the staid man before Wes shifted uneasily. “I only do as I am told, my lord.”

  Wes clenched his jaw and shook his head. “Am I allowed to wait inside while you check?”

  Mr. Nibley gave a slight shake of his head. “I do apologize, my lord, but I have my orders.”

  “Oh, for the love of –,” he stopped when Mr. Nibley coughed. “Yes, yes, I know. Mother cannot abide such language, and I promise to not resort to such as long as my mother sees me. If she will not, then I shall be forced to vent my spleen with whatever colourful language I choose and at whatever volume I wish to shout it.”

  The butler gave a nod of his head and hurried into Matlock House to see if his mistress was willing to see her eldest son, who was left to mutter oaths under his breath on the step and wonder what bee had flown into his mother’s bonnet. She had not locked him out of the house in years!

  The last time had been when a gentleman had shown up to collect a debt from Lord Matlock which had been incurred by his son, who should have been at school and not in some gambling hell. Being locked out of the house, coupled with the removal of his allowance until the sum had been repaid fully and half again, had worked well. Westonbury never set foot in a gambling hell after that, and his bills were always paid before word of any outstanding sums reached the ears of his mother.

  For most gentlemen, their fathers were to be feared, and Lord Matlock was no exception. However, Lady Matlock was a good bit more fearsome to her sons than their father for she was cunning in her punishments, which were always doled out as if they were the most natural things in the world. If one took a step off a cliff, one must experience a fall. That was his mother’s philosophy. Therefore, if you stole a biscuit, you spent the day in the kitchen assisting the scullery maid.

  She loved her sons fiercely. Too fiercely at times, if you asked Lord Westonbury. He shook his head and chuckled. His mother had an uncanny ability to anticipate how he might attempt to escape a punishment or to find a bit of fun. She had been sitting below his window on more than one occasion at their estate when, as a young boy, he had been required to stay indoors for some indiscretion such as tormenting the stable cats.

  The door opened interrupting Wes’s contemplation of his mother.

  “My lady will see you in the green sitting room, and only in the green sitting room.”

  Just as he suspected, she expected him to decide on where they would meet, which he had been considering. His mother was not fond of the small drawing room off of the library, and that would have been precisely where he would have told Nibley that his mother could meet him. But again, she had thwarted his enjoyment by anticipating his move.

  He handed his hat and walking stick to Mr. Nibley before removing his great coat.

  “Am I allowed to direct myself to said room, or must I wait to be announced?”

  The right corner of Mr. Nibley’s mouth tipped upward but only just. “Do you wish to be announced, my lord?”

  Wes chuckled. Mr. Nibley might appear to be wholly stoic, but he was not immune to the desire to have a bit of fun on occasion. “Indeed, I think I must be if I am merely a caller. Do you remember my name?”

  “The name you use at every house, my lord?”

  “No, the one that is precisely designed to annoy my mother.”

  “I think I do.”

  “Then, lead on my good man, and I shall not turn you out when I become master of Matlock House.”

  “I am sure I will not even be alive when that happens, my lord.”

  “I do hope that is not true. Not that I am wishing for my father’s demise, of course.”

  “I did not think you were, my lord.” Mr. Nibley began leading Wes down the hall to the green sitting room. The only sitting room on the ground floor — the room which was designated for calls and not much else.

  The upper servant stepped into the room and, in a voice he might use if he were speaking to someone at the other end of a grand ballroom filled with dancers awaiting the start of the music, said “My lord, Reginald Arthur Fitzwilliam, Viscount Westonbury, the first-born and heir of the body of Lord Matlock, long may he live, to see Lady Matlock.”

  “Nibley,” Lady Matlock scolded.

  “I am only doing my duty, my lady,” the butler replied with a bow before ducking out of the room.

  “If he were not put up to such a thing by you, I would see him reprimanded properly.”

  “No, you would not,” Wes said as he took a chair near where his mother was perched on her favourite sofa with a dog next to her. “Is that not Darcy’s beast?”

  “Beast? Dash is not a beast, are you, boy?” His mother scratched Dash’s ear. “He is here to keep your brother company while he recovers.”

  “Then why is he here rather than with Richard?”

  “Why are you here?”

  Wes raised an eyebrow at his mother’s coy response. “Because this is the only room in which I was allowed.” He crossed his arms and leveled a disdainful look in Lady Matlock’s direction. “Would you care to explain to me what I have done that has resulted in my exile from my home?”

