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This book came about quite by accident. Although writing the Great American Novel had been on my bucket list for years, it was probably more a pipe dream than a real goal. Although I rarely watch television, and even more rarely take time off from work, one day when I was home sick as a dog, I turned on the television and starting scrolling through the channels. I came upon a movie that starred several of my favorite actors and actresses, and although I missed the beginning, I soon realized I was watching the 2005 remake of "Pride and Prejudice" with Keira Knightly, Mathew MacFadyen, Brenda Blethen, Donald Sutherland, and the amazing Judi Dench. I must admit that although I had read Pride and Prejudice many, many years ago in a literature class, I found Jane Austen's old English style of writing a bit difficult to get through as a young person, and I was probably too young to realize what an amazing piece of literature and a truly beautiful story it was.


Even starting half way through the movie, I was intrigued by the story, the fashions, and the beautiful English scenery. I was also fascinated with the depiction of the subservient status of women in England during those days. Women were unable to carve out an identity or career and were only able to leave home if and when they married. It was very difficult for them to meet eligible gentlemen, as the rules of courtship did not allow couples to be alone, and they were never even allowed to touch, except when dancing. Dancing at village assemblies and lavish balls was the only way to meet members of the opposite sex. Simply being seen alone together, even accidentally, created a severe scandal called a "compromise", and reputations were ruined unless the couple married, happily or not. 


The strict social structure also did not allow marrying above or below one's own status. The top of the social hierarchy included the Royals and the Aristocracy (Titled Peerage) and extremely wealthy Landowners. The Middle Class, or "Trade", included business owners, attorneys, bankers and physicians, etc., and the bottom of the structure included servants, simple farmers, laborers, and shopkeepers. Even among those in the highest class, however, what mattered more than anything, was money and the right connections. 


The theme of Pride and Prejudice was how the two main characters struggled to overcome these restrictions and chose love over society's rules. As a woman who lived through the '60's and fought my way up the corporate ladder and somehow managed to find an "evolved" husband, I fell in love with the heroine, Elizabeth Bennett, who refused to accept society's limitations - and the hero, Fitzwilliam Darcy, who gradually "evolved" too. 


They did, of course, finally get together at the end of the story, but unfortunately, the movie ended abruptly, leaving one to wonder what happened next with our dear couple. How disappointing! No kissing, no wedding, no "happily ever after"! Having missed the start of the story, I went out and bought the CD of the 2005 movie and watched it all the way through. Surprisingly, that version was made for an American audience that included a different ending, a brief scene of Elizabeth and Darcy married and finally kissing! That was somewhat more satisfying (I'm such a romantic), but it still left me wanting more of them and their delightfully comic and complicated families. 


Knowing that Jane Austen did not write "sequels" or, God forbid, "Pride and Prejudice II", I discovered the various Fan Fiction sites online where others just like me had written their own versions of "what if" and "what happened next". I began voraciously reading book after book of these stories (yes, I admit, far too many) - some good, and some not so good, but all the while getting to know these characters better and better and developing my own concept of who they were and the culture of their time. I watched the CD numerous times, the original movie with Greer Garson and Laurence Olivier, and the BBC version with Colin Firth (sorry everyone, I much prefer Matthew MacFadyen as Mr. Darcy), and after realizing that I felt I knew the characters, their lifestyle, and the various locations intimately, it occurred to me that perhaps I could write the novel I always wanted to write using these people and their lives. They say, "write about what you know", and that is exactly what happened. I sat down at my computer and began typing, really not sure where the story would go - if at all. Much to my amazement, this story literally wrote itself. Seriously, I really have no idea where the storyline and supporting characters came from, although while writing a scene about two characters drinking cognac together, I did a little research about cognac, and I read about a cognac maker who was considered a dissident during the French Revolution, and he was imprisoned in France. Several villagers helped him escape and they fled to England. I used my own version of that story to bring the French characters into my story. With the exception of doing quite a bit of research to make it as historically correct as possible, I totally lost myself in the early 19th century in England, and it was truly magical. 


It isn't necessary to have read Pride and Prejudice in order to enjoy this story, but I know that this genre is not one that will attract a lot of readers, other than perhaps Pride and Prejudice variation fans like myself. That, however, doesn't matter to me. It's not about fame, and it's not about money. It's simply that I set out to write a book, and I did, checking off one more thing on that bucket list. More importantly, I got to spend many, many wonderful hours with my very good friends, Elizabeth Bennett and Fitzwilliam Darcy in beautiful England in 1812. That's enough for me. 





P.S. There will undoubtedly be certain words, people and events that need further explanation, but rather than try to work that into the story, I have provided a list of some of them at the end of the book in the order they appear.
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The Portrait of Elizabeth


A Pride and Prejudice Variation





PROLOGUE


 It was commonly accepted in Great Britain during the 18th and 19th centuries that marriages of convenience were often arranged to unite families' wealth and status, and marrying for love was certainly not what was expected of a young daughter of the peerage. Anthony Fitzwilliam, the Earl of Matlock, had arranged for his youngest and most favored daughter Anne to marry Lord Percy De Bourg, the only son and heir of the late Charles De Bourg, the Marquess of Aylsford. He was a man she barely knew, but De Bourg possessed a large estate in Kent, and his great wealth would greatly enhance the prestige of the Fitzwilliam family and would add to the coffers of their estate. This marriage was what was expected of Anne, and she was allowed no choice in the matter. 


 Anne, however, had fallen in love with another man. She was firmly against the arranged marriage to De Bourg, but her father refused to acknowledge her feelings, and her entreaties met with little success. She continually resisted the overtures of Lord De Bourg upon his visits, but the pairing seemed inescapable and inevitable, and she had given up all hope of a marriage to the man she loved. 


 Finally, much to Anne's dismay, De Bourg arrived at Matlock in order to make his offer of marriage to her. Anne's older sister, Catherine Fitzwilliam, a most unpleasant and covetous woman, and beyond doubt the mercenary of the two, was incensed at her father's and De Bourg's choice of Anne to marry instead of her. With no marriage prospects of her own, and facing certain spinsterhood, she surreptitiously arranged for a compromise in his quarters late that night. A weak man in such matters, De Bourg was quite easily diverted by her seduction, and in spite of his desire to flee from the idea of being bound to such a horrid woman, as a man of honor, he was forced to offer for Catherine instead of Anne. The Earl was most displeased with Catherine for her scandalous behavior and the disruption of his plan for Anne, but his prestige was enhanced as planned, and a scandal was avoided. 


 Catherine was quite pleased with the success of her plot. She assumed control of the large and garish estate of Rosings in Kent, and she assumed the title of Lady Catherine De Bourg, a title she thought would bring her the respect and envy of the society that had once ignored her. That, of course, did not happen as she had planned, and she became increasingly harsh and arrogant. Needless to say, the consequences of the marriage of Catherine Fitzwilliam to Lord Percy De Bourg were unfortunate. Theirs was not a happy union. 


 Not many miles from Matlock was the estate of Pemberley, a magnificent mansion with sprawling environs situated in the county of Derbyshire. The land was composed of rolling hills and dense forests, idyllic fields of sheep and wildflowers, and sparkling lakes and streams with Pemberley perfectly tucked against a rise of natural woods left untouched and wild to add to its incomparable beauty and tranquility. It was without doubt one of the most prominent and beautiful estates in all of England, built by and belonging to the preeminent Darcy family for many generations. 


 George Darcy, the present heir to the estate, was a distinguished and highly respected gentleman landowner. Although not a member of the peerage and not titled, his great wealth allowed him and others of the landed gentry to be accepted in the high society of England. He had fallen in love with Anne Fitzwilliam, the daughter of an Earl, but her father had arranged for her to be married to a man of title that she did not love, and George could not intervene in the Earl's plan for his daughter. It was improper for Anne to contact George herself, but when the word of Catherine's indecorous compromise of Lord De Bourg surreptitiously reached Pemberley, George immediately rode to Matlock to request an audience with her father. He and Anne petitioned him for hours, but when their plea was denied again and again, they finally declared their plan to travel to Gretna Green in Scotland to elope without his permission. The Earl would not hear of such a scandalous strategy, and he was begrudgingly forced to acquiesce to their marriage. In order to marry immediately without the usual courtship and necessity of the reading of the banns, George obtained a special license issued by his father's old friend, the Archbishop of Canterbury. Anne Fitzwilliam then quietly married George Darcy, the man she dearly loved. It was an intimate affair witnessed only by her mother and father and her brother, Alexander Fitzwilliam. At the wishes of her father, his errant daughter Catherine was not invited to attend. Catherine was livid at the slight and refused to speak to her father again.





Anne and George Darcy's life together was indeed a marriage of true love. They produced two children, the first being a son named Fitzwilliam, as it was the custom for the first born son to be given the mother's maiden surname. Then, after many tragic losses, their daughter, Georgiana was born some ten years later. Sadly, Anne was greatly weakened by her many failed confinements, and she succumbed five years after Georgiana was born. George Darcy followed five years later, a sad and lonely man, presumably dying of a weak heart, but more likely, a broken heart. They both departed this earth much too soon, leaving their ancestral home to their only son, Fitzwilliam Darcy, a young man of only twenty years, and so begins this story.


Chapter One

Georgiana


Fitzwilliam Darcy stood in the arched doorway of the Pemberley Conservatory watching the artist as he meticulously painted his young sister, Georgiana's delicate facial features on his large canvas. She was seated demurely on a white garden chair with large floral pillows situated around her, and rays of sunlight shown down from the glass ceiling panels above. All around her were beautiful flowers of every hue and type, the scene depicting a Spring day in a verdant garden of blooms. Georgiana was fidgeting with her fan and the book she held as if to say that she had enough of this tedious boredom, but the artist gently reminded her that they needed this perfect time of day and the exact sunlight to capture her features without shadows. 


She audibly sighed and slumped her shoulders, making Darcy recall how as a young boy he had to stand for hour upon hour while his own portrait was painted by this same artist some years ago. Due to his youthful embarrassment at having his portrait painted, he had chosen to include his horse in the artwork, but instead of being seated on the horse as he had wished, the artist had him stand for what seemed like weeks. His horse was to be standing next to him in the painting, and the horse was also not at all pleased about being asked to stand still when he was the artist's subject. It had taken many apples to keep the horse settled and still long enough for the artist to do him justice. Darcy silently laughed to himself, wishing there was something comparable to placate Georgiana. 


Frederick Charron was one of the best known portrait painters in all of England, and booking his time was quite difficult. His paintings could take months to complete, and he was in high demand, but fortunately he had been a close personal friend of the Darcy family for many years, and he made the time for Fitzwilliam Darcy to paint his sister. He also knew that Darcy would make it well worth his time. Darcy and his father before him were extremely generous gentlemen, and nothing was too good for their close friends and those who they employed - teachers, servants, and tenants alike. 


Charron had met George and Anne Darcy while he was studying at the newly established Royal Academy of Art in London. He had studied under the first president of the Academy, Sir Joshua Reynolds, as well as the well known portrait artist, Thomas Gainsborough, and Darcy's mother, who was a great lover of fine art, became quite taken with this young unknown artist. She appreciated his obvious talent, and each year during the season when they stayed at their Grosvenor Square townhouse in London, she looked forward to inviting him to dine with their circle of friends and introducing him to members of le bon ton. She wished to help to establish him in the competitive London art world, and her recognition would do wonders for his budding talent. He was a very young man, and to have his art touted in this manner was quite remarkable and an opportunity few new artists could imagine. 


Along with her love of art, Anne was also a painter herself, and her husband, George had dedicated an airy, light filled room as a studio for her at Pemberley, their country estate, and he did the same with another similar room at their townhouse in Grosvenor Square in London. As a very young boy, Darcy would sit quietly and watch his mother as she lost herself in her painting, and he loved seeing the canvas come to life with her brushes and paint colors. She would hum to herself while she painted, and he could always smell the lavender she wore when he sat with her. On one such afternoon at Pemberley, he expressed a desire to paint something himself, so she set up a small easel and stool to encourage him to paint with her. 


From that first day, at the age of about six, Darcy exhibited extraordinary artistic ability, and when he could have been outside climbing trees and catching frogs, he preferred to be in the studio at his little easel drawing trees and frogs. As he grew a little older, and various Masters were employed to teach him languages, music, and the academics, Anne also insisted that he study with an artist, so she employed her young protégée Frederick Charron as Darcy's teacher. As he was quite aware that the Darcys had been recommending his work to their influential sphere of friends in the ton, he wished to express his gratitude to them, and so he readily agreed to come to their townhouse during the season and to travel the long distance from London to Pemberley in Northern England several days each month to work with young Darcy to develop his innate skill. Darcy would then practice until Mr. Charron returned again. After each lesson, he would work diligently on a new painting utilizing the new techniques he learned to present to his teacher, and this filled his days with joy and pride. Mr. Charron saw the promise that the lad had, and he knew that this boy could possibly develop into a fine painter someday if he diligently worked at it. Darcy's lessons with Mr. Charron and his daily afternoons painting with his mother went on for several years, and even though he was too young to realize why, he felt that it was important to share this with her. He treasured their mutual love of art and their hours painting together, and not too many years later, these times alone with his mother would be his fondest memories of his childhood and his mother. 





Frederick Charron had started painting landscapes in his early career, but with the encouragement of his mentor Gainsborough at the Academy, he gradually developed his skill at painting portraits, and that is how he became well known amongst the wealthy gentry and the peerage of London who wished to have their portraits painted. When asked to paint the Darcy portraits for their impressive portrait gallery at Pemberley, he readily agreed, but upon learning that Anne was with child, he readily saw that Anne was quite weak and ill in the mornings, and painting her portrait first was prudent. However, instead of sitting alone, Anne insisted on a portrait of herself and her beloved husband together, which was unusual, but not unheard of. She and her husband George were blessed with a marriage based on love instead of the usual tradition of couples marrying to combine estates and wealth, so she wanted the portrait to show their loving relationship "for all eternity" as she put it, and they sat for a portrait that beautifully captured just that. Darcy always wondered if his mother knew that her time on earth was short and this was her final gift to George. 


Charron really only needed to work with his subjects in person for a short time to capture the intricate facial features and the hands. These were the two most important features of any portrait, and his attention to detail was the reason for his stellar reputation and bookings years in advance. Once he had completed those features, the background and clothing could be completed in his studio in London. While Darcy knew he was artistically talented himself, he had to admit that he could never hope to capture the essence of a person like Frederick Charron did. He felt that painting facial features and perfect hands was far beyond his abilities, and he much preferred to paint landscapes with beautiful skies, mountains and lakes, fields of grazing sheep, and, of course, his beloved Pemberley. 


As he watched Mr. Charron work on the final touches of Georgiana's facial features, Darcy noticed that there on the table was the ever present glass of Cognac that Charron insisted on while he painted. He facetiously claimed that it eliminated his insecurities about his "lack of talent" and it "greatly enhanced his creativity". It was part of their arrangement that Darcy would provide him with a fine Hennessey Cognac to imbibe during his work. Darcy always scoffed at Charron when he claimed he needed spirits to make up for his lack of talent, but he silently concurred that it might relax the mind and guide the brush more creatively to enhance the outcome. "Perhaps I should try that next time I attempt to paint a portrait", Darcy mused to himself. 


While difficult to obtain from France in those days of conflict between the English and the French, Darcy had always managed to obtain the cognac and other fine French wines from his unnamed sources. He knew that to secure French goods that were not allowed in the country, and to avoid the high levied taxes on other much desired goods brought to England, these coveted items were covertly transported in the dead of night by illicit means through treacherous waters. Once the goods arrived on the shores of England, whatever methods were used were of no more interest to the authorities. It was the interception at sea that they focused on, and stories abounded of ships that would tie large barrels of the cognac and wine to the side of the sailing vessels from France, securely attached to individual anchors so that if the ship was sighted by the Coast Guard, the ropes would be cut and the barrels would sink, marked with small buoys to mark their spot for later retrieval when the danger of discovery passed. These exciting stories of success or failure at sea were those ardently discussed in many parlors and drinking establishments, and although most assuredly illegal, that point was often overlooked, and acquiring these goods and barrels became a badge of honor. Darcy felt some pangs of guilt at involving himself in this prohibited practice, but the widespread acceptance of it, even among some of the authorities who enjoyed the fine goods themselves, gave him some comfort. 


As he turned to leave the Conservatory, Frederick called out to Darcy and asked him if he would mind giving him a few moments of his time at his convenience. As Charron rarely spoke to Darcy about personal matters, and in fact, rarely spoke at all while working, Darcy knew it was something of importance that needed his attention right away. "Of course, Mr. Charron." When you have finished for the day, I will be in my study, and you can join me at any time before dinner." With that, Charron nodded and turned back to his canvas, however, Georgiana had taken this brief interlude as her cue to stand and stretch, and rather than ask her to sit again and elicit a petulant response, he told her that he was finished for the day and began to put his supplies away. She unceremoniously lifted her long skirt and practically ran from the room. Darcy was a bit frustrated with his sister, but he did understand that a girl of sixteen had better things to do on a beautiful sunny afternoon than sit still for hours smiling at a man she barely knew, and he also knew that she was greatly troubled by a recent unfortunate experience that had greatly affected her demeanor. The great difference in their ages made it difficult for Darcy to talk with her, and it was at times like this that he deeply missed having his mother there to help guide her through this troubling time. 


Chapter Two

The Gift


Darcy walked quickly to his study, as he knew that Frederick would be following him shortly. He tried to think what it could be that the artist would wish to discuss with him, but nothing readily came to mind. He hoped that he wasn't ill and would have to pass the finishing of the portrait on to his assistant in London. He knew this was often done by the busy artists who worked on many pieces at the same time and were in most demand, but Charron was not one to do that. A Frederick Charron signed portrait was always his own work in its entirety and the ton knew it. Darcy also didn't think it could be about his remuneration, as he had been paid a large upfront fee to begin the portrait, and all his expenses were covered for travel, meals, and the very finest cognac, of course. He sat down at his desk, but before he had an opportunity to ponder the situation any further, there was a knock at the door. Darcy rose from his chair and said, "Enter."


Mr. Charron walked into the room carrying a small, odd looking flask of some type, and as he approached Darcy, he bowed and set it down in the middle of his desk. "Master William, may I inquire if you have two snifters available?" 


Darcy returned his bow, and sat down, reaching for his lower drawer to retrieve two short bell shaped crystal glasses and replied, "If we are to share a drink together, Mr. Charron, I find it necessary to remind you that I am no longer a young boy, and you may call me William, or Darcy, as my friends choose to do."


"Very well, William, then you must call me Frederick." With that he put his hand out to shake Darcy's hand and said "Thank you for your kindness and your time this afternoon. I trust this should not take too long." Darcy waved his hand over the glasses to signal it was now in Charron's hands. 


Charron took his seat across from Darcy, remaining still for a moment and then began. "First, before we enjoy this drink together, I must ask you a rather sensitive question about your sister." He nervously adjusted himself in his chair. "I apologize for being so bold, but I have been painting portraits for quite some time indeed, and one is able to read much about a person by studying their face for hours at a time. I can usually discern when there is a deep discomfort or troubled feelings beneath the facade they try to project." 


He sighed and continued, "Again, please forgive me if I am venturing into an area that is none of my concern, but I do feel great consternation when I see such difficulties behind her eyes, and especially in one so young. It is clear to me that there is something bothering your sister, something she has perhaps not been able to resolve." 


He glanced at Darcy to see if he was shocked at his observation and boldness, but instead, Darcy slightly nodded his head and said, "Please go on."


"I have been attempting to capture Georgiana's lovely countenance for several days, but it has been difficult to even achieve a slight smile from her long enough to paint her essence properly. I apologize for this imposition, but I felt it important enough when observing this to bring it to your attention or to see if you are aware of anything that might be bothering Georgiana." 


Darcy sat quietly for a long time, staring at his hands that had curled into fists during the past few minutes. "Should I simply tell him that she is a normal teenage girl going through physical and emotional changes and her moods are erratic from time to time," he thought to himself, "or should I share the uncomfortable truth of Georgiana's near elopement with a blackguard and miscreant last summer?" Neither was a viable choice. Discussing Georgiana's emotional ups and downs was too personal for two gentlemen to discuss, and it was absolutely mandatory to keep the truth of what happened to Georgiana last summer from him, as well as the rest of the world. The knowledge of it would surely ruin her reputation forever, and he could not allow this to happen. Instead, Darcy chose to use the weak excuse that as a very young girl, Georgiana had watched Mr. Charron paint the portrait of her parents a very short time before her mother died, and most likely being seated for this portrait reminded her of her deceased mother and father. That didn't seem to satisfy Mr. Charron entirely, but he was wise enough to know that he had said enough, and if Darcy hadn't been aware of her inner struggles, or if he already knew there was something troubling Georgiana, William would surely handle it in his own way. 


"Now, Mr. Charron", he started, then paused. "Please excuse me, Frederick, it is difficult to address you so informally after all these years. What pray tell is this odd looking vessel you have placed on my desk?" 


Charron reached across the desk and pulled the two glasses closer to himself. He then took the brown leather flask and slowly pried open the top. He poured a generous amount of a beautiful gold liquid into each glass and pushed one toward Darcy. "I am well aware that you are a connoisseur of fine spirits, but this beautiful golden nectar plays an important part in my narrative with you this afternoon. First, we are enjoying a very fine cognac, but this one may be new to you. The Hennesey that you so very kindly provide to me is superior, and I do enjoy it very much, but this cognac is quite special to me, and to enjoy it we must follow the proper manner in which it is to be consumed." 


Darcy nodded, knowing the genteel convention of the way to drink a cognac quite well, but allowed Charron to expound. "Before we take a drink, we must hold the bottom of the bell of the glass in our palm for several minutes. This warms the cognac slowly so as not to evaporate the aroma." They both picked up their glasses and put the short stem of the snifter through their fingers and held it in their palms. Then, holding his glass up to the light, he continued, "Then, pay special attention to its color. You can determine the age of Cognac by the color, from the younger lighter colors through yellow, amber, gold, and even to the oldest, red. Now, to enjoy the beautiful aroma, position your nose at the rim of the glass and gently inhale." They both lifted their glasses to their noses, and Darcy did as he was told, drawing a breath through his nose to smell the fragrance. 


Charron continued, "This is known as the 'montant odor'. The volatile and subtle scents are often hidden to those who are new to the magic of a fine aged cognac." His dramatic phrasing amused Darcy, but he maintained his solemnity. Charron withdrew his glass and said, "Now gently swirl the glass in your palm and smell it again," which they both did. "Every time you swirl and sniff, a new bouquet will arise. And, finally, now take a small sip and keep it in the front of your mouth for a time before you let it pass over your palate to enjoy the complexity of its flavors. A young cognac will be quite sharp, but an older variety, such as this fine specimen with be more gentle."


"And to what shall we drink?" asked Darcy. 





"To the truth," replied Frederick. This took Darcy by surprise, and he immediately thought he was being called out on the poor excuse he had given regarding Georgiana. 





"The truth?" he repeated. 





"Yes, the truth, William. I have been keeping a secret about myself for many years, and I have told no one until now. I have chosen to tell you for reasons that I hope will become clear to you." They both took sips of the sweet liquid, and after letting it lightly burn down his throat, and while enjoying the aftertaste, Darcy exclaimed, "This is exquisite, Frederick. You are correct. I have not tasted a cognac quite like this, but I can attest to its superiority. From where does it originate?" 


Charron nodded. "That is part of my tale, and I will soon explain." 


Chapter Three

Le Grande Évasion


Darcy remained quiet and let Frederick collect his thoughts. He raised his eyes and looked into Darcy's eyes and began his story. 


"First of all, my dear friend, my name is not Frederick Charron." He paused, and watched to see Darcy's reaction. Darcy opened his eyes wide and waited for him to continue. "My true name is Francois Chastain, and I am from a small area near the town of Cognac in Southern France." He raised his glass as if to emphasize the reference to cognac and toasted Darcy, saying "à votre santé". 





Having a good understanding of French, Darcy understood the meaning of Charron's statement, and he raised his glass responding in the British manner. "Cheers". 





Charron sat back in his chair and began again. "For nearly a century, a family by the name of Lemarchal owned vineyards in our town that helped to sustain our village by employing many of us to assist in the distilling and aging of wine and a light fruit brandy called Eauz-de-Vie. Baron Jean Lemarchal, the great grandson of Baron James Lemarchal, the landowner, grew up in the family business, and although I was several years younger than him, he was a friend of mine. Like you, I began painting as a young boy, and when I wasn't working in the vineyards, I painted canvases of our town and many scenes depicting his vineyards. Although I wasn't formally trained, he liked my paintings, and he paid me for some of my works to hang in his ancestral home." 





He took a sip of his cognac and continued. "As he grew older, he became a highly respected gentleman of the town, but he was also extremely vocal about his feelings against the Revolution, and he boldly expressed criticism of the regime. He was arrested and sentenced to death in 1793, but on the day before his execution, several of us in the town forced our way into the prison where he was being held, and we were able to free him. In the middle of the night, knowing full well that if we were caught we would be sentenced to the guillotine, many of us left everything we owned and fled the country."





He looked off into the room, obviously remembering something unpleasant. "Unfortunately, my mother was ill at the time and much too sick to travel, so she and my younger sister and brother were left behind with my uncle and his family. It was a difficult decision, but we promised to send for them as soon as we found safety in England. Although we feared the bloodshed and the tensions of war and politics, we felt sure that they would be safe with my uncle, and they would not be punished for our part in Lemarchal's escape." He paused again and hung his head. "But how wrong we were." He took another sip of his cognac and sighed deeply. "The government found them and demanded information about Lemarchal and our whereabouts. My uncle claimed ignorance and said he did not know anything about our escape, but they continued to go to his home trying to weaken his resolve. They threatened to imprison him if he didn't cooperate, but he remained fixed on his account. They began threatening my mother saying that my young sister would be taken from her if she didn't provide information about us, and the fear became too much for my mother to handle in her condition. Sadly, she was weak and succumbed to her illness. My uncle had barely buried my mother when he was once again threatened with death, and that night he fled with his family and my sister and brother, making their way to Bordeaux as we had done, hoping to find a ship to board and find safety. He wrote one last letter to us to inform us of my mother's passing and their intentions to escape by ship, but we didn't know where they were going and even if they found safety." He shifted in his seat and paused again. "It was excruciating."


He shifted in his chair and after a moment, he said , "I am sure you are wondering why I am sharing these details with you, William, but I assure you there is a good reason." With that, he cleared his throat and resumed. "The night we assisted in Lemarchal's escape, and through the next difficult days, Lemarchal, my father and I, and many others found our way to the coast to board a ship in Bordeaux. It was full of people just like ourselves fleeing with nothing more than the clothes on their backs, and the ship was overcrowded and without the proper facilities to handle that amount of humanity. Although it was not to be a lengthy voyage due to the closeness of our two countries, we encountered a storm and severe headwinds at the outset. The Captain should have known the dangers of sailing that night, but the lure of earning lucrative passage fares, and his total disregard for our comfort prevailed. After many days of travel by foot and by coach to reach the ship, we were weak, hungry and desperate, and we naively boarded along with many others to sail into the storm in the dead of night. It was a brutal sail, huge waves lashing the sides of our ship, rocking us about like a child's toy boat with people holding on for dear life and sea sickness all around us. We faced such heavy winds that the sails partially ripped in places, and the conditions were unbearable." He put his chin in his hand and pursed his lips. "I thought we would die that night."


Darcy said, "What a foolish Captain to take to the ocean in those conditions. He must have been a drunkard."


"Yes, he surely had no regard for his ship, let alone his poor crew. Many of them were wailing at the rails or hiding in their quarters waiting for the certain breakup of the ship. During the worst of the storm, we encountered a young woman huddled in a stairwell, and she was obviously unwell. She appeared to be traveling alone, and we offered to keep her company and to assist her in any way we could. We introduced ourselves, and she told us her name was Angelique Dupree from a small village outside of Paris. Her mother had died when she was born, and she was raised by her father, Pierre Dupree, a known counterrevolutionary. She told us that one night, he was taken from their home, and several days later, she learned that he was massacred with many others by Parisian insurrectionists."


"How horrible for her," Darcy said. "How old was she?"


"She said she was seventeen years old, and her only relative was a distant cousin located in Bordeaux, so she traveled there alone, only to find that her cousin had fled to England a year or so earlier. She learned that she had gone to London and had opened a boarding house in the West End of the city for other immigrants, so she found her way to the docks and found our ship to board to hopefully locate her cousin. She knew nothing about London, but she was so grateful to us for our kindness to her, she said she would try to help us find a room in her cousin's boarding house if we made it to England."


He paused and took another sip of his cognac, deep in thought. He finally began again. "And so when we did somehow manage to arrive safely after our perilous voyage, we traveled with her to London, and she was as good as her word. We inquired throughout the area about her cousin, and when we found the small establishment, her cousin Giselle was overjoyed to welcome her. Angelique told her about how we had assisted her, and although the boarding house was already full of other French émigrés, she implored her cousin to allow the three of us to let a small room in the basement that was used for storage, and that is how we began our new life in England."


"I cannot imagine what a nightmare you experienced," Darcy said. "It is a wonder you survived such an ordeal. What was your reception by the English when you arrived?"


"For the most part, the English were quite tolerant of us and allowed us to seek safety in small pockets around the city. We found ourselves in an area called Soho in Westminster where many French had settled. The year before we arrived, many French had arrived in England and they immediately attempted to recreate their style of life from home. Soho had become quite a thriving French cultural district, but by the time we arrived, their money had begun to run dry and the glamour was dwindling. The English government had also become suspicious of the large influx of French immigrants and feared that perhaps there could be spies and dissidents among us, so we were forced to register with our names, ranks, occupations and addresses with the authorities. Even those who housed us had to provide similar details, and the law stated that violators could be deported and punished when they returned to France. We did not want to implicate the kind woman who gave us a room in London, and we also did not want to disclose our whereabouts and true identities, so we kept quiet, and we did not register. We took on new identities, and my father and I became Frederick and Gerard Charron, hoping to avoid discovery. It was a mistake, I know, but it seemed prudent at the time." 


Charron examined Darcy's face to see if there was any look of disapproval. Seeing nothing other than a look of concentrated interest, he continued. "Due to the mass migration the previous year, Soho already had many French restaurants, hotels, salons, and even newspapers filled with discourse about the revolution and its leaders. There was even a brothel called Le Maison Blanc with French prostitutes for the French men and the high class English gentlemen's pleasures. My father was a skilled carpenter, and he was able to find work in the new brothel which was a garishly decorated house with risqué and bizarre themed apartments. He never really spoke of what he witnessed, but it paid him enough to help with our meager accommodations, and he never complained." He shook his head, remembering those unpleasant days.


"I used my artistic abilities to find work with a local English artist by painting small miniatures to earn a little money to live. My English was not very good, but he was impressed with my work, and he suggested that I meet with a friend who was opening the Royal Academy of Art in London. Much to my amazement, my work was appreciated, and I was accepted into the school, however, the honor of being accepted and allowed to train there meant that my father and I did not return to France as many others did." 


Charron swirled his cognac, and sat thinking about those difficult times, finally continuing. "Due to our fear of the English government learning that we had not properly registered and being returned to France, I continued painting under the name of Frederick Charron. As my reputation grew, thanks in great part to your parents' guiding hands, my paintings began to sell, and the "Frederick Charron" signature was becoming popular among the ton."


Darcy nodded, showing his understanding, and Charron nodded back, acknowledging Darcy's subtle acceptance of his chronicle thus far. "It was entirely too late to divulge my true identity, and sadly, the deception continues until today. I very much regret this, William, but I choose not to look back on my past decisions, and I try to make the best of my life today. I have a decent life and make a good living, and hopefully my art will remain long after I am gone. Perhaps by then the truth will have come out, and the scandalous tale of Francois Chastain will make Frederick Charron's paintings even more prized." He chuckled and smiled for the first time during his account.


Chapter Four

The Request


Darcy sat quietly, not wanting to break Charon's concentration, but he finally spoke up. "I am indeed quite fascinated with your narrative, Frederick, but I am still unclear how I can be of help to you."


"Yes, yes, of course, I am getting to that. The stress of our journey, as well as the death of my mother and the unknown status of our family - not to mention having to hide our true identities all these years, has caused my father's health to greatly deteriorate, and I am quite concerned about him. He is no longer able to work, and although I do quite well financially and our living situation has greatly improved, he still lives in fear and will not venture out for exercise and socialization. I have taken him to see a French gentleman who had been a doctor in France, but since his arrival in London, he has been unable to practice his trade and other than herbs and tonics, he has no medicines or supplies. He has tried to determine my father's ailments, and although he cannot say for sure what his illness is, he feels it is serious enough that it is imperative that I find proper medical help for him, or he could possibly die."


Darcy winced when he realized that Charron had left his father alone in London while he traveled to Pemberley to paint Georgiana's portrait. "I wish I had known of this before I requested that you come to Derbyshire. I would not have asked you to leave your father alone!"


"I know, William. But I could not say no to you. Your family helped to make me who I am today, and I could never deny you anything. And he is not alone. Angelique and I have remained good friends, and she truly is an angel. She has been helping me with my father while I paint, and she cares for him as if he was her own father. She too has had a difficult life, and I have done my best to improve her situation as well." He stared out across the room with a wistful look about him, making it clear to Darcy that he held a great fondness for the woman, and he wondered if it was perhaps more than friendship.


"I know that when I came here to paint your parents' portrait, your mother had become quite ill, and your father had called in the very best physicians to diagnose and treat her. I realize that this is perhaps quite improper of me to ask of you, but to best protect our identity, I choose not to take my father to a London doctor, and I would like to ask if I could bring my father here to Derbyshire and have your personal doctors look at him. I may be much too mistrustful and obsessive regarding our anonymity, but I know that at your direction, they will not ask any questions, and they would not betray your trust. I will gladly take a room at the Lambton Inn for both of us, and I can well afford their services. It is just their confidentiality I require."


Darcy moved up in his chair and put his hands on the desk. "Frederick, you have been a good friend of our family for many years, and it would be my pleasure indeed to have you bring your father here to Derbyshire. However, I insist that you both stay at Pemberley for as long as is necessary. You know that my mother and father would have felt the same way if they had known your true story and your father's unfortunate situation. Georgiana and I are not going to London for the season this year, and we obviously have plenty of room for you here. Let us make the arrangements to transport your father here immediately and anything and everything that can be done for him will be done."





"Master Darcy, there are no words to express my gratitude to you," he replied, forgetting his previous permission to call him by his Christian name. "I will depart tomorrow and accompany him back myself. He is quite weak, and he cannot travel alone." With that, Frederick poured more cognac in both glasses, and they toasted each other again. Realizing that Darcy had mentioned not returning for the season with his sister, he inquired "Are you not going to present Georgiana to the court this year? Will she not be coming out?"


Darcy inhaled deeply and shook his head. "No, we will not be going to London for her coming out this season. We choose to wait another year at least until Georgiana feels ready. You have noticed correctly that she is not of the proper frame of mind to experience the demanding requirements of the 'coming out' process and the pressure she would feel being the object of admiration by all the young dandies in London looking for a rich bride."


After a few moments of silence, Darcy inquired, "Please tell me, Frederick, what happened to your brother and sister? Did they find safety?" Charron looked quite pained at this point, thinking through these memories, so Darcy added "Please, my friend, if you would like to rest and continue this discussion at another time, please know that I am at your disposal".


"No, thank you, William. For your sake as well as mine, I would like to relate this one time only. As you can well imagine, my father never quite forgave himself for leaving my mother and his children that night. We were certain we could send for them once we found a safe home for them, but our communication stopped once we learned about my mother's death, and it was another three years before we found out where Janine and Nicolas had secured safety." Charron closed his eyes and said, "We learned that they had boarded a ship bound for America and had settled in a place called South Carolina. They knew of a distant relative by the name of William Beaumont residing in Charleston, South Carolina, a descendant of a man named Beaumont who had married our distant relative, Marie Chastain. He had fled France, settling in that area with other Huguenots that had escaped religious persecution in France. By that time, the death of my mother and the uncertainty of knowing my siblings' fate caused my father's health to decline, and I couldn't subject him to an ocean voyage to join my family in America once we learned where they were. Sadly, we have not seen any of them since we fled our homeland."


Darcy quietly asked if he had received any further communication from them, and Charron replied " I did learn by way of a few letters from my sister Janine, that they were living on Beaumont's large plantation that cultivated cotton. She revealed that my brother Nicolas was working with the steward on the plantation, learning how it functioned. He would be about 20 years old now, and I think my sister would be just about Georgiana's age. I received a letter from her not long ago, and she expressed a desire to return home to France. I wrote to her before I came here to work on Georgiana's portrait and told her of our father's illness, so perhaps she will find a way to come to England. I would very much like to reunite with her, and I know that Father would be overjoyed as well. Nicolas has not expressed a desire to return, as it seems he has become quite ensconced in his stewardship on the plantation, so I cannot say if he feels the same way."


Darcy was quite moved by the story so far, but he still had another question. "Whatever became of Lemarchal?"


"Well, yes, Lemarchal was finally able to safely return to France, where he founded his cognac trading house. Every few months a package is mysteriously delivered to my studio containing a small keg of this cognac, and although there is no note or marking denoting its origin, it is quite obvious from where and from whom it comes. I know that cognac is being smuggled in, and I am certain this finds its way to me in the dead of night across the ocean, but he desires to show his gratitude to my father and I for what we did to help save him from death." He again raised his glass and swirled the gold liquid around several times and took another sip. "And that is the story of my grande évasion and my nouveau nom, or as you English say, my great escape and my alias. And, of course, this luxe magnifique," he said as he lowered the glass and observed the look on Darcy's face.


"No need to translate for me, Monsieur Charron. Yes, we most definitely should toast to your astonishing story and to this magnificent luxury."


"And to Lemarchal," Frederick said as he raised his glass.


"To Lemarchal," Darcy repeated.


They both finished the remaining cognac in their glasses and Charron stood to signal the end of their meeting. "I will leave you now to return to my chambers and rest before dinner. I find that I have exhausted myself reliving these memories." Saying that, he bowed and turned to leave the study.


Darcy called out to him, "And Frederick, please feel free to invite Miss Angelique to attend to your father on your journey. We have many extra chambers here, and she will be most welcome. I will arrange for a second carriage and a maid from my townhouse to accompany her as a chaperone while traveling with two single gentleman." Charron turned and smiled, nodding his head, and quietly shut the study door behind him.


"A most interesting afternoon, I daresay," Darcy thought to himself. "It seems we all have many secrets to hide." With that, he removed himself from his study and went to locate his valet to change for dinner.


That evening at dinner, Darcy informed Georgiana that Frederick would be leaving in the morning. "Oh," she said, "I did not think we were finished with my portrait."


"No," Darcy replied, "Mr. Charron has to return to London because his father is ill." 


"Oh dear, I am so very sorry to hear that," Georgiana politely said, turning to Mr. Charron, although she was secretly relieved that she didn't have to sit for her portrait any longer. Then, feeling somewhat guilty about her thoughtlessness, she said "I do hope that your father will recover soon."


"Actually, Georgiana, Mr. Charron will be returning to Pemberley as soon as he can collect his father and bring him here to stay with us."


Her surprise was perceptible, but she recovered and said in a cheerful tone, "That is quite lovely, Mr. Charron. Our air is much cleaner in Derbyshire than in London, and he will certainly find it more restful here. I look forward to making his acquaintance."


Darcy was pleased that she seemed unaffected by the revelation that they would be taking care of an ill house guest. Much to his surprise, Frederick began sharing a shortened version of his story to Georgiana, leaving out the part about his false identity. The intrigue and danger of the tale seemed to capture Georgiana's imagination, and by the time dinner was over, she was quite agreeable to helping Mr. Charron and his father settle in at Pemberley for the duration of their stay.


After a more animated dinner than usual with Georgiana and Frederick, they moved to the music room and Georgiana played the pianoforte for the gentlemen while they enjoyed another small snifter of Charron's cognac. Darcy noticed a perceptible change in Georgiana's mood and her choice of music, as her playing was lighter than it had been in many months. It occurred to him that the conversation at dinner was one where one of the parties was relieved to be finally sharing a long held secret, and the other was immersing herself in the clandestine nature of Charron's journey from France to his new life in England to avoid dealing with her own dark secret. Perhaps the two would develop an unexpected friendship beneficial to both.


After a quarter of an hour or so, Frederick stifled a yawn and apologized to Georgiana for his rudeness. "My fatigue is not due to your beautiful playing, Miss Darcy. I have been sharing a prized cognac with your brother this evening, and it has had a profound effect on my manners!"


Georgiana acknowledged his apology and claimed to also be feeling weary after a long day. "I think I too will go to my chambers and get some rest. I wish to arise early in the morning to see you off on your journey." With that, Charron and Georgiana stood and said goodnight to Darcy. They left the room together, discussing their mutual hope for good traveling weather the next day.


Chapter Five

The Light in the Gallery


Darcy could not quite believe the change in his sister this evening after learning of Charron's covert escape and life as an immigrant in a strange country. "It is quite clear that she has needed some type of diversion to take her mind off her own disappointment in herself," he thought to himself. "I have been remiss in keeping her here at Pemberley with nothing but her music and conversations with her dull brother. I am not equipped to know the best ways to guide and entertain a girl of such a young age with no sister or mother to be a proper role model and to provide advice for things I know nothing about."


With that, Darcy left the music room intending to go to his chambers to try to find sleep, but he found himself turning instead down a long corridor he rarely entered housing the portraits of all his Darcy ancestors. Someone had lit candles along the way, and he found this quite odd as it was never lit unless they had large events. He walked along, examining the portraits, noting that each large canvas was dark and solemn, providing no clue as to their trials and joys, their successes and failures, and the complex lives they had led. "Is this all there is to living?" he thought. "Is it truly so meaningless to simply be a portrait hanging on a wall in a dark corridor at the end of your life? What a disheartening point of view," he thought. "Where did these dark thoughts come from? I cannot allow these gloomy ideas fill my head." 


He walked along examining the various ladies and gentlemen in all their finery, trying to imagine them walking these very halls. He finally came to the painting Charron had done of his beloved parents while they were still alive. It was his mother's wish that instead of the usual dark and formal likenesses so often painted, she preferred that the painting be bright and colorful to depict their happiness. Charron had perfectly captured their love for one another in a multihued outdoor garden setting with a vibrant blue sky. "How like Mother to wish to be remembered thus," and he realized that his dark thoughts were lifting with fond memories of her. He silently stood in front of their portrait for a long time, noting their relaxed and pleasant smiles, and that this was exactly how he remembered them.


His father, George Darcy, was a handsome man and a true gentleman. He took great pride in his responsibilities as the keeper of the Darcy name and his grand home, and he was regarded well by all who knew him. He was generous with his servants and the tenants on his land, and he loved and protected his beautiful wife Anne with his whole being. Nothing was too good for her. He knew that she had sacrificed the title of Lady Anne De Bourg to marry him instead, and she had also willingly defied her father's wishes. He didn't know the details of what transpired to get her wish, but she had somehow convinced her father to be allowed to marry George, and for some inexplicable reason, her sister Catherine married De Bourg instead. Darcy saw the way Charron had perfectly depicted the love of his wife on his father's face, and he once again marveled at how the artist was able to capture those nuances. There was no mistaking the bond they shared, and it was his fondest wish to someday find the same type of relationship with a woman.





He knew he was quite partial to his mother's countenance, but she truly had been a beautiful woman, kind and dear to all who knew her. She treated the cooks and the gardeners the same as she treated her wealthy neighbors, and they all adored her. George offered to take Anne on trips abroad, but she declined, saying she preferred the beauty of Pemberley. He offered her jewels, and she refused them, wearing only his mother's gems left to her. He arranged for the finest modistes in London to make her gowns, but she wanted the local seamstresses of Lambton to sew for her. The only things she ever asked for were gardens to plant her favorite flowers, and a room at Pemberley and in London for her art studio. She also wanted children in the deepest way, and when she gave birth to her son, Fitzwilliam, she wished to fill the halls of Pemberley with many more. After many disappointments and tragic losses, ten years later she finally gave birth to her beloved daughter, Georgiana, and she felt complete at last.


He recalled how devastated they had been that horrible night when he and his sister watched as his mother had taken her last breath, being held in the arms of their father George. She had taken to her bed with a weakened constitution soon after Georgiana's birth, but she would try time and time again to regain her strength and attempt to resume her normal life, only to lose her strength after a short time, necessitating her return to her chambers for longer and longer periods of time.


Darcy had wanted to be near her as often as he could, and he sat alongside her bed, reading her favorite books aloud and practicing French with her. She had always worn the scent of Lavender, and that always reminded him of her to this day. Georgiana was too young to be told what was to come, and she didn't realize the seriousness of her illness, but she too visited her mother in her chambers and entertained her with her dolls and little story books she pretended she could read. Darcy's father would stay away during the day, seeing to the business of the running of the estate and the needs of the tenants on his land, but Darcy knew that he spent the nights in the same bed with his mother. The strain of her illness was taking a toll on his father, and his face became drawn and somber. There was little joy in their home during those last days, and the final night was a scene he could never erase from his memory.


