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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 probably a story posting there now.

  




  
  





Prologue


  
  Every dreadful step Lorcan Langley took down the corridor behind Matlock House’s butler reverberated through him. His heart beat a steady and rapid rhythm while his lungs fought to fill themselves with air.

  The interview which awaited him would not be an easy one, but not for the reason which everyone gathered in that small green drawing room would naturally expect. He had spent a restless night contemplating what needed to be done, and he had prepared himself as best he could to see that it was carried out

  “Good morning, Mr. Langley.” Mr. Bennet was the first to greet him when Lorcan entered the room. Mr. Darcy, as well as Lord and Lady Matlock, sat silently by, allowing the father of the lady he had compromised to begin the interview.

  Langley pulled his eyes from the beautiful daughter seated next to her father and bowed his greeting.

  “Please, be seated,” Lord Matlock offered.

  Langley considered refusing for what he had to say would not take long, but then, he thought better of it and sat. There was no reason to displease the gathered throng before he had to do so.

  “I have heard your particulars from Lord and Lady Matlock,” Mr. Bennet began. “You are well-established and would make a fine choice for that reason. However, I cannot say that I am pleased to have to consider you for the reason I must.”

  “I understand, sir. I acted inappropriately, and there is no excuse for my behaviour.” He barely refrained from rubbing his sweaty hands on his breeches. Having been Lord Westonbury’s friend for so many years had given him ample amount of practice with facing authority figures who were displeased, but all of those meetings with headmasters or his own father were child’s play compared to facing the father of the lady whom he had been caught kissing.

  He swallowed. He had not cried while being reprimanded since he was ten, but at present, he felt a tremendous urge to shed more than a few tears.

  “I respect your willingness to take responsibility for your actions, young man,” Mr. Bennet continued.

  “To a point.” Lorcan exhaled slowly as the words he had forced out settled on the others in the room. “What happened yesterday will not happen again. However…” He winced. The next part of what he had to say would be the hardest. “The incident was only witnessed by members of Miss Bennet’s family; therefore, as long as none of her family share the story, there is no need to force a marriage where…” He closed his eyes so that he could not see Kitty’s look of surprise. “There is no desire for one.” He opened his eyes but kept them diverted from looking at Kitty by studying the floral pattern on the rug beneath his feet.

  “On either side?” Mr. Darcy asked in surprise.

  Langley lifted his eyes to the man. “Yes.” And with that lie, he stood. “I have been called home; therefore, I will not be in town to cause any further unease to anyone.”

  “I trust all is well at home.” Lady Matlock sounded skeptical.

  “Yes. All is well. I am not leaving for an emergency.” He was leaving because he could not be here and see Kitty, the lady who held his heart, being courted by other gentlemen.

  “And what if there are rumors. We had several guests at Matlock House yesterday for Westonbury’s wedding breakfast. Servants are known to carry tales.”

  “Not your servants, my lady.” He held her fearfully intent gaze.

  “I should hope that you are correct, but one never knows. From what I have been told the embrace which was witnessed was particularly passionate.”

  Oh, she was not wrong. It had indeed been passionate, and not just on his part. He could likely still feel Miss Bennet’s fingers lacing through his hair and holding him to her as she pressed herself against him — if he were to allow himself the freedom to remember the interlude, that is.

  He had not intended for the kiss he stole to become so ardent, but one touch of her lips to his had driven all rational thought from his mind. She was intoxicating in all the best ways. Unfortunately, just as many a foxed fellow does, he had, in his inebriated-by-desire state, stumbled and caught himself by placing his hand on the piano before which he and Kitty stood. That crash of keys had been the alarm which had brought his world tumbling down, in jagged pieces, around his ears and was why he was here now, staring down Lady Matlock.

  “Such a tale might be too tempting to keep secret,” she added.

  “You know where to send for me if I am needed. I assure you, my lady, that I am not shirking my duty.”

  “Are you certain this is what you want?”

  Langley turned away from Lady Matlock to find Mr. Bennet observing him with great interest and a hint of compassion. He allowed himself to glance at Kitty. Her cheeks were flushed, and her jaw was firmly set. She did not look at all pleased with how things had progressed this morning. However, he did not know why she should look so stricken. This was what she wanted. She had made it perfectly clear yesterday that she had no intention of marrying him. One would have to be excessively stupid to misconstrue “I am not marrying him” to mean anything other than the lady had no desire to be his wife.