  “You are banned from the house in Brook Street?”

  “Mother.”

  She chuckled and shrugged. “Impertinence is rather bothersome; is it not?”

  “Yes, Mother. Now, if you would answer me seriously.”

  “I have guests.”

  “That is no reason for me to be stopped at the door to my home.”

  She shrugged again. “It is if the father of one of my guests has expressed concern regarding you.”

  Wes’s brow furrowed. Who was visiting his mother?

  “And, since the arrival of my guests, I have heard a most disturbing story from one of them.”

  “I still do not –”

  “About you.”

  “I beg your pardon? You have heard a disturbing story about me?”

  “Yes.” She fluttered her lashes at him but said no more.

  For a full minute, he only glared at her. It was a futile attempt to goad her into speaking, and he knew it. Still, it had to be attempted. “Oh, very well, what have I done?”

  “I understand Miss Lydia and her sister met you in London.” She lifted her chin slightly. “Quite often the ladies at such places as where you met them have been tossed out of their homes.”

  His waiting on the front step was beginning to make sense.

  “Now, I know that there are gentlemen who frequent such places.” She watched her hand stroke Dash’s fur rather than looking at him. A faint pink tinged her cheeks. “However, they are not where I would wish my son to –”

  “Please, Mother. I understand your meaning.” He was likely as uncomfortable with this topic of conversation as she was. “However, I believe I am old enough to make my own decisions about such things.”

  She sighed. “Of course, you are.” Her voice was just above a whisper and laced with disappointment. She lifted her eyes to him. “I only wished to make my point.”

  “I shall consider what you have said.”

  “Thank you.”

  “Am I reinstated as someone who can visit without an invitation?”

  She shook her head. “I fear not. As long as Miss Lydia and Miss Bennet are staying here, you must be a stranger.”

  Wes blinked. “Miss Lydia and Miss Bennet are here?” Miss Mary Bennet was here at his parents’ home? Walking the halls he had walked all his life? Sleeping in one of their guest rooms?

  “Yes, I thought it good to have an ally in seeing that Richard recovers as he should, and, since Miss Kitty is visiting Georgiana, Miss Mary was sent to keep her sister company. However, there is not a lot of love lost between you and Miss Mary, so her father was concerned that being in a place where you might meet regularly might provoke her into besmirching the Bennet name. You know how it is. If someone should be calling and hear a young lady speaking plainly to a gentleman, the young lady will be the one taken to task.”

  “I would not provoke her.”

  His mother’s replying look told him that she did not believe such a thing was possible, and truth be told, it likely was not. Miss Mary did not treat him as anyone else did – save for his closest family members and best friend. To her, he was merely a gentleman – not a viscount or the future Earl of Matlock. And confound it all if it was not refreshing!

  “Then, am I only allowed to call during proper hours and in only this room, or will I be allowed to visit my brother?”

  His mother sighed. “Your father will say you are welcome to visit your brother and join us for dinner and all those such things. However, neither he nor I will tolerate any provocation of our guests.”

  Wes nodded.

  “I like her.”

  Wes’s brow furrowed. “Miss Lydia?”

  “Yes, her, but also her sister. Miss Mary is no wilting wallflower. I quite approve of that even if she does need a little softening.”

  Her head tilted to the side as she looked at him. So, this was her true purpose. She saw Miss Mary as a project of sorts.

  “Just be kind to her,” she added. “That is all I ask. Treat her as you would Georgiana.”

  That was a little bit impossible. He had never had a dream about Georgiana being in his bed. However, he was not about to say such to his mother. Instead, he dutifully assured her that he would do his best to behave as she expected.

  “And if you could stop frequenting that place – Sally’s, I believe it is called.”

  “Mother.”

  “I just think it would help you improve in the eyes of Miss Mary.”

  “I said I would consider what you had said. I will not promise any further.”

  She sighed. “I suppose I will have to be satisfied with that.”

  “Yes, you will. Now, am I allowed to see my brother?”

  Lady Matlock glanced at the clock before rising. “Yes, I do believe he will be rising and making his way to the library.”

  “Rising? Do not tell me he is still taking a rest each afternoon.” He rose to follow her from the room, but Dash stepped between Wes and his mother.