That last day, Anne had called for William and asked to speak to him alone. She drew him to her side and asked him to hold her hand while she spoke. "My darling boy, you are the pride of my life. You have grown to be such an astonishing young man, and the joy of spending long afternoons with you in our studio and now having you read to me as you do has filled my heart with such love, I cannot express myself adequately. I know that I do not have that much time left on this earth," and with that, before she could finish, and although trying to be strong, Darcy hung his head and let out a sob. "Please, William, I know that you are aware of the truth, and you must be strong for your sister. Your father may not always be there for you for some time in his grief after I am gone, and I want you to realize that this is not because he does not love you and Georgiana." She closed her eyes for a moment, and then continued in a softer voice. "Your father and I have had a wonderful marriage and life together. We have been blessed with a marriage of love, and it will be difficult for him to carry on." She squeezed Darcy's hand and continued, "And this is what I pray for you as well, William. Be true only to yourself, son. Do not abide by the strict rules of society when looking for love. There is a perfect woman out there for you, my darling boy, and one who will love you for yourself and not for who you are and what you own. Many women will throw themselves at you because of your wealth and your handsome face, but beware of their motives. I ignored all of those strictures when I defied my father and declared my love for your father. I was intended to marry another, but it was my good fortune that unusual circumstances occurred to change those plans of my father, and I was able to marry your father instead." She was visibly exhausted from her long dialogue, and she smiled at William and closed her eyes. After a few moments, she opened her eyes and a new sense of strength, she said, "I have been the luckiest woman in all of England to be married to your father and to have the beautiful children we were blessed with. I want you to know, my son, that I will always be with you, watching over you. If it is in my power, even in the afterlife, I will guide you toward the happiness you deserve."


Darcy could see that his mother had grown extremely weary after this long discourse. He wanted to stay and hear more of his mother's beautiful words, but he knew that she needed her rest. He let go of her fragile hand, placing it gently by her side, and he stood from her bedside, bending down to gently kiss her pale forehead. "I love you mother," he said quietly, inhaling the lavender she wore. "With all my heart."


"I know, William." She whispered. "And I love you too." With that, he turned away and tearfully left the room. Not many hours later, their housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds, came to his room and told him to quickly come with her, and together with his sister, Georgiana, they were escorted to his mother's chambers, where they observed his father holding his mother in his arms, sobbing as she passed from the world.


His father had never been the same since that night. He had loved his wife with all his heart and soul, and the emptiness and sadness of their home was palpable. He watched his father's once seemingly invincible strength diminish slowly over time, and the loss of Anne rendered all of them paralyzed with sorrow for a very, very long time.


He stared at his parents' portrait for what felt like a prolonged period of time, and then his eyes shifted to where there appeared to be a faint glow of some sort illuminating his mother's position in the painting. He had never noticed that before. It was almost as though there was a halo around her, and he felt it was yet again something that only Charron could accomplish to show her true essence.


He spoke out loud as if they could hear him, "I am so very sorry for my mistakes with Georgiana. I will endeavor to make this right somehow." He hung his head and thought to turn and leave, but just at that moment, he felt a slight breeze waft past him with the smell of lavender, his mother's favorite, which was unusual since there were no open windows in the corridor. He knew that it was impossible, but it was undeniably there. To try to explain the sensation, he told himself that perhaps he also had imbibed too much of Charron's cognac that evening.


His eyes scanned past the empty space next to their portrait where Georgiana's portrait would hang when it was completed, and focused on the last portrait which was of himself as a younger man. "You still have a lot to learn Fitzwilliam Darcy," he said in a loud voice. The young man in front of him had the look of confidence and optimism, with a full life of adventure and goodness in front of him, and it hurt Darcy to know that the boy in the painting could not know what was to come so soon. He could not know that he would be robbed of the freedom of choosing one's own path in life, and the need to shoulder the tremendous responsibilities that lay ahead. "Enjoy your youth while you can, young man. Your life will certainly not be what you imagined."


Darcy decided to turn and go back to his chambers, but noticed the bare space where his future wife's portrait would hang if he should marry. It was almost as if he could hear his mother say, "You need a good woman in your life to be Georgiana's sister and confidant, and you need a loving wife to end your loneliness." He shook his head, remembering his final conversation with his mother, and knowing that thus far he had not met any woman that he could imagine being with for the rest of his life. The ladies of the ton who relentlessly sought his attention were either dull and of simple minds, or purely mercenary, and his idea of marrying for love as his parents did was quite rare in his sphere. The thought of marriage of convenience to combine large estates and family names for greater wealth and prestige was inconceivable to him. "I cannot abide that life for myself," he thought. "If I am to share my sister, my home, and my bed with a woman, it must be for the deepest love and mutual respect. Perhaps it isn't my lot to ever find that perfect woman. She truly may not exist." But then he shuddered when he recalled the great loss his father had experienced and how it had changed him. "Perhaps I should not marry for love after all," he thought. "Father married for love, and losing Mother is what killed him. I am not sure if I could go through what he did."


As Darcy stood motionless staring at the bare wall, he once again felt a slight draft of air across his face and noticed the distinct scent of lavender. There also seemed to be a faint luminosity on the dark wall where the portrait would hang, but the heavy drapes behind him were pulled shut, and only small candles were lit nearby. He blinked hard, and the glow was gone. "I think I must be losing my wits," he thought and quickly turned and strode back down the corridor to find his quarters. "I truly must be careful if I drink Frederick's cognac in the future. I believe it has some hallucinogenic component, and it has addled my brain."


Chapter Six

Lady Catherine


Darcy entered his bed chamber and sat on the bed to tug off his tall Hessians. He removed his waistcoat and cravat and unbuttoned his shirt. Weary from the day, he sat down in his reading chair and closed his eyes. He thought of watching his father at the end of an evening, weary from his responsibilities and society, going through the same motions so as not to bother his valet at such a late hour. He was so much like his father in many ways, but he knew in his heart he was more like his mother; A loving heart, ready to give to others, thinking rarely of herself. "I have a constant inner battle to outwardly show the world that I am like my father, strong, resolute, decisive, but inside I am quite the opposite. I am so tired of holding those traits in. I dearly wish for a companion to share all of me, both parts, with no pretense."


He stretched his legs out and thought about his mother's goodness and the unexplainable difference between her and her spiteful sister, Lady Catherine. How he disliked having to go to her estate each year at Easter to play the part of a dutiful nephew. How he detested her insistence that it was his mother's fondest wish that he marry Catherine's daughter, her namesake, Anne. Darcy vividly recalled his final conversation with his mother and knew that his mother had never agreed to such an arrangement, so this could only be the fervent wish of a deranged woman with a sickly daughter and no other wealthy prospects.


In spite of Catherine's bitter jealousy toward her younger, more beautiful sister, and her offensive and spiteful behavior toward anyone and everyone, lovely Anne had still professed a love for her sister, and she held no rancor toward her. Darcy and his father had merely tolerated Catherine when she visited, and it pained his father to watch her torment and browbeat their staff as if they were hers to direct. She never mentioned the promise that she claimed his mother had made to join their children at maturity in front of his father. It was only when she had Darcy to herself at Rosings that she pressed her ridiculous point.


Catherine was a miserable woman. Darcy had heard the rumors about the compromise of Lord De Bourg and her hasty marriage, the unfortunate result of which was the birth of a child that interrupted her plans for a grand lifestyle, expensive gowns, and social status. Instead, in the first months of her marriage, she was forced to wear unattractive and expanding attire, she felt sick and swollen every day, and she secluded herself at Rosings. Lord De Bourg had hoped that a child would soften Catherine's tyrannical nature, but her confinement only made her mood worsen. It was a long and miserable period of time for De Bourg and the long-suffering staff at Rosings, but at last she gave birth to the child, and it was hoped that she would return to her easier to handle dictatorial ways instead of screaming and throwing vases and figurines against walls and into the various fireplaces. This was not to be. If anything, she screamed louder and quickly ran out of vases to throw.


She had named her daughter Anne, probably to endear herself to her sister to encourage her nonsensical plot for their children, but Catherine never did anything in the slightest bit altruistic, and George correctly felt there must be an ulterior motive, perhaps even something underhanded. He never voiced his feelings to his wife, but he was certain it would become clear at some point and he was ever on guard for whatever was to come.


The girl was born a sickly child. Living at Rosings under the watchful eye and overpowering control of her mother, she was not allowed the life of a normal child, and she was confined to her chambers with little activity and no companionship except for her Governess, Mrs. Barrett. Lord De Bourg doted on his daughter and wished to take her to Brighton for the good sea air, but Lady Catherine adamantly refused. De Bourg wanted to teach her to ride to exercise her weak body, and he bought her a small and gentle horse of her own, but Lady Catherine scoffed at the plan. He bought her a pianoforte, but the woman claimed it would make Anne weary sitting so long. She claimed that the books he bought for her would over stimulate her, and they were thrown out.


And so it went for several wretched years living under the same roof with this woman he called wife. She ignored his every suggestion, and ultimately, she ignored him altogether. He was now a man of fifty years to her eight and twenty years, and she had no use for him in her parlor, her dining room, or her bed. She lived in her own angry world, and he was merely an unnecessary annoyance . Late one evening, after years of living with her domineering personality and her insufferable cruelty, his unhappy heart stopped, and he succumbed in his library while smoking a cigar. He wasn't missed until his valet became worried and searched for him. Lady Catherine was infuriated that his cigar had fallen and burned a hole in her expensive Persian rug, and she insisted that the room be aired out immediately once his body was removed. She had no funeral for him, she never mourned, she never mentioned it to her family, and she told her daughter Anne that he had left them for another woman and her children.


Anne missed her father and suffered greatly, but she was not allowed to show her sadness or discuss her father when her mother was near. Only Mrs. Barrett knew the truth and the depth of her charge's despair, so she did her best to listen to the child and to provide the much needed compassion any child in mourning would require. Mrs. Barrett had lost her own daughter to influenza at a young age many years prior, and she felt it was her responsibility in life to be there for Anne and to help take away some of the sting of her horrid mother. In that small way, Anne was fortunate, and if nothing else, at least she had that.


Chapter Seven

Divergent Paths


Shaking his head to erase the unpleasant thoughts of Lady Catherine from his head, Darcy turned his thoughts to Georgiana. He closed his eyes, sighing deeply, wishing he knew what to do to help her through these difficult days since her near elopement with George Wickham and her narrow escape from certain ruination. He couldn't blame her for her innocent belief that a dashing man had admired her and declared his love, and he understood that she could not possibly realize that his motive was based on revenge against her brother and the prospect of realizing her dowry of thirty thousand pounds once married to her. "If I had not sent her away to Ramsgate with her companion, Mrs. Young, she would never have encountered my nemesis." He shrugged his shoulders, knowing that it was also his fault that he hadn't properly checked Mrs. Young's references before he thought her suitable as a young lady's personal attendant. Her references were stellar, but they were merely falsehoods written on paper, and he knew he should have made personal calls on those people who supposedly had written such glowing things about her. "But," he reminded himself, "how could I have known that she was in coordination with Wickham to secure Georgiana's affections and convince her to travel to Gretna Green to marry without my permission?"


Georgiana only had vague memories of Wickham being around their home when she was a young child, and as wicked as he was, he was quite charming, and he knew it was to his advantage to always be kind to her. Georgiana knew nothing of the tortuous relationship he had with her brother, nor why the man would wish to deceive her and lay claim to her sizable dowry.


George Wickham was the only son of the Pemberley steward, John Wickham, and he lived a decidedly different life than Darcy. He lived in a small cottage on the grounds of Pemberley with his mother, Cecelia Wickham and his father, John. John Wickham had been George Darcy's steward for many years, and his loyalty and dedication to the family was most appreciated and generously rewarded. He worked beside Mr. Darcy on all matters related to the operation and finances of Pemberley, and he was trusted completely. To honor Mr. Darcy, he named his son George when he was born, and his son was often allowed to join him during the day to play with the Darcy's son, Fitzwilliam.


As the boys grew older, George was keenly aware that he was not of the same status as the Darcy family, and he secretly resented that fact. He watched Fitzwilliam ride the best horses, wear the finest clothes, and receive lessons from the finest teachers, and it was difficult to hide his jealousy and disdain for the boy. Also, instead of climbing trees and chasing the servant girls with frogs as he did, he saw Fitzwilliam spending hours studying languages and practicing the pianoforte, riding his horse with his father, and painting with his mother in their private studio. He felt that all of these pursuits were worthless endeavors, and except for riding horses, all less than manly pursuits. He preferred mischievous activities, sometimes bordering on evil deeds, but with an uncanny ability to not be found out. He was able to charm his way out of his pranks, and much to his delight, he was even able to implicate William from time to time. Darcy's father was fond of George, and he either did not see the underlying treachery in George's personality, or he turned a blind eye to the boy's improprieties. William knew that it was useless to try to enlighten his father, as he felt certain that he would make excuses for young George due to his less than ideal and underprivileged circumstances, and so his behavior continued unabated.


When his steward, John Wickham became ill, and it was clear that his days were few, George Darcy promised him that he would make sure the boy was well taken care of. He promised that he would provide Mrs. Wickham with a position at Pemberley with good wages, and he would give George a Cambridge education and a proper living when the time came. When John died that Autumn, that is exactly what George Darcy did. Cecelia came to work in the Pemberley kitchen, and George was given a small room next to his mother. George was furious that he was relegated to the servants' quarters, and his behavior only worsened. Unbeknownst to his mother and to George Darcy, he began arranging odious trysts with the young servant girls and shopkeepers' daughters in Lambton, and in several cases, the young girls were forced to leave Derbyshire under mysterious circumstances. He was also thought to be stealing items from shops in Lambton, but no one wanted to implicate George Wickham for fear that George Darcy would not believe them, and so the number of ruined girls and the trail of thievery grew longer over time.


Young Fitzwilliam knew the truth of the compromised girls and their mysterious disappearances, and he even saw George with many of the stolen items, but when once when he did try to bring it to his father's attention, he was accused of being unfairly hurtful and having a young boy's vivid imagination. "No son of John and Cecelia Wickham could be anything but honorable, and you have judged him unjustly", his father admonished.


To prepare the boy for a higher education than most young sons of trade were allowed, George Darcy arranged for William's tutors to work with him to learn to read and do his numbers along with William. The boys spent a great deal of time together in the Pemberley classroom, but George found it tedious and preferred to be elsewhere during his lessons. William's ease at learning and his greater intelligence further infuriated George, and he greatly disliked being compared to him in this way, but he knew that he far excelled in other ways that William could not compete with. Wickham had wit and charm and could easily converse, where William was quiet and introspective. Wickham was cunning and manipulative, where William was honest and moral. Wickham could turn the head of any and all pretty girls, where William was shy and polite. With these talents, Wickham knew that his path in life would be much more exciting, but to not appear ungrateful, he pretended to take interest in his studies and to bide his time until he could go out into the world on his own.


When it came time for Fitzwilliam to leave Pemberley for his studies at Cambridge, as he promised John Wickham, George Darcy sponsored the Wickham boy to be admitted too, and he attended and received the same coveted and prestigious education alongside his own son. While the young Darcy studied diligently and took his education very seriously, George squandered his great opportunity, and he amused himself with extracurricular activities, drinking and gambling away his generous allowance, and sleeping during the day instead of studying. He barely made it through to commencement, but his cleverness and charm duped many naive classmates to write his papers and take his exams, by escorting them to the darker side of Cambridge at night, plying them with ale and introducing them to women of low repute in the dingy pubs along the River Cam.


When the two men graduated, they went their own separate ways, Darcy hoping to not see Wickham again. Wickham immediately left Cambridge bound for London, and Darcy felt certain he would undoubtedly seek out the drinking establishments and gambling halls of Town to make the acquaintance of same minded reprobates and to cultivate grand schemes of fortune.


Darcy returned home for a short time to make arrangements for his Grand Tour, an educational rite of passage for wealthy young Englishmen after completing matriculation. The tour was intended to expose these young men to the polite society of the European continent, where they would enjoy different cultures, food, languages and the pleasurable activities pursued by young men on their own with plenty of money and time on their hands.


Along with Foxworth, Burns and Kelly, three of his friends from school, Darcy embarked on his tour which was intended to last approximately three years in length, each of them taking their personal valet with them. They sailed across the English Channel from Dover, disembarking in Calais, France where they purchased three coaches, one for themselves, one to transport their luggage, and one for their manservants. They traveled South spending a few days in many of the small villages, and a week in the larger towns of Amiens and Beauvais, finally arriving in Paris. Darcy had studied the French language as well as French art since a young child, and it was his desire to immerse himself in the French culture. He preferred to visit the art galleries, the museums and the beautiful monuments of the city, but Kelly and Burns were more attracted to the nightlife that Paris offered. He and Foxworth accompanied them to the various cabarets and cafes, drinking fine French wines in the brasseries, and thoroughly enjoying the company of beautiful Parisian women, quite unlike the ladies back at home in England, but Kelly and Burns spent so much of their time in Paris staying up all night and sleeping during the day, that while Darcy enjoyed it for a time, he quickly tired of the self-indulgent debauchery that occupied his companions. He set out with Foxworth most days, indulging themselves in fencing, riding, and even learning new dances, including the waltz that was popular in Paris, but considered much too risqué in England.


They traveled outside of Paris to the exquisite Palace of Versailles, the recent marriage site of Louis-Auguste Dauphin of France to the Austrian Archduchess Marie Antoinette. On another excursion, they journeyed to Orleans, and then further south to the Loire Valley in central France to visit the beautiful Chateau de Chambord to examine the chateau's magnificent French Renaissance architecture. They also sought out the family of Brisbois at Chateau de Reneaux, a friend of one of Darcy's French history professors at Cambridge. Theirs was a pleasant visit, with a tour of the grand estate and a fine and pleasurable dinner with the Brisbois family, who had owned the property for well over 150 years. It was a pleasing evening speaking French and sharing stories of Reneaux, and Darcy's and Foxworth's ancestral estates of Pemberley and Maidstone. They were invited to spend the night at the chateau, a privilege afforded to few, and the next day, Brisbois escorted them further South to visit the illustrious Madam Louise LeFontaine Dupin to enjoy one of her staged comedies at the magnificent Château de Chenonceau on the Cher River. This , above all else, was one of the highlights of Darcy's stay in France.


After three months in Paris, the four young men traveled East, spending some time in Dijon and Lyon, and then across the Swiss border, to Bern, Laussane, and Geneva. There were relatively no good coach roads through the Alps to Italy, so in order to accomplish the near impossible crossing, it was necessary to disassemble their coaches and continue on horseback from Martigny in Switzerland across the Great St. Bernard Pass, to Aosta, Italy, but Darcy and Foxworth, the more sensible of the group, elected to leave their friends at the Swiss border and instead traveled by coach with their valets to Nice in the south of France where they loaded their coaches onto a ship and sailed across the Mediterranean to Livorno. 





From there, they leisurely traveled across Italy to meet up with their friends in Venice for the Winter Carnival season. They were intrigued with the crowds of foreigners from all over the continent, enjoying lavish street extravaganzas and constant entertainment, complete with masquerades, gondola regattas, operas, gambling, and, of course, the notorious Italian courtesans, a large draw for most young Englishmen on their Grand Tour. They stayed in Venice through the spring months, and then traveled South through the Tuscan cities to Florence for another month, the city of great museums and the famous works of DaVinci and Michelangelo, and then on to Rome, the final stop on their journey where they would spend at least a year. 





They took several rooms near the Piazza di Spagna, where so many English stayed that the locals called it the ghetto de l'ingles, which translated meant the English Ghetto. Darcy often mingled with the local artists at the bottom of the Spanish Steps nearby, and he paid several to produce etchings of the steps and the beautiful Trevi Fountain recently completed to take home to his sister. He marveled at the beauty of the city, and as he planned to be in Rome for many more months, he had spent a leisurely month, taking his time to explore various sections of the city. He felt that of all the places they had journeyed to, the incomparable city of Paris and this remarkable city most warmed his soul. "Someday, if I am so fortunate to find a wife that would appreciate and enjoy the cultures of these amazing places, I will bring her to the continent on our wedding trip," he mused. "Foxworth has been a worthy companion, but the romance of these cities would be far better experienced with a new bride."





It was in the second month of his stay in Rome that he received the letter from home that changed everything. The letter was from his cousin, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam, the second son of his mother's brother, the Earl of Matlock, advising him of the serious decline of his father's health and his strong suggestion to return home at the earliest possible time. Darcy quickly made arrangements to leave and said his goodbyes to his traveling companions. It was an excruciating journey back to England by ship, and he hoped that he was not too late to see his father alive. 





After what seemed like an eternity, he finally landed in England and was met in Dover by his cousin, Richard. "Thank you for meeting me here, cousin. What news have you about my father?" 





As they hoisted Darcy's trunks onto the back of the carriage Richard had brought to the dock, he looked at Darcy and said "It is quite dire, Darcy. You have arrived in time, but we have no time to waste." And with that, they journeyed from Dover to Pemberley, a long and difficult trip, and the two close cousins, who enjoyed each other's company as if they were brothers, shared little, if any conversation. They at last arrived in Derbyshire in a little over a week's time and were able to spend a few short weeks with George Darcy, an hour at a time, attempting to glean from him the important details of the running of his great estate. 





Much to their great surprise and trepidation, they also learned that he wished to appoint them both as guardians of his young daughter, Georgiana. At first, they balked at his thoughts on the matter, saying that they were not at all equipped to deal with the needs and delicate requirements of a young girl, but he remained firm, saying that he felt there were no finer individuals to care for her, and that between the two, they would make the best decisions and plans for Georgiana's future life in his absence. 





George Darcy passed away quietly in his sleep, and Fitzwilliam Darcy became the heir and Master of one of the largest and most prestigious estates in England at the young age of only twenty years. The heavy weight and seriousness of this responsibility greatly altered his young life forever.


Chapter Eight

A Cottage in the Woods


The following years were difficult for Darcy. He had much to learn about running the grand estate of Pemberley, and he had no time to enjoy life as a young and single wealthy English bachelor. He spent every day with his new steward, Robert Grover, going over the books and traveling through his vast property meeting all of the tenants that lived on the land.


He was up at dawn every morning, riding his horse through the various pastures, inspecting the fences and noting the repairs that were required to keep the animals in and the poachers out. He rode through the woods and followed streams he had not known about before. He discovered an old hunting cabin that his father had obviously built that still had signs of his father's last hunting expedition, and he was glad to know that it was there if he ever felt he could resume the leisurely pursuits he had enjoyed before his father's passing.


Riding on through several fields of sheep and wildflowers bordering the woods, he found a small path leading to a small cottage tucked far in where it couldn't be seen or found unless you knew it was there. It was a charming structure in good repair, and when he entered it, it took his breath away. It was decorated with lovely furnishings, beautiful rugs, and a huge stone fireplace that still had remnants of ashes from its last use. There was a separate bed chamber with a large canopied bed, covered with a white coverlet, obviously his mother's choice. There were embroidered pillows that she had done with meticulous stitches depicting the cottage, Pemberley, and her beloved dog, Penelope. But the one that stood out to Darcy was a small simply stitched pillow of a lavender field, sewn with nothing but lavender threads. He picked it up and smelled it, and the scent of lavender was strong. "Mother must have put her perfume on this pillow," he thought. I wish I could take this back to Pemberley with me to calm me when I am disturbed, but it really needs to remain here where Mother intended it to be." He put it back down on the bed and returned to the main room. As he looked around, there on the mantle over the fireplace, he saw several miniatures that Charron had most likely painted. He walked closer to see the beautiful face of his mother, and the kind but strong face of his father. Beside them were the likenesses of Georgiana and himself when they were just young children. "This must have been a special place for Mother and Father to escape from their respective responsibilities," he thought. "How like them to have somewhere like this to spend special uninterrupted time together. I will not touch a thing here. This is a secret place that only I will know of, and it will be theirs for eternity." He sadly hung his head, greatly missing his parents and feeling the weight of being in the world alone without their guidance.


As he continued walking through the cottage, he noticed Penelope's collar, and he vaguely recalled seeing her roaming about Pemberley, but usually sitting on his mother's lap. He also recalled the day that his mother told him that Penelope had gone to heaven, and he recalled that she and his father had taken the carriage somewhere to bury her. "They must have brought her here," he thought. "I wonder if her grave is marked nearby."


There on the dining table he found a vase of dead flowers, probably from their last visit to their cottage. He lifted the dead petals from the vase and carefully placed them in a book that he found next to a large chair where he imagined his father sat to read. He looked at the title of the book and had to laugh, as the subject was the advantages of rotating crops from season to season to make better use of the land. "How like my father to be thinking about the running of the estate, even while here in this idyllic setting." He could imagine his father sitting comfortably in the chair with his feet perched on the small ottoman that sat nearby, his glasses low on his nose, fully engrossed in his book, while his wife quietly embroidered the pillows for their bed on the settee next to him. "What a beautiful place to share the silence and comfortable companionship of true love," he thought. "Perhaps someday...." he muttered aloud, but stopped as he once again thought to himself that such a deep love could only lead to sorrow.


He suddenly felt a light brush of air on his face, and once again he smelled the all too familiar scent of lavender that belonged to his mother. Knowing that the lavender scented pillow remained in the bedchamber, it couldn't be attributed to that, and this reoccurring strange experience puzzled him. Looking around the room he said aloud, "If you have led me to this place, Mother, I will treasure it as you did." He felt a little strange talking out loud to his departed mother, but it also comforted him to think about her promise to him as she lay dying. She had promised to watch over him from the afterlife, and while he knew it was impossible, he still felt that somehow she was there with him.


He took the book with the dried flowers and after taking one last look around, he reverently opened and closed the door behind him, as if it was a sacred place. He put the book in the bag attached to Omega's saddle and decided to walk around the cottage to see if he could find Penelope's grave. It didn't take long to find a small pile of rocks, undisturbed after all these years, with dried flowers tucked in the crevices of the stones. Among the rocks he also noticed a particular one that appeared to be in the perfect shape of a heart. "She is still here, Mother," he said to no one. "Penelope is still here." He walked past the small grave and picked a few yellow flowers that had grown wild in the woods, placing them gently on the rocks. He felt a sense of pleasure at doing so, and he vowed to come back here again someday. He rode away, feeling that he had found a place where he could come to feel the presence of his parents and regain strength when he became drained and needed courage to go on.


Chapter Nine

Colonel Fitzwilliam


Darcy refused to leave Pemberley for the season for several years. He could not leave his responsibilities, and he could not imagine going through the sham of attending balls and being the target of desperate mothers, pushing their daughters toward him, hoping to have the handsome and wealthy Fitzwilliam Darcy choose them as his bride. It was a ridiculous exercise, and he wanted no part of it. He much preferred the quiet of the country and the comfort of his home to the stiff and spurious society of London.


His only regret was that his sister was quite alone with just him as company and the loving attention of his housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds. She had been there all throughout his childhood, and she served as a surrogate mother to him during his mother's illness and subsequent death. She was loyal and kind, and without her, Darcy did not know how he would be able to care for his sister while attending to the weight of replacing his parents in every other way. There was an occasional visit from their cousin, Richard, when he took leave from his regiment, and Georgiana loved him dearly. The Colonel was a jovial man, inclined to looking at life with a wry humor, and he made Georgiana laugh. Darcy had forgotten how to laugh, and Richard's visits to Darcy House were a much needed diversion.


Richard was the second son of the Earl of Matlock, and thus was not afforded the same rewards as his elder brother, Edmund. The second son did not inherit the title or the estate upon the death of the father, and he either lived a life of boredom and meaningless pursuits, or went into the church or law, or as in Richard's case, the military. Richard knew that with his gregarious personality and love of wine and women, he was not meant to go into the church or the law, and he opted instead to go into the military. He denied the opportunity to have his father purchase his commission as many second sons did, but instead he went in at the bottom and worked his way up through the ranks on merit alone. He had seen combat on the continent, and after many brutal maneuvers with his fellow soldiers, his bravery and skill had earned him his rank of Colonel. Darcy knew that his cousin had many bad memories of those experiences as he never wished to discuss it. He also knew that he had experienced the brutality of war and had the deep scars from serious wounds he had received. When asked about those times, he made light of what had happened, but he was secretly having nightmares, reliving the sight of the bloody bodies of the young men he commanded that died on the battlefield.


His wounds had been so severe that it was thought he would die, and yet, he survived and returned to England. He was highly recognized by the Crown for his bravery and duty to his country, but much to his dismay, due to a deep wound received in his left arm and another in his leg, he had lost the strength required to hold a sword, and he had a noticeable limp. Much to his dismay, he was assigned to an undemanding job training young recruits to practice for battle before they were shipped across the sea to France. "I feel punished rather than rewarded," he often complained. "I am nothing more than a babysitter to these excited youngsters, and I know not how to impress upon them the seriousness of what they face. They thrust their swords about atop their horses and look at war as a game they will play with only victory in their minds," he related to Darcy one day at White's, their gentlemans' club. "I have done everything I can to instill some seriousness in them regarding the task ahead, including showing them the ugly gashes on my body, but they consider them badges of honor." Rubbing the long scar on his left thigh, he continued "They wouldn't feel that way if they could barely raise themselves from their bed in the morning." He grimaced and shook his head. "There are days I wish I hadn't survived these wounds."


Darcy winced, quickly reprimanding him and telling him he did not wish to hear such talk. "It is a miracle that you did survive, Richard, and your family and I are extremely grateful to have you back in one piece, albeit a bit battered. I recognize that you have constant pain and bad memories that live within you, but you are my closest friend and the brother that I never had, and to have lost you would have been to lose the only person who tells me what a horse's ass I am when I most deserve it."


Richard laughed aloud, causing others in the room to look around at the two men who were obviously enjoying each other's company. "Be careful, Darcy, I may have to say something equally flattering right now, and that would never do!" The cousins talked and stayed long enough to have another round of brandy, and then decided to return to Darcy House. As they neared Grosvenor Square, they complained about the oppressive heat inside the carriage and wished to walk the rest of the way home. While they walked, Darcy noticed the limp that Richard tried to hide, and he slowed his gait to accommodate his friend. "Do not slow on my account Darcy. I am not an invalid." To prove his point, he quickened his step, but after a few minutes, he slowed and stopped. "Bloody Hell," he exclaimed. "I fear I have tried to show off, and I have failed miserably in my blasted attempt!" He laughed, but Darcy knew it was not because he thought it was amusing, but rather to hide his embarrassment.


"Richard," Darcy said. "We are not in a competition, and I am just glad that you are walking on two feet. I care not if you can run a foot race with me." They slowly ambled across the square and upon entering Darcy House, Richard informed Darcy that he would stay for dinner. Darcy was glad that Richard felt that he could consider his townhouse a place to come and feel at home. They went to Darcy's study and Richard walked straightaway to Darcy's private liquor cabinet and poured another glass of brandy. "Thank you, old man," he said. "Just what I need after a brisk walk with my cousin, the horse's ass!" He sat down in his usual comfortable chair and put his feet up on Darcy's desk.


"Take your feet off my desk, Richard," reaching across the desk and pushing them off. "Have a little respect for my furniture." With that, Darcy poured himself a short drink as well, and they conversed until dinner.


Richard's mother and father were delighted that he was no longer facing the battles of war, and they hoped that he would find a woman with a large dowry and settle down. Second sons had to depend on the dowry a woman brought to a marriage in order to have money to live on, and although Richard was a handsome man with good lineage, he found the women who were both eligible and wealthy were less than desirable to him. "Why should I settle for one biscuit when I can have the whole tray?" he always joked with his mother. "I see no reason to settle down when I am able to come and go as I please without explaining my destination or time of return to some nagging woman."


His mother knew that it was hopeless trying to find a bride for him, and she just frowned and shook her head. "Richard," she always replied, "Whatever am I to do about you? Your brother, Edmund will be married and having grandchildren for me, and you will be out in the pubs playing darts and drinking ale, associating with the wrong kind of women. I cannot approve of your lifestyle, son. One day you will tire of this and be sorry that you didn't listen to your mother!" Richard would just wink at her and give her a kiss on the cheek. "And when that day comes, Mother Dear, you can say 'I told you so, Richard'," ending the conversation that they would undoubtedly have again and again.


It was entirely different, however, when it came to discussing Darcy and his choice of a bride. Alexander and Edith Fitzwilliam treated Darcy as if he was their own son after the death of both of his parents, and they had no interest in allowing him to remain a single man like Richard. They felt that it was his responsibility to marry a lady of fine breeding and wealth and to provide an heir for Pemberley. They had introduced him to many eligible ladies that they deemed suitable, but he could not bring himself to show any particular interest in their choices. He knew that his mother wanted him to choose a woman only for love, and he argued for that, but they would not hear of it. "That just isn't done in our sphere, William," Edith declared. "Your Uncle and I were introduced to each other by his father and we married shortly thereafter to enhance our families' status. We have done quite nicely, don't you agree?"


Whenever the conversation came up, Alexander would become furious at Darcy for not understanding the importance of his standing in society and the magnitude of Pemberley's esteemed reputation. "You must not play with these ridiculous ideas about love and romance, young man. You have a different path than my wayward second son, and it is time to accelerate your search for a wife." Richard winced when his father called him "wayward", but he knew it to be true. Unless he found a woman of wealth, he could not support a wife. "Society expects much of you, Fitzwilliam, and you dare not make a mistake and marry the wrong woman. I know how you feel about marrying your cousin Anne, but you could do worse, you know. Her estate and wealth would make you one of the wealthiest men in all of England. She is sickly and may not be your idea of a blushing bride in your bed at night, but you can always have a mistress for those pursuits."


"Alexander, mind your mouth please!" Edith implored. "Some marriages of convenience also work out well in the area of the bedroom!"


Richard groaned and begged his parents to change the subject. "I do not wish to hear about your night time activities. I may be a grown man, but you are my parents and the vision you are conjuring up is more than I can bear at this moment. Let Darcy work this out himself. He knows his responsibilities, and he will do the right thing at the right time."


Darcy glanced at his cousin and silently thanked him for his support and for hopefully bringing the conversation to a conclusion. It wasn't the first time they had broached the subject, and he knew it certainly wasn't the last time, but he just didn't have it in him to argue with them anymore. The debate within him comparing the requirements of his Aunt and Uncle to his mother's advice to marry only for love constantly raged inside him, and it was just easier for him to do nothing at all. Being a single man for the rest of his days and leaving the responsibility of providing an heir for Pemberley to Georgiana seemed preferable to him. "I will travel the world doing whatever I wish, and I will be the eccentric uncle to her children, doting on them and relating exaggerated stories, bringing them strange things from the foreign lands I visit." He chuckled at the thought, and he hoped that no one noticed. After their invective, he would always thank them for their sage advice and for looking after his future with their love and kindness, but he would excuse himself and go home, putting their stipulation out of his mind until the next time.


After dinner, Richard and Darcy returned to the study. "So, Cousin," he said, lightly hitting him on the shoulder, "You are more dreary tonight than ever. This tedious behavior is getting quite old and tiresome. What say you to a trip to Matlock with Georgiana to visit my mother and the Earl? They are there for the summer and it is quite near Pemberley."


"I have no interest in going to Matlock with you to have you and your parents goad me into finding a wife to lift my spirits. I have no interest in having your mother flaunt ladies in front of me, and attending balls that she would undoubtedly hold in my honor."


"Well you have it right, old boy." Mother has it in her mind to find a woman for you so you don't rot away as an old man with no heir to take over Pemberley."


"Why doesn't she concentrate on you instead, Richard? You have been leading a bachelor's sordid life of debauchery and isn't it time for you to settle down yourself?"


"Not you too," he said. "Mother has been hounding me to settle down for as long as I have been out of leading strings!" Darcy laughed at the image of Richard in leading strings. "Why in the world would I want to do that?" he laughed. "I have my choice of lonely widows, and in many cases, bored wives of old boring men! My life is one to be envied, and I certainly see no reason to be tied down to one woman. Mother has given up on me, and she has decided to now focus on you instead. You owe it to her to at least try to show some concern for her matrimonial inclinations. Now that my brother, the Viscount is married, she has nothing else to occupy her time!"


"Yes, how is Edmund these days?" Darcy asked. "I cannot imagine that his arranged marriage to Elise Carlisle is a pleasant one."


"You are certainly right about that. She chased him from one end of England to another until her parents met with Mother and Father to propose a very profitable match. Edmund had no voice in the matter, and he entered into the marriage quite reluctantly. Elise spends most of her time in her family's London townhouse when they are in the country, and Edmund rarely visits her there. He must produce an heir for Matlock, so he has to visit her from time to time, but she is a pretentious woman with only gossip and society on her self-centered agenda, and having a child does not seem to be high on her mind." Richard sat down in one of Darcy's chairs in his study, and asked "Now where is another bottle your good brandy? I believe we finished off the last one before dinner!"


Darcy moved to his bookcase and pushed in an unassuming volume, revealing several bottles of spirits inside a section of fake books that swung out. "My father had this made when my mother made him stop drinking so much Port," Darcy quietly laughed. "I shouldn't show it to you, come to think of it! I will have to find another hiding place." He pulled out a bottle of cognac and took two snifters out of his desk drawer. They enjoyed another drink together, both starting to feel the effects of the alcohol, reminiscing about when they were boys together and how George Wickham had caused so much misery for them. He always seemed to involve them in his mischief and trickery, and he had managed to pin the blame on them almost every time.


"If I ever see that blackguard again, it will be too soon," Richard said. "I have heard rumors of him in London, cheating at cards and running up debts. There are many other men who would throw him into debtors prison if they could find him. I would not hesitate to do it myself, or even worse." He pretended to thrust a sword toward an invisible foe.


"And I would assist you," Darcy said as he swirled the cognac around in his tumbler and looked up at Richard. "But putting him in debtors prison and not the other ridiculous idea you suggest. I have no plan to be tried as a murderer." He thought for a moment and changed the subject. "What do you think about hiring a companion for Georgiana and giving her a small trip to Ramsgate for some diversion? She has been cooped up here with me, and she needs to breathe some fresh sea air instead of the heat and gloomy air of London. I have promised my friend Foxworth a visit soon, and this would be the perfect time for her to get out of the city."


"I heartily agree, cousin," Richard quickly responded. "She is now fifteen, and I think a journey on her own would be good for her. Let us begin looking for a companion for her. It will be good to have a woman for her to confide in. Just be sure to find a home with a piano to keep her out of the sun. Knowing Georgiana as I do, she would walk to the seaside every day, and that would not do for her fair complexion."


The men agreed to make the arrangements, and they went to Georgiana to tell her of their plan.


Chapter Ten

Ramsgate


It had only been because of an inexplicable feeling Darcy had while visiting his good friend Foxworth in Maidstone that made him leave two days early and ride on to Ramsgate to surprise Georgiana and discover the dreadful deception.


Darcy had attended Cambridge with Duncan Foxworth as young men, and they had taken their Grand Tour together before he had been called back home. They had remained as friends, although Foxworth had married and settled in Maidstone in his family estate, and Darcy's visits were rare. Foxworth and his wife Clare had invited Darcy to meet Clare's cousin Emily who, according to Foxworth, was the most beautiful girl he could hope to meet. Darcy was not of the mind to be introduced to a sister, niece or cousin of friends since it usually did not end well, and it could cause great embarrassment and possible estrangement between friends. He feared that this was probably one such occasion, but Foxworth was quite adamant that Darcy would be most delighted with Emily. As he had assumed, Emily was indeed a very pretty girl, but she giggled and agreed with everything Darcy said during his entire stay. He attempted to discuss books with her, and she claimed not to be a good reader. He tried conversing about the theater and museums in London, and she told him her trips to Town were for purchasing current fashion and attending balls. He mentioned his family home in Derbyshire, and she said she didn't particularly care for the country and much preferred the city.


After three days, Foxworth knew enough about Darcy that he took him aside and said he was deeply sorry to have thought Emily would be a good match for him. "She is quite beautiful, Darcy, but I know you require more from a companion than a pretty face and talk of fashion and dancing. I heartily apologize and have explained as much to Clare. We will allow you to depart early if you so desire and will make excuses to Emily that you have an urgent need to return to Pemberley. She is looking forward to her season in Town shopping for new gowns, dancing at assemblies, and ladies' teas, so I do not think she will be terribly disappointed."


"Thank you Foxworth. I am probably destined to be an old man with no wife or children, shuffling around Pemberley in my bedclothes, mumbling to myself. If I should ever find that elusive creature that doesn't agree with everything I say, who reads books of substance, enjoys the theater and museums in Town, yet prefers the beauty of Derbyshire and the solitude of Pemberley, you will be the very first to know."


He left the following morning, making his apologies to Clare and Emily, and promising a return visit to Duncan. As he rode away from Maidstone to return to London and then on to Pemberley, he had a strong and nagging feeling that perhaps he should instead head toward Ramsgate to see his sister.


He arrived mid-afternoon and went to the house he had leased for his sister and her companion, Mrs. Young. After knocking on the door and finding no one at home, he rode through the town and hoped he might see them strolling or visiting the shops. Not seeing her there, he decided to try the promenade overlooking the sandy beach, and at last, there it was, the Darcy coach with his driver sitting on top, his eyes closed, and the horses standing quite well behaved as they waited for their next assignment. He happily rode toward it, fully anticipating a surprise reunion with Georgiana after two calendar months apart from one another. As he approached the promenade walkway, he was shocked to see Mrs. Young not far from the coach, sitting alone on a bench with her needlework, her back to him. "Mrs. Young!" he yelled out. "Where is my sister?"


The woman heard his voice and yanked her body around to face him. Obviously shocked to see him, she sputtered, "Oh, Mr. Darcy, what a pleasant surprise! Miss Georgiana will be so pleased to see you!"


"Mrs. Young", Darcy exclaimed, "I have inquired about my sister! Where is she and why are you not accompanying her?" He jumped from his horse and stood in front of her in a menacing manner. "You must tell me now!"


"Please, Mr. Darcy, there is no need to be concerned. She is very fine indeed. A friend of your family has arrived in Ramsgate, and they are presently walking along the beach together."


"Who is this friend of my family that she is with?" Darcy darted across the walk and looked down over the rail, and he spotted his sister below walking arm in arm with a gentleman near the water's edge. He immediately recognized the man and spun around to Mrs. Young. "Good Lord, woman. That is George Wickham she walks with! What on earth is going on here?" With that, he quickly handed his horse to the now wide eyed coach driver, and he yelled to Mrs. Young. "Stay seated madam, and do not leave here until I return." He furiously ran to a nearby stairway to the beach below and took the steps two at a time. He awkwardly navigated the soft sand in his stiff boots that slowed his pursuit, but he finally caught up with the unaware couple. He yelled to be heard over the sound of squawking seagulls and the waves, "Georgiana, remove your hand from that man NOW!" Georgiana turned and immediately dropped Wickham's arm, as if she had been caught in some evil deed.


"William! What a lovely surprise! I am so happy to see you here!" She ran to embrace Darcy, and then turned to look back at George and nervously said, "Look who is here in Ramsgate, Brother! Isn't this a happy coincidence?" She stood awkwardly between the two men, and Darcy could readily observe her obvious uneasiness and Wickham's grave look at being discovered alone and unaccompanied with his sister.


"What in blazes are you doing here, Wickham? What is the meaning of this?" Darcy moved to stand directly in front of Georgiana and Wickham, so close he could see the slight quiver of Georgiana's lower lip and a slight smirk starting on Wickham's face.


Wickham backed away and nonchalantly laughed, dismissing Darcy's inquiry. "I have done nothing wrong, Darcy. I am merely getting reacquainted with your most charming sister, who has incidentally grown to be quite a lovely woman!" He glanced over at Georgiana and gave her an alluring smile and a wink. "She is no longer the little girl I used to frighten with toads and snakes!"


"Enough of your deceitful banter, Wickham. Tell me now what your intentions are! Why are you in Ramsgate of all places?" He moved closer to him, and Wickham backed up. "Were you here to woo my sister to attempt to seek revenge against me? Or was it her dowry that you desire? Which one is it, Wickham?"


Georgiana cried out, "William, what are you saying? You do not understand! George has professed his deep affection for me, and he has asked me to marry him!"


Darcy turned to address his sister, "Were you planning to tell me first, Georgiana? Or did George try to convince you to elope to Gretna Green with him? What lies has he told you?"


"No, no, brother! He would never lie to me! George explained to me that you have had a feud with him for some time, but it was all a misunderstanding, and he felt that after we were married, you would see that we are well suited and that you would come around in time and wish us joy."


Wickham turned around and started to walk away, but Darcy grabbed his arm and spun him around. "What is it Wickham? Which one is it? Your hatred of me or her dowry?"


"You always think you know what I am about, Darcy. But congratulation, you have found me out. Both are correct," he spit out. "You robbed me of what was rightfully mine, and I found a way to get back what I deserve. Your father promised me a living when he died, and you have not provided it to me! Your sister was easily persuaded, and it almost worked, didn't it? We were to leave tomorrow, weren't we Georgiana?" He laughed out loud, taunting the brother and sister. "Tell your brother about our grand plan!"


Georgiana backed away, putting her gloved hand to her mouth. "But you told me you loved me, George! We were to be married!" With that she began sobbing.


"I'm sorry, Georgiana," George laughed. "Let this be a lesson to you to not believe every gentleman who professes his affections. Your dowry is quite substantial, and I am not the only man who will find you attractive for that reason. You are beautiful to be sure, but you could never truly satisfy a man of my taste."


Darcy clenched his fist and started toward him, but he heard Georgiana's gasp. "George! What are you saying? Have you deceived me? Is my brother correct with these accusations? Was this only a wicked ruse to obtain my dowry?"


"Get away from my sister, George. Get away now. Leave this town and do not show yourself near us again. If you ever dare to come near my sister again, I will run you through!" Georgiana gasped again at the horrible threat of a duel, and Darcy reached to embrace her for comfort.


Wickham turned around and half walked, half ran across the sand toward Mrs. Young who was now standing at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the promenade. Wickham reached for her, clearly showing their complicity, and she started up the stairs with him, but Darcy yelled, "I forbid you to leave, Mrs. Young," and she stood frozen in place while Wickham continued on without her. Darcy yelled. "I will have words with you."