  He nodded as he turned back to her father. “It is.” This lie did not fall any easier from his lips than any of the others had so far today.

  “Well, then, Mr. Langley, if things can be kept quiet, I will absolve you of any duty to my daughter. However, if you change your mind…”

  Langley clamped his teeth together tightly and gave a sharp nod of his head before looking at Miss Bennet one final time and leaving the room and any hope for a happy future behind him.

  




  
  





Chapter 1


  
  How had it come to this?

  Kitty Bennet surveyed her very lonely bedroom from what used to be the comfort of her window seat. This place of refuge was still filled with as many cushions as it had been before she had gone to town. There was no lack of comfort here for that reason.

  There was still that secret pocket on the back of one of the pillows where she could hide letters, and the book where she pressed the flowers that she received from hopeful gentlemen was still hidden behind it. It was not that this seat lacked a feel of familiarity or of privacy.

  It had all of those things. Though this window seat was, in every physical aspect, the same place where she had, as recently as two and a half months ago, sequestered herself away to dream about her future, since returning to Longbourn, it felt cold and barren.

  She pulled the book of pressed flowers from its hiding spot and flipped through the pages looking at the meaningless symbols of admiration.  With a sigh, she snapped it shut and pushed it away from her and toward the far end of the bench. There was nothing of real value in it. A few dreams. A multitude of wishes. The pleasant idea that someday the gentleman who gave her a flower for her book would be the one who would also claim her heart and offer his in return.

  She pulled her feet up and wrapped her arms around her knees as she rested her head against the wall and closed her eyes. Sorrow wished to spill out of her, but she would not let it – at least, she would not until she climbed into bed. Then, knowing that no one would hear or see her, she would allow her heart to feel the cracks that scarred it. For now, she would strive to think of nothing – not of how all her sisters were married or soon would be, not of the soirees and possible matches which had been missed because she had been required to leave town before the end of the season, not of the dear friend she had left behind at Darcy House, and most especially, not of Mr. Langley. One tear sneaked out the corner of her eye, forcing her to brush it away.

  “Miss Kitty?”

  Opening her eyes, Kitty gave only a nod of acknowledgment to the maid who had entered since forming a reply of words seemed as if it would be far too much effort at present.

  “Your mother has requested that you join her in the sitting room.”

  Kitty sighed and forced out the required words. “I will be down directly.”

  Then, she closed her eyes again – just for a moment. Morose thoughts must be pushed aside for now. She could entertain them for no more than these two heartbeats. Mama likely had callers since it was that time of day.

  Rising from her place of repose and reflection, she crossed to the dressing table, took account of her hair and complexion, and, giving her cheeks a quick pinch, left her room.

  ~*~*~

  “Oh, Mr. Bennet, is it not the best news?”

  Kitty paused outside the sitting room. Was Papa once again not in his study? It was remarkable how often he seemed to be wherever her mother was. It had not been like this before she and her sisters had left for town, but, in the few weeks since Kitty had returned to Longbourn, she had found her father and mother not only in the same room but also having conversations and… she smiled as she spied it… holding hands. It was delightful to see such affection between her parents.

  “I will not argue that it is a wonderful invitation, but do you not think it is too soon?” Her father’s serious tone caused Kitty to pull back from entering the room as she was about to do.

  “Oh, Thomas!”

  Again, Kitty found herself smiling at the sweetness which seemed to flow between her parents now that all of their children were gone – well, all, save for her.

  “She has been punished enough. I dare say she will not be kissing any other gentlemen.”

  “I should hope not!”

  “Her heart is broken, Thomas.”

  Kitty rested a hand on her broken heart which had suddenly started to beat more rapidly. They were talking about her! And her mother had discovered her sorrow. Kitty had thought she had hidden it well enough, but apparently, she had not.

  “She refused him,” her father said.

  Kitty swallowed the pain that those words brought. It was true. She had refused Mr. Langley, but not permanently. She had only meant it for a time. However, she had never been able to share that bit of information with him before he had rejected her. She supposed she should feel fortunate that she had discovered that his affection for her was less than hers was for him before she had made an utter fool of herself, but she was not.