  “He most certainly is. But it is not my doing.” She smiled over her shoulder at him.

  “Miss Lydia?”

  She nodded. “As I said, I wanted to have an ally in seeing Richard recover.”

  Wes laughed as he followed his mother and Dash up the stairs. “Have I complimented you lately on your deviousness?”

  “No, I do not believe you have,” she replied with a chuckle. “There is a soiree that you must attend the day after next.”

  “Mother.”

  “You must marry someday, Reginald. The nursery has been empty for far too long.”

  “You forget, my lady,” he said as he came to a stop on the landing next to her. “My residence is in Brook Street.”

  She patted his cheek. “Only until you marry. Then, you are free to bring my daughter and your children here to be with me.”

  




  
  





Chapter 2


  
  Lady Matlock stopped at the door to the library and gave Wes a pointed look. “Be polite,” she whispered.

  Wes rolled his eyes. He was not an infant in need of reminding how to behave. Had she not less than five minutes ago told him to be polite? The walk up the stairs and down the hall had not jogged her instructions from his mind.

  “Your brother has come to see you, Richard,” his mother said as she bustled into the library. Her eyes surveyed the room before coming to rest on his brother. Then, with a further pointed look in Wes’s direction, she took a seat near Miss Mary who was reading near the window.

  “Miss Bennet,” he said with a bow. “Miss Lydia.” He again bowed. “It was a pleasant surprise to hear that you are guests at Matlock House for a time. You made no mention of it when I was in Hertfordshire last.”

  “That is because Mary did not wish for you to know,” Lydia replied with a smirk. “Surprises are delightful. Are they not?”

  Wes settled into a chair closer to his brother than to Miss Mary but not altogether too far from where she was sitting.

  “Were you surprised by the arrival of the Miss Bennets?” he asked Richard. “Or am I the only one?”

  His brother chuckled.

  So, he was the only one not to know of the plans for the Bennets to be guests of his mother.

  “I will admit to being privy to the surprise.” His brother’s eyes were dancing with amusement.

  “I am certain a surprise such as I received would not be best for one’s recovery,” Wes said flatly.

  The fact that everyone knew of Miss Mary and Miss Lydia’s arrival, save him, grated. It was as if not a soul in this room trusted him. What did they expect him to do? Await Miss Mary in her room so that he might argue with her until she allowed him to take her to bed? His left eyebrow lifted as the idea of such a thing played itself out in his mind.

  “I have already explained why you did not know about my guests,” his mother said sternly.

  Wes wondered for a moment before he recovered himself, after being caught woolgathering, if she had been reading his mind, for her look was as severe as her tone.

  “Yes, I am not to be trusted.” He attempted to keep his tone flat and not one which spoke to his great displeasure with the whole situation.

  A small, quiet burst of laughter caught his ear and drew his eyes to Miss Mary, who was diligently smirking at her book. The taunting lass! What he wouldn’t do at this moment to be alone with her and discover just what she was thinking.

  “How is your head?” He pulled his eyes away from the way the neckline of Miss Mary’s green day dress rose to her throat while a tidy line of buttons marched down from there to the sash beneath her breasts. Such a lack of exposed flesh was surprisingly enticing.

  “I cannot yet read a book for any great length of time, but I find that the floor no longer meets my feet before they expect it,” Richard replied.

  “And the eyes?”

  “Not much has changed, and it may never correct itself.”

  “And your commission?”

  Richard grimaced. “Father is seeing what can be done about it.”

  Wes knew that his brother was not the sort who had ever preferred sitting by and watching anything.

  “There is the estate your grandfather left for my youngest son,” their mother inserted. “It is not without the potential to increase its value.” She smiled at Richard. “I am not happy that you have been injured or that your eyes are not what they were, but I am excessively glad to have you home.”

  To Wes’s surprise, his brother who lived for change and adventure agreed that he was also glad to be home. The comment was accompanied by a speaking look for Miss Lydia.

  “When do you marry?”

  “Reginald!”

  “It is not as if it is a taboo topic,” Wes protested. “Anyone with sense can see that a marriage is in the offing. It is the only feasible option for two people so obviously in love. Did you not hear Mr. Bennet or the song at Darcy’s wedding?”