He assisted Georgiana across the sand, holding her upright as she sobbed while she walked, not even noticing that she had lost her shoe and continued on without it. "You have lost your shoe, Poppet. Stand right here, my sweet girl," he said as he let go and took two steps back and bent down to retrieve her shoe. She appeared to sway and started to sink down, but Darcy caught her and held her tight. "All will be well, Georgie. I promise you, all will be well." Unfortunately, as he spoke those words, he was not at all sure he could keep that promise.


They arrived at the stairs where Mrs. Young stood trembling, and Darcy instructed her to ascend back up to the Promenade where his horse and coach were waiting. "Get in," he barked at her. The confused driver sat atop the coach having observed Wickham's fast escape on foot, but said nothing. He could see that some drama had occurred when Darcy nearly pushed the older woman into the coach and then tied his horse to the back of the coach so he could ride inside with his sister. "Take us back to our house now," he ordered. With that, the coach lurched forward and the three inhabitants returned home with no conversation, only the sound of Georgiana's wretched sobs.


Once inside, Darcy made Mrs. Young sit while he stood in front of her, questioning her at length, and she finally admitted her arrangement with Wickham. She claimed that she did not know him when they encountered him, but his charming personality and his claim to be a close family friend had convinced her that he meant no harm to Georgiana. She said that he had convinced her of his honorable intention to court her and propose, and he paid her a fair sum to look away and allow him to walk alone with Georgiana daily. She also claimed that he promised her a position in their home as Georgiana's Abigail when they were married, and that they would live in a magnificent estate in Derbyshire. She attempted to stutter her words for effect and alleged to have no funds to support herself since her husband's death, and this had been her only way to make her way as a poor widow.


"I am highly doubtful of your denial of knowing Mr. Wickham, Mrs. Young. I saw his earnest attempt to grab your arm to take you with him when he left, and that does not at all seem to be what someone would do if they were not previously acquainted."


"No, Sir. I swear we were never known to each other before. It was a coincidence that Mr. Wickham was here in Ramsgate when we met him on King Street."


"That is not true, Mrs. Young," Georgiana finally spoke out. "I saw you talking with a man resembling Mr. Wickham in the park across from our house just the day before we encountered him on King Street. I now realize it was him that you were speaking to. You have betrayed me too, Mrs. Young!" With that, she began sobbing again, and Darcy moved to sit with her on the small settee. "Oh, William. I have disappointed you so much! How will you ever forgive me?"


"There, there Georgie. You have done nothing wrong. You were duped by two malevolent conspirators and you are not to blame." With that, he turned to Mrs. Young and said "Please collect your things, Mrs. Young. You will be leaving this very afternoon. I will arrange for your final pay and a coach to take you back to London. You will, however, never receive a reference from me, and if I ever hear that you are attempting to work for anyone of my acquaintance, I will tell them of your scheming and larcenous nature."


"You would not want anyone to know about your sister's near elopement, would you Mr. Darcy? Surely you wouldn't want me to tell anyone about that." She raised her head and looked up at him through her eyelashes, slyly smiling at him as if she had won the war of threats, but Darcy spat back at her.


"Do you think anyone would believe you, Mrs. Young? I think not. A woman of your low standing accusing the Darcy name of such an implausible story would merely implicate yourself even more. You have much more to lose than we do madam, and you will not breathe a word of this!"


Realizing that he was speaking the truth, she nodded her head and stood to leave the room. "Where will I go?" she quietly asked.


"I care not, Mrs. Young. Just be gone." With that, she fled the room and in a matter of less than a quarter of an hour, she was at the door to request her transportation. Darcy had gone to the nearest station, and booked her journey to London on a post coach. He escorted her there himself to insure she boarded the coach, and he watched as it pulled away from Ramsgate. "I have a feeling I have not seen the last of her," he thought to himself, and he returned to begin the process of leaving Ramsgate with Georgiana.


After a diligent search and many unsuccessful interviews, Darcy had finally hired a new companion for Georgiana. Meredith Annesley was an intelligent woman from Portsmouth whose husband had died several years earlier of consumption, and in order to earn a living, it was necessary for her to take the position of governess in a small estate in Portsmouth. When that assignment had ended, she went to work for Lord Wattingly, a close friend of Darcy's Uncle Alexander, Richard's father, the Earl of Matlock. She was employed there as his daughter's companion for two years, but Wattingly's daughter had recently married, and Mrs. Annesley's services were no longer required. Wattingly highly recommended her, so somewhat reluctantly, Darcy met with her, but he still had bad memories of his experience with Mrs. Young, and he was guarded, to say the least.


From the beginning of his meeting with Mrs. Annesley, it was evident that she was of a higher status than what he had expected. His expectation was to find a companion for Georgiana who could instruct her on the proper ladylike behavior necessary for her first season in London, but he learned that in addition, she was well versed in French, music, drawing, and she also proposed to teach her a bit of history and geography. She told him that she was aware that there had been a previous governess that did not work out for some reason, and she understood his hesitation in hiring her. She also shared with him that she was also aware that as a single man attempting to raise a sister alone, she could be of great help to him, and she assured him that she would come on a temporary basis for six months to see if he approved of her. This arrangement appealed to Darcy, so he brought her to Pemberley to meet Georgiana, and while it didn't happen overnight, Darcy was relieved to see that they slowly developed a trusting and close bond.


Georgiana, however, was greatly affected by her near tragic mistake, and she was deeply depressed. She chose to stay in her chambers, only coming out for her meals and to practice the pianoforte in the music room. Mrs. Annesley was not given the reason for Georgiana's malaise, but she was smart enough to know that it was obviously a young girl's heartbreak, and she treated her with much patience and compassion. In time, Georgiana bravely told Mrs. Annesley what had happened to her, and when the woman did not chastise her for her foolishness, and when she instead provided understanding and comfort, it helped to lift Georgiana's melancholy.


Chapter Eleven

Houseguests


A fortnight had passed with no word from Charron. Georgiana kept asking her brother "What do you think is taking them so long? It is only a three day journey to London and three days back and today is the fourteenth day!"


"Be still Georgie. I am sure there were many things to accomplish in order to close Charron's studio and to collect items to bring along for what could be a lengthy stay. You must realize that Mr. Charron's father is quite ill and that requires a slower journey. They are also bringing their friend, Miss DuPree and our maid, Hannah from Darcy House, and it is only proper to stop more frequently and provide for their particular needs. But taking all that into consideration, I would venture a guess that they should arrive as early as this afternoon or tomorrow."


"But not even a letter has arrived!" she complained, and almost at that exact moment, a knock was heard on the door to Darcy's study.


"Enter", he said to whomever was knocking. His Butler opened the door and bowed to Darcy. "Sir, the Gate Keeper has sent a message that two carriages have passed his gate at the border of the property, and they should arrive here shortly."


Darcy nodded his head. "Thank you, James. That will be all." His loyal butler James quickly turned and left. "Well, there you have, it Poppet! Right on time." He laughed, and stood to pull the bell cord to summon Mrs. Reynolds to ready the rooms for their guests.


Georgiana ran to the tall windows to peer out, watching for the carriage to pull into their driveway. "I am delighted to finally have some diverting company, brother. I find it entirely too quiet here with only you and Mrs. Annesley to talk to."


"Yes, Georgie. It will be good for you to have another woman here in the house, and I am sure that Miss DuPree will also appreciate having other females to talk to! Now, step away from the window and let us go to the foyer to greet our guests."


The carriages pulled up to the front of the estate, and James and Darcy went to went to greet the visitors. The first carriage was pulled by two horses, and the second was pulled by four. "That is odd", Darcy thought. Darcy opened the door to the first, and greeted Charron with a handshake as he stepped down from the carriage. He looked inside and saw another gentleman slouched in the corner, his legs covered with a blanket. "Hello, William. I apologize, but my father is sleeping, and even the carriage wheels on the cobblestones of your driveway didn't awaken him. Let me introduce you to Angelique before we attempt to take Father inside."


With that, they moved to the second carriage that was pulled by four horses. Frederick opened the door, holding out his hand to the gloved hand of an extremely pretty young woman, who smiled broadly at him as she stepped down. "Merci, Francois," she said softly so that those standing nearby would not hear her using his true name. She curtsied and laughed, "It is so good to be here at last! Je suis très fatigué!" She turned to see Darcy approaching, and once again curtsied to him. "Bonjour Monsieur Darcy! It is such a pleasure to finally meet you!"


Darcy bowed and politely kissed her hand. "C’est mon plaisir de vous avoir dans ma maison, Mademoiselle. I am also delighted to make your acquaintance, and we welcome you to our home."


Hannah descended next, and curtsied to Mr. Darcy. "Hello, Mr. Darcy. Thank you for requesting that I accompany Miss DuPree to Pemberley. I am quite honored."


"Yes, Hannah, Georgiana will be delighted to see you again as well. Hurry on inside and Mrs. Reynolds will show you to your quarters." He looked at the number of trunks both inside and piled on the back of the ladies' carriage, as well as large canvases and painting supplies, and he told James to bring several footmen to assist with them. "It is a wonder that you arrived so quickly with all of this luggage!" he quipped, realizing why the second carriage had the greater number of horses. "We must feed your horses well tonight!" He noticed that his stable master, Mr. Raymond, had arrived immediately when the carriages pulled into the courtyard, bringing along two of his grooms to escort the six horses back to the stables. He never had to direct Mr. Raymond to do anything that he didn't already anticipate. The man had a sixth sense with horses, as well as always knowing what was expected of him, and he was one of Darcy's most loyal employees. He had been with the Darcy family since Darcy was a young boy learning how to ride, and they spoke to each other in a more familiar manner than would be commonly acceptable. "Thank you, Mr. Raymond. The stable will be full tonight indeed! I am sure you will be delighted to have six new friends to cater to!"


"Yes Sir, Master William. With these six beauties, there will be three pretty mares and eight fine looking stallions in my stable tonight, and there's bound to be some interesting discussions going on. I doubt if I will get much sleep with all their sweet talking, but I will take good care of them for you."


The boys had escorted five of the six horses to the stable, but the first horse of the team was acting a bit skittish and was pawing the ground, unhappily shaking its head back and forth so they left him to Mr. Raymond to handle. Mr. Raymond walked over to the horse and gently stroked him on the high point of its shoulder where its neck hit its back and the horse immediately calmed. "It's alright big fellow. No need to worry. You and I are going to be great friends, and you're going to like it here." The stallion turned his head toward Mr. Raymond and dipped down and touched his cheek with his nose as a sign of reciprocity and trust. "Nothing like petting a horse's withers to get them to like you," he said.


As he walked the horse back to the stable, Darcy heard him mutter, "Sure wish that worked with the Mrs." Darcy laughed and thought about the remarkable affinity the man had with horses. Just like that, he had calmed a strange and nervous horse. "I believe the man is half horse himself."


By this time, Georgiana had come down to the drive and had greeted Mr. Charron warmly. He in turn introduced her to Miss Angelique, and the ladies politely curtsied and exchanged greetings. Seeing that Darcy and Frederick were now entering the carriage where Monsieur Charron was still sleeping, they felt it best to give the ill gentleman his privacy and walked together toward Mrs. Reynolds who would show their guest to her chambers.


Frederick lightly jostled his father's arm to wake him, but it took three attempts to do so. Gerard Charron opened his eyes, blinking several times to adjust to the light coming in from outside the carriage door.


"Où sommes-nous ?" he inquired. Realizing there was another gentleman with his son, he repeated, "Where are we?" He tried sitting up but fell back against the seat.


"We are at Pemberley, Papa. This is Mr. Darcy who has allowed us to come to his home for you to meet his doctors. Our long journey is over, and you can now stretch your legs."


"How do you do, Monsieur Charron? It is my pleasure having you here as our guest." Darcy slightly bowed, and reached inside to help Frederick pull him to an easier position to assist him out of the cramped corner. "Let us hold your arms while you bend your head down and try to find the first step." The frail man nodded and shakily did as he was asked, but he stumbled and almost missed the step. "Just let me lift you Sir," said Darcy as he used all his strength to pick him up and carry him across the driveway and up the steps to the foyer.


"Merci, Mr. Darcy. You must not think you will be required to lift me every time I need to move from room to room. I am old and ill, but I can walk on my own, S’il vous plaît!" Darcy set him down on his feet for him to prove his point, and although he was obviously weak and stiff from a long carriage ride, he did indeed walk a few feet across the floor to his son, who held out his arm and held on to him before he could fall.


"Yes, indeed, Monsieur Charron, I see that you are quite able. Perhaps now before we meet for tea, we will show you to your chambers and you can rest for a short while."


James and Frederick assisted the elder gentleman down a corridor to a group of guestrooms on the first level of the estate so there would be no need to use the stairs. Frederick would move from his previous chambers upstairs in the guest wing to be near his father during their stay. They appeared to be doing fine with him, so Darcy went to find Mrs. Reynolds to inquire about Miss DuPree and his sister.


"Oh, Master William" she exclaimed. The lady is such a lovely woman, indeed! Georgiana is quite delighted with her, and they are chattering away in Miss DuPree's chambers like a couple of magpies!"


"Yes, but I would think the lady would probably like to have some privacy to rest after her long trip, don't you? Perhaps we should remove Georgiana from her room until we have tea in another hour. Could you kindly knock on her door and ask Georgiana to come and speak to me? I will be in my study." He briskly walked away, not noticing that Mrs. Reynolds shook her head in frustration.


"He has no idea what it is like for ladies to become better acquainted. They could probably go on talking for the entire evening." She did, however, do what she was asked to do.


**********************


"Brother, why did you interrupt our conversation? Georgiana inquired as she burst into Darcy's office. We were having such an interesting discussion, and we were speaking in French! She is so lovely!"


"I'm sorry Georgie, but you must allow Miss DuPree to refresh herself from her long trip. There will be plenty of time getting to know her in the days to come. She is here to assist with Monsieur Charron's care, and I am told that he sleeps a great deal of the day, so when she is not tending to his needs, you can show her around Pemberley to make her feel more comfortable."


"Yes, William, I know you are correct, but I have been alone for such a long time, and it is wonderful having new people here in our home. I never really tried to get to know Mr. Charron while he was painting my portrait, but now I see that I was remiss. He is such a charming man with such an interesting history, and it will be quite pleasant having him here without having to sit in a chair in front of him having him stare at me!" She laughed and turned to leave. "I think I will go and play the pianoforte for a little while. I have learned a little French song that I hope to play for Miss DuPree. I shall see you for tea."


The rest of the afternoon and evening went quite pleasantly. They met for tea in the sitting room, and each of them agreed to use each other's Christian names. "Please call me Angelique, Mr. Darcy, Miss Georgiana. If we are to be living in the same residence, I would much prefer that."


"By all means, I believe that is appropriate. You may call me William, and I am sure that my sister would prefer that you call her Georgiana." He looked at his sister and she nodded her head and agreed.


"But I do not think it is proper for me to call you by your Christian name, Mr. Charron. It would feel quite odd to me", Georgiana timidly said.


"That is fine, Miss Darcy. We will keep it that way if you prefer. I have known your brother since he was a boy, and he is still having difficulty calling me Frederick!"


After tea they went into dinner and had a very special meal that Cook had prepared for their new guests. Afterward, instead of adjourning to the music room, both Frederick and Angelique declared that they were quite tired from their journey, and they parted in the hall to go to their separate quarters after saying goodnight to their host and hostess. Darcy stole a glance as Frederick bowed and kissed her hand, speaking softly to her. He could see that there was a deep affection between them, and he was glad for it


Chapter Twelve

A Gentle Breeze


That night, after Darcy walked through the foyer toward the large staircase leading up to the family wing, a small light at the end of an unused corridor to the left of the stairway caught his attention. The light appeared to be emanating from under the door of one of the rooms. Why is someone using that room tonight?" he questioned. "This wing has remained closed since....mother died." A flash of memory brought on the realization that this was the room that he and his mother had used as their art studio. Darcy had not wanted to enter that room since the passing of his mother, and he had instructed the staff that no one was to enter it.


He cautiously walked the length of the hallway, and stood in front of the door. He could hear nothing from within, so he gently knocked on the door. "Hello?" he said. "Who is here? I would like a word with you." When there was no answer, he carefully opened the door and found that the room was empty except for a small candle that was burning in a corner near a tall easel. "What is this about?" he questioned out loud. "Who has lit a candle and left the room unattended?" He walked to the corner of the room where the candle was burning, and noticed that there was a large canvas positioned on the easel with a palette of paints and several brushes on the table next to him. "Charron must have found this room and decided to paint while he stays here. He must have been exhausted after his journey and he forgot to extinguish the candle." That satisfied the mystery in his mind, and as he bent to blow out the candle, a slight waft of air extinguished the candle. "Is this my imagination again?" he pondered. "I have not had any wine or Charron's cognac this evening, so this is beginning to concern me." Once again, as in the portrait gallery, he detected the faint scent of his mother's lavender perfume. If he didn't know better, he might have thought that his mother was there in the room with him. Remembering the feeling he had when he had found the cottage in the woods, he said out loud, "Mother, if this is your way of telling me something, I am listening." With that, he left the room and went to his bed to toss and turn.


In the morning, one of Darcy's physicians, a Dr. Edwin Stewart, arrived to examine Gerard. He spent a great deal of time with him, and when he left his room, he told Darcy and Charron that he wanted to bring in another physician who could assist with determining the exact nature of his ailment.


"While we do not know a great deal about the workings of the heart, it does appear that he is having great deal of difficulty with tightness in his chest as well as fatigue and weakness, leading me to believe that it is indeed his heart weakening. There are no other symptoms to alert me to any disease known to me, but I would still like to call in another opinion. There is a physician in London by the name of William Morrow, the son of the physician William Morrow, Sr., who published papers back in 1768 on something called Angina. You may have heard about him, Darcy, as he taught at Cambridge.


"Yes, I have heard the name Morrow. His father taught at Cambridge prior to my years there, but I did hear him mentioned," Darcy commented.


"What concerns me is that Monsieur Charron kept repeating that his wife had died, and his children had to flee to America. He said that it was all his fault, and that he has been living a lie of some kind."


Charron winced, and opened his mouth to speak, but the doctor continued ," I do not wish to know the details, and at your request and my oath as a physician, this will remain confidential, but it certainly does lead me to believe that the gentleman has suffered from a great deal of anxiety. This certainly may have contributed in some way to his condition. We don't know yet what stress and worry can do to the human anatomy, but my guess is that it correlates with Morrow's conclusions. If you are agreeable, I would like to contact him and see if he can come to Derbyshire."


"By all means, doctor. If he can join us, I will take care of his travel expenses," Charron offered. The doctor said he would send an express message in the morning and left, saying he would return the next day to check on his patient.


That afternoon, Darcy asked Charron to meet him in his study. Georgiana and Angelique had gone on a tour of the estate, and Darcy knew that they would be occupied for most of the afternoon.


"William, I want you to know how grateful I am to you for assisting me with my father. I know that the news isn't good, but I feel as though I am doing something, rather than letting this go on and doing nothing."


"Of course, Frederick. I felt the same way with both of my parents. It is a helpless feeling not being able to do anything. At least with a doctor observing your father, you will have some reassurance that he is at least comfortable and all is being done that can be done."


"Is there some reason why you have requested a meeting with me, William?"


"Well, yes. I noticed last night that you had set up your art supplies in Mother's old studio in the North wing, and I want you to know that you might want to relocate to a larger space."


Charron gave Darcy a puzzled look and said, "I am afraid you are mistaken, my boy. As I have only been here one day, I have not given my work a single thought, and I have not yet brought out my supplies. I also would not think of entering that room without your approval."


Darcy stared at Charron in total disbelief, and replied "I am most mystified then. I saw a light coming from the studio last night, and when I entered, there was a candle burning next to Mother's old easel with paints on a palette. We both saw Georgiana retire to her chambers last night, and I cannot imagine who else would have done so. I will ask Mrs. Reynolds if she is aware of any of the staff that could have taken it upon themselves to do something like this. If so, they will be reprimanded for their bold behavior."


"Perhaps it is an invitation for you to take up a brush again, William. When was the last time you painted?"


"It has been quite a long time, indeed. I have been occupied with many other matters and have not taken much time for my own entertainment. I do miss it a great deal."


"Then I suggest you take this baffling occurrence to heart and respond to the invitation! Something or someone may be trying to encourage you to paint again."


"There must be an answer to this, and I plan to find out who is up to this scheme." He stood, and pulled the bell cord for Mrs. Reynolds to request tea. "Perhaps we can find the ladies and have them join us for tea if they haven't become lost in the estate. Georgiana hasn't ventured out to the various wings in years, and I am not certain she knows her way! We may have to gather a search party." Just at that moment, he heard the laughter of the ladies, and they entered the room.


"Oh, William. We have had such an enjoyable afternoon exploring Pemberley! We are going to the drawing room for tea, and we thought you might like to join us."


"Good idea, Georgie", he said, winking at Charron. "Let's call Mrs. Reynolds." At that very moment, Mrs. Reynolds entered the room and said, "You wish to see me, Sir?"


Georgiana twirled around said "Oh, My! There must be magical forces working here at Pemberley."


Mrs. Reynolds looked puzzled, and Darcy said "Yes, there is definitely something magical afoot." Only Charron knew what he meant.


After tea, Angelique and Charron went to Gerard's room to sit with him, and Georgiana went to attend to her lessons with Mrs. Annesley. Darcy decided to take another walk down the hall of the North wing to the art studio and entered the room. The room was unchanged from the night before, but he immediately noticed that there was the beginning of a painting of a female form on the canvas that he had thought was blank. "Perhaps in the darkness I failed to note the start of this work. Mother must have started this work before she died, and it has been waiting to be finished." He walked to the canvas and inspected the work thus far. It was a shape only, with no details of the woman. She appeared to be quite petite, perhaps a younger girl, but still with the pleasing curves of maturity and definitely not a child. The painting seemed to call Darcy to sit down and pick up a brush in his hand. "What is this magnet that is pulling me to you?" he said to the canvas. "I have no talent for portraits." He noticed that the paints on the palette were oddly still wet, but he no longer wished to question what was happening. This was now his painting to complete. "Alright, Mother," he said as he looked around the room. "If this is your doing, you have my full attention."


Darcy picked up the palette and started working on the background. He was able to easily depict a countryside setting with a small estate behind the girl. It was a two story red brick home with a small patch of trees to one side and a garden on the other side. He added a fence around the house and a swing hanging from a large apple tree in the garden. He had a strong sense that this girl loved the outdoors, and that she would often frequent the swing. "Why would I paint this scene with such a girl?" he queried. "I have no memory of visiting a small country estate such as this, and no ladies of my acquaintance would even think of such behavior. This is odd, indeed!" He stood up and looked at his progress thus far, and shook his head. "This painting seems to have a mind of its own. "


Once he had finished some of the background, he decided to stop for the afternoon. He would perhaps ask Charron to help him with the facial features at some point, but for now, he decided to dress for dinner, and as he left, he spoke to himself. "After dinner, when others have gone to bed, I will see what other details I can add to this mystery girl."


At dinner that evening, Angelique began to slowly discuss her life in France. Not knowing the terrible tragedy that had befallen her father, Georgiana naively asked about her family left behind in France. "Are your parents still in Paris?" she asked. Darcy and Charron both turned to Angelique, and feeling the need to rescue her from discussing her father, Darcy started to admonish Georgiana, but Angelique held up her hand to allow her to speak.


"I have no family in France, Georgiana. Like you, both my mother and my father have died, and I do not have the good fortune of having a lovely brother as you do. Other than a cousin in London, I am quite alone in the world."


"Oh, dear. I am so sorry, Angelique. I had no idea." Georgiana was mortified that she had ventured into such a sensitive topic, and her cheeks turned a bright red. With her eyes looking down to her lap, she continued to apologize for her mistake. Mrs. Annesley, who was seated next to her, patted her arm to let her know that she had done nothing wrong.


Angelique reassured her, "Georgiana, you have no reason to be embarrassed. You and I have much in common, and we have much to share with each other, but unlike your loss, my father was an outspoken enemy of the government, and unfortunately, he was murdered for his beliefs. I fled to England to escape being arrested for simply being his daughter. It was on the horrible voyage across the sea that I had the good fortune of meeting Frederick and Gerard, and they have become my family. That is a wonderful outcome, is it not?"


"It has been our good fortune, Angel," said Charron, not realizing that he had used his pet name for her. "We have been blessed with your kind and gentle heart." His look of adoration was plain, and even Georgiana understood the meaning of his look and his words.


After dinner, the men and women chose not to separate as was the norm, and instead headed for the music room to listen to Georgiana play the pianoforte. As a surprise for their guests, she had been practicing the well known French folk song, 'Sur le Pont d'Avignon', and both Angelique and Charron were delighted to hear a song from their own childhoods, joyfully singing along with the chorus about dancing on the Avignon Bridge. Georgiana and Mrs. Annesley had practiced the words and music to the song, and with only a few mistakes, she managed to sing and play quite beautifully. Everyone applauded her delightful surprise, and they asked her to play it again and again, laughing and clapping along until Darcy jokingly suggested that perhaps she could play something else. Georgiana chose several pieces that she knew by heart, and everyone agreed that she was quite an accomplished performer. The evening was a great success, but Charron finally confessed that he was quite tired and wanted to go to check on his father. Angelique volunteered to join him, and Mrs. Annesley reminded Georgiana that she needed to retire as well.


When the group had dispersed, Darcy decided to visit his studio one more time before retiring himself. He entered the room, and half expected to see the candle burning on the table near the easel. To his relief, it wasn't, but after he lit it himself and sat in front of the painting to judge his own work, he noticed that on the swing he had put in the painting's background, there was a small blue book that he knew he had not added. "Now I know that someone is playing with me" he said aloud. Looking around, as if to see someone there to speak to, he said "I most admire this young woman's affinity for books, but again, that is not what most ladies that I know would prefer as a pastime. There should probably be a fan instead." With that, he painted over the book and added a small fan on the swing instead. He worked a bit longer, embellishing the garden with more colorful flowers, and then put away his supplies and retired for the night. "I truly believe that Charron is involved in this somehow" he thought. "I know he wants me to paint again, and this must be his very clever plot." This realization seemed to answer the many questions that he had been avoiding about the mysterious happenings in the studio.


Every day from then on, Darcy made his way to the studio in the very early morning before the rest of the residents had arisen. The morning after he had painted over the small blue book and added a lady's fan, he found that the book had reappeared on the swing, only this time it was red. That day he worked on the color of the girl's hair, a dark chestnut brown, partially pulled back with curls hanging loose around her face. He next began painting her attire and chose to dress her in a deep burgundy gown and matching dancing shoes, such as he had seen the ladies of London wear, but as he leaned back to look at her, he felt that this didn't look appropriate in the country setting so he started over again, painting a very plain but pretty white dress with small white flowers in her hair. "What in blazes is this about? I cannot fathom why I would paint such a woman."


He stayed away from the studio for several days because it was finally time to begin painting her face, and he had no idea how to start. Finally, one morning when everyone had gone about their respective activities, he walked down the corridor and entered the room, wishing that he had a subject seated in front of him as Charron always did. He sat down at the easel and assiduously began working on the face of this mystery woman. He first gave her a long, oval shaped face with a pale porcelain complexion and blue eyes, which was his personal preference. Her look was too solemn, so he attempted to paint a smile but nothing he tried seemed to work. He tried brightening the smile, but time after time, he just couldn't get it right. "I am just not good at this", he said out loud. "Some artists can paint portraits, others can paint landscapes, and I am definitely the latter" he huffed.


Once again, assessing his work thus far, he had the strong sensation that this just wasn't the face that belonged on this woman. He tried again, this time giving her a rounder face with a darker color to her skin, as though she had spent a great deal of time out of doors, but with pink, healthy looking cheeks. "The ladies of the ton would never think of allowing their skin to darken like this," he mused. He gave her a smile that was confident, but with a touch of mischievousness, and he was quite pleased with the effect. "This young woman would be a delight to spar with! Too many women only say what they think I want them to say, and none of them dare to disagree with me. How refreshing it would be to meet someone like this and have a good, spirited disagreement!"


The most unsettling change to Darcy was the color of her eyes. The blue eyes he had originally painted and greatly admired were also entirely wrong for this face. Instead, he painted her eyes a deep dark brown color with long lush dark eyelashes. As a final touch to his work, he added golden flecks in her eyes, creating a depth and sparkle to her look. As he gazed at the face to find fault with it, he found that he could not really disagree with the beauty of her countenance, and he could not stop looking into her intoxicating eyes. He stepped back from the painting and saw that it was truly magnificent. "Who is this woman?" he said aloud. "She is lovely, but certainly not of our social sphere. I am astounded that this likeness has come from my imagination and my brush." At that exact moment, he became aware of the now familiar gentle breeze wafting through the room and the scent of lavender. Darcy went to close the window to the garden, but the window was closed. He instantly recalled his mother's words to him that true love knows no social sphere, and he knew this memory and realization was an important moment. He knew that this painting was for him alone. He would not show it to anyone, and he would not have to try to explain how it came to be. He wasn't sure he could even explain it to himself. Instead of leaving it in the house where it could be found, he knew exactly where he would take it. He would wait until it was totally dry, and he would then take it to the cottage in the woods without anyone seeing him. He wasn't sure why, but it definitely felt right. He gave this mystery woman one last look, and he left the studio.


Chapter Thirteen

Bingley


That afternoon, Darcy received a letter from his good friend, Charles Bingley, requesting that he join him to inspect an estate he had found to lease several miles outside of London. Bingley was the son of a wealthy tradesman who had aspired to enhance his family's standing in the eyes of society by becoming a gentleman landowner, but he had died before he could do so. As he also wished to give his son Charles a much better chance at being accepted by those who would scorn his ties to trade, he sent him to Cambridge to receive an education usually meant for the upper class and the landed gentry. Bingley had come to Cambridge two years after Darcy, and when Darcy met him in the library one afternoon, Bingley was struggling with entirely too many books, dropping several of them as he walked to a study table. Darcy assisted him, much to Bingley's surprise, as he was used to being shunned by most of the other students, especially in grades above him. He had seen Darcy around and greatly admired his reputation, so to have him pick up his books was shocking to him.


"May I join you?" Darcy inquired as Bingley set his books down and thanked him profusely.


"I, uh, well, yes, of course, Sir. Please do join me," Bingley sputtered. With that, they sat down and quietly introduced themselves. Over the next hour, Darcy learned that Bingley was a boy in a difficult situation, needing a hand getting accustomed to Cambridge and having someone to stand up for him against the spiteful behavior of their bad-mannered classmates. Darcy felt compassion for him and regardless of his own higher position in society, he offered to be that person, and from that fateful meeting in the library, a deep friendship was forged. They were together quite often during the following two years, and when Darcy left for his Grand Tour, he promised to contact him when he returned to resume their friendship.


During that time, Bingley's own father died, and when Darcy returned early to be at his father's bedside and ultimate death, knowing the deep grief that his friend was experiencing, Bingley traveled to Pemberley to be there to lend his support. Through the ensuing years, the two men were frequently in each other's company, and Bingley saw firsthand how Darcy was able to run his huge estate and all the associated responsibilities that were required of him. He knew that he was having a difficult time handling his father's businesses and the financial responsibilities that were thrust upon him, and he could not imagine also having a large estate and tenants to worry about. He was fully aware that he did not have the same level of proficiency to run an estate as Darcy, and he decided to put off his father's wish for him to become a gentleman landowner for a later time in the future.


In the meantime, because of his friendship with Darcy, Bingley enjoyed the social side of London, being invited to various functions not usually open to men in trade. He dearly loved to dance, and his boyish charm and happy attitude put him in the presence of countless young ladies, many of whom he claimed to have fallen in love with, only to quickly move along to another. He truly did not seem to have a care in the world and never had a bad word for anyone, always looking at the bright side of everything. Darcy could not believe how two such dissimilar men could be such close friends. He disliked everything about London society, and social functions were a trial for him, especially dancing with ladies he did not know. He hated being the target of pushy mothers and their mercenary daughters, and it was just easier for him to not attend at all.


It was a surprise when Darcy read Bingley's letter, revealing that he had finally taken the leap to explore a property to lease and potentially buy. He was pleased that his impulsive friend had not purchased the estate outright and was considering a lease first. He was also impressed that he had asked Darcy to view it with him to discuss the viability of the land and the condition of the residence. "I would be delighted to join him," he thought, "but we have houseguests and it wouldn't be proper to leave at this time." He decided to write a letter back to Bingley to decline his invitation, and went to his study to do so. He found Charron walking from the location of his father's room, and inquired as to his condition at present.


"Father seems to be doing somewhat better. I do believe that the fine country air and the daily visits from Dr. Stewart are helping him quite a bit. His coloring is improved, and he is standing for longer periods of time. Angelique reads French history books to him, and he begs her for more risqué novels, which makes her laugh, and that is also a good sign!" He noted that Darcy was on his way to his study, and he asked if he would like to share a bit of cognac with him.


"I would like that very much, Frederick. I just need to write a short note to a friend and then I am at your disposal. Do you want my Hennesey or your fine Lemarchal?" he asked with a raised brow.


"I will go fetch my Lemarchal and return in a quarter of an hour. Will that give you time to write your letter?"


"Yes, that would be fine timing," he replied and turned and continued on to his study.


Charron returned in the promised time and they repeated their ritual of enjoying cognac. "Did you finish your letter?" he asked Darcy and then continued, "Is there a problem you are dealing with?"


"Yes, I did complete the letter, and no, it is not a serious problem. A friend has finally decided to lease an estate outside of London, and he wants me to come and provide my judgment. He is quite indecisive and somewhat spontaneous, but he is a grown man now, and he can certainly make this decision without me."


"And why are you not going to assist him in his decision? Is it because we are visiting at Pemberley, and you feel you should not leave us?" He saw the look on Darcy's face that assured him that was indeed the reason. " Please reconsider, William. We are quite well taken care of here with Dr. Stewart visiting Father, and with James and Mrs. Reynolds looking after us, so there is no reason why you cannot leave for a short time. I am sure that Mr. Grover has everything under control at Pemberley, and you know that we will keep Georgiana safe and in good company."


"I see you are going to make this very difficult for me to deny my friend's request, aren't you, Frederick?" Darcy laughed. "Perhaps you are correct. I do need to make a short visit to Darcy House in London to check in with my housekeeper there, and I know that Bingley would greatly appreciate having me accompany him to this estate he has located." He picked up the letter to Bingley, tore it in half and tossed it into the fire. "I will rewrite this letter over again."


The two men spent an enjoyable time together until it was time to adjourn for tea with the ladies. Darcy informed Georgiana about his plan to leave for London, and instead of her expressing disappointment at his departure, she was quite unfazed by his disclosure. "So much for worrying about my absence from Pemberley," he thought to himself. "This is perhaps the perfect time for me to go."


The next morning, after sending a messenger ahead with his letter to Bingley, he returned to his studio and made sure that the painting he had finished the day before was dry enough to take to the cottage. There would be too many questions about the woman in the painting, as well as the unusual country setting, and he simply didn't have the answers. This painting had come about in a strange and mysterious way, and trying to explain something that made little sense even to himself would be impossible. He took one last look at the woman who had occupied his mind and heart for the past days, and he was unable to remove his eyes from her face. "She has an unusual beauty," he thought. "Definitely not the conventional type of beauty that has usually appealed to me." As he stared at her, he felt as though her eyes could see through his soul, and he felt a warmth envelope him that he had never felt before. "Who are you, lovely lady? It is almost as if she you are here with me," he whispered, and then he added, "How I wish you were."


He slowly lifted the painting off the easel it had been on and carefully wrapped it in an old tarp that was in a nearby cupboard. He had brought along some heavy rope and a knife and slowly tied the tarp around the painting, making a carrying handle in order to secure it to his horse. He took a quick look out the door, glancing up and down the hallway to see if anyone was about, and observing that it was clear, he hoisted the large canvas by the rope and headed down the hallway toward a door to the outside. He propped the bulky item next to the outside wall, and he walked quickly to the stable, hoping no one was watching him, but as he suspected, Mr. Raymond was awaiting him with Omega already saddled. "Of course he is waiting for me," Darcy said to himself, shaking his head in wonderment.


"A fine good mornin' to ya, Sir. Nice weather for a ride!" Omega stomped the ground and nodded his head up and down, also welcoming Darcy. Darcy greeted his friend, and mounted his horse, quickly returning around the side of the estate. He knew that this was not the usual direction he took for his morning ride, and it might have seemed odd to his stable master, but this ride was for a different purpose than exercise. He stopped at the side doorway where he had stowed the canvas, and took additional rope from his coat pocket, tying the painting along the side of the horse, running rope under and around its belly and securing it to the saddle. It's bulky width and length meant that he would have to swing his leg over the painting, trying to keep from bending the canvas, and he would not have a stirrup for his boot. It was awkward, and holding his leg out at a strange angle was quite difficult, but although the cottage was quite a distance away, he reached it in fairly good time. He moved the painting inside, and looking around for somewhere to hide it, he noticed that the space over the fireplace was empty. He could have sworn that there was one of his mother's paintings of Pemberley there when he last visited, but not wanting to spend too much time there, he removed the rope and tarp and lifted the large painting up onto the wood mantle.


"She looks so perfect here," he thought to himself as he gazed at her countenance. "But if I would want to bring a wife here someday, this will have to be removed. Until then, this is its hiding place." Once again, gazing at her beautiful eyes and saying a silent goodbye, he turned and left the cottage. Walking toward Omega, he mumbled to himself, "Perhaps one day I will understand the meaning of all of this."


After returning to Pemberley and joining his guests for their morning meal, he said his goodbyes, and he left the house to head back to the stables. Once again, his stable master, Mr. Raymond had somehow known the exact moment Darcy would depart the house, and there stood his black stallion, Omega, waiting for him at the bottom of the steps.


"Hullo again, Master William!" he said. "This big fella has been telling me that he barely got above a trot earlier this morning and is in need of a run, quite eager to go." Darcy never questioned Mr. Raymond's claim to speak with the horses, and as a boy, he had actually believed him, but as an adult, he simply chalked it up to luck and coincidence. However, he was taken aback at his ability to know the pace that Omega had achieved earlier in the day.


"Thank you, Mr. Raymond," he said. "Please inform Omega that this will be a long journey," he laughed. Much to his surprise, Mr. Raymond went to the horse and informed him that this was not just a morning run, and he would be away for some time. The horse whinnied and shook his head up and down, as if he was acknowledging the information. "There are so many unusual things happening around Pemberley these days, I think this horse actually understood that," he thought. With that, he mounted the steed and was on his way.


Since he disliked being trapped inside a coach for any length of time and much preferred horseback, his valet would follow with his coach and trunks and arrive in London a day or so later than Darcy. The weather was good, and he rode long distances before stopping to rest Omega and stopping again at night to sleep, arriving in London in good time. He had sent word to Mrs. King, his London housekeeper, but he beat the messenger, and she was quite surprised but delighted to see him after many months away. She knew how he disliked company, and she promised to keep the knocker off the door so there would be no visitors. He immediately sent word to Bingley that he had arrived, requesting that he join him at his earliest convenience, and it wasn't an hour before Bingley arrived at Darcy House. Darcy's butler, Albert knocked on his door and entered, quickly saying "Master William, Mr. Bingley's coach has arrived, but it is not just the gentleman himself. There are four people in his carriage."


"Four? Oh, Good Lord, Albert. Are there two ladies and a gentleman accompanying Charles?" he inquired with a look of alarm.


"Yes, Sir, that is correct" he answered with a look of distaste. "Should I allow them to enter?"


"Of course, Albert. Show them in. They will not be staying long." Bingley's sister Caroline and his married sister, Louisa and her husband, Gilbert Hurst had not been invited, but he knew that they were undoubtedly the guests arriving with Bingley. He groaned out loud, as he had no patience for either of Bingley's sisters, and Gilbert Hurst was tiresome, to say the least. He intended to make it a short visit and retire early after his long ride.


He heard Miss Bingley's high pitched voice as she entered the front hall, and he cringed. "How does Charles not find her voice disturbing?" he thought. Caroline Bingley had been attempting to impress Darcy for years, and she made no secret about wanting to be the mistress of Pemberley. At every opportunity, she fawned over him and made inappropriate advances, not seeming to notice that her efforts were continuously ignored and blatantly rebuffed.


Albert opened the door to his study and before he could announce their arrival, Caroline brushed past him and flew into the room exclaiming, "Oh, Mr. Darcy! It is so good of you to invite us to your home this afternoon. We have greatly missed your company in London!" She barely curtsied, and rushed to his side, definitely much too close to be appropriate, and she grabbed his arm. Darcy wanted to remind her that he had not invited her, but it would be useless. He knew that she had assumed that an invitation to Bingley to come to Darcy House was meant to include her, and there would be no correcting her. "We had no idea you were coming to Town!" she exclaimed too close to his ear. "Will you be attending any balls while you are here?"


"Good Day, Miss Bingley" he said as he bowed, purposefully ignoring her question, carefully removing her hand and walking past her to greet Charles and the others. "Charles, it is good of you to come so quickly." Bingley looked at Darcy with an apologetic glance, knowing that the inclusion of his sisters was not what Darcy had expected or wanted. He greeted Mr. and Mrs. Hurst, and invited them to be seated on a settee by the windows. He also motioned to have Miss Bingley join them at that end of the room, but she ignored his suggestion and slipped her hand back into the crook of his arm, staring up at him as if he was her long lost lover.


"Caroline," Charles said, "Darcy and I have business to conduct, and I must have you give us some privacy," he admonished. "Please take the chair you have been asked to take." With that, Darcy again removed Miss Bingley's grasp on his arm, and Bingley firmly escorted her to sit next to her sister and Mr. Hurst at the other end of the room.


"Charles, I am sure that Mr. Darcy is quite pleased to see us, and this dreary business can surely wait, can it not?" She coyly looked at Darcy and purred, "Isn't that right, Mr. Darcy?"


"I'm sorry, Miss Bingley, but I did request that Charles come to talk with me about his plans to inspect an estate in Hertfordshire. I have come from Pemberley to assist him to determine if it is a worthy property to lease and possibly purchase. This is his opportunity to become a gentleman landowner, and I should think that is certainly something that would please you."


Caroline had no sooner sat down than she stood up abruptly and whisked across the room, standing next to Darcy and once again placed her hand on his arm. "Oh, Charles!" she gasped. " What is this about viewing an estate? You did not tell me that this was your purpose in visiting Mr. Darcy!" she screeched. "You do not have to involve Mr. Darcy in this foolishness! An estate in the country with no society is hardly something that we should consider, and I vehemently disagree with this plan", she boldly argued. "Please, Mr. Darcy! Tell Charles that this scheme is a terrible mistake!"


Once again, Darcy removed her hand from his arm, this time more forcefully and moved around behind his desk taking a seat. Bingley stepped toward his sister and glared at her, sternly admonishing her. "Caroline, this is not your decision to make. I am following our father's desire for me to purchase an estate in the country, and Darcy is the perfect person to guide me in this endeavor." He turned to Darcy and said "I apologize for Caroline's outburst, Darcy. I am grateful to you for coming all this way from Pemberley to assist me, and Caroline is just not yet accustomed to the idea of a country home away from London. As you know, she is most comfortable in the city and the society that she enjoys."


"Yes, Charles," Darcy said with obvious irritation. "This is not a conversation that needs to take place this afternoon with the ladies and Hurst in attendance. Perhaps we should meet at White's tomorrow afternoon to discuss the details and plan our trip to this place called Hertfordshire. My horse needs time to rest from our ride, and I must admit, so do I. Shall we say three o'clock at White's?"


He hoped that his hint that the meeting was over was strong enough, but Miss Bingley impolitely insisted that they had hoped to have a cup of tea and enjoy some of his cook's delicious biscuits. "It has been so long since we have enjoyed your company, Mr. Darcy, and I am sure you do not wish our visit to end so soon! My goodness, we have barely just arrived! I am sure your cook has made some of her delicious biscuits that I adore, and we would love to hear about your lovely sister, Georgiana. I so long to see her again!"


Charles stood up and walked to his sister, holding out his hand to guide her toward the door. "Caroline, did you not hear Darcy say that he is exhausted from his long trip? We are leaving!" He turned to Darcy and rolled his eyes. "I will see you tomorrow Darcy. I apologize for the length of our stay." He wanted to apologize for his sister's outlandish behavior, but he knew that Darcy was quite familiar with her conduct. He took Caroline's arm as she lingered near Darcy, and practically pulled her along to leave his study.


"Charles! Please unhand me! Can you not see that Mr. Darcy wishes for us to remain?" She looked between the two men, and realized that there would be no invitation to continue the visit. Her sister and Hurst stood and joined Charles in convincing her that it was indeed time to go. "Well then, goodbye for today, Mr. Darcy" she gushed. "We must have you to dinner soon", she said over her shoulder as she was firmly moved down the hall to the front door.


"Goodbye, Mr. Darcy" said Mrs. Hurst. That was the only thing that she had said during their entire visit. Her husband, Gilbert merely grunted and followed the others to their coach. As they moved down the hallway, Darcy could hear Bingley chiding his sister for her indecorous behavior and Caroline's high pitched nonsensical quarreling.


"Poor Bingley," Darcy thought as he watched their carriage roll away from the front of his townhouse. "How did such an affable man become saddled with such odious relations." He knew that he should talk to Bingley about the need to curtail Caroline's offensive manners and relentless pursuit of his attention, but that was probably a task far beyond Bingley's capabilities. He climbed the stairs to retire to his chambers and fell asleep the moment he put his head down on his pillow.