  “She is young, and you know how Lydia was always the one to lead the gentlemen around and decide who she and Kitty would favour with their attention. Kitty has not yet found her feet, and she will not find them here. Do you really wish for her to marry a captain in the militia? Her sisters have all done far better than that, and she is just as pretty as any one of them.”

  “I wish for her to find a gentleman who has both a fortune and who loves her.” Her father sighed. “I had high hopes for young Langley from what I had been told, but it seems there is actually one gentleman in England who can resist the bewitching charms of your daughters. I truly had not thought it possible.”

  “Not all is over just yet.” Her mother sounded a great deal more positive than either Kitty or her father were.

  “You realize, of course, that your good news will see you left quite forlorn of any female companionship.”

  “I have my sister,” Mrs. Bennet replied.

  From her vantage point, Kitty could see her father kiss her mother’s fingers.

  “I have no greater wish than to see them all happily settled, Mr. Bennet.”

  “Even if that means they may be far from you?”

  Her mother dabbed at her eyes. “Yes, even if they are far from me. I have always known that the best matches would not come from Meryton.”

  “But still it is not easy, is it, Mrs. Bennet? I find I am dreadfully lonely at times, and I am only their father.”

  “Only? Only their father?” Mrs. Bennet cried. “They could have no better father than you. There is no only about it.” Her mother cast a look at the door. “What could be taking her so long?”

  “I am certain I do not know.” Her father kissed her mother’s fingers once again. “But I am not displeased to have a few more minutes with you all to myself.”

  Well, that was enough listening! Kitty smoothed her skirts and drew in a deep breath before entering the sitting room.

  “There she is,” her father said with a smile. Her mother attempted to pull her hand away from him, but he would not relinquish it. “You are to be sent away,” he said to Kitty.

  “Oh, Mr. Bennet! Do not tease her so!”

  “I am not teasing. We are sending her away.”

  “That sounds far too harsh,” Mrs. Bennet reprimanded. “What your father means is that you have been invited to stay with Jane before returning to town next Friday.”

  Returning to town? Kitty wished to inquire about that surprising bit of news, but her mother did not allow her a chance.

  “Jane has never prepared a house for an extended absence, and, in her delicate condition, Mr. Bingley has asked if you would be willing to assist her.”

  “Unless, of course, you do not wish to help her.” Her father’s eyes were twinkling with mischief.

  “Not want to help Jane? Well, I never heard of such a thing, I can assure you! One sister not helping another? It is not natural – at least, it is not when it is my girls.”

  “About returning to town?” Kitty inserted. That bit had still not been explained.

  “Your mother and I agree that your punishment for your improper behaviour is over. We trust that you will refrain from throwing yourself at any gentlemen until such time as you have said your vows in front of a parson.”

  “I did not…” Kitty pressed her lips together at her father’s glare. He had been excessively angry with her. She had not seen him so angry since Lydia had gone missing while they were at Darcy House. “I will not throw myself at any gentlemen,” she promised.

  “And you will not allow them to persuade you into impropriety either, will you?”

  “No, Papa.” She had no desire to do more than smile at a gentleman and accept a dance if asked. To do more, especially while in town, was dangerous. Gentlemen, just as Miss Darcy had feared, were duplicitous and only interested in a very limited number of things a lady could provide, and since Kitty had no fortune, the number of interesting things about her was even further reduced.

  “Go on, my dear. Tell her the rest.”

  Mrs. Bennet, who had finally freed both of her hands, clapped them together. “You are going to Pemberley.”

  Kitty’s brow furrowed. Pemberley was not in town.

  “First, you will accompany Jane to town, and then, you will join Miss Darcy and accompany her to Pemberley. Town is just not tolerable during the summer, you see. All those who can leave town in quest of fresher air and open spaces. Why, even your aunt and uncle will leave town during the worst of the summer for a few weeks. You can return with them if you wish, or you can travel with Jane and Lydia when they return for the wedding.”

  The stream of information flowing in Kitty’s direction stopped long enough for her mother to take a quick breath. Then, it continued as rapidly as it had before.

  “Mr. Bingley is not giving up Netherfield until he has found something suitable elsewhere and most certainly not until after Lydia is married. We shall need the rooms for guests. We have space

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  




  
  









OEBPS/assets/CK-cover.jpg
A Pride & Prejudice Variation
| 58

(N

g el

3