  His mother pursed her lips. “It is not polite to ask such a thing. Your brother will share what news he has with you when he chooses to share it, and not before. Hold your tongue.” Her lips tilted upward. “Not that I am not anxiously awaiting such news myself.”

  “It would not be wise to make any promises before I know what will become of me,” Richard inserted.

  “September,” Lydia replied. “I think September would be a lovely time for a wedding. Or October,” she added.

  Her brow was furrowed as if she was thinking deeply.

  “November is also a nice month, but beyond that, travel is not the best. Why last year, there were four days of dreadful rain before Mr. Bingley’s ball. It was a trial, I assure you, to be forced to remain at home because the roads were in such a state. There was very little time to add any new trimmings to dresses. Do you not remember that, Mary?”

  “How could one forget being trapped in her home with sisters who were in desperate want of lace and who had no gentlemen to call on them, save our cousin, Mr. Collins.”

  “Oh, it was horrid!” Lydia cried.

  “Mr. Collins? This is the rector at Hunsford?” Lady Matlock asked.

  “Does not anyone wish to know about a September wedding?” How could his mother move on from her son’s lady announcing an autumn wedding without so much as an inquisitive look? “Or is this another thing which is to remain a surprise for me?”

  Not a soul seemed to hear him. Miss Lydia’s tales of her horrid cousin would not be stymied by his curiosity about a wedding.

  “Do you think things will be settled enough for an autumn wedding?” he attempted to turn the conversation once again.

  “Oh, most certainly,” Lydia assured him before turning back to Lady Matlock. “And Elizabeth was put upon to promise him the first dance. She never liked him, but Mama thought it would be an excellent thing if one of her daughters were to marry him since he is the heir to Longbourn.” She shrugged. “I had thought Mary would be the best choice. She reads sermons, you know.”

  Mary rolled her eyes. “And you read plays. Does that mean you must wed the owner of a theatre?”

  “Well, I would not have minded doing so if I had met one who captured my heart.”

  “A theatre owner? You would have married a theatre owner if you had thought yourself in love with him?” Mary asked incredulously.

  Wes smiled. Apparently, he was not the only person with whom Miss Bennet liked to argue.

  “I would not have lacked for entertainment,” Lydia replied. “And I might have even tried my hand at acting. I think I would be quite good at it.”

  “Do you know what sorts of ladies grace the stage?” Mary snapped her book closed.

  “Ones which can act,” Wes answered in Lydia’s place. “Most are pleasant to look upon, but a few are, well, shall we just say that not every role calls for a beautiful maiden.”

  “I would guess most are not maidens,” Mary muttered as she opened her book once again.

  “I would agree,” Wes whispered in her direction. His mother’s brow furrowed, her lips pursed, and he feared if he left the house at this very moment, he would never again be allowed to re-enter.

  “I am sure you know best about such things,” Mary replied without taking her eyes off her book.

  “I like plays, but I have never darkened the halls behind the stage. I prefer to see the actors and actresses from my box.”

  Mary shrugged one shoulder as if to say she did not believe him.

  “It really does not matter,” Lydia inserted before Wes could say something which would likely have his mother calling for footmen to escort him from the house. “I did not fall in love with a theatre owner. I fell in love with someone far better.”

  She ducked her head slightly as Richard wrapped his hand around hers, and though he could not hear it, Wes could feel the sigh that accompanied the rise and fall of his brother’s shoulders. For a moment, as the room sat silent, he wondered what it must feel like to be so at peace and to know that he was so well-loved by a beautiful young woman such as Miss Lydia. Maybe one day he would discover that answer.

  “We should go to the theatre,” Lady Matlock said, breaking the silence. “Reginald, I shall leave it to you to make the arrangements. Do make sure it is appropriate for our guests.”

  “Is Richard able to join us?”

  “I think I can manage such excitement.”

  “Oh, I should think so,” Lydia agreed. “And you can always close your eyes if need be.”

  Wes was impressed both by the prodigious good care Miss Lydia provided for his brother and the fact that Richard allowed it. If their mother had suggested such a thing, Richard would have likely grumbled something about not being so weak as to need to close his eyes. However, since Miss Lydia had said it, it was an excellent idea. Wes shook his head. His mother was cunning. Very, very cunning.

  “I will provide you with a list of soirees we must attend so that you can decide when it would be best for our trip to the theatre to take place.”