Chapter Fourteen

Visitors from America


To Darcy's great surprise, his valet had apparently arrived quite late the night before, sometime after he had gone to bed, and much sooner than he expected. Darcy had actually wanted Gregory to go straight to Hertfordshire without stopping in London, but the man had served him for many years, and he wouldn't hear of it. Darcy told him to take his time, but he had obviously travelled long days to arrive as soon as possible to serve his employer. With little sleep, he promptly arrived in Darcy's chambers early the next morning to prepare Darcy's bath and to shave and dress him for the day. Darcy felt quite capable of taking care of these things by himself, but he appreciated Gregory's loyalty, and he expressed his gratitude. "No need to thank me, Master Fitzwilliam," Gregory humbly responded. "It is my pleasure to assist you, Sir. You need to refresh yourself after such a long ride, and a bath is definitely in order."


After breaking his fast, he went to his study and looked through a pile of paperwork and correspondence from Pemberley that his steward had forwarded to London. After a few hours, even though his bath relaxed him, Darcy decided to stretch his still tight leg muscles from three days of riding Omega. He wanted to take a short walk to Hyde Park, just a few blocks from his Grosvenor Park townhouse, but as his butler opened the front door for him, He noticed a carriage rolling to a stop in front of him. As the door opened, a young man stepped out and looked up at Darcy standing at the top of the stairs. "Can I be of assistance?" Darcy inquired of the gentleman.


"Yes, perhaps you can. I am looking for a Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, and I believe he resides here. Do you know him?"


Darcy noted that the gentleman spoke with a French accent. "Who may I inquire is asking?" he questioned before introducing himself.


"Oh, yes, of course. My name is Nicolas Chastain. I was informed that Mr. Darcy might have information about my brother. I have recently arrived from America, and my brother is not at his home here in London."


Darcy was visibly happy to hear this was who his visitor was. Smiling, he said "Good Day, Mr. Chastain. I am Fitzwilliam Darcy, and I must say that I am quite pleased to make your acquaintance! I was just going out for a short walk, but this is indeed a pleasant surprise. Your brother and your father are currently visiting my home in Derbyshire in Northern England, and they will be most delighted to hear that you have come! Please join me inside, and I will share the details with you."


"Wonderful! I am joined by my sister, Janine, and she is waiting in the carriage. Let me inform her that we have found you. She will be delighted."


He turned back to the carriage and leaned inside. "Janine, this is Mr. Darcy! He has knowledge of Francois and Father, and he has invited us to join him inside to assist us in finding them!"


Darcy heard a quiet voice say "Oh, Nicolas! We are getting so close!" He watched as Nicolas handed out an attractive young girl and escorted her up the stairs where Darcy stood to be introduced. She curtsied, and in a faint French accent she said "I am pleased to meet you, Mr. Darcy. Our brother's housekeeper said you knew their location, and she gave us your London address to speak to your staff. We never thought that you might actually be here!"


The small group entered the townhouse. The butler met them and took their coats and hats, ushering them into the drawing room where he asked if Darcy would like tea to be served. Darcy agreed, and he bowed and left the room.


"Please be seated" he said to his guests. "When did you arrive from America?" he asked.


"We arrived in Portsmouth about three days ago by ship, but after resting for a day there, and two uncomfortable days by post coach, we just arrived in London late this morning. We immediately went to my brother's address, but as my sister said, his housekeeper was obviously told not to give out any information about their location. When we explained who we were, she gave us your name, but nothing else. The name Darcy and your address was easily recognized in a small cafe where we stopped, and we were directed here to Grosvenor Square. What luck that we happened to find you here!"


At that moment, the door opened and tea arrived. His butler poured the tea, and then left the room. As Darcy handed Janine a cup, she stifled a yawn behind her hand, and she apologized profusely. Darcy smiled at her and said "I realize you are not British, and tea is not as much a part of your culture as ours, but this does wonders for you after a long journey."


"I fear that I am still quite fatigued from our long journey across the ocean," Janine admitted. "We were at sea for almost thirteen weeks with difficult weather, so being in England at last has been an emotional experience for us. Our brother wrote to us that Papa was quite ill, and we worried that we would be too late to see him, but it was very important that we at least tried. From what you have said, he is with our brother at your home, and we hopefully still have time. Can you tell us of his condition?" she timidly asked.


"I left him three days ago, Miss Chastain, and although he is weak, the fresh air of the country and the good care he is receiving has done a great deal for him. Your brother and their good friend Angelique are there with my sister and her governess, and our family physician visits him daily. I am presently in London as I agreed to join a friend of mine to view a potential estate to lease just outside of town, and believe me, I would not have left Pemberley if I felt that he was in imminent danger."


"Does the physician know what has caused his illness?" Nicolas asked.


"Not as yet. He has a theory, but he has requested a second opinion from another physician that has done studies on ailments related to the heart. That gentleman has not been able to leave his practice here in London yet to see your father, but I expect he will journey to Derbyshire within the next few weeks."


Nicolas looked thoughtful for a moment, and then asked "How long is the journey to Derbyshire, Mr. Darcy?"


"It is a three day journey by coach, depending on weather conditions. I would very much like to assist you with your plans to travel there as soon as possible. Arrangements must be made for overnight accommodations and changing horses along the way. I was to leave first thing tomorrow morning, but I will postpone my departure until we have taken care of your journey. You must stay here with me until the arrangements have been made, and I will have rooms prepared for you right away," he said.


Nicolas and Janine looked at each other, appearing unable to speak. "Mr. Darcy," Nicolas started, "This is entirely too much for you to do for us. You do not even know us, and you are not only housing our family at your home in Derbyshire, but now you are offering to give us shelter here in London and to help us with our travel plans. We cannot ask so much of you."


"Please, Mr. Chastain, it is my pleasure to assist you and your sister. Your brother has been a dear friend of our family for many years, and it will be an amazing surprise for him and particularly your father to have you arrive at Pemberley."


"Very well then, Mon Ami, we accept your kind offer. We do not have accommodations arranged in London, and it would be greatly appreciated to have a good night's sleep. Our travel to London did not afford us the luxury of good mattresses or civil companionship. It seems our French accents have stayed stronger than I thought after living in America for these many years, and there appears to be some animosity toward the French here in England, Oui?"


"Perhaps in the smaller cities, but not that much here in London. There was some difficulty when the first immigrants found refuge here about the time you left for America, as it was feared that there might be dissidents among the large number that arrived, but that has decreased over time. There are so many lovely French restaurants and shops that the French opened when they arrived, and for the most part, they have been accepted. The English people have become quite accustomed to the touch of class it brings to London, although there is always talk of another war, and that might tend to make some people act in an entirely different manner toward the French." Darcy stood and motioned for them to stay seated while he pulled the bell cord for his housekeeper.


Mrs. King entered the room, and Darcy asked her to ready two guest chambers for his visitors. "This is Mr. Nicolas Chastain and Miss Janine Chastain. They will be staying with us for at least two nights."


"Yes, Sir, Mr. Darcy. It is my pleasure to make your guests' stay with us as comfortable as possible." Mrs. King curtsied and greeted them with a smile. "Have you had anything to eat yet today?"


"No, I'm afraid not. We had a cup of coffee before we left our inn and traveled to London this morning, but please, do not go to any trouble for us."


"Nonsense", Darcy said. " Mrs. King, please tell Cook to prepare a nice meal for our guests after they have refreshed themselves, and advise her that there will be three of us dining together this evening." He mentioned that he had a meeting arranged for the afternoon, but he would return in time to join them for tea and dinner after they had rested. "There is much to discuss!" he said.


That afternoon, as planned, Darcy met Bingley at White's. Darcy hadn't been there for over a year, but he noticed some of the same men seated in the very same seats they had occupied at his last visit. He felt disgust at their indolence and the total lack of any kind of productivity in their lives. They sat for hours drinking much too much, complaining incessantly about the terrible weather and their abysmal wives, and, of course, gossiping about the Prince Regent and his barmy father, King George.


Darcy had no interest in speaking to anyone, so they sat together in a quiet corner, away from prying ears. He knew that he was being watched and tongues would be wagging that evening when word got out that Darcy was in Town. Darcy explained to Bingley that he had unexpected visitors arrive that morning and that he had to postpone their journey to Hertfordshire until he had helped with their travel plans. They quietly discussed the property that Bingley had located, and they agreed to leave in two days to view the estate and the surrounding land. "Thank you for assisting me with this decision, Darcy. I have no experience with this endeavor, and I can think of no one better than you to provide advice."


"I am pleased to help you Bingley, but do not depend on my opinion to make this decision. This is your future, not mine. However, I do believe that leasing any property first before making a major purchase is prudent, and for that I commend you on not making an impulsive decision. Let us see this estate together, and I will give you my honest thoughts on its viability, but the ultimate choice will be yours. I believe your biggest challenge will be convincing your sister to agree to this plan." He shook his head, looking dolefully at Bingley. Bingley just hung his head and breathed a deep sigh.


They enjoyed a leisurely glass of brandy, and after Bingley promised to arrive at Darcy House in two days time to transport them to Hertfordshire in his carriage, they parted ways. Darcy knew that as soon as he had completed the travel plans for the Chastain brother and sister, the sooner he could leave London the better. Now that he had been seen at White's, many desperate mothers in many townhouses across London were planning how their daughters' could be introduced to him at balls, the opera, or perhaps as he walked in Hyde Park. While proud of his position and his wealth, he hated the attention and wanted nothing to do with the ladies - and especially the mothers of the ton.


The dinner conversation with Nicolas and Janine that evening was full of details regarding their harrowing journey from France to America and their subsequent lives in South Carolina. Janine had a difficult time reminiscing about the night of their mother's death and their decision to leave France immediately afterward with little time to bury her. "I pray that one day we can go to her grave and have a proper service to honor her life. I was quite young, but I do remember the shock of losing her, and I miss her every day."


"We will do that one day, little sister," Nicolas answered. "I must admit that it is a blur to me to recall how quickly we were whisked away by our Uncle and put on board a ship. We had little understanding of how dangerous our journey would be, and it was probably best that we didn't know." He turned to Darcy and continued. " The voyage was long and miserable with sickness all around us. Some people became so ill they died on board, and their loved ones cried and mourned for them the entire journey. Others were seasick and fearful, and the atmosphere was quite dismal. Our uncle never told us that it would be at least a three month voyage, and every day when we asked if we were close to America, he lied to us and said that we were almost there. After awhile, we just stopped asking him."



Nicolas shifted in his seat, and continued. "We were lucky to meet a few other young people on board the ship, and we passed the time by playing small games and cards. I felt extremely sorry for Janine because she was only a little girl, and it was hard to include her in our games, but she was so sweet that many of the ladies watched her during the day, and one woman taught her how to crochet. Another kind young woman even read small children's books to her in French. She spoke English very well and taught Janine some English words and how to write the English alphabet. It helped her when we arrived in America as everything was so different for her, and at least she could understand a few things. I must admit, it took me a little longer to understand and speak English."


"What happened to you when you arrived in South Carolina? What did you do to earn your way in your new life?" Darcy asked.


"We arrived in a place called Charleston. Our family had distant relatives that owned a large cotton plantation there, and we were offered a place to live with them to start over. They were quite kind to us, and they made no demands on us, but my Uncle was weakened by the voyage and couldn't work, so I offered to work on the plantation, learning the business. They had a large number of slaves that did the hard work , but I wanted to work alongside them to see the planting and cultivating of the crops. I must admit that I was quite shocked at the concept of slavery, and I had a very difficult time with it, but it wasn't my place to speak of it. I apparently impressed my new family with my willingness to work hard and learn, and I was soon assisting their steward in the running of the property. Janine was able to attend an English school there, and she is now quite proficient in your language, much more than I am!"


Darcy watched this handsome young man tell his story, and in many ways, he reminded him of himself at the same age, making his way alone in the world without the guidance of a mother and father, taking care of his young sister.


"Brother, why don't we allow Mr. Darcy to tell us about Francois and Papa. It has been so long since we have seen them, and other than letters that came from time to time, I have little knowledge of their lives here in England."


Darcy did his best to fill in the years that they missed, and although he knew their brother, he admitted that he only just met their father. He did not mention the fact that he had known their brother by a different name, deciding that he would leave those details up to Frederick to explain to them. After a long dinner and an emotional conversation, Nicolas and Janine claimed fatigue and decided to retire for the night.


"I will begin helping you with your journey arrangements in the morning. Please get some much needed rest." Darcy wished them a good night, and he also retired.


Darcy awoke early in the morning and began sending letters to inns that he was familiar with to reserve rooms for the brother and sister during their three day journey to Derbyshire. He also wrote a letter to Mrs. Reynolds explaining the circumstances of their pending arrival, but with strict instructions not to spoil the surprise. He gave his letters to Albert and went to the breakfast room where he met Miss Chastain on her way there as well.


"Good Morning, Mr. Darcy," she said. "I realize it is quite early, but I couldn't sleep once the sun came up, and I am excited to plan our trip today."


Nicolas also entered the breakfast room right behind her, and said "I see I am not the only early riser. I cannot remember when I slept so well. Good Morning, Janine. Good Morning, Mr. Darcy."


"Good Morning to you as well, Miss Chastain," bowing to her. "Nicolas." I have already written letters to the inns for your journey, and they are quite comfortable. I also wrote to my housekeeper to prepare rooms for you at Pemberley, but she will keep your arrival to herself. I wish I could be there to see your brother's face when you arrive, and I hope that he can prepare your father sufficiently so as not to give him a shock!"


"We are quite excited to see them both after all these years," Nicolas said. "It will be wonderful to be together again. Janine was so young, but she claims to remember them quite well. " He cleared his throat and said, "You mentioned that you have a sister, Mr. Darcy. Is she closer to Janine's age or mine?" He blanched when he realized that it might not have been an appropriate question.


"Yes, Georgiana will also be delighted to meet you both. She is sixteen years old, and while I do not know your ages, she is probably a bit older than Miss Chastain, but somewhat younger than you, Nicolas. I daresay, she will enjoy having another young lady at Pemberley. Your brother's friend, Angelique, is definitely older than Georgiana, but she has enjoyed her female companionship since your family arrived. They met Angelique on their treacherous trip to England, and she was quite instrumental in assisting them with accommodations in London at her cousin's boarding house. Her own father had been killed in Paris, and she too was fleeing France, and ever since they arrived in London, she has taken care of your father as if he was her own. I will let your brother tell you all about it when you assemble in Derbyshire, but I think you will like her very much." If they wondered at her being with their brother and father and any deeper reason, they didn't ask.


After their morning meal together, it was decided that Darcy would give them a short tour of London before leaving the city the following day. He took them by coach to various places in the city, including Soho where their brother had lived when he arrived in England and where many of the French immigrants had established businesses. They rode past Buckingham House, St. James Palace, and then entered Hyde Park, riding along the carriage path on the northern bank of the Serpentine. After a few hours, Darcy instructed the driver to take them to Berkeley Square to visit Gunter's Tea Shop for ices and sweet meats. He explained that this confectioner shop was a fashionable spot in Mayfair where the ton flocked in their curricles and barouches to see and be seen.


Janine was enthralled with the ladies in their beautiful gowns and feathered turbans and large hats, but she looked quite concerned. "Will I be required to dress like that here in England?" she timidly inquired. "I do not have fashionable clothing like that, Mr. Darcy."





Darcy assured her that his sister Georgiana would be happy to help her with her wardrobe when she reached her destination. "Georgiana is a bit taller than you, but I know that she has many things that she would be delighted to provide for you during your stay. There is also a capable modiste in Lambton, a small village not far from Pemberley, and your brother will surely want to make sure you have a proper wardrobe. It is colder there than London, and certainly much colder than South Carolina!"


Janine seemed pleased with that knowledge, and she returned to her observation of the hustle and bustle of nearby shoppers and the constant flow of patrons of Gunter's. After a pleasant respite, the group agreed to return to Darcy House to prepare for their respective journeys the following day. Darcy was pleased to have made their acquaintance, and he had enjoyed their short time together. He was quite impressed with their bravery embarking on this difficult and emotional mission, and particularly with Nicolas. Whatever they had endured in America, it was obvious that Nicolas had grown to be a fine young man, and he had not allowed the tragic experiences of his youth to break his spirit. On the contrary, he saw a strength and sensibility in Nicolas, and he admired his poise and maturity. He watched him take care of his younger sister, and he recalled how it felt for him to take on the daunting responsibility of his own sister at about the same age.


That evening, they had a quiet dinner together, discussing the towns and villages they would pass through on their way to Pemberley, and Darcy gave them a brief history of his ancestral home. He told them he would return to Pemberley when his obligation with his friend was complete, but he assured them that they were welcome to stay as long as they wished. He bade them a goodnight, and they all went to their separate chambers for the night.


Chapter Fifteen

Netherfield


The following morning, Darcy loaded the Chastains and their belongings into one of his coaches and sent them on their way with a driver who he trusted and who knew the way quite well. Soon after, Bingley was announced by Albert in Darcy's breakfast room, where he was finishing a second cup of coffee. Bingley had a strange look on his face as he entered, and Darcy had the feeling that he knew what was to come. "Darcy, I am sorry to tell you that my sisters and Mr. Hurst will be accompanying us to Hertfordshire. Caroline insisted on coming along as she is convinced that I am taking her to some primitive dwelling in the middle of nowhere, and she insists on seeing it to provide her 'expert' opinion. She is not making this easy for me, and I must apologize to you in advance, as I am well aware how she imposes herself on you."


Darcy was extremely disturbed that Caroline would be joining them. She would point out all the reasons why the estate would not suffice for her high society requirements, and he knew that Bingley was not strong enough to put her in her place. It would be up to him to steer Bingley in the right direction with this or any other property, and he shuddered at the thought of her inevitable objections. "Don't worry, Charles. I will be able to deal with Caroline. It is you I am concerned about. You know she will find fault with everything about Netherfield and the surrounding area, and without a doubt, she will be appalled at any less than sophisticated neighbors she comes across. You and I will have no objections, but you know your sister. God help them all."


"Yes, I know Darcy. I have prepared myself for the inevitability of that occurring, but with you along, I feel that we can overcome her objections." He gave a pleading look to Darcy, and said "I know that I must make this decision myself, and Caroline should not have a say, but she will live with me until she marries, and I will need her to serve as my hostess in order to entertain, so we both know that she will do her best to sway me." He shook his head and turned to depart. "They are waiting for us in the carriage, so have your things brought outside, and our driver will help load your cases.


Darcy stopped him before he left the room. "Bingley, forgive me, but I believe that it will be necessary to have horses to ride the grounds of Netherfield, so I think you and I should ride horseback instead of traveling in your carriage. You can ride one of my horses." Darcy had no intention of riding in a small carriage with Bingley's sisters. Mr. Hurst was no problem, as he usually slept and didn't contribute to any conversation, but Caroline and Louisa were another story. Darcy knew that by the time they arrived, he would be sorry that he agreed to accompany Bingley, and Caroline would have put a damper on Bingley's usual optimistic outlook. Having his horse would be the perfect and only way to escape from Miss Bingley. Bingley understood that there was a good reason for this change of plans, and he readily agreed. Darcy excused himself to go and request that his horses be prepared for the trip.


They departed as soon as the grooms brought the horses around from the mews and the footmen were finished loading their trunks on the carriage. Miss Bingley poked her head out of the carriage loudly exclaiming, "Charles, what is the meaning of this? There is ample room inside our carriage for you and Mr. Darcy, and I see no reason why you have to ride horseback on such a short journey. You will make a terrible impression on the inhabitants of the town if you arrive dusty and windblown. They will expect their esteemed potential neighbor to arrive in a carriage with dignity. Mr. Darcy, please explain this to Charles."


"I didn't think you cared what the country folk thought, Caroline. And I don't think it would be the first time they have seen town gentlemen riding horses," Bingley said. "Let us not dally any longer." He firmly shut the carriage door, and nodded to the driver sitting atop the carriage to be on their way. The driver snapped the reins and the horses forcefully moved the carriage forward. Bingley glanced at Darcy, smiling as they both realized Miss Bingley had probably not settled into her seat yet when the carriage lurched ahead. She would not be pleased.


As they rode alongside the carriage on their way out of London, Darcy was pleased that Bingley had spoken up to his sister. She could be very strong and convincing, and he normally took the easiest way with Caroline, typically letting her have her own way. His personality was so pleasant and agreeable that he was frequently swayed by other people's opinions, and Caroline took full advantage of his affability. Darcy could only hope that this was the beginning of a new and stronger Bingley.


The trip was an easy one, no more than one half a day, and they made it into the small town of Meryton by lunchtime. They pulled up to the Meryton Inn, a small but well appointed establishment, and Darcy went inside to see if there was a place to have a meal. It looked clean and well kept, and the proprietor was able to seat their group of five. Darcy asked a young boy at the next door stable to water and feed their horses, and they helped the ladies down from the carriage.


"Charles, this is horrid. The hem of our dresses will collect dirt from the streets of this town, and this establishment looks like it is deteriorating. I would prefer not to dine here." Neither Darcy or Bingley replied to her, and they entered the building ignoring her complaints. Louisa and Gilbert followed them in, and Miss Bingley had no choice but to join them. They were escorted to their table, and she puckered her lips as though she had eaten a sour fruit, turning up her nose at the table. "Louisa, look at this. This cloth needs laundering, and the silver is in need of polishing." She looked around the room, and sneered at the other guests who were enjoying their repast. Without lowering her voice she said "And these people have no manners whatsoever. They eat like barbarians."


Darcy glanced around, noticing nothing of the kind. There were three men dressed for travel at one table quietly drinking ale and enjoying bowls of steaming stew. At another table were a man and woman with a small child, eating a small lunch of cold meats and cheeses. None of these people looked at all barbaric.


"Caroline, there is nothing wrong with the other guests here, and please lower your voice. If we are going to lease an estate nearby, we must not make enemies before we have a chance to make friends." Bingley shook his head, and gave another apologetic look at Darcy. They ordered a small lunch, and then inquired about directions to Netherfield.


"You must be the new gent who is leasing Netherfield" said the innkeeper. "This is a nice town, Sir, and the people here are not used to you town folk coming in and making remarks about our lack of manners", he said as he frowned at Caroline. "We live our lives the best we can, and we are proud of our neighborhood." He turned around and walked away, audibly muttering under his breath, ending their conversation.


Bingley glared at his sister. "You see, Caroline! You have already made a bad impression on the first person we have met here in Hertfordshire. I must insist that you keep your thoughts to yourself. If this estate is acceptable, I intend to make friends here, and you are not helping my plan."


Caroline huffed and marched outside, looking for their carriage. Darcy and Bingley took care of the bill, while Hurst ignored their endeavor and sauntered outside, leaving Louisa standing alone. She called out to him, "Gilbert! You seem to have forgotten something." Hurst turned around and looked at her with a puzzled look on his face. "You have forgotten your wife, Mr. Hurst!" she exclaimed. She stood in her spot, not moving, and Hurst finally shuffled back to her, holding out his arm. As he escorted her outside, Darcy and Bingley heard angry words being murmured between the husband and wife.


"My family has fewer manners than those that they criticize," Bingley said to Darcy. "I am feeling a migraine coming on." With that, they left the inn and made their way to Netherfield.


The entourage rolled up the long driveway of the large estate. At first glance, Darcy felt that it was a fine looking building in good shape for being vacant for so long. The grounds in front of the estate had been maintained, and a groom appeared immediately to take care of the horses and the carriage. As they stopped at the bottom of the large staircase leading up to the entrance, a housekeeper and a butler opened the door and along with several footmen they descended the stairs to greet their guests. It was clear that the landowner had taken great care to convey a favorable and welcome impression to Bingley.


A footman opened the carriage door, and backed away quite suddenly when Miss Bingley loudly exclaimed that he was entirely too slow opening the door. "I have been sitting in this carriage for hours, and it is unacceptable that I should be made to wait at the end of this arduous journey." The forlorn footman attempted to assist her down from the carriage, but she refused his hand. "Charles, please assist me this minute" she screeched. "I must leave this carriage immediately and walk to regain the feeling in my feet." The rest of the group looked at each other, well aware that they had just had a rest stop less than two miles away at the Meryton Inn where she left the carriage and had no difficulties with her feet.


Bingley helped his sister down from the carriage, admonishing her to be silent. Hurst and Louisa climbed out, surveying the edifice of the estate. The butler approached Bingley and Darcy, and bowed. "Good afternoon, gentlemen. I am Horace Blair, and I am the butler here at Netherfield." Her turned to the woman behind him and said "and this is Mrs. Blair, the housekeeper. Welcome to Netherfield." Mrs. Blair curtsied, and Horace said "May I inquire which of you gentlemen is Mr. Bingley?"


Bingley bowed and said "I am Charles Bingley, Mr. Blair. And this is my good friend, Fitzwilliam Darcy of Derbyshire. I am joined by my sisters, Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst, and her husband Mr. Hurst." Darcy bowed, Hurst nodded his head, Louisa curtsied, and Miss Bingley scowled. Bingley added "We are pleased to be here, and I very much look forward to touring the estate. It appears that Mr. Langdon the current owner has opened the estate for us and arranged for a staff to welcome us."


"Yes, Mr. Bingley, we have been employed by Mr. Langdon for many years, but when his wife passed away, he left for his townhouse in London, and he doesn't journey to the country anymore. This home is much too large for one gentleman to reside alone. He has kept my wife and I on to maintain the home, but the others were let go. Some of them have returned to serve you while you are here."


"Might they be available to come back to work should I decide to lease the estate?" Bingley inquired.


"Why, yes, I believe that many of them would be most pleased to return. When you have made your decision, and if you decide to reside here, I will make sure we retain a fine staff for you Sir."


Caroline was visibly irritated that they were still standing in the drive. "Charles, please cease your conversation with this person and assist us inside." He snapped his head around and frowned at his sister, letting her know that he was angry at her rudeness.


The group mounted the steps, and entered the front hall of the estate. As they entered, Mrs. Blair said that they had readied guest chambers for the two gentlemen, but they would need a short time to prepare additional chambers for the ladies and the other gentleman. Miss Bingley failed to realize that the staff had no idea the extra guests would be arriving, and she was not pleased that they did not have her accommodations ready. "I must have a room immediately. I am extremely fatigued from our long journey, and I must rest".


Bingley was now visibly upset. "Caroline, we have just come from London and you could not possibly be that tired. And for goodness sakes, Mrs. Blair did not know you were accompanying Darcy and myself. I am sure she will have your chambers prepared as quickly as possible." With that, Mrs. Blair nodded at Bingley and hurried up the steps. "Please try to conduct yourself in a more pleasant manner. We have been here less than ten minutes and you have already managed to anger the staff with your impatience and rudeness."


Darcy looked around the foyer, and while not as grand as Pemberley, he felt that it had a distinguished ambiance, and he was impressed with the gracious greeting they had received from the staff. The footmen began bringing the cases into the house, and Mrs. Blair returned asking if they would like to have tea served before they were shown to their respective rooms.


"Yes, that would be lovely", Mr. Bingley replied. Could you show us to the drawing room?" They followed Mrs. Blair and entered a lovely room painted in a pale yellow, furnished with comfortable seating upholstered in yellows and blues, and highly polished low tables edged in gold. "This is quite nice, isn't it?" he asked to no one in particular. His sister walked around the room, inspecting the etageres and cabinets along the walls, running her finger along the edges, checking for dust.


Darcy walked to the large floor to ceiling windows overlooking the grounds of the estate and gazed out at the view. The gardens were well manicured with a good variety of plantings and colorful flowers, and a copse of trees on both sides of the driveway appeared to be full of apples. To the left he noted a large expanse of land leading off as far as the eye could see. "I wonder what crops and livestock are here," he pondered. "I will ask Bingley to go out to explore the entire property first thing in the morning." He also hoped to stay away from Miss Bingley who he was sure had already made herself the talk of the servants. "This has not started off well for Bingley," he thought. "She is incorrigible. This will be a trial indeed."


He turned back and saw Bingley looking at him, waiting for some kind of comment regarding what he had seen so far. Rather than tell Bingley what he felt, he asked Bingley for his impression. It was time for Bingley to begin making his own decisions.


"What do you think so far, Charles? What is your first impression?"


"Well, I am quite pleased thus far. The home appears to be in fine order, and the staff is quite professional. I have yet to see the rest of the house, but so far, I do like it very much."


"Personally, I find it lacking, Charles," Caroline interrupted. "It is much too small, and the rooms are very dark. I am also appalled that there were only two footmen to carry our cases. It took them at least three trips up the steps while we stood talking about a lack of preparation with Mrs. Blake."


"It's Mrs. Blair, Caroline, not Blake," Bingley reminded his sister. "You have seen one room thus far, and this room is quite light and airy. I have no idea how you could make that judgment based on one room." By this time, he was quite angered by his sister's attitude. "Furthermore, this is a small temporary staff hired to help us while we are here for only a few days. The owner, Mr. Langley was kind enough to pay for their services while we are visiting. I suggest you hold your tongue for the duration of this visit, Caroline, as the staff could very well give Mr. Langley a poor view of us as potential tenants of his property." As he was making this comment, it occurred to him that it was not beneath his sister to have that be exactly her plan. He turned to his other sister. "What do you think, Louisa?"


Louisa Hurst spoke for the first time since they had arrived. "It is certainly not of the same standard as Pemberley, but I have found nothing objectionable yet. I will wait to judge the quality of the guestrooms and the dining room." What do you think, Gilbert?"


Her husband had already taken a seat and shrugged his shoulders. "It seems satisfactory, " he said. Everyone waited for additional comments from him, but none came. "Do do you suppose they have a bottle of brandy anywhere around here?"


Charles looked back at Darcy and asked him for his reaction to the estate. " You should view the other rooms, of course, but the most important thing for you to do is to view the books and the yearly crop yield. It is also extremely important to ride the acreage and look at drainage issues and fencing conditions. You will need to inspect the equipment that comes with the property, and, of course, the stables . You will require a reference letter on each member of the staff, and an inventory of the entire estate must be done. You will need to account for the condition and number of silver pieces, all artwork, and the furnishings so that you know what you are buying. After you have done those things, and if all is in good order, I see no harm in leasing it for a short duration and making a decision whether to purchase at the end of your lease."


Bingley stared at him with wide eyes, recognizing that he had not realized all that was required, and knowing that he had a lot to learn about land ownership. "Right", he said. "Now, let us see if we can find that bottle of brandy. I too would like a drink after a long day."


Mrs. Blair entered with the tea cart, followed by a servant girl. "Please allow me to serve you first, Miss Bingley." She expertly poured a cup for the lady, and asked her how she liked her tea. She repeated this for Mrs. Hurst, and then all of the gentlemen in a way that was clear she done this flawlessly many, many times. "Your chambers are ready for you now", she said as she curtsied in front of Miss Bingley. "I trust you will find your accommodations pleasant and satisfactory." She turned to leave the room, but turned at the door. "Mr. Blair is bringing a bottle of brandy up from the wine center for you gentleman. We are sure you would like a nice drink before dinner. And dinner will be served at 6:00 in the formal dining room if that pleases you, Mr. Bingley." He nodded at her and she left the room.


"Well, she certainly is efficient, is she not?" Bingley said, looking directly at his sister, Caroline. Miss Bingley ignored his look and took a drink of her tea.


Mr. Blair entered the room carrying a silver tray with a bottle of brandy and five glasses. He asked the ladies if they would like to join the gentlemen, but they declined, so he poured a small glass of brandy for the gentleman. He then inquired if the ladies had finished their tea and if so, would they like to be shown to their chambers.


"Finally!", Caroline exclaimed. She stood, making a dramatic show of her irritation. "Charles, please come to my room at 6:00 to escort me to dinner." She swept out of the room, and Mrs. Hurst hurriedly followed her.


The group met in the foyer at 6:00, and Caroline made a point of complaining that her bedroom and adjoining sitting room were not facing the front of the estate. "My view is deplorable, Charles. How dare they put me on that side of the corridor." The others ignored her comments and enjoyed a perfectly presented and delicious meal. After dinner, as was the accepted norm, the gentleman separated from the ladies to enjoy another drink of brandy and to smoke cigars. Darcy wanted to end the evening and retire to his chambers, but he knew that the polite thing to do was to rejoin the ladies for them to entertain them with some type of music. He knew that Caroline considered herself a virtuoso on the pianoforte, and Louisa had a passable singing voice, so they would surely want to demonstrate for the gentlemen. He poured a second glass of brandy to take the edge of his annoyance. Now he just had to attempt to keep his eyes open.


Chapter Sixteen

A Fleeting Glimpse


The following morning, Darcy arose before dawn and dressed himself. Gregory, his valet, had arrived late in the evening the night before, and he had stayed up late, waiting for Darcy to prepare for bed. It was so early, Darcy didn't wish to awaken him, so he donned his riding clothes. He knew that no one else would be awake, including the kitchen staff, so he left the house in the dark and made his way to the stables. Omega must have heard him approaching, because he stuck his head out of the paddock and whinnied a greeting. "Good morning, Omega. How's my boy?" he asked. As he led him out, he found himself laughing at the memory of his stable master, Mr. Raymond talking to his horses and appearing to carry on two-way conversations with them. Darcy had a deep bond with Omega, but he didn't claim to converse with him. "Let's go for a run, boy" he said. "The sun will soon be coming up, and we should have enough light to explore this new place." He found Omega's saddle and lifted it up, throwing it over his back, taking care to tighten it properly. He knew that the groom would wonder where the horse was, but he hoped that they would easily surmise that Darcy went out for an early ride.


It was still dark, so he started down the drive with a gentle walk, carefully checking for dangerous holes and areas that could cause an injury to his horse in the dark. As the sun began to rise, he turned off the road, and kicked Omega into a cantor across a field that was intended to be planted with crops at one time but was now alive with beautiful wildflowers. As he surveyed the land in front of him, he realized that there would be no crops or livestock here since Mr. Langley had moved away and did not have a steward to manage the land properly. So, in lieu of that, he decided to ride to the far edge of the property several miles away and follow the fencing to check for needed repairs. As he neared the fence, he saw a glimpse of red color moving through the trees on the other side. His eyes tried to focus on it, but he lost whatever it was in the dense trees. "Who else is up at this hour?" he wondered. He rode slowly along the fence, hoping to catch another glimpse of the person, but his attention was diverted by a broken area of fencing with a small pathway on the other side leading into the trees. His curiosity was too great to not explore this beckoning path, and so he slowly guided Omega through the opening. He walked slowly, not wanting to make too much noise, as he felt that he might be trespassing on someone's land, but something seemed to be pulling him along this pathway. He rode along through the woods, coming to a small stream, and he stopped and allowed Omega to drink from it. This was a pleasant place, and he vowed to remember it to possibly return one day.


At last, there was an opening in the trees, and he found himself on a small country road. Back a few hundred feet, he saw a small red estate behind a white fence, surrounded by gardens on one side and a wooded area on the other. "This must be Netherfield's closest neighbor," he thought. He didn't wish to be noticed by the occupants, so he turned Omega around to return back down the path, but something caught his eye, and he pulled back on the reins. There on the side of the house was a rope swing hanging from a large tree, exactly as he had painted one in the portrait at his studio at Pemberley. Upon further examination, he also realized with a start that the house was almost identical to the house he had painted in the background of his painting. "Good Lord. This is uncanny," he said aloud. "How can this be? This is the exact setting I imagined." He felt a shiver run through his entire body, and he momentarily could not move. He also felt a slight breeze pass his face, and the familiar scent of lavender filled his nose. He looked around to see if there was any lavender in the nearby garden, but there didn't appear to be any. This strange occurrence had happened to him so often lately, that while it had no explanation, he no longer felt it was odd. He had begun to find comfort in it, imagining that his mother was somehow there with him, guiding him in some way. "She said she would guide me to happiness, even in the afterlife," he mused, "but why would she bring me to this particular place in this remote countryside?"


He finally felt his limbs could move again, and he snapped the reins for Omega to begin back the way they had come. As he entered the wooded area, he caught a glimpse of someone in the distance walking along the small country road toward the house. He walked his horse further into the trees so he couldn't be seen, but peering through the dense woods he could make out a small woman with a red pelisse and a bonnet covering her head. He wondered why a young woman was out alone without a companion, and especially so early in the morning, but he didn't wish to be discovered watching her, so he continued back on the path to the broken fence. "Perhaps Bingley will meet these new neighbors," he thought to himself, "and maybe one of them is this woman who loves to rise early in the morning to take long walks alone." He found himself admiring her confidence to walk alone and her apparent love of the outdoors. "Certainly no lady of the ton would every consider this behavior," he mused. With that, he galloped Omega back to Netherfield to have some much needed coffee to clear his head. Discovering the small estate in the woods had unsettled him, and he had much to think about.


He entered the dining room to find something to eat and was confronted by Miss Bingley. "Mr. Darcy!" Caroline shrieked. "Wherever have you been so early in the morning? What could you possibly find of interest in this dreary place? I personally find nothing of any merit here."


"I was out for an early ride, Miss Bingley," he replied. "I wanted to inspect the condition of the property to determine if it is a good candidate for crops and livestock. After all, making a profit with one's land is what is important in owning property and for Charles to be a successful gentleman landowner."


"Well," she huffed, "but I am sure you would agree that this does not hold a candle to your estate, Mr. Darcy. This small estate just will not do. There is no society at all in this backward village, and I find that I am already quite bored after only one day." She marched around the table to sit down next to where Darcy stood, and waited for him to pull out her chair.


A servant entered the room with a steaming pot of hot coffee, and after seating her, Darcy walked around to the other side of the table and sat down. He knew that Miss Bingley had intended to sit next to him, but he did not plan to be the target of her advances this morning. He would not put it past her to arrange for an "accidental" compromise in order to find herself the mistress of Pemberley, and as the servant poured his coffee, he quietly requested that he remain in the room. The servant nodded, silently acknowledging his request, undoubtedly understanding the reason.


Darcy had many wealthy gentleman acquaintances that had been the victim of women using this underhanded method of obtaining a wealthy husband, and he was not about to allow it to happen to him. He had to constantly be on his guard when he was out in public, and especially in Town where he had narrowly avoided several mothers and daughters attempting to do just that. They would choose a public place for people nearby to witness the so-called "tryst", when in reality, the mother would attempt to push her daughter into Darcy's path so that he would have to catch her before she bowled him over. That was all it took to claim that he had compromised the girl, and a marriage would be expected.


The idea of this type of marriage appalled Darcy, and none more so than with Miss Bingley. He only tolerated her presence because of his friendship with Charles, and then he could only stand her company for short periods of time. He gave her little consideration and rarely contributed to conversations with her, but it did not seem to faze her in the slightest. She was blindly determined to prove herself desirable to him, and she never chose to acknowledge his obvious derision. He almost felt sorry for her, knowing that she was nearing the age when she would be considered "on the shelf", the age when a single woman was no longer considered marriageable material. Although she had a sizeable dowry to attract suitors, her connection to trade and her acerbic behavior did not attract gentleman that could give her the lifestyle and prestige that she felt she deserved. Instead, she concentrated on Darcy, as becoming the envied mistress of Pemberley was her ultimate goal. It was considered to be one of the finest estates in all of England, and it was her only aspiration, so Darcy knew that she would go to any lengths to make that happen. He would have to be on his guard.


Bingley finally joined them, taking a seat across from Darcy, next to his sister. The servant asked if there was anything else he could get for them, and surreptitiously glanced at Darcy, silently asking if he could leave the room now that Bingley had arrived. After receiving a nod from Darcy, he turned and left the room. Darcy was impressed so far with the quality of the staff, and he planned to tell Bingley to try to secure their services if he decided to go forward with the lease.


"Darcy, old man. I see that you are already dressed for a ride! I was hoping to tour the inside of the house this morning before we rode out." Bingley ignored the palpable grumble from his sister. "I am most anxious to see the rest of the rooms and visit the kitchen and servants' quarters."


"I'm afraid I have already taken the liberty of riding the grounds this morning, Bingley. I rose before dawn and spent quite awhile inspecting some of the fields and the condition of the fencing. So far, all seems to be in good order, although there are no crops or livestock at present. The fencing looks in good shape, but I did not go around the entire perimeter of the property, so I cannot vouch for it being without need of repair." He did not mention the break in the fence that he had found. He felt that this was there for some special reason, and he did not wish to repair it until he knew its purpose.


Before Bingley could respond, Mr. Blair entered the room and announced that there was a visitor at the front door wishing to meet with the gentleman of the house. "Who is calling on us so soon, Mr. Blair?"


"It is a Mr. Bennett, Sir. He is one of your neighbors, and he has come to call on you as is the custom here in the country."


"Yes, by all means, Mr. Blair. Show him in to the drawing room, and I will meet with him there. Darcy, why don't you join us?" he asked. With that, he and Darcy excused themselves from the table, leaving Miss Bingley alone. She could be heard muttering something about insignificant country bumpkins under her breath.


Bingley and Darcy entered the drawing room and found an older gentleman waiting for them. He bowed and introduced himself. "Good morning gentleman. My name is Thomas Bennett, and I own Longbourn, the neighboring estate on the West side of Netherfield. I have come to welcome you to the area, and I am quite pleased to make your acquaintance." Bingley bowed and walked to Mr. Bennett, holding out his hand to shake hands with his new neighbor. Darcy froze to his spot, realizing that this was the gentleman who owned the red estate that he had found earlier that morning.


"I am delighted you have come to call, Mr. Bennett. Please let me introduce you to my friend, Fitzwilliam Darcy." He turned to look back at Darcy who had not made a move toward their guest yet. Bingley looked at him with a puzzled look and said "Darcy, come and meet Mr. Bennett!"


Darcy quickly recovered and walked to the gentleman, also holding out his hand to shake Mr. Bennett's hand. "Yes, I am pleased to meet you as well, Sir." As the two men shook hands, Darcy had the strong feeling that this meeting could provide some important information for him.


"It is too early for a brandy, Mr. Bennett, but would you care for some tea, or some coffee perhaps?" He showed him to a seat, and told Mr. Blair to bring a tray of tea and coffee for them. Mr. Bennett laughed and said that he would actually quite enjoy a glass of brandy if it was all the same. Mr. Blair nodded and left to retrieve the requested beverages.


"I understand that you are here to possibly purchase Netherfield if you approve of it, Mr. Bingley. I wanted to be the first one to welcome you to our neighborhood, and if I can be of any assistance in acquainting you with the surrounding area and introducing you to our kind neighbors, I would be delighted to do so. Our family dines with four and twenty other families, and I can promise you that most are quite pleasant indeed. I have lived here for most of my life, and while it does not compare to some larger towns, our village is quite adequate."


"Thank you indeed, Mr. Bennett. I am quite happy with what I have seen thus far, although we have only just arrived. My friend, Darcy here is a landowner himself in Derbyshire, and he has accompanied me to assist in determining the viability of owning Netherfield. If all goes well, I believe I will lease it for a period of time, however, before making the purchase." The two gentlemen sat down in two comfortable chairs on either side of Mr. Bennett.


Mr. Bennett turned to Darcy, tilting his head, seemingly assessing him in some way. "What is the name of your estate, Mr. Darcy? You seem quite young to be a landowner," Mr. Bennett inquired.


"It is called Pemberley, Sir. It has been in my family for many centuries. I inherited the estate from my father who passed away several years ago when I was only twenty years of age."


"And your mother?" he asked. "Is she well?"


"She died some years before my father, Sir. I am quite alone, except for my younger sister." Darcy cleared his throat, adjusting himself in his chair. He was not comfortable talking about himself.


"That is quite admirable, young man. I apologize for asking such sensitive questions. I too was quite young when I had to assume the duties of running Longbourn. I was in my final year as a student at Cambridge when my father died, and I had to return home to Longbourn to take over the running of his estate. It is not an easy task."


Darcy was surprised to hear that this gentleman had also attended Cambridge. "I too attended Cambridge, as did Bingley here. It seems we have a great deal in common, Sir. I had just finished my schooling there and was on a Grand Tour when I received word about my father's illness. When I arrived home it was just a matter of weeks before he passed away, and I had to take over the estate."


"We certainly do have a lot in common, young man. And you, Mr. Bingley," he said as he turned to address him, "also appear to be quite young to be purchasing an estate of this size. I sincerely hope that if you do decide to reside here you will approach me with any questions or concerns you might have about the endeavor."


Mr. Blair entered the room with the brandy and three glasses. Mrs. Blair followed with a coffee and tea service, but Bingley and Darcy indicated that they would join Mr. Bennett in having a brandy instead. They sat for quite awhile discussing the trials of running an estate and the difficulties encountered in handling the needs and concerns of their tenants. It was obvious to Darcy that this gentleman would be a good man to have nearby Bingley should he run into trouble. 


As they enjoyed their brandy and became more comfortable with one another, Darcy felt that it was time to ask a few questions of Mr. Bennett. He needed to learn something about Longbourn and the other inhabitants, including the young lady in the red pelisse and bonnet. He felt fairly certain that having a swing hanging from a tree outside his home was a good indication of the presence of children at some point, but he began his questioning in a more general way. "If I may be so bold, Mr. Bennett, tell us a bit about your estate. Do you have a family residing with you at Longbourn?" Never in his wildest imagination did he expect to hear what Mr. Bennett replied.


"Yes, Mr. Darcy, I most certainly do. You will undoubtedly not envy my circumstances, as I live with six females in my home. I have a wife, and I am the father of five daughters. I even have a female dog and cat. I am totally outnumbered in my own home, and sadly, I have no sons. Not a one." He shook his head. "I gave up long ago hoping for a son, and yes, although I do love my daughters, it has been a challenge hearing about nothing but ribbons and lace from morning to night. I must warn you that when I return home, my family will want a full account of my visit. They will badger me with questions about our new neighbors, and you must know that they will be most eager to make your acquaintance." He looked at Darcy and said "Both of you." He turned back to Bingley and said "My wife will undoubtedly want you to meet our girls for obvious reasons, but please do not take it seriously. Her exuberance is quite exhausting, and I simply wished to leave the house for a morning to have a conversation with another gentleman and a potential new neighbor! While I recognize that it is proper for you to return my visit, Mr. Bingley, you must know that it was not my intention to meet you as a potential son-in-law. However, with five daughters still at home, be forewarned regarding my wife's delight in your bachelor status! So there you have it, gentlemen. You may not wish to return my call after all!" he laughed and took a drink of brandy.


Bingley seemed overjoyed to hear about the possibility of meeting Mr. Bennett's daughters. "I truly look forward to meeting your daughters, Mr. Bennett! I am sure they are all quite lovely, and I am most anxious to meet all of my new neighbors." He turned to Darcy, saying "Perhaps we can return Mr. Bennett's call sometime this week while we are here."


Darcy had been distracted by the revelation that Mr. Bennett had five daughters and what that could mean, and he didn't hear Bingley's question. "Darcy, what do you think about visiting Longbourn this week?"


"Um, yes, of course, Charles. I think it would be the proper thing to do. You and your sisters should definitely visit them."


"And you must come as well, Mr. Darcy. I am sure that my wife and daughters would be quite bereft if you did not accompany the Bingleys when they visit!" He laughed out loud. "But as I said, you have been warned!" With that, Mr. Bennett stood and said that it was time for him to take his leave. "I have overstayed my visit gentlemen, but it has been most enjoyable. I look forward to your visit unless your fear of the house of ladies will change your minds." He laughed out loud again.


After they saw Mr. Bennett out, Caroline suddenly appeared in the front hall as if she had been hovering in the corner. "Charles, who was that man. He arrived in a horrid looking carriage that he drove himself, and his horse looked near death. I sincerely hope you haven't promised to return his call.


"Yes, Caroline, I did promise to return his call. His estate is the nearest one to us, and I intend to meet his family. He is a very kind gentleman, and I trust that you will join me and act as a pleasant new neighbor." He walked past her, and Darcy followed him. "We are going to find Mrs. Blair to have her take us on a tour of the estate. If you and Louisa do not care to join us, we will see you this evening for dinner." With that, they located the housekeeper and toured the house for several hours. They were not surprised that Caroline and her sister did not join them.


Chapter Seventeen

Longbourn


"Where have you been, Mr. Bennett? You did not inform us that you were leaving, and you have been gone all morning." Fanny Bennett wrung her hands and said "The porch step broke again, and you weren't here to assist Mr. Hill. Oh, Mr. Bennett, it was simply horrifying! I nearly toppled over and broke my neck! Oh, my poor nerves!" She stomped away, mumbling to herself "No one knows how I suffer." She could be heard yelling, "Mrs. Hill! I need you now! Mrs. Hill, where are you? Oh, my nerves!" This was a common occurrence at Longbourn, and Bennett knew that Mr. Hill was quite competent at fixing the cracked step. He had heard his wife's complaint about her nerves for so long, he gave it little consideration.


Fanny Bennett had once been a pretty young woman that had caught his eye, and she had an animated personality that once had filled a void in his life. He had been attracted to her vivaciousness, and he courted her immediately, but he foolishly married her much too quickly. He was an intelligent man who enjoyed books, the opera, and museums. He had loved his time studying at Cambridge, and after his education he intended to go on a Grand Tour of the continent to visit the European countries and cities he had read about. In the middle of his final year, he received the letter that informed him his father had died, and he had to return home immediately to take over the family estate. His mother was never a strong woman, and in her grief over the death of her husband, she left Longbourn to go to Bath to take the waters, but she never returned. She had only been gone a little over a month when she wrote to him that she married a man, but after one fortnight, he received another letter from her saying that he disappeared and took all of her money. Thomas thought that she would return home, but she took a job as a barmaid in a pub in Bath, and he heard that she lived in a room above the bar. this was entirely out of character for his mother, so he traveled to Bath to find her and bring her home with him immediately, but he learned too late that she had apparently consumed a whole bottle of whiskey and a fair amount of laudanum, and she had died alone in her room.


Thomas returned home with no family left, and in his loneliness, he met and married Fanny Gardner, thinking that she was a bright and happy girl that would help to erase his sadness. She had made it known to everyone in Meryton that she was looking for a dashing officer in the militia, but when Thomas Bennett offered her marriage, she accepted, thinking he was a wealthy landowner. Their marriage was a mistake on many counts, as she was not bright as he had hoped, and he was not wealthy, as she had hoped, but once married they had no choice but to live a disappointed life with their mistaken beliefs.


Fanny had given birth to five girls, and after each daughter was born, she became more and more ridiculous. Her outlandish behavior was well known in the village, and she lamented out loud to whoever would listen about the condition of her nerves and her poor lot in life. To make matters even worse, there was an entail on Longbourn that meant that due to the lack of a male heir, Longbourn could not pass on to one of their daughters in the case of Thomas's death, and would instead pass to an unknown male relative, the son of a deceased cousin who he had detested. Fanny knew that if her husband died, she would lose Longbourn, and she would be without a home. "I will be thrown into the hedgerows when you die, Mr. Bennett!" she repeatedly exclaimed. "One of my daughters must find a rich man to marry to take care of me when you are gone!" she reminded him daily. "Why must I live with this suffering?" was her favorite refrain, and she frequently took to her bed with her "medicine", which everyone knew was a bottle of cheap port. Mrs. Hill frequently watered it down, but Fanny was convinced that it was a miracle elixir, and Thomas made sure it was always close at hand.


Her daughters were all used to their mother's outlandish quirks and eccentricities. Her eldest daughter, Jane, was the most compassionate of them all, and she spent a great deal of time consoling her mother. Jane was an incredibly beautiful girl, and Fanny made it clear to Jane that it was her beauty that would save them all. "You could not be so beautiful for nothing, Jane. You will meet and marry a rich Earl or Duke with a large estate and many carriages, and I will come to live with you." Jane greatly felt the pressure of her demands, and she worried that it could never come to pass since there were no eligible rich men in Meryton, and she had no dowry to offer a husband. She feared disappointing her mother more than never marrying at all, and Jane could only make empty promises to sooth her nerves.


Their second eldest daughter was named Elizabeth, and she was her mother's least favorite child. When she was born, Fanny was positive it would be a son and the much needed heir, but when it was yet another girl, Fanny seemed to take it out on Elizabeth. She constantly reminded Elizabeth that she was supposed to be a male child, and that she didn't compare in beauty with her older sister, Jane. Jane was mortified when her mother would make those hurtful comments to her sister, and Thomas chastised her for her unfair treatment of Elizabeth, but Fanny persisted, not paying any attention to Jane or Thomas's admonishments. Elizabeth tried to ignore her mother's insensitive remarks, but it hurt her all the same


The third daughter born was named Mary, and Fanny simply paid little attention to her. She was a quiet child, and rather plain looking without the sweet disposition of Jane or the outgoing personality of Elizabeth. When Jane and Elizabeth would dress for a special occasion, Mary would rebuff their attempts to fix her hair or wear a pretty dress to wear. She preferred to stay in her own room, reading Fordyce's sermons to girls, focusing on the subjugation of women to men, the importance of proper female speech and manners and womanly virtue. Never were there three more different sisters.


Soon after Mary was born, Fanny once again was with child, and she swore that if she had another daughter she would lose her senses and be sent to Bedlam. Jane and Elizabeth believed her, and they prayed every night for a brother. Nevertheless, the fourth child was another girl, and Fanny did become even more nonsensical. Katherine, or "Kitty", as the girls called her, was a sweet girl who laughed all the time, and she followed Elizabeth everywhere she went, including outside to the garden, where she loved to play in the dirt. This infuriated Fanny, and Kitty was made to stay indoors most days. Since Fanny was frequently in her bed with her nerves, Jane and Elizabeth would play with Mary and Kitty, practically raising them by themselves.


And then, the unthinkable happened. Fanny was once more with child, and she yelled and cried and threw things for nine long months. Thomas felt much to blame, as he never quite gave up hope for a son, but instead of soothing her and telling her it was going to be fine no matter if it was a boy or a girl, he hid in his library and vowed to never touch her again. To absolutely no one's surprise, the fifth and last child born to Fanny and Thomas Bennett was indeed another girl. This child was named Lydia, after Fanny's mother's great aunt. No one in the family particularly cared for the name, but Fanny claimed that this name would somehow bring the child great luck and fortune. She told everyone that her distant relative, Lady Lydia had been a great lady of nobility, married to a Marquess in some far off estate, but it was more likely an imaginary idea that she made up to pacify her fifth disappointment.


For some odd reason which was never quite understood, Fanny showered all of her attention on her youngest child. Everyone just assumed that she had finally totally lost her senses, since she talked incessantly about Lydia's superior intelligence and her imaginary accomplishments, rambling on to anyone who would listen about her exceptional daughter. She spoiled her with new toys and clothing, unlike the other girls who had been given nothing but hand-me-downs. It was quite clear to Thomas and the other children that Lydia was certainly not the most accomplished or intelligent of the five, but she was the most like Fanny in temperament, and if it pleased Fanny to obsessively focus on Lydia, and if it made her happy to finally dote on at least one of them, they were all content with that.


As Elizabeth grew older, Thomas saw the growing acrimony between her and his wife, and he often invited her into his library where he stayed most days. There he would talk to her about his favorite books, and they would have discussions about subjects quite unusual for a child to find interesting. He even taught her how to play chess, and they spent hours together in that little room, away from her mother and away from the world of ribbons and lace and overwrought nerves. She loved the out of doors, and her favorite pastime was playing in the garden and taking long walks with her father through the woods and fields of Longbourn, often visiting the tenants on his land. He hung a rope swing from a large tree next to his library where he could watch her as she swung back and forth for long periods of time, singing little songs to herself and talking to the birds. He had finally found a kindred spirit.


By this time, they had all become accustomed to Fanny's bouts of screeching and fluttering about, complaining about anything and everything, and they simply tried to ignore it. Poor saintly Mrs. Hill was the one who handled their mother's fits of nerves with the "magical elixir" and fresh muffins and tea, and the girls all handled the rest of the chores around the estate. Thomas Bennett certainly loved his girls, but he did not know how to take the place of a loving mother, so he stayed in his library with his beloved books and listened to the muffled din and cacophony through the closed door. It was a chaotic house, but having never known anything different, through the ensuing years, everyone made the best of it in their own way.


The day after Mr. Bennett's visit to Netherfield, Elizabeth rose earlier than the others, as usual. She got up and looked out her window to see if the weather would be cooperative for her to take a walk. As she did so, she saw noticed the swing that her father had hung just for her long ago when she was a child. She grabbed her book that she had not finished and made her way to the front door, grabbing her pelisse. "I will enjoy the peace and quiet outdoors for a short while until the others wake up," she thought. She walked around the side of the house to the large tree where the swing hung from two long pieces of rope. The rope had been replaced several times with all five of the girls using it through the years, but she still considered it her swing. It gave her a special feeling to sit and swing back and forth, dangling her feet while she read her book. This was her favorite place in the world, and this morning she almost felt as though there wasn't another soul in the whole world to break her serenity.


Just then, she heard her mother's loud voice telling Mrs. Hill that she needed her immediately to help her with the buttons on her frock. She also heard the cook banging pots in the kitchen, preparing breakfast. "Well, the peace and quiet was nice while it lasted," she laughed. She read for a little longer, but she was interrupted by the front door banging open, and her mother coming out on the porch, yelling for her to come inside "right this minute". She put her book down on the swing and left her special place, fully intending to return after breakfast.


The family began coming into the dining room, taking their usual chairs. Cook had made a beautiful loaf of warm bread, and the wooden board and a tub of butter made its way around the table. There was leftover ham from the night before, and a huge bowl of fluffy stirred eggs that Mr. Hill had brought in from the hen house the day before. Lizzy loved the breakfast meal most of all, since everyone was still rather groggy from sleep, and there wasn't usually a lot of conversation, however, this morning the breakfast table was alive with speculation about the new neighbor who was possibly purchasing Netherfield.


"I hear that he is a Baron with four carriages!" Lydia said.


"Well, I heard that he is the son of an Earl, looking for a wife!" Kitty added.


"And he has five thousand pounds a year!" Lydia remarked.


Fanny picked up her ever present fan and began fanning her face. "Oh, girls! I am certain that he will be a rich young man who has come to Meryton to find a bride. He will undoubtedly choose Jane, as she is the most beautiful of all of you, and then all of my worries will be over!" She fanned even faster. "Mr. Bennett, you must go there immediately and meet this gentleman. He must know about our Jane!"


Thomas peered over the top of his newspaper and took a sip of his coffee. "And why should I do this when this person is simply inspecting the property and may not decide to take it," he asked innocently.


"Oh, Mr. Bennett, you will surely be the death of me yet. If he knew about Jane, he would of course take the property. He simply must know about her today!"


"Mrs. Bennett, you do not know who this prospective person is, and you certainly do not know if he is looking for a marriage partner! You have heard only what Lydia and Kitty have heard from the gossips in Meryton." He glanced at Elizabeth and gave her a knowing smile, something that he often did when he was joking, and she could practically read his mind.


"Papa, you are hiding something and I think you should share it with us," Elizabeth said. "There will be no peace in this house if you don't tell us what you know. I see a glint of mischief on your face, and you must have information about this person, whoever he is!"


"Very well, my dear. You have found me out. I have already visited the gentleman at Netherfield yesterday, and I do believe he will be calling on us this very day!" He winked at Elizabeth, and was about to finish his explanation when Fanny, Lydia and Kitty all screamed.


"Papa!" the girls said simultaneously.


"Oh, Mr. Bennet! How can you be so cruel to me?" their mother loudly voiced "You know how fragile my nerves are! Girls, we must make haste! I must have all of you change your dresses, and I must tell the cook to make her best biscuits. I know he will be most impressed with her biscuits." Elizabeth marveled at how her mother didn't even seem to take a breath while she talked. "Girls, go upstairs and change your clothes immediately. Lydia, you will wear the yellow dress with matching ribbons in your hair, and Kitty, borrow Jane's blue dress. It will look lovely with your hair. Jane, dear, put on your pale green dress and remove the lace from the décolletage. The gentleman must see you at your very best."


Jane blushed and said, "Mother, we do not even know who this gentleman is, and I will not show my bosom to a perfect stranger."


Thomas frowned at his wife. "Fanny, that will be enough of that talk."


"Yes, well then, wear the pink gown your aunt bought for you in town. That dress is quite becoming and fashionable, and he must think we are ladies of excellent taste." She looked around the table and focused on Mary. "And Mary, please do something with your hair. Do not pull it back so severely!" she screeched. "And put something else on beside that horrid grey jumper. You look like someone's spinster Aunt." With that, she left the table and made her way into the kitchen, yelling at the cook to begin baking biscuits and an apple pie as well.


Elizabeth looked down at her plain muslin day dress and guessed that it would do for visitors. Her mother had no suggestions for her to change, so she would just wear what she currently had on. "I have no interest in meeting any gentleman to marry anyway," she thought to herself. "I will never marry unless I am deeply in love, and besides, whoever this gentleman is, he will not care what I am wearing." She shrugged her shoulders and bit into her bread.


"You must tell us everything, Papa! Is he very rich?" Lydia said. "Does he like to dance?"


"Yes, who is he, Papa? Is he a Baron?" Kitty implored.


Lydia continued, "Is he a single gentleman, Papa? Is he quite handsome?"


"Girls, please quiet yourselves. His name is Mr. Bingley, and he is not a Baron. He is looking for a small estate to lease and possibly purchase for himself and his sister. I would consider him to be a nice enough young fellow, but I cannot judge a man's appearance as you undoubtedly will. As for his wealth, it did not come up in the conversation, nor did I inquire if he likes to dance. I will leave that up to you to find out ... the dancing, that is, not his wealth." Thomas rose from his chair and told the girls to do what their mother requested. Noticing that his wife had not given Elizabeth any instructions about her attire, he said "Lizzy, would you like to play a game of chess with me, or are you going out for a walk?"


"I think I will take my walk, Papa. I have plenty of time to walk and return in time to meet this mystery man. Perhaps we can play chess later this afternoon." She grabbed her red pelisse off the hook in the hall and pulled her bonnet on her head. She already had her walking boots on, so she took off toward the woods, down the path to climb up to her favorite place, Oakham Mount. From there, she could see the entire valley below, and on nice days like today, she loved to feel the sun on her face. It was a long distance from home, and she knew that she would be away from Longbourn for most of the morning, but if Mr. Bingley came this morning with his sisters, missing them did not bother her. She knew that she would feel the wrath of her mother and hear about her lack of manners for days to come, but Elizabeth was used to being the subject of her mother's disdain, and the walk to Oakham Mount was worth the scolding.


She took an apple and a muffin from the kitchen as she left, and she packed a small red and white tablecloth to have a little picnic when she reached the top of the hill. As she walked along, she thought that as many times as she had done this, she always saw new things and would never tire of her walks through the woods. She stopped to pick up several small broken egg shells and she looked up to see a bird's nest above her in a large tree with a mother bird feeding her young ones hidden inside. "Oh, how lovely", she said out loud. "They must have just been hatched!" The mother bird began chattering at her, telling her to go away, and so she continued on, not wanting to upset the mother bird's important job of feeding her babies. She noticed that the recent rain had caused a lot of the smaller branches to break off and the forest floor was covered with twigs. "Just perfect for mother birds to make their nests" she thought. "Mother Nature is such a wonder. Everything has its purpose, and it all works somehow."


Her life at Longbourn was so chaotic and without much order, that she thought how nice it would be to fend for herself in the woods. "I could eat berries and drink water from the stream," she thought. "I could build a fire in a clearing to stay warm at night, and it would be just me and nature. No mother yelling about her nerves, no searching for dresses that a sister borrowed without asking, no boring afternoons sitting in the drawing room embroidering pillows that I will never finish, and no pressure to find a man to marry." Although Elizabeth knew that her fantasy was just that, a fantasy that could not come true, she still longed for some peace and quiet and the freedom to wander at her leisure. "One day I want to live in a lovely place with beautiful gardens where I can walk and walk and never worry about what time I have to return."


After about an hour, she finally found her way up the steep incline to the very top of the highest hill, and she carefully stepped out onto a flat rock precipice that hung over the valley below. From there she could see as far as the village of Meryton in the distance, and to the left, she could see the estate of Netherfield and the fields surrounding it. The sun was just high enough that she felt the warmth on her arms, and she removed her bonnet and tilted her head back to let the sun shine on her face. She knew that a lady shouldn't have freckles on her face, but she really didn't care about that. Her mother constantly reminded her that her skin was darker than her sister Jane from being out of doors too much, and no young man would find her at all attractive.


She stood like that for what seemed like hours, but she soon was distracted by the sound of a horse and the sight of a man riding away from the fence separating Longbourn and Netherfield. It occurred to her that he had suddenly appeared out of nowhere, and he must have come through the break in the fence that only she knew of. She loved to walk to the small stream that was near the fence, and one day when she continued walking, she discovered the broken fence and she cautiously walked through the opening to pick wildflowers in the neighbor's field. The field was once planted with crops, but since Mr. Langley, the owner of Netherfield, had moved away it had become overrun with beautiful multi-colored wildflowers. It made her feel angry that someone else had found her secret, and she hoped this man, whoever he was, would not spoil it by letting it be known to anyone else.


Chapter Eighteen

Strange sounds in the night


Darcy awoke early again, having slept poorly. He had locked his door leading to the hall the night before, because he felt certain that Miss Bingley might try to find her way into his chambers to finally stake her claim on him. He had heard the rumors through the years about his Aunt Catherine entering Lord De Bourg's quarters in the middle of the night, and although he didn't know whether or not it was true, it seemed feasible, knowing his Aunt and her calculating behavior.


He knew Miss Bingley was equally conniving, so he had also blocked the door leading into his adjacent sitting room with a large table. He had been correct in his assumption, as he definitely heard the door knob being turned in the middle of the night, and he also heard movement in the sitting room. "This woman has caused me to move furniture and lose sleep!" he said to himself. "This time she has gone too far, and I must speak to Bingley about her right away. Her fantasy of me asking her to be my wife is ridiculous, and she needs to be convinced that marrying me will absolutely never happen."


He got up and once again dressed himself in his riding clothes. He made the excuse in his mind that he wanted to give Omega exercise again, but he knew that his real purpose was to examine the red house down the path he explored the morning before, and to hopefully find that it was not similar to his painting after all. Darcy had grown to be a man of a very serious nature, allowing only his work and his responsibilities to consume his life. He had not allowed himself to partake in any frivolous activities, and he could not even really explain why he had decided to paint again, but it had drawn him in like a moth to a flame, quite like his need to ride through the broken fence at Netherfield. He didn't believe in ghosts or mystical things, but whatever this was that was happening to him was something he could not ignore. "I am sure there is a perfectly good explanation," he thought to himself. He considered the thought that perhaps he had ridden down this small country road at another time in his youth and simply remembered the pretty house and gardens, but he doubted that he had ever visited this part of England before.


He quietly left the house through the back stairway so as not to make any noise passing Miss Bingley's chambers. He saddled Omega and rode the same route he had taken the day before. As he traveled across the field, he looked up at the line of tall hills in the distance, and there on a precipice jutting out from the top of the highest cliff, he noticed a small figure in red at the very edge, standing perfectly still looking out across the valley. It appeared to be quite a precarious place to stand, but whoever it was did not seem to be concerned about the danger. He rode a little closer, and he could tell that it was a young woman, looking up at the sky, exposing her face to the sun. "This is the woman I saw walking on the road yesterday" he thought. "She must make a habit of taking walks in the early morning hours, and how singular that she is exposing her skin to the harsh sunlight. That is so unlike any female that I have ever met!" He marveled at the thought that this woman had hiked to the top of this cliff and was not at all afraid to be near the edge. "I wonder if she lives somewhere nearby?" he thought.


He turned his horse and slowly walked toward the trees while she still held her head up toward the sky, hoping she had not seen him watching her. He was very curious to learn who she was, and he planned to ask Mr. Bennett if he knew who it might be. Mr. Bennett said that everyone knew one another in this small village, and a girl like this would certainly be well known. He slowly rode through the break in the fence and into the wooded area where the stream flowed. Omega slowed, wanting to stop for a drink as he had done the day before, but Darcy gently kicked his flanks to tell him that they didn't have time to do so today. They finally came to the opening in the trees, and Darcy stopped, taking in the scene as if it was a painting in a frame. "It is exactly as I painted it. There is no mistaking it now." He desperately wanted to ride closer, but he felt that it would alarm the Bennett family to see a stranger on horseback at this hour, so he turned to leave. As he took one last look, he again noticed the swing hanging from the large tree at the side of the house, and to his shock, there was a red book lying on the swing. "Good Lord, tell me I am dreaming," he said aloud. "This is just too much of a coincidence." He flicked the reins for Omega to start walking, and he returned down the pathway, his entire body shaking.


As he rode back to Netherfield, he realized that there were too many coincidences, and there must be a purpose to this trip to Netherfield. He did not know if these unexplained experiences were the work of some mystical message from his mother or perhaps the workings of his own heart crying out for more in his life, but he could not ignore what was happening to him. He recalled those haunting words his mother had uttered to him on her deathbed - "I want you to know that I will always be with you, watching over you. If it is in my power, even in the afterlife, I will guide you toward the happiness you deserve." He had thought it was just loving words that a dying mother would say to her son, but now it seemed as if it was actually happening. It was most unlikely, and he knew it, but he was tired of trying to make sense of it.


He slowly walked Omega back through the barren fields and thought about how he had been tending to his responsibilities and the strict requirements of society for so long that he had ignored his own desire for companionship and happiness. He thought about his life since his father died, and how he given up the hopes and dreams of his youth to satisfy society's expectations of being the first born son. He thought about his interrupted Grand Tour and the places he had yet to see. He thought about how he had only concentrated on the requirements of those who depended on him instead of on himself, and he thought about how empty and alone he truly was. Perhaps it was time to step back from the heavy weight of the responsibilities he had assumed to think about his own wishes. Yes, his tenants depended on him, but he had made sure they were all doing well, and any complaints or problems could be properly handled by Mr. Grover. Yes, his sister's spirits were low and she was still much too timid, but perhaps their new friends at Pemberley could give her new enjoyment to help lift her out of the darkness. She had actually seemed cheerful when he left her. And yes, his wealth was steadily growing due to decisions and wise investments he had made, and there was no need to worry about his future.


 Once again he pondered the reality that it was his responsibility to provide an heir for Pemberley to continue its centuries old legacy, but that meant finding a wife, and he had found no woman that he wished to marry. He was well aware of the fact that there were many women available to him, but he hated the spectacle of the marriage market during the season in London. He could attend a hundred balls and dance with all the eligible ladies at every single one, and he knew that he would not find the woman that would truly make him happy. He wanted a marriage like he saw with his own parents, one of true love and deep respect. One of differing opinions and intelligent conversations. One of laughter and tears, but with a confidence that no matter what, theirs was a solid relationship without fear of apathy or anger. Was this too much to ask for?


He thought again about the last day of his mother's life and the things she had said to him. "Be true only to yourself, son. Do not abide by the strict rules of society when looking for love. There is a perfect woman out there for you, my darling boy, and one who will love you for yourself and not for your name and what you own." He desperately wanted all these things, but what was stopping him? What was holding him back? Where was this person he so desperately wanted to find? How could it possibly be here in this small village through a broken fence at the end of a pathway in the woods? How could it possibly be here among people far below his place in society? Could he really listen to his mother's words and betray his aunts and his uncle and all of society by ignoring the rules he was expected to abide by? He knew that not choosing a wife from the acceptable faction of society would cause such a stir that he would face disgrace for himself and the complete rejection of his wife. He also knew that it would cause his sister to be rejected by proper suitors not wanting to be associated with the Darcy scandal, and that bothered him the most. He didn't want her to be harmed in any way by his selfishness, and for that reason alone, he knew that he must do the right thing. By the time he arrived back at Netherfield, he still had no answer to these gnawing questions. "I must just be still and see where this journey leads. I have no choice but to keep my eyes open and allow my future to enfold as it should," he thought to himself.


He entered the house through the back staircase and returned to his chambers. Gregory was waiting for him with a hot bath just drawn, and it was a welcome respite. Darcy never could figure out how Gregory knew when he would require a bath to sooth his anxieties. It took time for the servants to carry large tubs of hot water to his chambers, and yet it was always there, and always hot. He relaxed the tight muscles in his body and closed his eyes to stop the questions milling about in his head. "Just be still" he repeated to himself. "Just be still."


After the bath, Gregory shaved him and then helped him to dress. Darcy chose his finest waistcoat and beige breeches, and Gregory tied a perfect knot in his cravat. He noticed a faraway look on his master's face and inquired about his distraction. "Are you well, Sir? Has something occurred to concern you?" They had been together for so long that Darcy did not mind that Gregory took such liberties to ask personal questions when he saw fit to do so. Gregory was always discreet and nothing discussed between the two men would ever be repeated. He considered his position to not only be Darcy's valet, but in many cases, his confidant, and he took his relationship with the young man very seriously.


"No, Gregory, I am well enough. I just did not sleep too well during the night. I thought I heard sounds in my sitting room during the night." Gregory nodded at Darcy, understanding what could have caused his sleeplessness, and he offered to stay in the sitting room all night to be sure that no one entered by "accident". "No, I could not ask you to do that Gregory, as you need your sleep too. I have taken precautions on my side of the door, and I feel quite secure." Darcy sat down on the bed and Gregory assisted him with his boots. "I just ask that if you see or hear Miss Bingley somewhere she should not be, please alert me to her presence." Gregory nodded, and Darcy left the room to find Bingley.


Darcy and Bingley met in the breakfast room and sat down to break their fast. "What say you to going to Longbourn with me this morning, Darcy?" Bingley asked. "I am quite anxious to meet our new neighbors. I went into town yesterday afternoon, and from what the townsfolk tell me, the two eldest Bennett girls are the loveliest girls in the entire valley. The three younger girls were not spoken of as highly, as one of them is said to be quite prim and not terribly interesting, and the two youngest are a bit wild. I was told that their mother has allowed them to go to assemblies and dance even at their young age, and they walk to town alone and flirt with the militia that is recently stationed in Meryton. I find that quite unusual, don't you, Darcy?" Not waiting for an answer, he continued "And the comments about their mother were not very kind either. She has quite a reputation for voicing her concerns about the entail on their property going to some distant male cousin, and that she must have her girls marry to save her from being thrown out of Longbourn when Mr. Bennett dies. Poor Mr. Bennett. He seems to be such a fine gentleman, and to have such goings on in his home must be a trial. It must be difficult having five daughters, don't you agree, Darcy?" He finally stopped his lengthy commentary and looked at Darcy for an answer.


"Yes, I suppose so, Bingley. But just be careful that Mrs. Bennett doesn't immediately claim you for one of her daughters. She sounds like one of the desperate mothers of the ton in London, and I can assure you, it is awkward and downright dangerous. Perhaps we shouldn't be so hasty to visit them today. From the way it sounds, you are exactly what this woman is looking for."


"Yes, well I think I can handle myself, Darcy. Do not be concerned. I have been the subject of interest of many mothers and their daughters in town, although coming from trade I do not create the same excitement as you when I walk into an assembly. Nevertheless, I still would like to return Mr. Bennett's call today. It is the polite thing to do. Why don't you join me, just to repay Mr. Bennett's kindness toward you."


Darcy hesitated, but knew that it would be impolite to decline. "Fine, I will go with you. I doubt if your sisters have any desire to join you, so I will keep you company."


"Good Morning, Mr. Darcy!" Miss Bingley said as she dramatically entered the room, swishing her skirt as she rounded the table to sit next to him, totally ignoring her brother. "I am delighted to see that you have returned from your ride!" She placed her hand on his arm and looked at him through her lashes. "And you are looking quite handsome this morning, I must say! How lovely of you to wear the green waistcoat that I so adore."


"And how did you know that I rode out this morning, Miss Bingley?" Darcy asked, removing her hand from his arm and reaching for his coffee.


"Well, I happened to be looking out my window this morning, and I saw you leaving quite early." Darcy knew that she couldn't have seen him from her window, but he said nothing about it.


Bingley looked at Caroline with an incredulous look. "Caroline, you never rise before noon. Whatever were you doing looking out your window at that hour? And what, pray tell, are you doing here in the breakfast room so early?"


Caroline blanched at his question, and stammered, "I couldn't sleep last night and was just sitting by my window when I saw Darcy ride out. I knew that I couldn't go back to bed, so I just decided to get up and dress for the day. I have been reading in my room. You know how I dearly love to read."


"Why couldn't you sleep Caroline?" I have never known you unable to sleep soundly, and you always sleep well past breakfast. And no, I was not aware that you enjoyed reading. I have never seen you pick up a book."


Ignoring the comment about reading, she whined, "I hate the mattress on my bed, Charles. You simply cannot take this estate with the beds being so horribly uncomfortable. I was up all night tossing and turning."


Darcy knew that there was another reason for her insomnia. He knew she was the one that jiggled his doorknob in the hall, and he felt certain that she was likely in the sitting room next to his bedroom, trying unsuccessfully to enter while he slept. And then she was probably hiding in the hallway watching him leave his room to go down the back stairway. This was unacceptable, and he had to make this visit to Netherfield short before she managed some unfortunate encounter.


Bingley wiped his mouth with his napkin and said "Darcy, are you ready to leave?"


Caroline stood from her chair and said "Yes, let us be on our way." Both Darcy and Bingley looked at her with surprise.


"I had no idea you were interested in meeting any of our potential neighbors, Caroline. What has changed your mind?"


"Louisa and I took the carriage into town yesterday afternoon and made inquiries about the Bennetts. Several people mentioned that two of the girls are the beauties of the village, and I want to evaluate their assessment for myself. I also hear that the rest of the family is rather eccentric and apparently the mother is quite mad. I feel this visit will be most entertaining."


Darcy knew that the real reason she was joining her brother to visit the Bennetts was most likely to make sure Charles did not fall for one of them, as he often quickly fell in love with lovely women, but just as quickly fell out of love. She also undoubtedly did not want the Bennett mother try to claim him as a son-in-law. Darcy felt certain that Miss Bingley would find fault with everything about the Bennett family, especially the "two beauties", and would do everything she could to embarrass him and to discourage him. This visit would be interesting indeed.


The three of them climbed into Bingley's carriage and traveled the three miles to Longbourn. Miss Bingley took the seat next to Darcy, much closer than was necessary. Whenever she spoke, which was often even on the short ride, she put her hand on his arm, implying an intimacy that Darcy did not want . He tried to ignore her by looking out the window. Darcy realized that the country road that he had found through the clearing in the woods was in fact the same road that they had taken from Meryton to Netherfield on their first day. It was a road that led from Netherfield to Meryton in one direction and to Longbourn in the other direction. They made the trip quite easily, and before they knew it, they were pulling up to the red house Darcy had already seen on his morning rides. He felt an odd sense of anxiety at actually being there and finally entering the house. There could possibly be something there that he was supposed to find, and he hoped it was today.


Chapter Nineteen

Elizabeth's Mishap


It was always a little difficult trying not to slip and fall down the hill from Oakham Mount, but without fail, Elizabeth always managed to make it down safely - until today. As she began her careful descent, her foot slipped out from underneath her on a slippery leaf, and down she went, landing hard on her backside. She slid down the rest of the steep hill in the dirt, trying to slow her fall with her hands and digging her heels into the dirt, but nothing stopped her until she reached the bottom. As she came to a stop, she sat perfectly still for a moment, stunned at what had happened. She looked down at her hands that were covered with mud and twigs and slowly stood up to see if she had hurt herself. Nothing seemed to be amiss except for some cuts on her palms and the back of her legs, but the entire back of her red coat was covered with dirt, and her boots were caked with mud from trying to slow her slide. She also couldn't find her bonnet, and she knew that would be the final thing to send her mother over the edge. "Oh dear," she said. "Now look what I have done." I will be banished to my room for a week, and I will never hear the end of this." She brushed herself off the best she could, but the dirt was everywhere. "Perhaps I should go to the stream and try to wash myself off before I go home," she thought.


She trudged along, noticing that her legs were weak from the fall, but she tried to walk much quicker than she had on her way to Oakham Mount. She took a detour through the trees to the stream that she visited so often, and when she finally arrived, she leaned over, putting her hands in the water, washing off the dirt and the remnants of the twigs and leaves between her fingers. She then removed her shoes and her coat and dipped them up and down in the water to wash them off. She placed them on the bank and carefully waded into the stream to clean her legs and feet, placing her left foot on a rock to bend down and rub off the dirt. The rock was slippery, and once again, she lost her balance, this time falling face forward into the stream. The stream was fairly shallow, so she was able to roll over and sit on the bottom of the stream with the water up to her chin. She was momentarily stunned at her second act of clumsiness, but she then began to laugh. She laughed so hard it hurt her sides, and she knew that this was the end of her freedom for not just a week, but probably forever. She carefully stood up and climbed back up the bank of the stream. Her clothing was soaked through, her hair was drenched, and there was nothing around to dry off with. She removed her stockings and slipped her bare feet into her soggy boots, collecting her wet and still muddy coat. She could hear the "squish, squish" sound inside her boots, as she walked, and once again, she started to laugh. She tried twisting her skirt and petticoats to wring out the water as best she could, but she knew there was nothing she could do about her appearance. She prayed that she could use the back door of Longbourn, entering into the kitchen where Mrs. Simpson might somehow help her before her mother saw her.


As she approached the clearing and could see her house, there sitting in the front outside their gate was a beautiful black carriage with two horses and a driver sitting on top. "Oh no," she said. "Our visitors are here. There is no way I can make it up the stairs to change my clothes without them seeing me. " She darted across the road and was just about to run to the side of the house to go to the kitchen, when she heard her mother yelling "Lizzy, where have you been? We have guests from Netherfield, and we have been waiting for you!" Lizzy slowed down and turned to her mother who had come out the front door. "Oh my Lord, child. Look at you! You are soaking wet! And you are covered with mud! Lord help me, why do you have your stockings in your hand?" She began wringing her hands and wailing, not realizing or caring that the visitors inside could undoubtedly hear every word. "Oh, my poor nerves! Good heavens, look at your hair! And where is your bonnet?"


Her mother was so distraught she was gasping like a dying fish, so Lizzy turned again and ran to the backdoor into the kitchen. Mrs. Simpson was baking a pie, but when she saw Lizzy, she stood with her mouth open, not making a sound. She had seen all of the girls' escapades through the years, and nothing surprised her, so she gently took her arm and moved Lizzy into the pantry and started helping her remove her wet things. "Oh, Miss Lizzy! What in the world happened to you? Never mind, it matters not. Just let me run and fetch Mrs. Hill to get you some dry clothes and a towel to dry your hair. She left Lizzy standing in the pantry, dripping and shivering. Her only hope was to be locked in the pantry without ever meeting the visitors from Netherfield.


Mrs. Hill had not yet returned with the needed clothing and shoes, but Mrs. Simpson came back into the pantry and tried helping to dry her unruly curls. "Lizzy, you look a fright. Your hair is so thick that it will not dry in time. I do not know what to do about your hair!"


"Please, Mrs. Simpson. Just put leave me here and tell me when they are gone" Lizzy said. "I cannot go out looking like this."


Just then, Fanny barged into the pantry and grabbed Elizabeth's arm. "Come with me this instant, Elizabeth. You look horrid, but It doesn't matter. They are not here to court you, but just to meet our family. I will tell them that you fell in the stream." Lizzy laughed, because that was, of course, quite obvious.


Chapter Twenty

Visitors at Longbourn


The carriage ride from Netherfield to Longbourn was only three miles, but there was tension inside and it felt like an interminable duration for Darcy. When they arrived and Darcy opened the carriage door, Miss Bingley began her criticism before she even climbed down the steps. "This is their estate?" she said. "This is nothing more than a country house with small, pitiful gardens. No one of our sphere could possibly live here" she said with a sneer. "I knew that this would be a waste of our time."


"Caroline, you can either mind your manners and be pleasant during our visit, or I will have the driver return you to Netherfield this instant" Bingley said firmly. "Which is it?"


"Oh Charles, you cannot mean that. I will be polite as I always am, and I will simply observe these odd people." She walked through the gate toward the house, and pointed at a crack in one of the fence posts. "What a sad state of disrepair. They must not have enough funds to fix their fence." She shook her head and stepped over a cracked stepping stone as if it was repellant. Bingley looked at Darcy and rolled his eyes in disgust.


They were greeted at the door by Mrs. Hill, the housekeeper, who took their hats and coats and asked them to wait while she informed the family that they had guests. She left them awkwardly standing in the hall, and after a moment they could hear a woman loudly exclaiming, "Oh dear Lord, our visitors have arrived. Girls, make haste! Hide the ribbons and lace under the cushions. Lydia, put your bonnet away. Jane, pinch your cheeks to give them color. Oh, my poor nerves. Where is Mr. Bennett?"


They could hear a great deal of moving about in the distance, and Miss Bingley looked delighted with the scene. "This is grand," she said. "I can hardly wait to meet this ridiculous family!"


A door to their right opened, and Mr. Bennett stepped out, greeting them warmly. "Welcome to Longbourn gentleman," and he bowed toward Miss Bingley. He had heard her derogatory comment, but said "And who is this lovely lady?"


"Good morning, Mr. Bennett! Let me introduce my sister, Caroline," said Bingley. "I hope that we haven't come too early. We were most anxious to return your call today, and I had hoped you would be expecting us. Should we come at another time?"


"No, no, of course not, Mr. Bingley. I am delighted that you have come today." He turned to Darcy and shook his hand. "Good morning to you as well, Mr. Darcy. I am pleased that you have joined the Bingleys." He escorted them into the front room and gently knocked on the sitting room door. "Mrs. Bennett, we have guests." Without waiting for her to respond, he opened the door and ushered his visitors in. Before them stood a line of five women, all standing as still as statues except for Mrs. Bennett who was twisting her skirt in her hands. "Gentlemen, Miss Bingley, let me introduce you to my wife, Fanny Bennett, my eldest daughter, Jane, my third daughter, Mary, my fourth daughter Katherine, and my youngest daughter Lydia." He turned to the girls and said "Ladies, this is Mr. Bingley and his Sister, Miss Bingley. And this gentleman is their good friend who is visiting, Mr. Darcy."


The gentlemen bowed and Caroline barely nodded her head rather than the proper curtsy. The five women all curtsied at the same time, performing what appeared to have been practiced many times.


"Good Morning, Mr. Bingley, Miss Bingley" Mrs. Bennett declared in her shrill voice. "And you as well, Mr. Darby" she said. The two youngest girls giggled when she called him by the wrong name, and the woman continued on not realizing her mistake. "Please, by all means, be seated. Our cook, Mrs. Simpson makes the best biscuits in the valley, and I do believe she has made an apple pie for us as well. We have three large apple trees in our garden, and she always makes us something delicious with apples every day. Cinnamon apples, apple muffins, apples and ham, applesauce, and..."


"Mrs. Bennett, that is quite enough about apples. Please kindly go and inform Mrs. Simpson that we would like tea and biscuits."


Fanny practically ran from the room, talking to herself as she left, not comprehending that they could hear her. "Oh my, such handsome men." And then they heard her opening the front door, shouting at someone. "Lizzy, where have you been? We have guests from Netherfield, and we have been waiting for you!" The door slammed and they couldn't hear the rest, but it was obvious that she was talking to their fifth daughter who was conspicuously missing.


"Please excuse my wife's exuberance. She is very excited that you may be purchasing Netherfield, and she is overjoyed to have you visit us this morning." He winked at them, knowing that he had told them about her extreme behavior. "And it sounds like my fifth daughter has just arrived. I apologize for her tardiness."


"Does your daughter often go out alone, Mr. Bennett?" Caroline said with a smirk on her face. "I am shocked that you allow such conduct." Lydia and Kitty giggled again, and Jane glared at them to behave. "I am not aware of your comportment here in the country, but a lady shouldn't wander about without a chaperone."


"Why yes, Miss Bingley. Here in the countryside, our restrictions are less severe." He emphasized the word countryside, clearly demonstrating his awareness of being patronized by this haughty woman. "Elizabeth is quite a walker, and she knows this property better than I do. You mustn't worry about that type of thing here in the country. I feel confident that she is quite safe." Thomas knew that Miss Bingley was looking down her nose at his family, and he welcomed her attempt to ridicule them. He relished bantering with someone who had an inflated sense of their own worth, and he looked forward to putting her in her place, in a pleasant way, of course. He also knew that she and her brother accrued their wealth from their father's business in trade, and that his position as a gentleman landowner was of a higher status than hers. "Do you not enjoy a good walk on a lovely day, my dear?" Darcy and Bingley glanced at each other and stifled a chuckle.


"Good gracious, Sir, of course I enjoy walking, but not in the woods and certainly not alone. Anything could happen to a young woman alone in the wilderness. But then, I find that everything is quite different in the country. There is little society and no entertainment to speak of, so wandering in the woods is probably one of only a few things you people can do. I personally find the woods quite savage."


Bingley cleared his throat, looking very irritated at his sister. "Caroline quite prefers the city, Mr. Bennett. I am hopeful that she will find life here as refreshing as I do when she becomes accustomed to the peace and quiet and the beauty of the land," Bingley said. He turned to his sister and said "Caroline, I must insist that you refrain from passing judgment after only one day in Hertfordshire."


Caroline turned to Darcy, and said "I am sure that Mr. Darcy agrees with my observations, do you not, Mr. Darcy?"


Darcy had been distracted by the previous mention that the fifth Bennett daughter was at home, and he was quite anxious to learn if she was the girl in red on the cliff. "I beg your pardon, Miss Bingley?"


"I said that I was certain you agreed with me about the country being quite savage with little society or entertainment."


"Actually, no, Miss Bingley, I must say I do not agree with your assessment. I have enjoyed Hertfordshire thus far, and as you are acutely aware, I much prefer my country home in Derbyshire to Town. Kindly do not assume to know my thoughts," he abruptly censured her.


Jane glanced at Mr. Bingley to see his reaction to the obvious discomfort in the room, and found him staring at her. She quickly looked down at her hands in her lap, blushing profusely. She had been very pleased to meet this new gentleman, and she found him quite handsome.


Thomas noticed the moment between them and felt that there was a very strong possibility that Bingley and Jane would get along quite nicely. They were both of the same disposition, very kind and unassuming, and he thought it would be interesting watching them closely.


Just as the conversation ceased and it became uncomfortably quiet in the room, Mrs. Bennett burst into the room, holding Lizzy firmly by the arm. Her clothes were still quite wet, and her hair was hanging in wet ringlets to her shoulders, with a few falling over her eyes. There were smudges of dirt on her forehead and cheeks, and she looked quite unlike herself. "I apologize for my daughter's dreadful appearance, but she was out wandering in the woods again and somehow fell into the stream. I have told her to stop this ridiculous activity, but she doesn't listen to her mother." She pushed her forward and said "Elizabeth, say hello to our guests, and then go upstairs immediately and put on dry clothing. And please do something with your hair. You have quite embarrassed me young lady!"