  “A list of soirees?” She had only mentioned one earlier. Perhaps he should have remained on the steps instead of insisting that he be allowed to see her. “Have you accepted them all on my behalf?”

  She fluttered her lashes at him. “Why, of course, I did. We ladies will need someone to escort us.”

  “Cannot Father do that?” He could feel her circling, drawing in her regiment of logic, waiting to snare him.

  “Your father rarely dances. He spends most of his time discussing politics and pretending to play cards.”

  “Will Miss Lydia even wish to attend soirees without Richard?”

  “That is a good question, but not one we have not already considered. Lydia must be introduced to society, and Richard will attend what he can when he feels he can. However, if he needs to return home before an event is over, he is to leave, in which case, your carriage would be most welcome. Small steps must be taken to see what can and cannot be tolerated. Therefore, we are beginning with a musicale the day after next. I have heard that the Johnsons will be there. Their daughter is a very pretty young lady.”

  Richard chuckled.

  “Were you not pushing her at Richard at one time?” Wes shook his head.

  “I was, but Richard has found himself a lady.”

  Wes braced himself for what he knew were going to be her next words.

  “I promise to stop pushing eligible young ladies in your direction when you choose a bride. Until then, I will perform my motherly duties.” She fluttered her lashes at him again.

  He glanced in Miss Mary’s direction. She was pressing her lips together as if she was either attempting not to laugh or trying to keep from speaking. Again, he wished that he could know what she was thinking. It was some time and several topics of discussion later before he was given an opportunity to speak to Mary without his mother keeping watch as she had gone to retrieve her list of soirees.

  “You looked amused at my mother’s desire to see me married,” he commented.

  She looked up at him from the book she seemed to be using as a shield against having to speak or even look at him.

  “I am not unfamiliar with such a mother, though I admit I did not realize mothers of gentlemen put their sons forward in the same way mothers of young ladies do. You have seen and heard my mother.”

  He had. Mrs. Bennet was not shy about letting one and all know that she was looking for husbands for her daughters.

  “And has your mother pushed you at anyone?” he asked.

  Mary shook her head. “No, I have found that if I read sermons and refuse to admire lace, it confuses Mama. She has no clue what sort of gentleman would want such a strange girl.” Her lips smiled but there was a touch of bitterness in her tone.

  “Do you wish for her to be confused? Is that why you read sermons?”

  “I find I like pondering the things found in sermons, but I also enjoy a novel or a book of poetry. However, I keep those for when I am alone in my room.”

  “Then, you do wish to confuse your mother.” He leaned closer to her. This was the first conversation between them which did not include arguing and provoking. Even so, she was fascinating. He had never met a young lady who did not seem eager to have her mother promote her.

  “Much like you, I do not wish to be pushed forward.”

  He chuckled. “Perhaps I should begin reading sermons,” he teased.

  And then, the most unexpected and enchanting thing happened. Miss Mary Bennet giggled. It was a sweet little chuckling sound that fit her. It was not high pitched and tittering as some young ladies giggled. There was no exaggerated covering of her lips with her hand. It was just a giggle which spilled out of her as easily as a gentle stream cascades over rocks.

  “Your mother would send for the apothecary if you did,” she teased in return.

  He tipped his head and studied her. He had not entirely considered the fact that she might know how to tease. It was a lovely revelation, for if one could tease, then surely one could also flirt. The thought of flirting with Miss Mary was a tantalizing one.

  “It would not fit who you are,” she said uneasily. Her eyes watched his warily. “You are the antithesis to a sermon, my lord.”

  Her cheeks grew rosy. It was a lovely shade of pink, but it put a point on her words that pricked him.

  “Do you really think of me so meanly?” he asked. She would likely never flirt with him if she considered him an utter reprobate.

  She lowered her gaze. “I have seen little evidence to prove otherwise.”

  “Then, I challenge you.”

  Eyes filled with question met his.

  “Find me a book of sermons to read, and I will read it so long as you refrain from reading anything but poetry or a novel for a week.” He motioned toward the bookshelf. “Go on. Pick a book for me.”

  She glanced down at the book in her hand. “I surely would not even know if there is a book of sermons in this library. You may read this one. It is not a book of sermons, but it is also not a novel or poetry.”

  “But you are reading it,” he protested.

  She smiled, shook her head, and held the book out to him. “Not for a week, my lord.”
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