Elizabeth was used to her mother's criticism, but Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy were stunned by her harsh words. They both stood and bowed, and Thomas introduced her. "Gentlemen, Miss Bingley, this is my second daughter, Elizabeth. She does look a bit bedraggled, but I'm sure she has quite a tale to tell!" Elizabeth curtsied, and kept her eyes trained on the floor, not looking at the guests. Elizabeth never allowed herself to waver in the face of adversity, so she straightened her back and looked up, greeting them. "Good Morning, gentlemen, Miss Bingley. I do apologize for my appearance, but I had a bit of an altercation with a stream, and I came out the loser. If you will excuse me, I will leave you now. It was very nice meeting you." She curtsied again and rushed out of the room. Lydia and Kitty erupted in spasms of giggles, and Jane and Mary sat stone faced. Mr. Bennett was quite amused with the entire affair, and he broadly grinned, enjoying the spectacle. He felt bad for Lizzy, knowing that she was embarrassed at her mother's words, but fortunately she was not one to worry about her appearance.


Mrs. Hill arrived with a tea service and a tray of biscuits, and no one spoke of what had just occurred. As their refreshments were served, Mrs. Bennett fussed and fidgeted over each guest, making sure their tea was served properly and insisting that they try the delicious cookies Mrs. Simpson made


Darcy didn't know what to make of the girl that had just arrived soaking wet. She did not have on a red pelisse, so he couldn't be sure if that was the girl he had seen in the woods. He had also been observing the family and their house and he couldn't determine any reason why he had been drawn to this place. "There does not seem to be anything here that could tempt me, and there is obviously nothing to any of it," he said to himself. "It has most likely all been in my mind, and I can now put all this to rest and not think about it anymore." He was almost relieved to be able to stop thinking about the meaning of the similarities between his painting and this odd residence and its occupants.


When they had finished their tea, Miss Bingley reminded her brother that they had stayed past the proper visiting time, and it was time to leave. "Yes, you are right, Caroline. Perhaps we have overstayed our welcome." He turned to look at Jane and said "But if I may, I would very much like to invite the Bennetts to dine with us before we leave for London."


Caroline gasped and put her gloved hand over her mouth. "Charles, we will be leaving in a day or so, and I am sure that the cook is not prepared for a large group for dinner on such short notice!"


Bingley was quite angry at his sister's rudeness and corrected her. "I have made the decision to stay on for a bit longer, Caroline, and I am sure that our cook is quite used to this sort of thing. She has worked at Netherfield for Mr. Langley for many years, and she knows the Meryton shops and the butcher quite well."


Miss Bingley looked as though she had swallowed a sour lemon. "Well," she huffed, "We will discuss this later." She stood up, and the others stood as well. "Thank you for a most interesting morning, Mrs. Bennett, Mr. Bennett, ladies. Are you coming, Mr. Darcy?" With that, she held out her arm, waiting for Darcy to escort her out of the room, but he ignored her gesture and said his goodbyes. She rudely swept out of the room and left the house, waiting to be assisted into their carriage.


"There is no need to have us to dinner, Mr. Bingley," Thomas said as they walked to the front door. "We are a noisy bunch and your sister seems quite put out at entertaining on such short notice."


"Oh, but we would love to dine with you!" Mrs. Bennett screeched. "We have no other plans, and it would be our pleasure to dine with you."


 Bingley looked between the two of them, and then his eyes moved to Jane. "Good, well then it is settled. I will issue an invitation to you as soon as I have spoken to our cook and the kitchen has made the proper preparations." He said goodbye to the girls, and then turned to Jane, and bowed. "It has been very nice indeed to have met you, Miss Bennett," obviously already enamored. Jane curtsied and blushed profusely.


As Darcy left the house, he noticed that there on the front porch was a wet red pelisse left out to dry. "It was her," he thought to himself. "This was the girl in the woods. How could this girl be of any importance to me?" He looked back at the house, and there in an upstairs window, he saw her looking down at him. Once again, he felt a gentle waft of air pass his face with the familiar faint hint of lavender. Now, more confused than ever, he quickly turned away and entered the carriage to return to Netherfield.


Chapter Twenty One

Miss Bingley


The carriage ride back to Netherfield was short, but it was fraught with angst between the three passengers. "Charles, how could you invite those people to dinner at this place we cannot even yet call our home? They are horrible!"


"That is enough, Caroline. The owner of the estate told me to stay as long as I wished and to treat it as if it was our home. He even suggested a gathering with some of the neighbors to get a better sense of the neighborhood." He spoke more firmly to his sister than Darcy had ever heard him speak to her before. "And I very much enjoy the Bennett family. I find them entirely refreshing, and to be honest, Caroline, Mr. Bennett is a gentleman with an estate, and they are of a higher status that we are! You seem to forget that we come from trade, Sister. Taking this estate is our way to raise our status." Ignoring her shocked look, Bingley turned to Darcy, "What do you think about my invitation, Darcy?"


"I have no opinion one way or the other, Charles. I personally wouldn't be so hasty, but then, you and I are two entirely different men, and I tend to do things in a more methodical and contemplative manner than you."


Caroline quickly replied, "You are correct as usual, Mr. Darcy. Charles, you have simply been taken in by another pretty face! I saw the way you looked at Miss Bennett, and I must insist that we retract this ridiculous invitation and leave for London immediately. We have seen enough, and this just is not the place for us."


"I will do no such thing, Caroline. I have extended an invitation and I intend to keep my word. You may stay, or you may go, but the dinner will go on."


"You know that you cannot have a dinner without a hostess to plan the meal and be at your table! How could you break these important rules of etiquette?"


"Yes, you are quite right, Caroline, but I plan to ask Louisa to stay on and assume that role for me. She is not displeased with Netherfield, and she is much kinder to me than you are. I am certain she and Hurst will stay on to support my wishes."


"Well, I never." Caroline huffed and looked out the window as they pulled up to the estate. "And this building is entirely too drab." She picked up her skirts and opened the door to the carriage, not waiting for a footman to open it first. "Where are the incompetent servants, for heaven's sake?" A footman ran to the carriage, obviously not expecting the carriage at that exact moment, and he attempted to assist Miss Bingley. She allowed his assistance, but after alighting, she pushed him away and stomped off, mumbling to herself.


"Bingley, you must do something about Caroline. Her rudeness will cause you disfavor before you even take this estate, should you decide to do so. I also must speak to you about a concern of mine, however, we should continue this discussion in private." Darcy left the carriage and waited for Bingley, who remained seated inside. "Come, Charles, it is time we had a talk."


The two men went directly to the study where a generous supply of spirits were arranged for their choosing. They poured two glasses of brandy and sat in front of the fireplace in silence. Finally, Bingley spoke in a low voice. "I know that my sister in very unhappy here, and she does not keep her thoughts to herself. I am terribly sorry, Darcy."


"Yes, Bingley, that is quite true. She does not keep her thoughts to herself, and she frequently offends those around her that she considers to be undesirable. However, my desire to speak to you in private is of a personal nature. There is a situation that has occurred that I must tell you about."


"Good Lord, Darcy. Whatever has happened? Are you well?"


"Yes, I am quite well, but I have great concern that your sister may be trying to arrange for a compromise in order to force a marriage with me."


"What? A compromise? What has she done to make you feel that is her plan?"


"Bingley, your sister tried to enter my room last night after she thought I had gone to sleep. I had fortunately locked the door to the hall, but she was attempting to turn the doorknob." Bingley looked at him with eyes wide open. "And then, she entered the sitting room next to my bedroom and attempted entry through that door. I had taken a precaution and blocked the door earlier in the evening when I sensed her possible scheme."


Bingley was stunned and had a difficult time accepting that his sister would resort to such a terrible deed. "Darcy, how can you be certain it was Caroline? Could it have been your valet?"


"No, Charles, it wasn't my valet. He and I discussed this, and he was not in my sitting room or in the hallway all evening after I retired. Caroline also claimed to be able to see me go to the stable early this morning before it was light, and there is no way she could have seen me from her room. The only view of the stable is from the large window at the end of the hallway, and she must have been hiding in the hall when I left down the back stairway."


"My God, Darcy. This is more heinous than I ever thought possible of her. I know that she has tried to entice you for years, and I know that she can be unacceptably flirtatious, but I never dreamed that she would go so far as to conspire such a scheme. Egads, Man! A compromise? Whatever shall I do?"


"I suggest that I have a conversation with her, Bingley, finally putting this to rest by telling her what I know. And I must also convince her that a marriage to me is utterly out of the question. I will never marry her, and to be honest, the only reason she wishes to marry me is to be able to say that she is the mistress of Pemberley, which would raise her status in the eyes of the ton. She doesn't love me, Charles. You know her game. It goes without saying that she would be miserable at Pemberley, and she would insist on living in Town among society where she could brag about her position. I know this is harsh, but I would appreciate it if you would accompany me when I confront her with the truth of the matter."


"Yes, yes, of course, Darcy," he replied with a look of fear on his face. Although he was the heir and keeper of the wealth, she had always dominated him, and he knew it. "She will vehemently deny any such deviousness, but perhaps hearing it from you, she will cease her conspiracy. I cannot believe that she is capable of such a strategy, but she has gone through four seasons and has not found a husband, and her desperation is obvious. I will have Blair send for her immediately." He stood and went to find Mr. Blair to bring Miss Bingley to the study. Darcy knew that this discussion would most likely be futile, but it was time to confront what she had been conspiring to do during the many years of his friendship with Bingley.


Bingley returned to the room and poured another glass of brandy for himself and offered more to Darcy. Just then, they heard Miss Bingley's irritated voice coming down the corridor toward the room. Although they were unable to make out the words, it was obvious that she was complaining to Mr. Blair about being summoned. She came into the room and noticed that both her brother and Mr. Darcy stood as she entered, and a look of confusion crossed her face. Mr. Blair waited at the doorway, and Bingley said "Thank you, Mr. Blair, please close the door for us." Bingley turned to his sister and said "Please, Caroline, take a seat here on the settee." She cautiously did as he asked, sitting on the edge of the cushion as if she might bolt at the first provocation.


"Charles, what is the meaning of this? If you mean to chastise me for my reluctance to entertain the Bennetts, you have already done so. And why have you included Mr. Darcy in this discussion? He has much better things to do than to listen to our silly conversation about a dinner with neighbors."


"Caroline, please be silent. We have something quite unpleasant to discuss with you."


"Good heavens, Charles, what is this about? Are you well?"


"Yes, I am quite well, but please listen to our words, and do not interrupt until we are finished." He shifted in his seat as he began trying to start the conversation. "First, I have kept quiet far too long regarding your discourteous and frankly, offensive behavior around people you consider to be beneath you. You treat your servants with total disdain, and they leave your employ even at the risk of not finding other employment. You make no effort to make any real friendships except with the gossips and busy bodies who actually talk about you behind your back. No matter who we are with, you make rude comments and find fault with whatever does not meet your impossible standards. You have embarrassed me, you have embarrassed Darcy, and I would venture a guess that you even embarrass your sister and Gilbert, although they are much too polite to say anything to you. I also know that even though Louisa is older than you, she is quite intimidated by you, and she only agrees with your views and negativity out of the dread of your scorn."


"Charles," she interrupted, opening her mouth to speak again.


"Silence, Caroline. I asked you to remain quiet until we are finished. Sadly, you believe yourself to be far more important in the world than you really are. You have been quite fortunate that our friend, Darcy, has allowed us to be accepted by society in London due to his fine name, but you seem to forget that we are actually from trade, and until I purchase an estate, we are still a lower status than those who you criticize and those who you wish to befriend. Your abhorrent comments in front of people, and your groundless arrogance have alienated many of the people who you actually wish to impress, and if you continue this behavior, you will be left with no one who wishes your company." Bingley looked at Darcy and nodded at him, silently inquiring if he would like to contribute at that point. Receiving a small nod of Darcy's head, he said "Darcy also has something to tell you, Caroline."


Miss Bingley had turned pale during her brother's lecture, but now that Darcy was about to speak, she almost looked like she would faint. Darcy turned to her and stared at her collecting his thoughts for what seemed like an eternity to her. His look unnerved her, and she wanted to flee.


"Yes, Charles, thank you. I do have a few things I would like to say to Miss Bingley." He cleared his throat, and began. "I would like to start by saying that I am very aware of your desire to become the mistress of Pemberley." Caroline opened her mouth to refute his comment, but he continued before she could. "I realize that you wish to raise yourself in the eyes of the ton by acquiring a husband with substantial wealth and a prestigious estate, but I must tell you, Miss Bingley, that it is time you stop this fruitless pursuit. I will never be your husband, and you will never be the mistress of Pemberley." He paused, and Miss Bingley opened her mouth again but nothing came out. "There is absolutely no way that you will ever entice or compromise me to marry you." She blanched when he said the word compromise. "Yes, Miss Bingley, you should know that I am fully aware of your attempts to enter my chambers last night through two different entrances, and I have truly come to the end of my patience with you. I also know that you were hiding in the hallway when I left in the dark this morning, as you could not have seen me ride out from the stable from your room. I want you to know that if you had somehow succeeded in your scheme of a compromise, although I consider myself to be an honorable gentleman, I would vehemently deny that it occurred, and I would refuse to marry you. I believe that my reputation would survive, but yours probably would not." He said that with a firmness in his voice and there was no mistaking his meaning.


Miss Bingley's eyes were as wide as saucers, and she started trembling. Darcy continued, "I am also appalled at the lack of respect you have shown your brother who has only wanted to make you happy and has done the best he can to support you and to increase your status in society by purchasing an estate. Charles is the finest of men, and you have treated him with condescension and disdain, and it must stop, Miss Bingley. I plan to continue my friendship with your brother, but it must be on the condition that you are no longer included in our friendship. You will not be invited to join him at my townhouse in London or at Pemberley in the future."


He stared at Miss Bingley for an uncomfortable time, making her noticeably squirm on the small settee. "And, finally, you should know that I find that Netherfield is a very satisfactory estate that I will whole heartedly recommend that Charles lease. Along with that, since I assume you will be here living with him when he is in the country, I warn you to be kind to the people of this community, and especially to the Bennetts. Regardless of some of their unusual behavior and Mrs. Bennett's eccentricities, I have found them to be quite kind and rather diverting. I agree that Bingley should host them for a dinner to repay their graciousness this morning."


Darcy stopped and kept his eyes on Caroline. He slowly took a sip of his brandy, indicating that he had finished. Caroline appeared to be in a state of stunned astonishment at what she had heard. Charles inquired if she had heard and understood what they had told her, and she meekly answered, "Yes." She then asked if she could be excused from the room, but her brother had one more thing to say to her. "I have decided that I will definitely lease this property, Caroline, and if you choose to live here with me, I will allow it, however, if you repeat any of the bad behavior that we have discussed today, I will cut off your allowance, and I will send you immediately to our Great Aunt Gertrude in Scotland. You can count on that." With that, he granted her request to leave. She quickly fled the room, and a small sob could be heard as she returned to the corridor. They could hear her steps as she raced up the stairway to her chambers, and they did not see her again for dinner.


"I don't know about you, Darcy, but that was grueling. Do you think any of it made an impression on her?"


"Well, if it didn't, then I suggest you look into committing her to Bedlam. I apologize for my boldness, but if anyone who had to listen to what we had to say didn't alter their behavior after our censure, there is something seriously wrong with that person."


"No, you need not apologize. If she wishes to live here with me, I will be a different man than in the past. She will adhere to my rules, and she will behave properly, or I will definitely send her to our great Aunt in Scotland. Gertrude is a legend in our family, quite a tyrannical old harridan, a shrew if there ever was one, and Caroline would have a dismal life living under her control." He laughed, but did not smile. The two men finished their drinks and sat quietly for quite a long time pondering the arduous conversation with Caroline and separately wondering what would change, if anything. Bingley finally left, saying he was going to find his sister Louisa to tell her about their discussion with Caroline. He hoped that he could alleviate some of Louisa's anxieties as well.


The next two days were interesting at Netherfield. Caroline took all of her meals in her room, and she wasn't seen or heard by anyone. The mood of the staff was greatly improved, and Bingley and Darcy enjoyed being able to leave the door unlocked or even open when they spoke, as previously they had to close and lock doors to assure privacy from Caroline. The servants who took her meals to her were overheard commenting on her change of demeanor toward them. Bingley asked Mrs. Blair if she had seen his sister, and the woman commented that Miss Bingley was actually quite polite to her. "I must say, she seems to have had some kind of change of heart about Netherfield, Sir. She asked me if I like the wallpaper in her chambers, and when I politely said I didn't have any opinion one way or the other, she said she was going to change it. It certainly sounds like she plans to stay." Bingley laughed to himself, knowing that Netherfield was a far better option than Aunt Gertrude's home in Scotland, especially in the winter.


Louisa had been quite pleased to learn about her brother's ultimatum to Caroline, and in her sister's self-imposed absence she offered to act as his hostess for the dinner with the Bennett family. She had not met them yet, but she had heard about them from her sister, and she was a bit apprehensive. While she didn't give too much credence to her sister's perceptions, there were still many parts of her tale that she found quite intriguing, and she curiously wanted to see them for herself. She had planned a delicious dinner with the cook, and she supervised setting a lovely table for their guests. There would be eleven guests, or twelve if Caroline joined them, so she set the table for twelve and agonized over the seating arrangements. She decided to place Mr. Darcy as far away from her sister as possible, seating Mrs. Bennett next to Charles who was at one end of the table, and Caroline next to Gilbert, mid way down the table. As hostess, she would take the other end of the table and seat Mr. Bennett next to her on her right side. She placed Mr. Darcy across from Mr. Bennett to her left, as she had heard that he thought rather highly of the gentleman, and they would converse easily. Not knowing any of the five girls and their personalities, she randomly placed them in the other seats, hoping that they would be close enough to their parents or each other to feel comfortable. Unfortunately, she failed to realize that she had placed Mrs. Bennett across from Caroline. This would be an interesting dinner indeed.


Chapter Twenty Two

Dinner at Netherfield


The Bennett household was a chaotic and noisy place with six females getting ready to dine at Netherfield. Lydia, always the loudest and most concerned about her appearance, spent all afternoon adding lace and ribbons to her very favorite dress. When she was finished, the dress looked much too elaborate and garish, but she was extremely satisfied. Mary had chosen a very plain grey frock, not wishing to draw any attention to herself, and she pulled her hair back into her usual tightly coiled bun. She just wished to be transparent and observe the others when she was in the company of strangers. Kitty had put on three different dresses, finally deciding on a yellow one that Jane said looked the best on her. Jane, who looked beautiful no matter what she wore, chose a pale blue dress with white ribbons at the waist, perfectly complimenting her lovely blonde hair and light blue eyes.


Last, Elizabeth chose to wear a plain white dress with lace sleeves ruffled at the wrist, hoping to look quite the opposite of the last time they saw her covered with mud. She knew that her hair had been a terrible mess with wet ringlets falling into her face and eyes, so she pulled her hair back on the sides and let the curls hang down her back. She had ten small white flower hairpins that her Aunt Gardiner had given her for Christmas one year, and she stuck those in various places in her hair to help to hold the wayward curls from escaping. She knew that she could have worn something a bit fancier, but she loved this dress and she felt that it was the perfect choice instead of acquiescing to her mother who wanted her to wear a horrible green satin gown that she would wear to a ball.


When her mother saw what she had decided to wear, she bellowed that it was all wrong and entirely too plain, and she said that Elizabeth "must go upstairs immediately and change." Thankfully, they were running late due to Mrs. Bennett having to supervise each girl's hair and wardrobe. Mr. Bennett said that Lizzy looked perfectly lovely in the white dress, and they were leaving with or without her, but, of course with no intention of leaving Lizzy behind.. Mrs. Bennett gave him an angry look, but that was the end of the conversation. Lizzy was so grateful to her father that she secretly squeezed his hand as they walked outside together. "Thank you, Papa. I did not wish to look like a Christmas ornament tonight." Thomas laughed, and squeezed her hand in return.


At the appointed time, the carriage arrived at Netherfield carrying all seven of them rather uncomfortably squashed together "like sardines," as Lydia declared. "My dress will be entirely too wrinkled to even enter the house," she moaned. "I wore my best dress, and Mr. Bingley will think I am a street urchin when he sees me." Jane, the level headed sister of the group, assured her that she would look perfectly fine, and as it would be lowly lit in the rooms, no one would notice the wrinkles in her dress. They all climbed out of the carriage and stood looking up at the edifice of the estate.


"Oh my," Mrs. Bennett swooned. "It is so much bigger than I recalled." Mr. Bennett took her arm and steered her toward the front entrance, and the girls all followed in single file behind them, Elizabeth being the last in line. She felt slightly uncomfortable seeing the two gentlemen again, as they had seen her at her absolute worst, and she didn't want them making complimentary comparisons and see her cheeks blush bright pink. She also did not wish to see Miss Bingley, who she had heard all about from her sisters. She had learned that the woman made very disparaging and patronizing remarks during her visit, and she knew that there would undoubtedly be something derogatory said about her conduct that day.


The front door opened, and Mr. Bingley greeted them all, one by one as Mr. Blair took their hats and coats. After politely receiving the elder Bennetts and introducing them to his sister and Hurst, he bowed to each of the girls as they entered. He attempted to remember their names, but mixed up Mary and Kitty, which sent Lydia and Kitty into a fit of giggles. Mrs. Bennett admonished them, and they stopped, although they continued looking at each other with glee in their eyes. When Bingley saw Jane, he took her hand and bowed, never taking his eyes off her face. She blushed a deep crimson, but she smiled and told him how nice it was to see him again. Finally, last came Elizabeth, who obviously looked entirely different than she had on their previous meeting. "Miss Elizabeth, it is a pleasure indeed to meet you! I must say, I would not have known it was you if I hadn't known that you were coming this evening!" He laughed, and bowed again.


"Yes, you are right, Mr. Bingley, I am sure I must look a little different than the day I fell in the mud. I assure you, I took great care to avoid the stream today!" Bingley seemed delighted that she answered him with such wit, and he ushered her in along with the others. The group noisily walked through the large round room, their voices echoing off the marble floors and ceiling frescoes, especially Fanny Bennett who stopped every few feet to inspect something new.


"Please join us in the drawing room for a bit of conversation before we dine" Louisa said. I believe Mr. Darcy is awaiting us there, and my sister Caroline will be joining us shortly. She had no reassurance that her sister would actually join the group, but she hoped that some of her brother's words would encourage her to show that she was willing to try to change her ways. They entered the drawing room, a richly appointed room with large floor to ceiling windows at the far end, and several groupings of chairs and sofas throughout.


Mrs. Bennett looked as if she would burst with excitement as she looked around the room. She had been admonished by her husband to keep her outbursts to a minimum, but as a balloon will pop if it is inflated too much, she could not keep silent. "Oh, Mrs. Hurst, Mr. Bingley, this room is exquisite! As long as we have been the closest neighbor to Netherfield, I have never had the honor of being invited inside!" Everyone in the room had their own opinion as to why that was the case, except Mrs. Bennett who would never have considered it was because of her own outlandish behavior.


Darcy was standing at the opposite end of the room in his favorite pose, next the large windows where he could stand looking out at the gardens, but he was also able to observe the room and its occupants in the reflection. He turned to greet the guests, and walked across the room, greeting Mrs. Bennett first. "Good Evening, Mrs. Bennett. It is a pleasure to see you again." He bowed and she curtsied, awestruck at his handsome attire and his formal greeting. He then moved to Mr. Bennett and greeted him with a firm handshake and pleasantries. The girls had all formed a line as before, but this time there were five instead of four, and he went down the line, perfectly remembering their names as they curtsied.


At last he came to Elizabeth and his heart practically stopped as he gazed at her face. He could not believe what he saw, and he could not get any words out of his mouth. "My God, it is her," he thought. "It is the woman in my painting." His long stare at her made everyone uncomfortable, as it seemed that he was trying to imagine that this was the same girl that had appeared soaking wet at the Bennett home.


Elizabeth curtsied and tried to break the awkward silence. "Hello, Mr. Darcy. We were introduced three days ago, but I am sure you could not possibly recognize me. I have tidied up a bit to join you for dinner!" She laughed a lovely and melodious laugh, and Darcy struggled to find words to respond. She was stunning.


"Yes, I can see that, Miss Elizabeth. You do look much better tonight." The moment he said that, he regretted it. "What a ridiculous thing to say to her," he chastised himself. "Pardon me, I meant to say, you look quite lovely this evening." He finally bowed, and as he did, he realized that she was wearing a long flowing white dress, just as he had painted. His eyes came back to her face, and he saw her deep, dark brown eyes with long black lashes, and he was so taken by them, that he could barely speak. He muttered that he was pleased to make her acquaintance, and then turned around and quickly retreated back to the windows. He did not want anyone to see the state of turmoil he felt, and so he felt it best to simply move far away from her. Elizabeth was confused by his strange behavior, and she mistook his awkward greeting as rather bad manners and arrogance, two things that she most abhorred.


They all sat down in a group of chairs and sofas in front of the fireplace near to one another and began exchanging compliments about Longbourn, Netherfield, and Meryton. Just as they were beginning to feel quite comfortable, Caroline entered the room, dressed in an orange dress with purple trim and an orange turban with purple feathers. She had bright red hair, and the color orange severely clashed with her coloring, definitely not suiting her at all.


Elizabeth had heard so much about Miss Bingley that she was mesmerized by her appearance, and she looked forward to hearing some of her acerbic remarks. She secretly hoped that some of the remarks were directed at her so she could respond with what her father called her 'velvet harpoons'. She loved sparring with someone's rudeness without the other party knowing that she was being derisive in return. Strangely enough, Miss Bingley simply walked into the room and barely said hello to the guests, finding a place to sit a little behind the others. Elizabeth felt her staring directly at her, and she could tell that Miss Bingley was also not sure who she was. Caroline continued staring at her, unsure how this attractive woman could possibly be the same soiled and disheveled girl she saw at Longbourn. She also realized that the gossip about the two beauties was true. She had been concerned about her brother's attraction to the eldest, but now she was wary of Mr. Darcy's attention being drawn to them as well, and this brown eyed woman in white in particular.


"Perhaps this is the reason why Mr. Darcy has chosen to abolish me from his life," Caroline thought to herself. She had not been in the room to see their introduction and she felt that they had somehow managed to meet prior to this engagement. In her irrational and jealous mind, she felt that there could be no other reason for his sudden change of heart toward her. "This country chit has somehow managed to capture his interest and turn his attention away from me," she ruminated. Elizabeth felt the ire in her glare and became quite uncomfortable, so she tried her best to ignore her.


"So, Miss Elizabeth, it is indeed a pleasure to finally meet you," Bingley said. "Your accident was quite unfortunate, but it appears that you have recovered quite nicely. Did you sustain any injuries?" he inquired.


"No Sir, only to my pride. I have been walking in the woods throughout our property for as many years as I can remember, and I have never taken a spill into the stream. I was trying to wash off a bit of dirt and twigs from a disastrous slide I took down the hill from Oakham Mount, and my foot slipped on a rock!"


"Good Lord, Lizzy," Mrs. Bennett shrieked. "You slid down the hill from Oakham Mount as well? Whatever will I do with you, young lady? That is a dangerously steep hill indeed, and I have told you never to go there again since that horrible day when you wandered off as a child."


Bingley reacted to this account with wide eyes. "Good heavens, Miss Elizabeth! What happened to you?"


Mrs. Bennett did not allow Elizabeth to answer for herself. "Well, when she was merely four years old, she escaped from the house and climbed the hill up to the top of the very highest point overlooking the entire valley, which is called Oakham Mount. Somehow her foot got caught in between some large rocks, and she was unable to return home. When we couldn't find her anywhere, we called out all the men in town to search for her, and after many hours, they found her sitting there in the darkness not two feet from the precipice! She could have tumbled off the edge, or a wolf could have come along and eaten her. It was the talk of Meryton, and I was mortified! I had to go to my bed for a week." Kitty and Lydia giggled behind their hands, and again, Jane glanced at Mr. Bingley to see his reaction to her mother's loud details about Lizzy's escapade as a child. He looked perfectly pleased with the stories about her sister, and he laughed along with Mr. Bennett.


"Yes, Mrs. Bennett, Thomas said, "There hasn't been a wolf in England in at least 300 years, and we have heard quite enough about Lizzy's exploits. She has always been the most spirited of the girls, and with those few exceptions, she has always come home in relatively good order. Well, perhaps except for the time she climbed the tallest apple tree and fell from the top!" Mr. Bingley gasped, but Thomas laughed, recollecting the event. "Thank heavens Mr. Hill saw her climbing and quickly pulled a hay cart underneath the tree just in time. She fell right in the middle of a pile of hay!"


Smiling widely at her, Bingley said, "I am delighted to hear about your adventures, Miss Elizabeth! It is hard to imagine you climbing trees looking as lovely as you do tonight."


Miss Bingley simmered at her brother's compliments of her new nemesis's unladylike activities. "I cannot allow this wild hoyden to worm her way into Mr. Darcy's notice. I must concoct a scheme to illuminate her repugnant behavior and totally unacceptable suitability for Mr. Darcy's consideration."


Elizabeth was not at all concerned about her new neighbors hearing about her adventurous behavior. She had always enjoyed the out of doors, and as a child she mostly played with the neighborhood boys. They treated her just like one of them until she started to develop into a young lady and they then realized that they shouldn't be waving pirate swords around her any longer. Lizzy was devastated that they treated her differently, but it didn't stop her from climbing trees and hills on her own. "I am afraid I am guilty of all of those things, Mr. Bingley. I have given my parents quite a fright from time to time, but I do try to behave myself now that I am a bit older."


Mrs. Bennett flicked her fan open and began fanning herself. "That girl will be the death of me," she said with one hand on her heart, pointing her fan at Elizabeth. "She continues to vex me even now."


Mr. Darcy could not believe how rude Mrs. Bennett was to her second eldest daughter. He was fascinated by Elizabeth's independence and her spirit, and he had never met another woman like her. She did not blush and look down at her lap when she was criticized or the subject of conversation, and she responded with wit.


Miss Bingley bit her tongue as she tried to keep silent during this conversation. It was all she could do to keep from making a remark about Elizabeth's unladylike antics. She clenched her fists and dug her fingernails into her palms, desperately trying to stop her mouth from sharing her thoughts, and she kept picturing a cold winter blizzard pelting her face with wet snow somewhere in Scotland, which helped to keep her silent.


Darcy stood at the window, transfixed by the reflection of Elizabeth in the glass. "This is beyond any explanation," he thought. "She is here in the same room with me, and I cannot find the words to speak to her." He realized that he had possibly offended his guests, and as difficult as it was for him to do, he turned and slowly walked back to the gathering, standing off to the left of the fireplace near Elizabeth. She was sitting closest to the fireplace, and when she noticed that he had come so close to her, she turned to look up at him, the fire clearly allowing him to see the golden flecks in her brown eyes, just as those that he had added to his artwork. Her eyes were the finest he had ever seen, and he stared at her as though he was looking at his painting. He felt an overwhelming feeling of mystification, and the familiar scent of lavender filled the room. It was so strong, he wondered that no one else could smell the strong scent.


"Is there something wrong, Mr. Darcy? Have I failed to remove all the dirt from my face after all?" she teased.


"No, of course not, Miss Elizabeth. I just feel as though we have met somewhere, and I am trying to place where it could have been." He felt that this was the best way to cover up his impolite staring.


"I quite doubt it, Mr. Darcy. I rarely leave Meryton, and when I travel to London to see my Aunt and Uncle Gardiner, I stay with them in Cheapside. I am sure you have not had an occasion to venture there." Elizabeth heard Miss Bingley gasp behind her, and she secretly rejoiced at upsetting her with the mention of Cheapside, an area of London where people of trade worked and lived and where the ton would never dare to visit. Her uncle, Edward Gardiner, was a very successful importer of fine fabrics from the continent and the West Indies, and his products were highly regarded by the ton. Her Aunt Madeline was also a highly regarded woman in London due to her work building a home for disgraced girls and an orphanage for the children that they bore but could not keep. The Gardiners were refined and intelligent, and they were accepted in most circles of London's social scene, but their home in Cheapside, while lovely and comparable to any in the finer neighborhoods, was located in an unacceptable neighborhood according to the standards of the ton.  Elizabeth knew that Caroline - and probably Mr. Darcy - would find this information about her family appalling, but she did not care at all.


"No, I do not have occasion to visit Cheapside, Miss Elizabeth. Perhaps I am mistaken." He looked away, and as she thought, it seemed to Elizabeth that hearing about her connections to trade solidified his dislike of her and her family.


They were interrupted by Mr. Blair who informed them that dinner was ready in the dining room. The four gentlemen each awkwardly extended both arms to the eight women - Gilbert with his wife, Louisa and Miss Bingley, Charles with Lydia and Jane, Mr. Bennett with his wife and Kitty, and Mr. Darcy with Mary and Elizabeth - and escorted them into the dining room.


Darcy felt a bolt of electricity shoot through his body when Miss Elizabeth took his arm. She lightly placed her gloved hand on top of his arm, barely touching him, but the feeling was intense, and he wondered if she felt the shock as well. He glanced at her face, but she showed no sign of anything unusual, so he kept on walking, attempting to maintain his composure. They entered the dining room, and Louisa began showing each guest to their respective seats. Much to Darcy's surprise, while he did have Mr. Bennett across from him and Louisa to his right, Elizabeth was seated to his left. He assisted Louisa to be seated, and then pulled Elizabeth's chair out for her to take her seat. Mary took the seat next to her father, and Elizabeth breathed a sigh of relief, knowing she would be a quiet and polite dinner companion. Fortunately, Miss Bingley was seated on the same side of the table as her, and she was grateful she wouldn't be forced to converse with her.


Darcy was also taking stock of the uncomfortable seating arrangement. He was quite pleased that Gilbert Hurst was seated between Caroline and Elizabeth, as he knew Caroline would most likely want to distract Elizabeth from his attention and make unpleasant comments to unsettle her. He was not pleased that although Jane was seated to Bingley's right, she was also seated next to Caroline, and Darcy knew she would also do her best to keep Charles from conversing with Jane. To add to the inevitable mayhem, Mrs. Bennett was seated next to Bingley on his left, and directly across from Caroline. The last two vacant seats next to Mrs. Bennett were taken by Lydia and Kitty, also across from Miss Bingley, and Darcy shuddered, realizing it could not have been a worse ensemble for Caroline's perusal. Elizabeth also scanned the table, and shared an anxious glance with her father, knowing that this evening would undoubtedly be their last invitation to Netherfield.


Everyone was finally seated, and the dinner was served. Mr. Bennett was always a delightful dinner companion, but he could tell that Darcy was not in good spirits and encouraging a discussion with him was difficult. The first time he had met him, he was quite open and conversational, but this was a different man. Something seemed to be bothering him.


"How long do you plan to stay at Netherfield before you return to Pemberley, Mr. Darcy?" Thomas hoped that he could get him to speak about his home in Derbyshire, which would be an easy subject for him to discuss.


"Not much longer, I'm afraid, Mr. Bennett. I have done my review of the books and looked over the land, and I have made my recommendations to Charles, so now he must make the final decision. I believe that he may have decided to lease the estate, but he has not contacted the owner as yet." He heard Elizabeth's voice, and thinking she was speaking to him, he turned to her, but she had turned to talk to Hurst, and he stifled a gasp as he noticed the small white pearls scattered through her curls that cascaded down her back. The sight of the white pearls were exactly as he had placed the small white flowers in the hair of the woman in his painting, and it caused him such distress that as he went to reach for his water glass, he accidentally knocked it over, spilling its contents on the table - and onto Elizabeth's dress.


"Oh my!" She flinched and quickly backed her chair up to see the damage. Darcy took his napkin and tried to wipe the water off of her but immediately realized that it was highly improper to be touching her in this manner. He handed the napkin to her to have her dry her dress herself, and he sat looking mortified.


"I am so terribly sorry, Miss Elizabeth" he said in a strained voice. "I most heartily apologize for my clumsiness." He looked highly embarrassed, and she stifled a laugh at his overreaction.


"Please do not worry, Mr. Darcy. Fortunately it is just water and not red wine! My dress will dry, and as you know, I am quite used to being drenched!" He couldn't believe that she was able to joke at a time like this, but he was very grateful for her poise. He glanced at her dress and noticed that the water had caused her dress to cling to her leg, and he felt his face turning a dark red. His inappropriate thoughts caused his heart to practically beat out of his chest, and he prayed that no one could tell. Everyone was looking at them at their end of the table, but Elizabeth laughingly implored, "Please everyone, nothing is amiss, so just go on with your dinner and conversation. It's only a little water."


Darcy was quiet for the remainder of dinner. Mr. Bennett attempted to again engage him in conversation, but his mood had been greatly altered, and it was obvious that he did not wish to converse. Elizabeth noticed his discomfort, and she couldn't understand how a simple mistake could affect him so deeply. From the first moment he had looked at her he seemed to fluctuate between staring at her and then ignoring her, and it was obvious to her that he did not like her at all. That was just fine with her, as she had no interest in this strange man, but she couldn't understand what she had done to make him dislike her.


Dinner was a disaster. Mrs. Bennett loudly exclaimed over and over about the extraordinary food, the expensive furniture, the superbly polished silver, and Mr. Bingley's perfection in all things. For a woman that intended for this gentleman to admire and fall in love with her daughter, Jane, she monopolized his attention and gave him little opportunity to speak with her. Jane sat quietly eating her food, occasionally glancing at Mr. Bingley who was politely conversing with her mother, inserting a word here and there in Fanny's constant stream of consciousness disjointed subjects.


As if in their own little world, Lydia and Kitty spoke to no one except themselves, hideously giggling at everything anyone said. They showed no manners, and it was all Mr. Bennett could do to quiet them. He threatened to separate them if they did not stop their silliness, but as usual, he never followed through, and they continued their improper behavior throughout the entire meal. Although she could not see Miss Bingley's face, Elizabeth was horrified at her inevitable reaction to this debacle in front of her. Surprisingly, she did not hear Caroline utter one word during dinner, but she knew nonetheless that the woman was storing her thoughts and comments for another time, and it would undoubtedly be laced with vitriol.


When dinner was over, as was the normal custom, the gentlemen separated from the ladies and went to Bingley's study for a glass of brandy while the ladies retreated to the music room where tea was served. Darcy was so disturbed by the entire evening, that he felt the beginnings of a headache, and the brandy did not help. Bingley walked to Darcy who stood alone and quietly said, "Darcy, you look quite ill at ease this evening. Whatever is bothering you? You hardly said a word at dinner, and I had thought you looked forward to our guests joining us."


"I seem to have developed a headache, Charles. I think that after we join the ladies, I will ask to be excused and retire early." He desperately wanted to be alone to try to put some space between Elizabeth and himself. He was completely baffled by the last several weeks of his life and the strange things that had been happening to him. Elizabeth Bennett was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen, and he had somehow conjured up her image on a canvas, hundreds of miles away before ever meeting her. He had painted Longbourn without ever having visited there, and he had painted a silly rope swing hanging from an apple tree. He had never had a rope swing as a child, and he had no idea that they had apple trees at Longbourn. Yet, there they were, all those apple trees. It was no wonder he had a headache.


The ladies were finding it awkward to discuss anything of substance. Miss Bingley was obviously quite unhappy with the Bennett's visit, but she stayed strangely quiet and thus far had not made any of her notorious vulgar comments. Louisa was trying to make small talk, but she was still daunted by her sister, and she didn't want to bring up any controversial subjects. She decided to ask her sister to play the pianoforte, thinking it would take her mind off the Bennetts and place attention on her, but she refused, and instead Mary offered to play.


Jane and Lizzy glanced at each other, knowing that Mary was not proficient enough to play for company, but it was impossible to stop her without hurting her feelings. She looked through some of the sheet music that was there, and although she did not feel comfortable with any of the pieces, she picked one that she had tried to learn but had not practiced in quite some time. She began playing the music with little skill, missing many notes. It pleased Mary that she was able to play on such a lovely instrument, and she didn't seem to realize how bad her rendition of the piece sounded. Miss Bingley began to smile for the first time all evening, and Louisa knew that some ugly remark was forming in her mind and was about to explode from her mouth.


Elizabeth also saw the look on her face like a cat who had just spotted a mouse, and she had to do something quickly. She picked up her tea cup and slid the saucer off the table, letting it drop to the floor, shattering in many pieces. The sound of the breaking china did exactly what she intended it to do. Mary stopped playing, and Caroline never got to utter the remark that was simmering on her lips. The gentlemen had been on their way to the drawing room to join the ladies when they also heard the noise, and they rushed in to see what had happened.


"Oh goodness" Elizabeth said. "I have broken one of your lovely saucers, Mr. Bingley. I am so terribly sorry! I will certainly pay you for the damage." She bent down to pick up the broken shards, but Darcy quickly came to her side, touching her arm and said that she needn't pick up the sharp pieces herself. Bingley called for Mr. Blair, and a footman soon appeared with a brush and receptacle to scoop up the broken saucer.


Miss Bingley was delighted that Elizabeth had made such a faux pas in front of everyone, but most of all, that Mr. Darcy had witnessed her clumsiness in such a refined home. "No lady of quality would ever allow a saucer to fall to the floor," she thought.


Elizabeth was quite stunned at Mr. Darcy's intervention and the touch on her arm. She looked at him and trying to think of something to say, she said "This has been quite a night for mishaps, hasn't it, Mr. Darcy?" He merely grimaced at her quip and walked away again.


Mr. Bennett took this as their cue to leave, and he held out his hand to Mrs. Bennett. "Come, dear. We must be leaving now. It has been a lovely dinner, but it is getting late, and I believe Mr. Darcy is suffering from a headache."


Everyone turned to look at Darcy, and this only made matters worse. He had become the object of attention too many times in one evening, and that was what he tried to avoid at all cost. "I am fine, Mr. Bennett. It is gone now," he lied.


"Nevertheless, it is time for us to return to Longbourn. Come along girls, Mrs. Bennett." She still hadn't taken his hand to rise from her chair, and she exclaimed that she had just become comfortable. "Mrs. Bennett" he repeated and reached down to pick up her hand and pulled her up. "Thank the Bingleys for dinner, my dear. We are leaving now."


"Well, if we must leave, we must. It is still quite early, and I had hoped for a tour of this lovely home, but thank you so much Mr. Bingley, Mrs. Hurst." There had been no offer of a tour, and Elizabeth was mortified at her rudeness. Fanny turned to Louisa and thanked her for planning such a lovely evening. "Your dinner was truly wonderful, and we would very much like to return your gracious invitation." Louisa glanced at Caroline, and didn't know what to say, so she simply curtsied and smiled, saying "How nice." She knew that Caroline would not accept that invitation in a million years.


The guests all retrieved their outerwear and left Netherfield in their very crowded carriage. The ever positive Bingley, not realizing that so much drama had occurred during the evening, claimed that the evening had been a "smashing success", and he very much looked forward to returning to Longbourn for dinner. Caroline had tried desperately to keep her thoughts to herself, but she snickered loudly at the remark about the evening being a smashing success. Louisa grimaced and Darcy gave her a look of disgust, but Bingley didn't notice, continuing to talk about the beauty of Jane, the humorous anecdotes about Elizabeth, and the wonderful cook in his new kitchen. Everyone declared fatigue and went to their separate chambers for the night, listening to Bingley rattle on until their respective doors shut.


Darcy still locked his door and pulled the table in front of the door to his sitting room, even though he saw Gilbert sleeping on the small sofa as he had said he would. Even with his precautions and little chance of Miss Bingley repeating her attempts at a compromise, he slept little during the night. He kept seeing a beautiful girl with chestnut brown hair sitting on a swing with a book in her hands. He knew that he had made a terrible impression on her, and he had to change that somehow, but he did not know how or even if he could apologize. After tossing and turning, he finally fell into a restless sleep, dreaming of a woman in a white gown.


Chapter Twenty Three

A walk in the woods


The ride home from Netherfield was not long, but Mrs. Bennett babbled the entire time about the grandeur of the estate, the perfect manners of Mr. Bingley, the terrible manners of Mr. Darcy, the expensive furnishings, and her hope for Jane to live in such a fine estate. Arriving home, she entered the house still talking, describing the colors of the walls, the fine vases and silver pieces, and the lovely dress Miss Bingley wore. "Did you see that turban with purple feathers? Oh, Mr. Bennett, I would look so lovely in that hat!"


Mr. Bennett looked at her as if she had lost her mind completely, but simply replied "Yes, dear. You would look beautiful in an orange turban with purple feathers. You could wear it to church, and the ladies of Meryton would be quite envious of your fashion choice." The two youngest girls burst into laughter, and ran up the stairs to discuss the hideous orange ensemble Miss Bingley had worn. Mary shook her head and muttered something about the evils of vanity, and Jane and Elizabeth looked at each other and attempted to stifle their laughter at their father's remarks.


"I must start planning a five course dinner for the Bingleys and the Hursts, and I suppose, Mr. Darby if he remains at Netherfield. What a loathsome man he is." Mr. Bennett interrupted her and corrected her for calling him by the wrong name again. "Oh, I don't care what his name is. Mr. Darby, Mr. Darcy, it doesn't matter. I swear, I don't think he spoke one word the whole evening. And did you see how he separated from us and stood across the room by the window before dinner? He obviously thinks that he is too good for us. I have never met such an arrogant and proud man."


"Mrs. Bennett, you should not judge a man by one meeting. He is a very intelligent and kind man. I believe he simply suffers from the inability to converse well with strangers, and perhaps he is just a bit shy."


"Nonsense, Mr. Bennett. I saw his face when Elizabeth mentioned visiting my brother in Cheapside. He practically grimaced. He does not wish to associate with people who have connections in trade."


"Do you not realize that Mr. Bingley comes from trade, my dear? And he is Mr. Darcy's best friend. I think you are quite mistaken." He turned and started up the stairs. "I am retiring Mrs. Bennett. Goodnight."


Mrs. Bennett was already seated at a small desk in the corner of the drawing room, writing down her menu for her dinner for the Netherfield party and did not notice that he had left.


The following morning, a messenger arrived at the door with a letter for Mr. Bennett. He looked at the envelope with the strange handwriting and took the letter into his study and closed the door. Lizzy saw him as he passed her, and her curiosity aroused, she knocked on his door. "Papa? Can I come in?" She heard him tell her to enter, and she opened the door and saw him sitting at his desk with the letter in his hand, shaking his head. "What is it, Papa?"


"This is a letter from a Mr. Collins, the distant cousin who holds the entail on Longbourn, and he informs me that he will be arriving today! Good Lord, whatever does he want with us? I am in fairly good health and not planning to die quite yet, so he has no business coming to our home like a fox circling the henhouse." He continued reading the letter, and when he finished, he put the letter down and looked up at Lizzy. " This ridiculous fellow writes that he is a parson in Kent, and that his benefactress, a Lady De Bourg of Rosings, has instructed him to take a wife to enhance his station as a pastor to her tenants, and that because of the entail on our property that he will inherit when I die, he should choose one of my daughters to marry! This is completely nonsensical." He looked up at Elizabeth and said, "I can only hope that he is nothing like his father. We had not spoken in years before his death, and I must say he was a despicable man."


"What do you mean, marry one of us, Papa? You wouldn't agree to such an arrangement, would you?


"It would be a good idea if this man was of substance, and there are many marriages arranged for far less reasons, but I will not agree to any such arrangement, Lizzy. You have my word."


"Thank you, Papa. You know though that Mother will be in full agreement with his proposal. This would allow her to live at Longbourn for the rest of her life. I dread hearing her cries of joy when she feels she is saved from the hedgerows!" Thomas nodded his head, realizing that his wife would, in fact, agree to such a scheme. "I refuse to marry for any other reason than for dearly loving someone, and I simply cannot be his choice. And Mr. Bingley seems to be quite taken by Jane, so she should not be his choice either! Perhaps Mary might be the best choice for a pastor."


"Well, my dear," Thomas said, "We must go and tell your mother to expect company today. She will not take this news well." They rose, and left the study, both knowing that there would be a flurry of activity shortly and many exclamations of distress and, of course, frazzled nerves.


As he thought, when he informed his wife about the impending visitor, Mrs. Bennett flew into a fit of rage at having "this horrid man" coming to stay in her home. "He is coming to take inventory of what will be his someday, like a vulture circling over a dying animal. How dare him come here when you are still living!"


"Now, Fanny. There is more to his visit than that. He has decided that it would be wise to marry one of our daughters to ensure you can stay at Longbourn when I die. He is coming to conduct a viewing of our daughters! I cannot believe the audacity of such a thing, but he will be here shortly and there is no time to write back to refuse."


"What? Marry one of our daughters? To allow us to stay at Longbourn? Good Lord, Mr. Bennett. This is an answer to my prayers! Where are the girls? I must have them dress in their best dresses and impress him when he arrives. Oh! Perhaps he will choose our Lydia! She is the most delightful of the girls, and she would make the perfect choice for him!"


"Mrs. Bennett, I dislike disagreeing with you, but I do not approve of him coming to pick a wife like he is buying a horse, and I must also tell you that Lydia would never do as the wife of a parson, no matter what the circumstances. You must not pursue that ridiculous idea."


She turned away from him, not hearing a word of what he had said, and scurried up the stairs to the girls' bedrooms. "Girls! I have wonderful news! We are saved!"


 Elizabeth did not wish to hear her mother's tirade and so she slipped out of the house before her mother could stop her. She wanted to get up to Oakham Mount before the sun got too high in the sky. She put on her half boots and her red pelisse, and started out. As she walked, she thought about their evening with Mr. Bingley and his sisters, and the strange feeling she got from Mr. Darcy. "I have never met such an odd man," she thought. "He could not bring himself to be social with our family prior to dinner, and then he hardly spoke at all during the meal." The thing that puzzled her the most was why he had taken such an instant dislike to her in particular. "I suppose all the stories about my foolishness and unladylike behavior are not what a man of his status approves of. He probably has a bevy of society ladies in Town with more refined qualities that have never climbed a tree or fallen into a stream." She laughed out loud imagining a prim and proper lady wearing a ball gown and dancing shoes climbing an apple tree. "But then he came to my aid when I dropped the china saucer, and he gently touched my arm, which is highly improper. I simply cannot make sense of this man."


Because it was a little later than she preferred, she decided not to walk all the way to Oakham Mount, but rather she took the path that cut through the woods to the stream where she could sit and enjoy the sound of the water as it passed over the rocks. She walked along, listening to the birds in the trees, and enjoying the peace and quiet of the morning, when she was surprised to hear the sound of a horse nearby. As she rounded a bend, she saw Mr. Darcy coming toward her on his stallion, and she stopped in her tracks. Darcy pulled back on his reins, and he also stopped, staring at Elizabeth as if he had seen a ghost. "Mr. Darcy!" she exclaimed. "What are you doing here this morning?" She was all too aware that he was the rider that had found her secret break in the fence that was a shortcut to Netherfield's furthest field, and she was greatly disappointed that he now knew her secret.


Darcy, who was quite taken aback at seeing her, stammered saying "Hello, Miss Elizabeth. I was riding in the field several days ago and found a broken fence that borders your land with Netherfield, and I wished to see what lay on the other side. I hope that I did not frighten you."


"No, of course not, Mr. Darcy. It is just that no one is ever here in the woods, and it merely startled me to hear a horse and then see you here. I was just on my way to the stream to enjoy the beauty of the area. Have you seen the stream? That is where I fell, if you recall hearing about my unfortunate incident!" She laughed, and his heart skipped a beat. Her laugh was enchanting, and she was so beautiful that he could hardly breathe, but he was mortified that she had found him trespassing in her secret place.


"I apologize for intruding on your walk, Miss Elizabeth. I did not realize that this led to your home," he lied. Not wanting this fortuitous meeting to end, he said "May I walk with you to the stream? My horse might enjoy a bit of water before we return to Netherfield."


Elizabeth could not refuse his request, so she agreed. "Yes, of course, Mr. Darcy, I do not mind the company." They walked along with no conversation, Omega trailing behind. As they reached the stream, Darcy asked her if she would show him the place where she fell. "Are you wishing to make fun of me, Mr. Darcy?"


"No, of course not, Miss Elizabeth. I am just curious to see where I should not venture with Omega. It would not do to have me fall in the stream so that you could make fun of me!" He looked at her and smiled, showing her his deep dimples that she did not realize were there since she had not seen him smile the previous evening. She couldn't help staring at him, and she felt a slight shiver down her spine. She admitted to herself that he was indeed a handsome man, and under other circumstances, she would very much enjoy his company, but this would never do. He wanted nothing to do with her or her family, and he was surely just being polite.


This strange reaction to his smile confused her, but she shrugged off the odd feeling, and looked away. She found a large log and sat down. "You are out riding quite early, Mr. Darcy. Is this your usual habit?"


"Yes, actually I do arise quite early, and I enjoy riding first thing in the morning. I find it most invigorating, and Omega enjoys it as well." Desperately trying to think of topics of discussion, he asked "Do you ride, Miss Elizabeth?"


"No Sir, I am sorry to say that I do not ride. As adventurous and foolish as my mother has described me to be, I am actually quite afraid of horses. I did try riding once when I was much younger, but the horse obviously sensed my fear, because it took off running before I was properly seated, and I slid off his back and fell quite hard to the ground. Fortunately, I did not break any bones, but I was quite shaken and bruised and sore for a long while, and now I find walking to be a much safer way to get where I want to go."


"Yes, I know," he said, and then quickly realized that he had disclosed that he had seen her walking before today. He glanced at her and saw that she was puzzled by his admission. "I must admit I did see a young lady walking in the woods two days ago, and I assumed that it was you." He knew that he could not be alone with her much longer as it was highly improper, so he forged ahead with attempting to explain the bad impression he had made. "I believe that I owe you an apology for my strange behavior last night, Miss Elizabeth. I am afraid that I do not converse easily with people that I do not know well. I have also been the subject of many mothers of the ton and their daughters who are only interested in me for my wealth and to become mistress of my estate. I am extremely aware of my desirability for those reasons, and I do everything that I can to avoid such situations." He should have stopped there, but he continued. "I must admit that it is quite obvious that your mother is quite vehement about her desire to have her daughters find husbands, and I felt it was prudent to remain silent. I did not want to raise anyone's expectations." He looked down at his boots and said "Bingley chastised me roundly for my poor manners after you departed last night, and I want you to know that it was certainly not my intention to appear ill-mannered. Will you accept my apology, Miss Elizabeth?"


Elizabeth was astounded at Mr. Darcy's disclosure regarding his odd behavior. He sounded quite sincere, but his arrogance was astonishing. "Well yes, of course, Mr. Darcy. I do realize that my mother can be quite overbearing and very obvious about the burden of having five unmarried daughters. I do believe, however, that you have nothing to worry about, Sir. She has decided to dislike you since you stood apart from us and appeared to disapprove of our family, so your scheme worked quite well indeed." She laughed and said "and unless you propose marriage to one of us and promise to save our mother from a life of poverty, she will leave you very much alone."


Darcy stared at Elizabeth's beautiful face, not quite believing that he was alone with her and having this conversation. "How would she feel if she knew that I have gazed at her face many times before, and that I have been drawn to her by some strange force. Do I dare tell her?"


Elizabeth felt his stare and his uncomfortable silence and felt that her remarks about him proposing marriage had greatly offended him. She laughed aloud and said "Have I embarrassed you with my comment about marrying one of us, Mr. Darcy? I assure you, none of us expect any such proposal from you. A man of your position in society would not dare consider a mere country girl with little to offer!" She laughed again. "And besides, there is a gentleman due to arrive at Longbourn this afternoon who has declared he will marry one of us, and Mother's worries will be over."


"I beg your pardon?" Darcy said, incredulously. "I'm sorry, what did you just say?" He knew he sounded more than unusually alarmed, but he couldn't conceal his surprise.


"I do not know if my father explained the situation at Longbourn regarding the entail on our property, but because Father has no male heir, the estate will transfer to a distant cousin of his when he dies. Fortunately, my father is in excellent health, but the gentleman himself is visiting us today to view his future home and apparently to choose one of us to marry!" She said this with such humor, that Darcy wasn't sure if the part about choosing a wife was really true.


"Excuse me, Miss Elizabeth, but surely you jest?"


"No, not at all, Mr. Darcy. He has written to us and detailed his intentions. He is quite serious about it, and my mother is overjoyed that this could be the answer to her worries. If he chooses one of us, he would inherit Longbourn one day, and our mother would be able to stay on."


"I am sorry to hear that, Miss Elizabeth. Marriages of convenience are not usually happy ones, and unless this man is a gentleman of quality, this does not bode well for you or any of your sisters."


"I agree with you wholeheartedly, Sir. I do not plan to marry for anything other than the deepest of love, and I would never agree to a proposal of that sort. I am just concerned about my sister Jane feeling that she is obligated to our mother to accept. She too does not wish to marry for wealth or convenience. Her heart is pure, and she deserves a deep and loving relationship with someone as lovely as she is."


Elizabeth realized that she had just shared very personal feelings with Mr. Darcy, and she felt a blush on her face. Trying to lighten the conversation, she said "I believe that I should probably return home to be there when he arrives, or Mother will embarrass me again as she did when you came to visit!" As she made a move to stand, Darcy reached out his hand to assist her. Elizabeth looked at his hand, knowing that it was highly improper to have such contact with a man, but she took his hand and consented to permit him to help her stand. He held her hand for just a little too long to be an accident, and for some reason, she did not pull away. She looked at Darcy, feeling the intensity of his stare and then reluctantly pulled her hand back to end the moment between them. There was something about this man that she could not quite identify. He was at one moment aloof and haughty, but then quite charming the next. She had been sure that he disliked her, but now he was apologizing to her and almost appeared to enjoy her company. And the intimate touch of his hand was the most puzzling thing of all. She did not know what to make of any of it.


"Good day, Mr. Darcy, " she finally said and looked away.


"Thank you for allowing me to apologize to you Miss Elizabeth. I have enjoyed our conversation very much. I will return the way I came, but I will look forward to seeing you again." With that, he bowed and walked away to untie Omega from the tree. He turned the horse around and rode off, disappearing into the trees.


"That was certainly odd," Elizabeth thought. "I wonder why he felt it was so important to apologize to me." But she also thought about the feeling that coursed through her when he held her hand. "Elizabeth, don't be ridiculous," she chided herself. She shook her head to erase the improper thought, but she couldn't forget the unexpected appearance of his deep dimples when he smiled at her.


Darcy returned to Netherfield from his conversation with Elizabeth with a feeling of elation having apologized to her but also with a sense of despair because he knew that he was in danger of his feelings deepening if he allowed it, and it could never be. He rationalized that all the supposed signs that he had thought pointed him toward Hertfordshire to find this woman were simply a series of strange coincidences and nothing more. He tried to convince himself that he had been foolishly pursuing a pipe dream that was nothing more than an inner cry for something deeper in his life. But he knew better. He was Fitzwilliam Darcy of Pemberley, and this was not the way his life was supposed to work out, even though his mother had wished for a marriage of love for him. Surely she would not have approved of him choosing a girl from the country with ties to trade and such a ridiculous family. He would simply have to spend more time in London during the season doing all the things he disliked, hoping to meet a lady that he could have at least a congenial relationship with. Or perhaps he should just marry his cousin Anne after all. Either way, he simply had to give up on his dream of loving a beautiful country girl in a painting.


Another of Darcy's concerns lay with the obvious intentions of Mrs. Bennett to encourage one of her daughters to marry this distant relative, and if he could predict this man's choice, it would undoubtedly be Jane for her physical beauty. He worried that this suitor would make his choice of Jane before Charles could determine if she had enough feelings for him to ask for a courtship. They had only been in Hertfordshire for a few days, but Darcy knew that Bingley was on his way to loving her.


Charles Bingley had fallen in and out of love often, and Darcy was always dubious when his friend claimed to have found "the one". Bingley would dance with a lady at a ball, and if she praised his dancing skills and fluttered her eyelashes at him, he would declare her to be perfect for him, but by the time he attended the next ball, he would have found another lady, more perfect than the last. His attraction to Jane, however, seemed different, and Darcy knew it. Jane was a lovely woman, kind and genteel, not at all like the women of the ton that Charles had been interested in. She did not fawn over Bingley, and except for her mother's obvious selfish desire to have her daughters marry for her own secure future, Jane did not seem to be at all interested in his wealth. She seemed to like Charles very much, but she was shy, and she did not make her feelings known.


It was still too early to warn Bingley about his concerns, because he wanted to make sure that Bingley knew his own feelings and did not make another impetuous decision, but he vowed to meet this distant cousin of the ladies and watch the situation carefully. While it was not possible for him to marry into a family such as the Bennett's, he felt that Bingley could do so. He would be marrying the daughter of a landed gentleman, technically of the gentry, and of a higher position than his own. And although Jane had no dowry, Bingley was already quite wealthy and did not need or want her money. He wanted his friend to be happy, and he would support this relationship if Bingley wanted to pursue it.


Chapter Twenty Four

Mr. Collins comes to visit


Two hours after Elizabeth returned home, a carriage pulled up to the front gate at Longbourn, and a short and portly man dressed completely in black came to their door. Mrs. Hill answered the door with full knowledge of his intentions, but she said "May I help you?" She wasn't at all happy to meet this man who would one day take this home away from the Bennetts. As demanding and neurotic as Mrs. Bennett was, she had lived with the girls their entire lives, and she deeply cared for them and felt a protectiveness that their own mother did not show them.


He bowed to her, bowing so low that she was worried that he would surely split his pants, and it was difficult for her to keep a straight face. "I am William Collins, and I am expected. I am here on an important mission, and I would ask to speak to Mr. Bennett."


"Certainly Sir," she said. "Please wait here, and I will inform the master of the house that you are asking for him." She walked back down the hall and gently knocked on Mr. Bennett's door. "Sir, there is someone here to see you." She returned to the hall and took Mr. Collins' hat and told him that Mr. Bennett would be right with him. She did not invite him inside any further, however, and he stood awkwardly in the hall waiting to be received. Thomas knew that the foolish man was waiting for him in the hall, but he did not hurry to greet him, and when he finally did open his door, he saw Collins inspecting the room to the left of the hallway.


"Collins!" he said quite loudly. "You need not inspect the rooms yet, as you can see that I am very much alive and not likely to die today."


Mr. Collins nearly tripped over his own foot when he heard the loud voice and snapped around as if caught as a naughty boy, bowing low and looking as though he would tip over. "Yes, well good afternoon kind Sir. I assume you are my cousin, Thomas Bennett?"


"You assume correctly. I am afraid we just learned of your imminent arrival this morning, and I must say your letter contained quite an odd scheme. It is not every day a gentleman arrives at my front door to line up my daughters like chattel to be viewed and evaluated for a potential marriage. This is highly irregular, Sir, and not at all to my liking."


"Mr. Bennett, I have only the very best of intentions. My esteemed benefactress, Lady Catherine De Bourg of Kent, has advised that I should seek a wife, and she suggested that choosing from one of your daughters would be a wise and magnanimous thing to do. I am sure that one of them would be most pleased with my accommodations in the parsonage that abuts her glorious estate until such time as you pass from this earth. The lucky lady who will become my wife will have the guidance of Lady De Bourg, and she will be honored by her supervision in all things. There is no more refined and intelligent woman in all of England, and I am most fortunate to have been personally chosen to be her pastor and counselor. So, you see, Mr. Bennett, it is a rather perfect solution to your situation and to mine - do you not agree?"


Bennett could not believe the utter stupidity of this person passing himself off as a gentleman and a pastor. He had to hold in his anger at the presumption that it was a foregone conclusion that he would be marrying one of his daughters because his esteemed benefactress declared it to be so. "Mr. Collins, perhaps we should go into my study and have a bit more conversation about this plan of yours. I have a few things to say to you as well." They walked down the hall toward his study, but before they could enter the room for privacy, Mrs. Bennett burst through the door from the dining room and spied Collins with her husband.


"Oh, good gracious! You must be Mr. Collins! I am so delighted to have you visit with us! I have a room prepared for you and a hot meal will be ready in two hours. Would you like to refresh yourself?"


Collins bowed again, so deeply that his hands almost touched the ground. "Why, yes, thank you, I would indeed. And you are Mrs. Bennett, I presume?"


"Oh yes, my goodness, yes, I am Mrs. Bennett, Mr. Bennett's wife and the mother of five very beautiful daughters." She emphasized the word daughters and then turned toward the stairway and yelled out, "Girls! Girls! Come downstairs at once! Our guest has arrived! Hurry up and come down this very minute!" Thomas was already well aware that the girls were not happy about this gentleman's visit and his intention to choose one of them to marry, and no sound came from upstairs at their mother's loud call. Mrs. Bennett steered Mr. Collins into the sitting room, where he looked about, eyeing the furnishings as if they were already his own. "Please, Sir, take a seat. Here, by the fireplace. May I get you a cup of tea? A biscuit to curb your hunger until dinner? A piece of pie perhaps?"


"Why yes, thank you. I would very much enjoy a cup of tea and a biscuit and a piece of pie. I am quite hungry from my journey." Thomas rolled his eyes at the man's request for all three items offered, but nothing Collins did would surprise him now that he had met him. Less than five minutes with him had been enough to judge his countenance. His clothing was rumpled, his hair appeared to be stringy with oil, and he had an odor that was quite unpleasant. So much for a first impression.


Mrs. Bennett went to the base of the stairs again and bellowed at the girls to come downstairs. This time, Jane came down the stairs first, and Mr. Collins's mouth hung open like a catfish, his eyes bulging. His lascivious look at her infuriated Thomas, and he rose from his chair to escort Jane into the room to a seat far away from the lustful man. "This is no pious man," he thought. "This is my eldest daughter, Jane." Jane curtsied and noticed the licentious look on Collins' face, and her cheeks turned bright pink. She timidly looked at her father, who gave her a nod of his head, and she quickly sat down.


Collins bowed to her, and said "It is indeed my pleasure to meet you, Miss Bennett. You are quite lovely, and I look forward to getting to know you better!" Jane shivered and said nothing. She was mortified.


Next came Mary, who seemed to have attempted to style her hair in a manner more attractive than her usual austere bun. She even wore a blue dress with lace on the sleeves as opposed to her normal grey jumper. Bennett realized that perhaps Mary might be interested in meeting a pastor, since she incessantly read religious and moral reading material and would have the most in common with him. That is if he was, in fact, a good man of the church, which he obviously was not. No man of God would ogle a woman as he had Jane. Bennett did not see the same lewd look on Collins' face when Mary arrived, so she was definitely not going to be his first choice.


Elizabeth came downstairs right after Mary, somberly joining the group without a smile and with little enthusiasm. Collins eyed her in a course manner, looking over his glasses at her and running his eyes up and down her figure as he had done with Jane. Lizzy saw his look and took no time in sizing him up. If he had any interest in her, she was anxious to show him how impertinent she was so as to discourage any designs he might have on her. She could easily find ways to horrify him. She curtsied as he did his ridiculous bow, and she found a seat near her father. She gave him a look that the two of them perfectly understood.


Lastly, Kitty and Lydia bounced down the stairs together, whispering and giggling as usual. They took one look at the odd man in their sitting room and their giggles got even louder. Mr. Bennett admonished them to be silent, and though not entirely successful, they finally did stifle their laughter and found a seat together on the settee, forgetting to curtsy.


"Mr. Collins, let me introduce the rest of my daughters to you. This is Elizabeth, my second eldest, and this is Mary, my third and middle daughter." Collins bowed again in his usual low manner, and this made Kitty and Lydia begin their giggling again. "Girls! Silence! Please remember yourselves!" He introduced Kitty and Lydia, but Collins did not take his eyes off Jane.


Mary curtsied, and smiled broadly at Collins. "I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Sir," she said. Collins was not at all as effusive with her as he had been with Jane, and she looked crestfallen at his inattention to her.


Although highly impolite, Elizabeth said nothing to him. She felt that this was a waste of time, as her father would never agree to any of his daughters marrying this buffoon. But he was a guest in their home, and it was the proper thing to do to converse. Mrs. Bennett returned to the room with Mrs. Hill and began serving tea. Mrs. Hill offered a tray of biscuits to him, assuming he would take one or two, but he took the whole tray and set it down on the small table next to his chair. She brought out the pie that she had made that morning, and although it was cut into several pieces, he also took the pie and set it down on the piano forte bench on the other side of his chair. All the biscuits and the pie were eaten by Mr. Collins before he went to his room to prepare for dinner. 


After he left the room with Mrs. Bennett to be shown to his room, the girls and their father sat somewhat dumfounded for a moment. "Father, who is this man?" Kitty asked. "He is ridiculous!"


Lydia piped up, "He is the strangest man I have ever met. Does he have to stay here with us? I feel as though he might come into my room in the night!" With that, she and Kitty started giggling again, and Mr. Bennett had to chastise them for their unladylike thoughts. "But Papa, he is quite peculiar, and I could never be married to someone like that. I intend to marry an officer, and if he makes any attempt to talk to me, I will stick my tongue out at him and bark like a dog!" That set them off again, and they both started yipping like two small puppies.


Mary was the only one in the room not laughing. "I personally find him to be quite an interesting man, and his looks do not bother me. You should not judge a book by its cover," she said.


"Well this book appears not to have showered in weeks!" Lydia replied, causing another round of laughter. "His hair is so greasy I could touch his head and grease the wagon wheels in the shed!"


"Ewwww....!" Kitty exclaimed.


Elizabeth sat quite still, worried that Collins might choose her beautiful sister, and knowing Jane as well as she did, she feared that Jane might feel obligated to save her family from losing their home should their father die. "If only Mr. Bingley would make an offer to court her," she thought. "It is much too early for that, although he did seem quite enamored." She would have to talk to Jane to give Bingley more encouragement the next time she was in his presence. She felt that Jane was much too tentative and shy to make her feelings known, but Elizabeth would somehow make this her mission to have Mr. Bingley see Jane's interest in his attention.


Dinner that night was preposterous. Between Mr. Collins commenting on the "wonderfully prepared and delicious repast" and the beautiful silver pieces that he eyed with glee, and Mrs. Bennett extolling the virtues of her "five lovely and very eligible daughters," Elizabeth wanted to crawl into a hole and hide. This was going to be a very long visit.


During the next few days, Elizabeth observed Mr. Collins silently eyeing each of her sisters, and she felt his eyes on her as well. His presence at Longbourn was distressing to everyone, except to Mrs. Bennett who was delighted that her future was secure. When they walked to Meryton, he followed along, dispensing pious words about the proper behavior of young women. When they sat in the drawing room, he lectured on the importance of virtue. When they gathered for meals, he preached to them about the necessity for ladies to have impeccable manners and that women should always obey their husbands. Mr. Bennett sat listening to these sermons with obvious glee. He enjoyed nothing more than watching this dim-witted man make a fool of himself. He exchanged looks with Elizabeth every time Collins spewed some ridiculous statement, and Lydia and Kitty frequently giggled at him. Oddly, he had no idea that any of this was due to him. The only people that even tried to converse with him were Mary, who made it very clear to him that she had the same pious views, and Mrs. Bennett who continually boasted about each of her daughters, declaring them all to be well-mannered, virtuous, and demure young ladies.


Every second day, the Bennetts welcomed a short visit from their new neighbor, Mr. Bingley and his friend, Mr. Darcy. Bingley would claim to be out enjoying the countryside and had just decided to stop in to say hello to his closest neighbors, but it was clear that he wanted to see Jane. They would sit quietly in the drawing room with one or two of her sisters as chaperones, exchanging pleasantries and making small talk. Elizabeth knew that Mr. Bingley was quite interested in Jane, but Jane refused to acknowledge his attention was just for her. Elizabeth felt it was going to be just a matter of time before Jane was approached by the horrid Mr. Collins, and it was imperative that something had to happen soon between her sister and Charles Bingley.


On each of their visits, Mr. Darcy acted exactly as he had at the dinner at Netherfield. There was no smile, no conversation, and he once again walked to the corner of the drawing room and stood silently at the window looking out at the large apple tree and rope swing. The kind Mr. Darcy that Elizabeth had met at the stream was nowhere to be seen. The cold, arrogant Mr. Darcy stood in his place. She did, however, sense that he was watching her in the reflection of the glass, and she glanced over at him several times to see if her feeling was accurate. Each time, their eyes would lock, and she experienced that same jolt of something strange coursing through her body. He made no attempt to look away, and she wondered what it meant. Was he finding fault with her? Or was he favoring her? She could not imagine the latter, but something was happening, and his presence was bewildering. She had never been affected by anyone like this before, and she could not identify what it was she was feeling. He was indeed handsome, and when he was alone with her, completely charming, but this odd behavior was puzzling.


Thus far, the two gentlemen had missed meeting Mr. Collins during their visits, as he was either napping or visiting with the townsfolk, much to the dismay of the neighborhood. On this particular afternoon as they were having tea, Mr. Collins entered the room, quite out of breath from walking from the village. "Oh, gracious me! I did not know that we have company," he gushed. Elizabeth noted with disgust that he said "we." He bowed to Mr. Bingley and introduced himself, which was highly improper. The proper protocol was to have someone familiar to you introduce you to a new acquaintance, but he apparently did not know the proper rules of etiquette. He then walked to Mr. Darcy, but desperately wanting to avoid a second faux pas, Elizabeth quickly moved toward them and intervened, saying "Mr. Darcy, may I introduce our cousin, Mr. William Collins. He is here visiting from Kent."


Collins was in the middle of one of his dramatic bows, when he belatedly comprehended the name of the gentleman he had just been introduced to, and he quickly stood up stammering, "Oh, Mr. Darcy! It is indeed such an honor to make your acquaintance! What a delightful coincidence this is! I have the great honor of being the parson for your esteemed Aunt, Lady Catherine De Bourg of Rosings! I must respectfully inform you that your Aunt and your lovely fiancée Anne were in good health when I last saw them at Rosings. It was your wise Aunt who personally counseled me to visit with my cousin and his lovely family."


The revelation that Mr. Darcy was engaged to the daughter of Mr. Collins' benefactress was quite a surprise to Elizabeth, and she felt a strange moment of disappointment. Not understanding this odd feeling, she quickly regained her unexpected emotion, and looked down at her shoes, hoping her reaction wasn't noticed.


Darcy glared at Collins, realizing that this ridiculous person was the very type of man his Aunt would employ to serve her - a toady sycophant who would do her bidding. He was also livid at this idiotic man for the untruth he declared to this family that his cousin Anne was his fiancée. He barely nodded his head, but he did not verbally respond to Collins. When he realized that this was the man that had come to Longbourn to choose one of Thomas Bennett's daughters, he felt a wave of fear for Elizabeth and her eldest sister, Jane. He was aware of Bingley's interest in Jane, but at this point, Jane had not given him enough encouragement to pursue a courtship, leaving her available to Collins. He was also worried that should Collins choose Elizabeth to marry, she would live a life of misery. She had said that she would refuse his proposal, but he could not be sure Mrs. Bennett would allow her refusal. His only hope was that Thomas Bennett would not allow such insanity. He could not imagine him permitting Collins to marry any of his daughters, let alone Jane or Elizabeth, who were obviously his favorites. Such an arrangement would be a travesty. He also realized that the thought of her being with another man beside himself greatly disturbed him. "What is happening to me?" he thought. "How can I have these feelings for someone who I have just met and who is totally unsuitable for me?"


The rest of the visit was a blur to Darcy. He finally knew that it was time to warn Bingley about the possibility of what could happen to Jane if he didn't express his feelings to her and learn of her feelings in return. He also knew that he had to speak to Mr. Bennett about his tyrannical aunt who Collins was bound to and what a fiasco this could be for all of them. His Aunt Catherine was a despot, and she would make the life of Collins' wife and her family a Hell on earth. Darcy caught Bingley's eye and nodded his head toward the door, indicating that it was time for them to depart. After more deep bows from Collins and curtsies from the ladies, they moved to leave. Mrs. Bennett invited them to return for dinner the following night, and Bingley accepted. As they rode away, Darcy filled him in on the situation at hand and Bingley, who was staggered by the news, declared his intention to speak to Jane at dinner the following night.


Bright and early on the next morning, Mr. Collins and Mrs. Bennett were behind closed doors in the sitting room, and Elizabeth knew that they were discussing his appraisal of her daughters. She had wanted to speak to her mother before she talked to Collins, but it was too late. If he chose Jane, as she felt sure he would, she knew that her mother would allow him to meet with her, and it was imperative that Jane turn him down. She ran back up the stairs to find Jane and knocked on her door. When she didn't hear anything, she slowly opened the door and found her sister sitting on her bed crying. "Jane! Whatever is wrong? What has happened?" She walked to the bed and sat down next to her, putting her arm around her sister to try to console her. "Please Sister, tell me what troubles you."


"Oh, Lizzy, I am sorry for my tears. I am just so afraid. Mother is meeting with Mr. Collins today, and I am quite worried that he might choose me to marry. I know that I will have to say yes to answer our mother's prayers and to keep Longbourn in our family, but I was so hopeful that Mr. Bingley might want to further our friendship into something more. He is everything a gentleman should be, and I like him so very much. What should I do?"


"I too am worried about that, Jane. I cannot believe that our mother would force you into such a horrible situation with that terrible man, but I'm afraid her desire to stay in her home has clouded her vision, even at the risk of sacrificing you. It is unforgivable, but remember, Papa has vowed that he would not agree to any of us marrying Collins against our will, so the only problem we have is if Mother makes Collins a promise, and you have to deny him. She will be furious, but you must say no! There is no way you could live with Mr. Collins, and we have to devise another plan. Perhaps Mary might be interested in him. Should we ask her?"


"Oh, Lizzy, she might agree, but what if he does not want to marry Mary. You did not see his reaction to her when he was introduced to her. He did not give her even a side glance because you were following right behind her, and he was quite distracted by you. What should we do?"


"We will think of something, Jane. If only we could learn what Mr. Bingley's thoughts and feelings are toward you. I see how he watches you when he visits us here. He never takes his eyes off of you, and there is no doubt in my mind that he would like to pursue a courtship with you. The only problem is that you are very reticent in general, and you have not given him any indication of your interest. We have to do something quickly to let him know how you feel about him." She sat quietly for a moment and said "In the meantime, you must not allow yourself to be alone with Mr. Collins. I suggest you declare that you are not feeling well today and stay in your room. That will give us another day to figure out what to do."


"Thank you, Lizzy. I do not like to be dishonest, but I will do as you suggest. I know that this is not a kind thing to say, but I really do feel quite ill just thinking about being Mr. Collins' wife."


"Oh my gracious, Jane! I am delighted to hear you express disparaging thoughts about him. You are usually so kind and never say a negative thing about anything or anyone!" The sisters hugged each other, and Elizabeth stood to leave. "I will tell Mother that you are not well, and I will have Mrs. Hill bring some breakfast to your room."


Elizabeth went downstairs to the kitchen to arrange for Jane's meal to be delivered, but at that moment, her Mother was exiting the room with Mr. Collins, and she stopped to give her the news about Jane not feeling well. "Yes, yes, Lizzy, that is quite unfortunate. I will take breakfast to her room immediately, but Mr. Collins would like to have a word with you, so please accompany him to the drawing room."


Elizabeth was so stunned at her mother's words that she stood frozen in front of her and made no move to do as she said. It suddenly occurred to her that Mr. Collins had chosen her instead of Jane, and she was completely caught off guard. Her mother pushed her toward the door to the drawing room, and Mr. Collins shuffled behind them. As soon as they had entered the room, Mrs. Bennett partially shut the door, keeping it open a crack as was proper, but more likely to allow her to eavesdrop in the hall. Elizabeth turned and stared at the ridiculous man who was sweating profusely. Collins bowed to her and then took out his handkerchief and began wiping the perspiration dripping from his brow. "What is it you wish to say to me, Mr. Collins. I cannot imagine there is anything that we have to converse about."


"Why yes, Miss Elizabeth, I do believe we have a most important subject to discuss. Would you care to be seated?" he asked.


"No, Sir. I believe I will remain standing. I have planned a walk this morning, and I am sure our conversation will be brief."


Collins cleared his throat and began. "Well, my dear Miss Elizabeth, my journey from Kent to Longbourn was for much more than just a pleasant visit. My noble and generous patroness, Lady Catherine De Bourg, has advised me that it is time that I marry. I am most fortunate to be her parson and close confidant, and she feels that it would improve my reputation to be a married man. She also generously feels that because of the entail on Longbourn, it would be most prudent to travel here to choose one of Mr. Bennett's daughters as my wife. I always adhere to her brilliant counsel, and that is why I have come." He blew his nose and again wiped the sweat off his face, using the same handkerchief, making Elizabeth grimace. "In the short time that I have visited with you and your family, I have come to admire your beauty and charm, and although your older sister, Jane, was my first choice, your mother has advised me that Mr. Bingley will soon be asking for her hand, so I have decided to honor you with my offer of marriage. Your mother has this very morning given her permission for me to make this offer to you." He wiped his face again, dropped to one knee and reached for her hand, which she put behind her back. "Miss Elizabeth, I truly feel that you are indeed the love of my life, and I am now asking for your hand in marriage." Elizabeth could not believe the words that were being spoken by this hideous man, but before she could respond, he continued, "I know that you must be feeling many joyful emotions, and so let us go and inform your family about our wonderful news!"


Elizabeth felt her whole body shaking in anger, seething at his words. "Are you quite finished, Mr. Collins? May I speak now?"


"Yes, by all means, my dear, I am sure that you are quite pleased with my offer, and now that we have come to an understanding, I can now return to Rosings to inform Lady De Bourg about our pending nuptials! I am certain that Lady De Bourg will be quite delighted with my choice, but I have noticed your somewhat pertinent behavior at times, and unfortunately this will never do as a parson's wife. There will be many changes you must make, and Lady Catherine will guide you on how to be more restrained, modest, and obedient," and with a lascivious grin, he added "and on the intimacies of marriage." He struggled to stand up and lost his balance. He had to hold on to the chair next to him to pull himself up.


Elizabeth was sickened by his assumption that she had agreed to his ridiculous proposal, and she clenched her fists and moved a little closer to him. "Mr. Collins, please let me speak to you without being interrupted. I have many things I wish to say to you, and I do not wish to hear a word from you until I am quite finished." She glared at him and he nodded. "I am appalled at your mistaken impression that you think that I would be honored by your insulting proposal of marriage. You have only been a visitor at Longbourn for several days, and you have the audacity to declare that I am the love of your life even though I was not even your first choice!" She rudely pointed her finger at him, not caring that it was highly inappropriate, but she didn't care. "How dare you, Sir! You are rude, arrogant and quite frankly, the last man on earth that I would consider marrying! You know absolutely nothing about me, Mr. Collins. I can assure you, that I am most definitely not the woman you would want to be your wife. I will not now - and never will be modest, restrained, or God forbid, an obedient wife to you or to anyone, and I will most certainly not be guided by your illustrious patroness, whoever she is! You claim to be quite sure that I will be pleased with your offer of marriage, Mr. Collins, but you are incorrect. I have not agreed to your proposal, and I never, ever will. Now, please excuse me." She turned away from him and headed to the door but before she could leave the room as she intended, Elizabeth heard a loud shriek in the hallway, and her mother burst into the room.


"Elizabeth! You impertinent child! You must apologize to Mr. Collins this very minute! I insist that you accept Mr. Collins! You must save me and your sisters!" She plopped down on the settee and dramatically held her hands over her heart. "You ungrateful girl! If you do not accept Mr. Collins, I will never speak to you again!"


"What is all this commotion," Mr. Bennett said as he walked down the hall and entered the room. "They can hear you in Meryton, Mrs. Bennett!" Elizabeth ran past him, fleeing out the front door and into the garden where she ran to her rope swing, pumping her legs, swinging higher and higher. She was shaking all over, and she knew not whether to laugh or cry. This was inconceivable.


"Oh, Mr. Bennett, you must do something! Mr. Collins has made Elizabeth an offer of marriage, and she has turned him down! You have to tell her that she must marry him for the sake of our family!" She dragged him by the arm out the front door, leaving Mr. Collins sputtering in the house and she pulled her husband across the yard to where Elizabeth was swinging almost as high as the branches. "Elizabeth! Stop that dangerous swinging this minute! Your father has something to tell you! Come down here! Elizabeth Bennett, come down now!"


Elizabeth stopped pumping her legs to slow her swinging and finally came to a stop at her mother's feet, not looking at her. "What is it, Papa?" She could only hope that her father had not decided to side with her mother after all.


"Elizabeth", he began, "your mother informs me that Mr. Collins has made you an offer of marriage and you have turned him down. Is this true?"


"Yes, Papa, I did decline his offer. He is ridiculous, and I would rather never marry at all than marry such an odious man."


"Go ahead, Mr. Bennett. Tell her she must marry Mr. Collins," Mrs. Bennett sobbed. "It is her obligation to save Longbourn and her mother!"


Elizabeth looked at her father, dreading the fact that he might have changed his mind and would make her accept the parson's offer. "Well, Lizzy. It is definitely true that marrying Mr. Collins would solve your mother's concerns about keeping Longbourn in the family when I die, and she would be saved from ruination. It is also true that your mother will never speak to you again if you do not marry Mr. Collins." He paused, and Elizabeth held her breath. "However, my dear, I'm afraid you have quite a dilemma, because I refuse to allow you to marry Mr. Collins! You must choose who to disappoint." He turned to his wife and said, "I am terribly sorry, Mrs. Bennett, but that ridiculous man will not marry any of my daughters."


Mrs. Bennett gasped and shrieked so loudly that Mrs. Hill came running outside to see what had happened. "Oh, Mr. Bennett! You cannot mean that! Whatever will I do? We are ruined! Oh, my poor nerves!"


Elizabeth jumped off her swing and threw her arms around her father's neck. "Oh, thank you Papa! I knew you would not make me marry him!" She ran back into the house to find her sisters to walk into Meryton to avoid Mr. Collins and the inevitable rage of her mother. She would leave her father to deal with her mother, knowing that only he could plead her case for her. She knew that there would be many days of listening to her mother's wailing and crying and Mrs. Hill supplying her with many bottles of undiluted port.


Chapter Twenty Five

An unpleasant encounter in Meryton


It had only been a fortnight since Darcy had been away from Pemberley, but he was worried about his houseguests and particularly the health of Frederick's father. He had written to his sister before he left his townhouse in London, but thus far, he had not received a response. He was just about to go out for a ride into the village with Bingley when Mr. Blair came to him and handed him a salver with a letter from his sister. He was anxious to read it, so he went to the library and closed the door.


Dear Brother, she wrote. I received your letter from Darcy House before you left on your journey with Mr. Bingley, and I was so glad to learn that you arrived in London safely. You know that I worry about you when you ride instead of taking our carriage. I hope that you are well and enjoying Hertfordshire. I am sure that Mr. Bingley has appreciated having you with him to determine the worth of the property he has found. There is no one better than you to teach him the proper way to run an estate. 


Darcy had to chuckle as he knew Bingley hadn't realized all that was involved with the endeavor.


I do miss you, Brother, but I must tell you that I have very much enjoyed having Frederick and Angelique here to keep me company. Yes, Monsieur Charron has convinced me that we are practically like family now, and I should call him by his Christian name. I have grown to care so much for them, Brother. Angelique is such a lovely woman, and we have shared many wonderful afternoons together exploring the estate and the countryside. She is so kind, and she doesn't make me feel like I am so much younger than she is. I can talk to her with ease, and it almost feels as though I have an older sister! I have dreamed of having a sister one day, and this is how I imagined it would be! 


Darcy closed his eyes and thought about how many times he had tried to imagine the women he would meet as Georgiana's sister, and he never could see any of them in that role. All that they wanted was his wealth and his estate, and none of them would care about Georgiana, or even him for that matter. A vision of Elizabeth walking arm in arm with Georgiana gave him a start, and he had to shake his head to erase the image before he could continue reading.


I know I shouldn't gossip Brother, but I have heard Frederick call Angelique "Angel" when they did not know I could hear them talking together, and yesterday I saw them walking in the garden, and he kissed her! I was a bit shocked at first, but Mrs. Annesley reminded me that they are French and not British, and the courtship rules between men and women may be different for them. They are all that is respectable when in my company though, so do not admonish them when you return. I have seen how Angelique cares for Frederick's father, and it is as if he is her own father. I have not been allowed to see him since you left, but they tell me he seems to be doing quite well. Our physician comes every day, and Cook prepares the meals that he suggests will help his health. I am sure that our wonderful Pemberley has been the perfect place for him to rest and get stronger. We are so blessed to live here, and it has made my heart happy to share it with these wonderful people. I must go now, as Mrs. Annesley wants me to begin my Latin studies. I cannot understand why I must learn Latin, but when we are finished, I will take a walk with Angelique and practice my French! You have promised me a trip to France one day, and I plan to be a fluent speaker of their beautiful language when we visit. 


Be well, and hurry home.


Fondly,


Your sister, Georgiana Darcy


Darcy folded the letter and put it in his pocket to read again later. It was quite obvious that his sister's disposition was greatly improved having their houseguests, and particularly Angelique. It was clear that this letter had been written before the arrival of Janine and Nicolas, and he was keen to learn about the great surprise to Frederick and their father. "It has not been good for her being alone at Pemberley. It will be a lovely addition to have another young girl there for my sister. I must do something to increase her exposure to other females in the future," he thought. An image of Elizabeth walking with Georgiana at Pemberley once again flashed in his mind. "What is happening to me? This place, this girl, this feeling. I must leave Hertfordshire as soon as possible." As expected, Darcy sniffed the air and smelled the familiar lavender scent that always came when he was thinking about Elizabeth.


Bingley knocked and entered the library, inquiring if Darcy was ready to ride into town. "Yes, let's be on our way," he responded. They went to the stable and mounted their horses, riding off toward Meryton. As they rode side by side, Darcy asked "Have you thought more about our conversation yesterday, Charles? I feel that there is no time to hesitate if you are serious about Miss Bennett. Ordinarily, I would not encourage you to court a country girl from a family the likes of the Bennetts. The mother is eccentric and the daughters have no dowries, but Mr. Bennett seems to be an intelligent and agreeable gentleman, and he is a landowner, a higher rank than your own father. While it is certainly not my place to tell you how to live your life, I would have preferred that you meet a young lady of the ton in order to improve your standing in society, but Miss Bennett is quite a special lady, and I have noticed a difference in you when you are with her. This is not the usual infatuation I normally see, but rather a more mature and meaningful response to a woman, which is admirable, and I am reassured that this could be different this time."


"I must say that I am quite surprised at your words, Darcy. You have always warned me against the quickness of my romantic thoughts about ladies I meet. And you have always warned me about being pursued for my wealth. Miss Jane has no dowry at all, and I am surprised you do not doubt her motives toward me."


"Yes, you are right, Bingley, but although her mother is quite preposterous and is surely attempting to have you marry one of her daughters to save her own future, I do not feel that Miss Bennett is mercenary. I spoke with her sister, Miss Elizabeth, and she assured me that neither she nor her elder sister would ever consider marrying for anything other than the deepest love." Darcy realized that he had just said more than he should have about his conversation with Elizabeth. His face burned with embarrassment, and he kicked his horse into a faster walk to move ahead of Bingley.


"Hold up there, Darcy! Pray tell, when did you have this enlightening discussion with Miss Elizabeth?" He caught up with Darcy and asked him again. "How did you learn this very personal information?"


"I was riding early yesterday morning, and I happened upon Miss Elizabeth who was out walking." He hoped that was enough information to silence Bingley, but it wasn't.


"How in blazes did you come to discuss her views on marriage? And her sister's as well! That seems an odd thing to discuss early in the morning with a girl you hardly know who you just happened to meet out walking!"


"Yes, well that is exactly what happened, Bingley. We had a very brief encounter, and the subject of Collins's visit came up. She simply shared with me that she would never accept a proposal from him as she plans to only marry for love. She also told me that she knows her sister feels the same way about marrying only for love, but she also shared her concerns about Jane possibly feeling obligated to marry Collins for her mother's sake. That is all we discussed. Now, can we change the subject, please?"


Bingley eyed Darcy strangely as if he had a sudden inkling about the odd way he was acting, trying to perceive if he had feelings for the girl. "Is there something else you wish to discuss with me, Darcy? You seem rather interested in the subject of Collins marrying one of the Bennett girls. Could there be one of the daughters you might fancy as well?" he teased.


"Don't be ridiculous, Bingley. Of course not. I am only concerned for you, and I fear that you might lose your chance to court a woman who would love you for yourself and not your wealth for a change." With that, he rode ahead, hoping Bingley hadn't noticed his discomfort.


 They rode into the village of Meryton and in the distance Darcy noticed a group of soldiers in their red coats talking to several ladies. As they neared the group, he saw that Elizabeth and two of her sisters were part of the gathering, and he slowed his horse to greet them. When Elizabeth saw that it was Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley, she widely smiled and turned to welcome them. "Hello gentlemen!"


Darcy gave her a warm smile, and she once again saw his dimples that seemed to come from nowhere. He dismounted from his horse, and as he bowed, he took her hand and kissed it. "Good morning Miss Elizabeth," ignoring all the others.


She curtsied, and visibly blushed at his intimate greeting. "How nice to see you here today. We were just getting acquainted with several of the men in the militia who have recently encamped near Meryton." As she was speaking, he turned to see the soldiers she had been speaking of, and Darcy gasped as he recognized one of them to be George Wickham. Wickham's face turned pale and the smile that Darcy given Elizabeth was replaced with a look of rage. Neither of them acknowledged the other, their faces cold as stone. Without a word, Darcy mounted his horse, pulling on the reins to turn around, and he kicked his horse to leave, throwing dust in the air as he rode away.


"Whatever is wrong with that horrible man?" Lydia exclaimed. "He is so rude!" She returned to flirting with the soldiers, and the awkward moment was over, but Elizabeth stood motionless, not knowing what to make of the strange encounter. It was obvious that the two men knew each other and that there were bad feelings between them.


"I'm terribly sorry for our friend's manners, Mr. Wickham" she said. "Have you and the gentlemen previously met?"


Wickham's composure had returned, and he smiled at her as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. He had not missed the broad smile that Darcy had given to Elizabeth, as well as the unusual gesture of kissing her hand, and he knew immediately that Darcy must be quite interested in her. "Darcy doesn't smile like that at anyone, and I have never seen him kiss a lady's hand," he thought to himself. "Yes, you are correct, Miss Elizabeth. I have known Mr. Darcy all my life. My father was his steward, and we were boyhood friends. I grew up on his estate in Derbyshire, and his father was my Godfather." He moved closer to her so that the others could not hear his words. "You must forgive him for his dreadful manners. I'm afraid that Darcy's father took a fancy to me, and he is extremely resentful of me. George Darcy treated me as if I was his own son after my father died, and he even paid for my education at Cambridge." He paused to see if Elizabeth appeared to be impressed with his pedigree, but seeing no reaction from her, he continued. "Darcy and his father never got on very well, as his father preferred my keen interest in learning the responsibilities of running their large estate. Darcy was a very serious boy, much more interested in his painting and his books, and he was much closer to his mother. I also believe my Godfather preferred my jovial company and our mutual love of riding and hunting. Sadly, Fitzwilliam had no interest in our manly pursuits."


Elizabeth was stunned that this stranger would stoop so low as to insult Mr. Darcy's manhood, but she remained silent. Feeling encouraged that Elizabeth appeared to be intent on hearing more, he bent down, much too close to her and whispered in her ear, "But our differences are truly a result of him withholding the living that I was promised in his father's will, and unfortunately, we have had a falling out. I have been forced to live a more modest life than his father intended for me, and that is why I have joined the militia, but it is honest work, and I am proud to serve our country." 


Elizabeth was offended by his boldness and astounded that this man that she had just met was sharing such intimate details with her. "Why would he find it appropriate and necessary to do so?" she wondered. There was obviously a deep rift between the gentlemen and perhaps Darcy had jealously held back a gift from his father, but there was always another side to every story, and she knew that there was much more that she didn't know. She eyed George Wickham with a wary look, and he could see that she was not going to be an easy mark. It seemed possible to him that Darcy was enamored with this girl, and seeing her reaction to his greeting, she was already interested in Darcy, so he intended to thwart the relationship in any way he could. He finished with the caution, "And perhaps he has not informed you that he is engaged, Miss Elizabeth, so be wary of his charms. Unfortunately, he is not a man of honor, but I will say no more." He stood up and stepped back, a look of caution on his face.


Elizabeth was perplexed by his assertions and the unfavorable things he had said about Mr. Darcy. "How dare him come so close to me and whisper in my ear like that." Of all the revelations he had shared, she found it brazen that he would so boldly say that Darcy wasn't an honorable man. Although Elizabeth wasn't particularly fond of Mr. Darcy and knew him to be somewhat arrogant, she hadn't had any indication of his lack of honor. She would have to find out more before she believed Mr. Wickham's words. A man's honor was everything to her, and one of these men would lose her respect.


Bingley had climbed down from his horse, puzzled by Darcy's bizarre and uncharacteristic retreat. As he surveyed the group, he noticed that Jane was not with them. "Where is your sister this morning, Miss Elizabeth? I see that she has not accompanied you to Meryton today."


"Are you inquiring about my sister Mary or my sister Jane, Mr. Bingley?" she teased. Mary had chosen not to join them on their walk, as usual, and Jane was at home, still pretending to be ill in her bedroom.


"Well, I meant to say, ... of course, I meant ...well... yes, actually, I uh," he stammered, "I meant that I had noticed that they are both missing from your group this morning." He could not look at her, knowing that he had obviously been asking about her older sister, Jane and that Elizabeth knew it.


"Well, Mary is at home practicing the pianoforte, and Jane was not feeling well this morning and has stayed at home to rest." Elizabeth instantly noticed the disappointment on Bingley's face, so she added, "But I am sure that she will be much recovered when you join us for dinner this evening!" Seeing the pleasure on his face, she turned back to the group and informed her sisters that it was time to return home to Longbourn.


"Oh, Lizzy, we have just arrived and we are having such a lovely time talking to our new friends!" Lydia squealed in her highest voice. "I want to stay!" She put her hand into the crook of Mr. Wickham's arm and smiled at him, fluttering her eyelashes. "Tell her we should stay a little longer, Mr. Wickham!" Wickham pulled her close and smiled down at her, and Elizabeth did not like what she was seeing. There appeared to be a moment where Wickham was actually close to kissing Lydia, right there in the middle of Meryton in front of everyone, and she knew that Lydia would allow it! She wanted to get Lydia away from him at all cost, so she walked to them and firmly took Lydia's arm away from Wickham. Wickham had overheard her conversation with Mr. Bingley, and he inquired, "Are you also dining with Mr. Darcy this evening, Miss Elizabeth?"


Not wishing to give him the satisfaction of an answer, she turned away, but Lydia whined, "Oh bother, Lizzy. Why do we have to dine with that awful man? He scowls the whole time he is with us, and he never talks. He thinks he is much better than us, and he doesn't even like us!" Bingley blanched at her diatribe, not understanding why Lydia was saying such offensive things about his friend. Wickham smiled as if he had succeeded at something important.


"Lydia!" Elizabeth scolded. "That is enough! We are leaving right this minute. Come along, Kitty." Kitty looked at Lydia and motioned for her to follow Elizabeth. Kitty knew that Lydia was being inappropriate with these men, and she too noticed that Mr. Wickham was being much too familiar with Lydia. Even though Kitty was older than Lydia, she usually joined her in all of her escapades, but something about this man bothered her a great deal, and she didn't want Lydia to be near him either.


"I intend to stay, Elizabeth!" Lydia stomped her foot like a small child. "You and Kitty can leave, and I can walk home alone. You go out all alone every morning walking the woods for hours and think nothing of it. I see no reason why I cannot do the same!"


Elizabeth forcibly grabbed Lydia's arm again, and marched her away from Mr. Wickham. "I will escort you home, ladies," Bingley said. He had seen the improper behavior between Lydia and Wickham, and he also sensed that something was not quite right between Elizabeth and this soldier, so he wanted to make sure that they got home safely.


Lydia turned her head around and waved her free arm at the men. "I shall see you again very soon, gentlemen! I come to Meryton quite often." She proceeded to walk away with an exaggerated sway, knowing that they were watching her curvaceous form. Elizabeth tugged on her arm, making her stop the improper display.


During their walk home, Bingley tried to determine what had happened, but Lydia wouldn't stop complaining about leaving "her red coats and the charming Mr. Wickham," so he slowed down and allowed Kitty and Lydia to walk ahead. "May I inquire about the awkward meeting we had with Mr. Wickham, Miss Elizabeth? I have never seen Darcy act like that before, and it seemed that Mr. Wickham took great pleasure speaking to you about his dislike of him. I couldn't make out all he said, but it seemed highly improper and very indecent indeed the way he moved so close to you to whisper in your ear."


"I thank you for your concern, Mr. Bingley. I too was quite surprised at his audacity. He claimed to have been the Godson and the favorite of Mr. Darcy's father, and that Mr. Darcy is jealous of him. But the most disturbing thing he said was that Mr. Darcy was not a man of honor. I find it strange that he would talk to a perfect stranger about his difficulties with Mr. Darcy, and then to defame his honor."


Bingley thought for a moment. "I do remember Darcy referring to his late steward's son when we were at Cambridge together. I was in a lower grade and never met him myself, as he was quite the scoundrel and part of a different group of older students who were quite wild. Darcy avoided him, and it was only when George got into scrapes and needed money that Darcy intervened. He was always afraid that his father would not believe his account of his friend's bad behavior, and so he kept it to himself and didn't involve his father for some reason. I never knew why, but Darcy is a very private man, and he only shares what he wants to share." Bingley paused to think for a moment, and then remembered more. "I also seem to recall something about his father leaving a living for George to go into the church, but I am afraid I am not familiar with anything further than that. It is quite obvious that he did not take that living." He thought for a moment and then added "However, I can assure you that Darcy is most definitely a man of honor, and the same cannot be said for Mr. Wickham."


"I have found his behavior quite odd though, Mr. Bingley. He stares at me as if he is displeased, and he says nothing at all when he is in our company. Then, without any explanation, he can be very charming and acts quite the gentleman. I cannot at all determine what he is about. "


"Yes, Miss Elizabeth, you are right on both counts. Darcy is a complicated man, but it is mainly because when his parents both died, he was thrust into a position of grave responsibility at a very young age, and much is expected of him. He is the heir to one of the largest estates in all of England, and he also is guardian of his young sister. You have just made his acquaintance and have undoubtedly observed his reticence to easily converse, but he is merely uncomfortable being with people he is not well acquainted with. And as for the other side of his personality, I am probably his closest friend next to his cousin, Richard, and I have never known him to be anything but a gentleman. I see no reason why he would have taken a dislike to you, Miss Elizabeth. Quite the contrary, I must say!"


"What do you mean, Mr. Bingley? I do not understand your meaning."


"I only meant to say that I have never seen my friend smile at a woman the way he did with you today. Darcy usually wears a mask of aloofness and disinterest whenever he meets a woman. He is extremely careful to not give any indication of interest or it will heighten the lady's expectations and be the talk of the town the following day."


"Well, we are not in town, Mr. Bingley, and I doubt if anyone noticed him smiling today." Little did she know that Mr. Wickham had noticed.


They arrived at Longbourn, and Bingley bade her goodbye and asked her to give his regards to her sister. "Jane or Mary, Mr. Bingley?" she teased. This time, he smiled at her but blushed once again. "Thank you for escorting us home, Mr. Bingley. I will look forward to having you join us for dinner this evening." Just then she noticed Jane looking down at them from her bedroom window. "Oh, look! There is Jane! She is looking quite well now, don't you think?" Bingley looked up and saw Jane, who was staring down at him. She smiled and gave him a small wave, and Bingley waved back at her, grinning like a fool. Elizabeth allowed them to have their romantic moment, but she heard a very loud and shrill voice coming from somewhere upstairs, and she knew that Jane was about to be joined by her mother. "Thank you again, Mr. Bingley. I must say goodbye." She glanced up and noted that Jane had left her spot in the window, and Mr. Bingley reluctantly turned away, returning to Netherfield.


****


"Darcy, what in the world happened to you today?" Bingley met him as he entered the house and Darcy was walking to the library. "I must say, I have never seen you react quite like that before, old man! I learned from Miss Elizabeth that the soldier who was there is George Wickham, your late steward's son. Isn't he the ne'er-do-well that was at Cambridge when we were there? I know that you don't particularly care for him, but I have never known you to react so brusquely."


Darcy bristled and asked, "Did he speak to Miss Elizabeth after I left? Did you hear anything that he said to her?" Darcy was much more agitated than Bingley had ever seen before, and it was obvious that something grave had occurred that he was not aware of. "If he was inappropriate with her, I will kill him." Darcy paced back and forth in the library, talking out loud. "That reprobate must be stopped. If he lays one finger on Elizabeth I will shoot him myself." Darcy didn't realize that he had spoken these words aloud and had called Elizabeth by her Christian name. Darcy had never expressed such emotional words about a woman, and it was now eminently clear to Bingley that Darcy must have feelings for her.


"Yes, Darcy, he did speak to Miss Elizabeth. I must tell you that although I only heard some of it, what I did hear was highly inappropriate. He apparently had disparaging things to say about you, but she was rather surprised that he related such private things to a perfect stranger, and I don't believe she accepted all of his words."


Darcy was now seething with anger. How was it possible that this man had entered his life again to hurt the people he cared for. He had to be stopped. After the abomination with Georgiana and the pain Wickham had caused her, he had to make sure that Mr. Bennett was made aware of his treachery. If anything happened to Elizabeth or any of her sisters, he would never be able to forgive himself.


"I must go to Longbourn immediately" he declared to Bingley. "I must speak to Mr. Bennett and warn him about Wickham. I fear that he will once again hurt someone near and dear to me to get his revenge."


"Alright, Darcy. You have not shared with me why he would seek revenge, and I know not who he has hurt in the past, but it sounds quite dire. Perhaps you can enlighten me before we arrive at Longbourn so that I am aware of what we are dealing with." Bingley knew that Darcy would only share what was absolutely necessary, but he hoped that it would answer some of his questions. The most burning question he had was when did Darcy become infatuated with Elizabeth, but he knew that he would not get that answer. At least not yet.


Chapter Twenty Six

A warning to Mr. Bennett


As Elizabeth entered her house, she could still hear her mother's hysterical voice upstairs. Instead of facing her mother again, she knocked on her father's study door, and he allowed her to enter. "Papa, I can still hear Mama wailing upstairs. I am so sorry to have caused such a problem for our family. I know that I should be willing to help our mother by marrying Mr. Collins, but I simply cannot do so. I have been thinking about what I can do now to help dissipate some of Mother's anger and the angst in our home, and I feel that it would be best if I go away for awhile. Aunt Madeline wrote to me and asked if I would like to join them on a trip they have planned to the Peaks and the Lake Region, and I would very much like to write back to her to see if I might go with them."


"Well, I do agree that your mother will carry on like this until she finds something else to lament about, but I dislike the fact that you feel forced to leave home over this ridiculousness. I plan to tell Mr. Collins that he has to leave right away, and that will eliminate some of your discomfort. And perhaps, if we are lucky, your mother will eventually settle back down to her normal hysterical behavior." He laughed at his admission about his wife's peculiarities.


"No, Papa. I feel that Mr. Bingley will soon express his desire to court Jane, and that will hopefully help to stop Mother's mad obsession of having Collins marry one of us, but it is much more than that. Mother has disliked me for a long time, and my refusal to marry Mr. Collins to save her future has greatly deepened her resentment. It is best that I go away for a little while. I will miss you terribly, but having me out of the house will hopefully decrease Mother's anxiety, and one less female in this house could be a good thing for you, Papa!" She got up and kissed his cheek. "I will go and write to Aunt Madeline and prepare for my trip." As she turned to leave, she said "And Papa, please keep a close watch over Lydia in my absence. As you know, she is enthralled with the militia, and one soldier in particular has caught her eye. I witnessed her improper flirtatious behavior with him, and he was entirely too familiar with her and did not act as a gentleman should with a young, naive girl. He was also quite familiar with me, and I made it clear that I did not appreciate it, but Lydia did nothing of the sort. I fear that he will take advantage of her if she is not watched carefully."


"What is this soldier's name, Lizzy?" Thomas asked.


"His name is George Wickham, Papa. Perhaps you can speak to Mr. Darcy about him as they have a history together, and please do not allow Lydia to further her association with him." She turned and left the room, hoping that her father would attempt to curtail Lydia's freedom.


Not long after she left his study, Mrs. Hill announced that Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley were there to speak to him. "Send them in, please" he said. Darcy entered his study and Mr. Bingley followed behind. "Good afternoon, gentlemen. Please, have a seat." He motioned to two chairs near his desk and pulled out his bottle of brandy. "Would you care for a drink with me?" They agreed, and he poured three glasses and shared them with his visitors. "Now to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?" He sat back in his chair with a quizzical look on his face, although he felt certain it had something to do with the soldier that Elizabeth had told him about.


"Sir," Darcy began, "Thank you for seeing us. There is a matter of grave importance that I need to discuss with you. I have learned today that there is a militia soldier here in Meryton that I have a history with, and I must take the liberty of informing you about him to protect your daughters." He looked down at the brandy in his hand and was silent for a moment. "His name is George Wickham, and he and I grew up together on my parents' estate in Derbyshire. He was the son of my father's steward, and as we were the same age, my parents allowed him to spend a great deal of time with me, even including him in my studies with my teachers. He was a gregarious and charming boy, with a personality that entertained and delighted all who knew him, but from an early age I knew him to use those attributes in a rather manipulative and cunning manner, much to his advantage. In time it turned much darker into a deviousness that my parents did not realize. He also made no secret of his resentment toward me and the life that he felt should be his, and he found ways to pin the blame for his exploits on me."


Darcy felt quite uncomfortable sharing such personal memories, but he knew that Mr. Bennett needed to hear the seriousness of Wickham's threat to his family. He took a sip of the brandy that he had been holding, and continued. "As we grew older, Wickham's interest in females became paramount in his mind. He bragged to me about his exploits, and there were many servant girls as well as girls from the nearby village that mysteriously disappeared. I was well aware that it was George that had ruined their virtue, and that they had to leave Derbyshire for obvious reasons, but George felt no remorse and simply continued his shameful behavior."


Thomas shook his head. "Didn't you inform your father about his antics?"


"I did at first, Sir. But for some reason, even when presented with proof, my father would not acknowledge George's bad behavior. I believe he thought George was just a prankster with a penchant for mischief and that I was wrong to malign him, so quite frankly, I just stopped going to him about George's schemes and crimes."


"I assume that since you are here to enlighten me about this man, Mr. Darcy, that his behavior has not improved."


"No, Sir, it has not. When our steward became quite ill, and we knew that his days were few, my father promised him that he would take care of George and his education, and he sponsored him to attend Cambridge with me. As Bingley here will attest to, George was quite wild at school and there were many similar scandals and rumors that followed him there."


"Bingley nodded his head, adding "Yes, I do remember that he had quite a reputation for his dishonorable lifestyle. He drank and gambled and caroused his way through school, but he somehow managed to graduate. I was in lower grade classes than him, but having become friends with Darcy, I was privy to a lot of the tales that surrounded Wickham."


"What I don't understand is with an education from Cambridge, why has he not amounted to more than being a low paid soldier in the Militia?" Mr. Bennett inquired. "It seems that he could have certainly found an honorable profession and made something more of himself."


Darcy took a deep breath and continued. "Yes, that is what I have been leading up to. Wickham believed that he was in line to receive a large sum of money from my father when he died, and he did little to better himself in the meantime. He still received an allowance from my father, but he drank and gambled it away, and he mounted great debts wherever he went. When the time came that my father did pass away, George learned that instead of providing monetary resources for him, my father had instead designated a living to him to go into the church when the position at Pemberley became available. George was quite incensed that there was no pecuniary gift, and not being at all suited for a life in the church, he came to me and demanded the monetary value of the living instead. I knew that the church was no place for him, so I agreed. I even added to the amount in order to make him promise that he would never return to Pemberley, and he took the money and left. It was a substantial amount of money that should have lasted for a long, long time, but in only three years time he was back, demanding the living in the church after all. I, of course, declined, reminding him of his promise to me, and in anger he left, vehemently threatening revenge."


"This is quite an account, Mr. Darcy. Is this the first time you have seen him since then?" Mr. Bennett asked.


"No, Sir. There is much more to the story that I am not at the liberty of disclosing to you, but let it be said that he attempted to hurt someone I know well to get back at me, and it nearly had a tragic ending. I was able to stop the reprehensible plot, but that person is still suffering, and I refuse to allow Wickham to repeat his deplorable behavior with the ladies in your family. And even worse, I fear that he now knows that I am acquainted with your daughters, and he may attempt revenge on me again by hurting one of them. I will soon leave Hertfordshire, but before I do, I wanted to make you aware of his sordid history to protect your daughters."


"Thank you for this warning, Mr. Darcy, although I am already aware of this man's arrival in Meryton. My daughter, Lizzy has told me about their meeting in town today, and I trust her conclusion that he is someone to watch carefully." He shifted in his chair and continued, "My youngest daughter, Lydia is quite gripped by the romantic idea of the red coats for some reason, and it is my concern that she will not discourage his advances should he attempt to seduce her. This is grave indeed."


Darcy took a deep breath and said "I should also add that he will undoubtedly attempt to impress the townsfolk with his charm and convincing ability to deceive, and I also think you should notify the shopkeepers in Meryton that they should not extend him credit. He will not repay them."


The men thanked Mr. Bennett for the audience and said they would return in an hour for dinner. Mr. Bennett welcomed them to stay until dinner if they wished, and he escorted them to the sitting room where Jane and Mary were embroidering. Charles did not try to hide his delight when Jane saw him and smiled. "Good afternoon Miss Bennett, Miss Mary," he said. He and Darcy bowed and waited for Mr. Bennett to speak.


"Perhaps you would like to take a turn around the garden, ladies," he said. Mary looked quite miserable at the prospect of being in Mr. Darcy's company while her sister and Mr. Bingley were undoubtedly only interested in each other, but she did not wish to be rude. As they moved to the front hall, Elizabeth descended the stairs, and Mary seized the opportunity to ask Lizzy to replace her due to a pressing matter she had to see to upstairs. Lizzy knew that this was a falsehood, but it was too awkward to decline, so she agreed to accompany Mr. Darcy outside to properly chaperone her sister and Mr. Bingley. She was hopeful that she could somehow learn a bit more about the mysterious encounter with Mr. Wickham earlier in the day.


Darcy politely extended his arm to Elizabeth, and she self-consciously accepted his offer, placing her hand gently on the crook of his arm. As they walked, without thinking, he placed his hand on top of her hand, and she felt a warmth course through her that made her blush. She looked down at his hand on her hand, and then looked up at him and their eyes locked. They both quickly looked away, and Darcy removed his hand, realizing his mistake, but once again, each one had definitely felt something happen during that brief moment. They walked in silence, allowing Bingley and Jane to go on ahead. Once she had sufficiently recovered from her improper feelings, and as soon as she felt it was acceptable, she said, " I couldn't help but notice Mr. Darcy that you were not at all pleased to see our new acquaintance, Mr. Wickham this morning. I must admit that after you left in such a hurry, for some reason he chose to relate the nature of your relationship to me. I cannot fathom why he decided to share such intimacies with me."


"Mr. Wickham has a very easy time making new friends, Miss Elizabeth, but I daresay he has a difficult time keeping them. I would advise you and your sisters to keep your distance from him. He is not an honorable man."


"That is quite a coincidence, Mr. Darcy, as he said the very same thing about you! I wonder how a lady should go about determining which of you is telling the truth!" Elizabeth gave him a saucy grin and thought it was quite witty of her, but when she saw Darcy's face turn into a scowl, she realized that this was no laughing matter. "I do apologize, Sir, if I have said something to displease you. I was simply trying to make light of something that is obviously nothing to trifle with."


Darcy stopped walking and turned to look at her. She removed her hand from his arm and took a small step backward, as his eyes had turned dark, and she was afraid he was going to lash out at her for her misguided remark. "Miss Elizabeth, I realize that you may not have a favorable impression of me based on my poor manners at our first meeting at Netherfield, as well as my inexplicable rudeness this morning in Meryton, but I must implore you to heed my warning regarding Mr. Wickham." He began pacing in front of her, deep in thought and then stopped in front of her and began again. "I am unsure what he related to you regarding my relationship with him, but it is imperative that you not believe his lies. I do not wish to adopt the same improper behavior as he did by telling you the intimate details about our past, but I sincerely hope you can believe me when I tell you that you or any one of your sisters could be in danger of potential ruination if you allow him to deceive you. I have had a long and difficult relationship with Mr. Wickham, and I know of many such occurrences with other ladies, and would not wish to have you harmed as I have seen happen to others."


Elizabeth felt shivers run down her back at this dire information, and she felt that he was being quite earnest with his warning. "What has he done to others, Mr. Darcy?" she quietly asked. "I fear that my youngest sister Lydia has already become entranced with his uniform and his handsome face, and she has flirted with him in a most improper manner. Sadly, my mother has allowed both Lydia and Kitty to be quite silly and wild, and I am certain that she will not listen to me if I tell her to stay away from him with no further details or proof. The only thing I can do is to inform my father right away of your concerns, but it would be a great service to me if you could share what you know with him."


Darcy desperately wanted to tell her everything, but he could not betray Georgiana's secret. "I have already done so, Miss Elizabeth. When I saw Wickham standing with your group this morning, and then when Bingley told me that he had flirted with your youngest sister and had come much too close to you to whisper God-knows-what in your ear, I truly seethed inside. I immediately rode to Longbourn for an audience with your father. He had to know about this miscreant before it is too late."


"I thank you, Mr. Darcy. I am sure he will give your account more credence than one from me, as I am always trying to convince him to curtail my younger sisters' behavior in public. Unfortunately he does not take a great interest in the comings and goings of his daughters, and I fear that he does not realize the perilous possibilities. He is a wonderful man, and I love him dearly, but he much prefers the solitude of his library and his brandy to the trials and tribulations of five boisterous daughters and a very frenzied home."


"Miss Elizabeth, I am gratified that you have listened to my words and might give my warning some weight. You really do not know me any better than Mr. Wickham, but I can assure you there is much more to the story that I cannot relate to you without betraying someone close to me."


Elizabeth wondered if something had happened to his fiancée, Miss De Bourg, but she couldn't bring herself to ask. She could easily see the anguish and depth of his feelings for whomever the woman was, and she felt a sudden flicker of envy that he cared for someone that deeply. She wondered what it would be like to have a man like this care for her. She also now believed that Wickham was wrong about him. He truly was an honorable man.


Not seeing Jane and Bingley anywhere, Darcy extended his elbow out once again to invite her to hold his arm while they resumed walking, and Elizabeth timidly accepted. She took a step forward to begin their walk again, but Darcy stood firm, once again feeling a slight brush of air go past his face and the all too familiar scent of lavender filling his nose. When Elizabeth stopped and turned to look at him, they exchanged a look that lasted for what felt to her like forever. She became uncomfortable, as it felt as if Darcy was staring deep into her soul, and if she didn't know better, she could almost believe that he had feelings for her. Knowing that it was impossible to wish for such a thing, she looked away, but that brief moment was quite powerful. "Do you wish to tell me something further, Mr. Darcy?" she inquired.


Darcy was jolted by the moment as well, as the familiar scent of lavender was stronger than ever before, and he felt that this was the sign that he had been waiting for. "I apologize, Miss Elizabeth. I am just overcome with the lovely lavender scent you are wearing today. It is the same scent that my mother always wore, and it felt as though she was right here with us."


"I would love to be able to say it is my cologne you detect Mr. Darcy, but I am not wearing any today. I must admit that lavender is my favorite scent, but at present, I do not have any to wear." She looked up at him again, somewhat puzzled by his comment. "And we do not have any lavender flowers growing near Longbourn either, so perhaps it is something else?"


Darcy desperately wanted to tell Elizabeth the entire strange story about the lit candles in places at Pemberley where no one could have been and the strange breezes he often felt waft across his face with the distinct scent of lavender, no matter where he was. He wanted to tell her about the portrait he had painted of a beautiful woman he had never met and the shock of discovering the exact house, the swing with the open book, and then, most startling of all, seeing her - the exact same woman he had painted from his own imagination. He knew that if he told her, she would undoubtedly think he had lost his mind, but he had to find the right words to convince her that this was all real. He also now knew that he was totally lost and falling in love with her, and he knew that his mother had brought him to this place - and to Elizabeth. She was the woman that was meant for him, and it didn't matter what anyone else thought or would say to him in the future. There was no doubt in his mind, and he felt a sense of peace and joy wash over him at long last.


While he worked his courage to begin the tale, Jane and Bingley appeared from around the side of the garden, and the opportunity was gone. Their wide smiles and adoring gazes at each other made it clear that theirs was a deepening relationship, and Darcy knew that his words to Elizabeth must wait. Jane blushed profusely when she saw Elizabeth, and realized that she had been alone with Mr. Bingley for much too long, but Elizabeth gave her a smile and a nod of approval, and the unspoken communication between the two sisters very much gratified Jane.


Chapter Twenty Seven

A surprise proposal


As the foursome returned to the house to prepare for dinner, Elizabeth toyed with the idea of informing the gentlemen about her refusal of Mr. Collins' proposal in the morning, but she couldn't find the proper words. She dreaded hearing her mother's tirade, and she knew that it would be no secret at the dinner table. She was hopeful that her father had forced Mr. Collins to leave as he had promised, but upon entering the house, there he was, sitting quite close to her sister Mary on the sofa in the front room, and her mother fluttering about the room exclaiming her "absolute joy at the good news."


"Oh, Mr. Collins! You have made me such a happy woman! My daughter Mary will be the perfect wife for you! What an honor to welcome you into our family!" Mary's cheeks turned bright red, and she looked quite uncomfortable at the attention she was receiving when she realized that newcomers had come into the room. Mrs. Bennett had not noticed them, however, and she exclaimed in her loudest voice, "How fortunate that my ungrateful daughter Elizabeth refused you first, so that you can wed my favorite daughter of all!" She bent over Mary and gave her a kiss on her cheek, and Mary looked like she would faint. Her mother had never paid much attention to her, and it was probably the first time her mother had kissed her since she was an infant.


Mrs. Bennett turned and saw the group standing in the entry, and in a shrill voice she screeched "Oh my Lord! Jane! Mr. Bingley! I have such wonderful news! We are saved!" Elizabeth knew why she was being ignored, but she was infuriated that her mother had slighted Mr. Darcy in the same way. "Mr. Collins has made an offer to my dear Mary, and she has accepted his proposal! I knew that her many charms would someday be appreciated by a well-deserving man! And to live on a huge estate in Kent! I think I might swoon." She fluttered past them and screamed for Mrs. Hill. "Hill! Where are you? I must have my medicine for my nerves! Hill! Where are you?" She clattered up the stairs to no doubt locate the bottle of port hidden under her bed.


With Mrs. Bennett gone, Mr. Collins took up her harangue by extolling his undying love for "his Miss Mary", and expressing his happiness at finding the true love of his life. Mary had the look of a frightened child, and Jane went to her and hugged her tightly. She quietly asked, "What is this, Mary? Is this true? Are you to marry Mr. Collins?"


Not allowing Mary to speak, Collins replied, "Yes, Miss Bennett, she has indeed accepted my proposal of marriage. We are deeply in love, and we shall be married in two months time after I have returned to Kent and informed my esteemed patroness about my success in finding the perfect wife!" He bent to kiss Mary, but she turned her face away from him, and he kissed her ear instead.


Obviously uncomfortable with his improper advances, Mary said "Please, Mr. Collins. I have only just become better acquainted with you today, and I am not at all comfortable with your intimacies!" She moved over a little on the sofa, and smoothed out her hair that he had mussed.


Elizabeth stood stunned at this revelation. "How on earth did this happen, Mary? I had no idea that you and Mr. Collins had even spoken to each other before today! Please enlighten me!" Elizabeth turned to the men and apologized for this strange scene. "Please forgive me, gentlemen. I'm afraid that I am utterly astonished by this turn of events!"


Darcy had heard Mrs. Bennett's tactless remark about Mary being Collins's second choice after asking Elizabeth to marry him, and he was stunned by this information. Why had Collins not asked for Jane's hand in marriage? And if he had asked Elizabeth just this morning, how could he then ask her younger sister right away and declare his deep affection for her? At once he felt great relief at the sequence of events, but how could Miss Mary accept this buffoon's ridiculous offer?


As if reading his mind, Elizabeth asked Mary how she could so readily accept this proposal knowing that he had offered for herself earlier in the day. "What are you thinking, Mary? Is this what you want or are you simply giving in to our mother to save Longbourn from the entail?"


Mary looked up at her sister and firmly answered, "I know that Mr. Collins wanted to marry Jane at first, Lizzy, and I also know that mother told him she is already spoken for, so he then chose you." Jane blushed at the reference of being spoken for, and Mr. Bingley's face fell, wondering who had already asked for her hand. Jane looked at him and slightly shook her head to give him some relief, but he appeared quite distraught. Mary continued, "I am well aware that Mr. Collins could not possibly love me in the way he claims to, but you must understand that I have always known that I would undoubtedly have no prospects for marriage here in Meryton, and I feared that I would remain at Longbourn until our father dies, never seeing anything other than Hertfordshire. I am quite content knowing that I will be able to have my own home in a new place, and that I can help Mr. Collins to build his church and take care of his parishioners. There is nothing here for me, Lizzy. Surely you can understand that."


There was total silence in the room while everyone digested her words. It had actually made great sense to Elizabeth when Mary explained it in that way, and she began to feel a deep sadness, but also a certain sense of understanding for her middle sister. "Yes, Mary, I can certainly understand that. I am just quite taken by surprise with this astonishing news! I must wish you and Mr. Collins joy." She went to her sister and hugged her, but she ignored the silly man seated next to her. "Did our father agree to this new revelation, Mary? Has he given you his blessings?" she asked. She had heard her father say many times that he would never allow any of his daughters to marry this odious person, but perhaps he also understood Mary's feelings.


"Yes, sister, he did give us his permission. Mr. Collins went to him, and although he did not agree at first, after requesting a private audience with me, I explained my thoughts to him, and he also finally understood my reasons as you now do." Mr. Collins sat on the sofa, looking as proud as a peacock, completely proud of himself for his choice, not acknowledging to himself or anyone else for that matter that Mary had been his third choice in one day. Elizabeth thought there could not be a more ridiculous man in all of England, if not the entire world.


The look on Mr. Bingley's face, however, was one of total dejection. He had hoped that he would be the one to court Jane, but somehow someone else had beaten him to it. Who could it be? He had just walked with her in the garden, and he was sure that she would accept him! At the same moment, Elizabeth and Jane realized that Mary's words had inferred that Jane was being courted by another, and both of them were trying to think of some way to clear up the misunderstanding. Remembering her sister's advice that she should be less reticent and show her feelings to Mr. Bingley, Jane boldly took his arm and whispered in his ear. "She meant you, Mr. Bingley." Bingley's eyes grew wide, and he suddenly realized that she had been waiting for his offer. "Oh, Jane! This is wondrous news indeed!" He didn't realize that he had called her by her Christian name, but no one in the room minded at all. "I am overjoyed you have declared your feelings, and you have made me a happy man indeed!" He blushed a deep red when he realized that everyone in the parlor had been a witness to this scene, but for the first time, Jane did not blush and was proud of her actions.


Mrs. Bennett could be heard yelling at Mrs. Hill to make a special apple something to celebrate Mary's marriage proposal, and everyone knew that this would be a most interesting dinner indeed. After the announcement of Mary's engagement to Mr. Collins, Mrs. Bennett was delirious over her future at Longbourn being secured and her exclamations regarding the perfection of Mary all during dinner were relentless. Elizabeth felt that it was one of the most embarrassing nights she could ever remember. Between her mother's incessant blathering about her "favorite" daughter, Mary, and Mr. Collins sermonizing with his mouth full of food about the God-given institution of marriage, the incomparable beauty of his betrothed, and the benevolence of his patroness, Lady Catherine De Bourg, Elizabeth wanted to crawl out of the room on her hands and knees and disappear. Her father, as usual, sat at the head of the table, not saying a word - just watching the preposterous performances, allowing them to continue unfettered. Lydia and Kitty loudly and unabashedly giggled at everything Mr. Collins said, with an occasional horrid snorting sound from Lydia, and Jane and Mr. Bingley just sat quietly together, oblivious to anyone or anything around them. Elizabeth knew that they had finally come to an understanding earlier, but how could they not notice the ridiculous gathering of these oddly matched people? She loved her sister Jane with all her heart, but how could she be so accepting of this lunacy? Was love really this blind?


Although she felt as though nothing else could make her more uncomfortable than she already was, she was seated directly opposite Mr. Darcy, who was undoubtedly wishing he was anywhere else but there. She desperately wanted to keep her eyes down and not look at him, but she couldn't help glancing at him to see if his discomfort was obvious. The look on his face was unemotional and he appeared so detached, she wondered how they could be sitting at the same dining table. Before she could look away, he looked over at her, and she thought she could detect a look of humor in his eyes. Hoping that was the case, she rolled her eyes and gave him a tiny smile. Much to her surprise, he slyly glanced around the table, and then winked at her, making her cheeks burn. Thankfully, everyone was too preoccupied to have noticed, but she could no longer look at him without deepening her blush.


The dinner finally came to an end, and Elizabeth felt sure that it was probably the last invitation Mr. Darcy would accept from the Bennetts. He hadn't said more than ten words the whole evening, and although they had shared a moment of silent acknowledgement that the evening was ridiculous, she knew that he was still Mr. Darcy of Pemberley, and this was not what he was used to - and for that matter, could ever become used to. As the Netherfield party said their goodbyes, Elizabeth watched Bingley kiss Jane's hand as the gentlemen boarded their carriage, and she felt a momentary pang of envy. She was delighted for her sister and thoroughly pleased that she had found love at last, but she too wanted that once in a lifetime feeling of love and having a man cherish her as Bingley cherished Jane. She knew that her chances here in Meryton were slim, and her future was probably a life of living at Netherfield with Jane, acting as a governess for her children, but still, there was her lovely dream of finding someone kind, intelligent, charming and handsome, and . . . "Oh my," she thought as she glanced at Mr. Darcy boarding the carriage. He turned around at that moment and their eyes locked. "Oh my," she repeated, feeling a flutter in her heart she had never experienced before. She quickly turned away and returned to the house, claiming fatigue and retiring to her bedroom to try to sleep. She found it most difficult indeed.


Chapter Twenty Eight

It's Now or Never


After a fitful night of dreams about Elizabeth, Darcy awoke before dawn and knew that today was the day he must finally share his amazing story and deepening feelings with her. It was much too early to ride to Longbourn and request an audience with Elizabeth, so he decided to ride the fields of Netherfield once again to make his final evaluation of the property for Bingley. He didn't wish to awaken his valet, but while dressing quickly in the dark, he heard a soft knock at the adjoining sitting room door and he heard Gregory requesting entrance to his bed chamber. "Enter," he said.


Gregory opened the door and bowed. "Good morning, Sir. I heard you moving about and am preparing your bath." Darcy was astonished at the man's ability to carry out his unvarying dedication to his duties. He thought he had been exceedingly quiet searching out his riding attire, but apparently not so.


Gregory moved to the chair where Darcy was pulling on his boots, and he held up the heel of each boot to make it easier for him. "No need to request hot water for me as yet, Gregory," he instructed. "I am going out for a ride and won't need to bathe until I return." He rubbed his chin and felt the uncharacteristic stubble that needed shaving, and Gregory tipped his head as if to ask his preference about shaving now or later. "I'll wait on a shave as well, but just give me a hand with this cravat" he responded to the silent question. Gregory tied a simple knot instead of the formal one he preferred for his master, but it was dark outside and he knew he wouldn't see anyone this early in the morning. "I shouldn't be long," Darcy said. He stood up, thanking the valet for his assistance, and picked up his riding crop and left for the stables.


Finding no one in the stables at this early hour, he located Omega's saddle and made ready to ride out. It was still quite dark, but Omega was now familiar with the property and deftly avoided the areas that he knew to be rutted and uneven. Darcy wanted to inspect some acreage that he had not as yet navigated, but Omega refused the tug on his reins to ride to the left and instead turned right toward the field of wildflowers that bordered Longbourn. Darcy laughed to himself, thinking that now even Omega was a participant in this strange and unseen force to lead him to Elizabeth. He decided not to refuse his horse's initiative, and they loped the miles through the Netherfield fields until they reached the beckoning break in the fence where he had first felt the mysterious pull toward Elizabeth.


"Here we are, boy," he said aloud. "Now what do we do?" he voiced. Omega's head bobbed up and down and he softly whinnied, as if he was trying to communicate something important. "Where is Mr. Raymond when I need him?" he laughed. "Mr. Raymond would know what you are telling me. OK, my friend. I'm in your hands. Take me where you will." Without a tug on the reins or a kick with his boot, the horse turned into the fence opening and slowly walked along the path leading to the river where Darcy had come upon Elizabeth. Even though it was now dawn and not as dark as it was when they started out, he knew that it was still too early for her to be awake and fortunately, there was no chance of meeting her this time. He reached up and rubbed his stubbled chin again, wondering what she would think if she saw him in his disheveled state.


Nearing the edge of the river, Omega suddenly stopped and turned his head toward something he had heard. Darcy also heard the sound and turned, peering into the trees. He couldn't see anything in the dim light, but he instantly knew that Elizabeth was coming toward him. "Good Lord, no," he whispered. "I didn't want to see her like this." His instinct was to flick the reins and turn and run, but it was too late. Instead, he sat still, his heart beating out of his chest, waiting for her to walk into the open. It was now or never.


Elizabeth had not been able to sleep. The tumultuous events of the day before had been a trial, and her nighttime thoughts bounced from the horrid proposal of marriage by Mr. Collins, to the uncomfortable encounter with Mr. Wickham, and Mr. Collins' bizarre proposal to her sister Mary. And then there was the embarrassing dinner with her family. It was all a jumble in her head, and none of it made much sense, but what was entirely clear to her - and the one thing that did make sense to her was the sudden realization that she had met the perfect man for her. As she had watched Mr. Darcy turn and look at her as he boarded his carriage after dinner, she knew beyond a doubt that she could love this complicated man, but she was also well aware that it was an impossible fantasy. Yes, they had met in the woods and there was that moment when he held her hand a little too long. And he had so desperately wanted to apologize to her for his poor manners, but why was that so important to him? And why had he absent mindedly placed his hand on top of hers when they walked together. That just isn't done unless a couple is formally courting. And the looks they shared seemed almost intimate. What did all this mean? Elizabeth knew that she was just a simple girl from the country who had nothing to offer a man such as Mr. Darcy. He was a man of high society and great wealth, and he had his pick of women of the ton. Hadn't he even told her that himself? And hadn't she learned from Mr. Wickham that he had an understanding with his cousin in Kent? But was Mr. Wickham telling the truth?


At last, she bolted up in her bed, and firmly shook her head to try and stop the questions. She knew that she had to clear her head somehow to stop this ridiculous fantasy, so perhaps if she got outside in the fresh air and took a brisk walk, she could come back clearheaded and try to sleep a few hours before the noise of the household woke her up.


It was still an hour before dawn, but there was no hope of sleeping with all these thoughts rolling around in her head, so she got out of bed and got dressed. She quietly descended the stairs, carefully stepping where she knew the old wooden steps wouldn't creak. She went to the kitchen, and grabbed an apple from the fruit basket on the counter, grateful that Mrs. Simpson wasn't up yet getting breakfast ready, and then grabbed her pelisse off the front hall coat rack and left the house.


It was quite dark outside, and going to all the way to Oakham Mount was not a prudent choice, so she decided to walk the familiar path through the woods to the river. Sitting on the river edge, listening to the rippling sound of the water hitting the rocks was where she found total peace and felt the closest to nature. It was there that she could sort out the feelings she was having and come to terms with what could never be. Perhaps all of this was nothing more than reading too many romance novels and letting her wild imagination play tricks on her.


After a walk of about fifteen minutes, she came through the trees into the opening at the river. It was still fairly dark, but she was so familiar with the spot she wasn't worried about tripping and quickly found her favorite log to sit down and think.


Darcy sat transfixed, watching Elizabeth in the darkness. He knew she couldn't see him, and he was afraid that he would frighten her if he spoke, but he wasn't sure how to make his presence known. Omega, who had been the force behind this chance predawn meeting, had his own idea, however, and he made a soft whinny sound and lightly brushed his hoof on the ground.


Elizabeth gasped and whipped her head around to see where the sound had come from, and made out the large shape of a horse and rider slowly walking toward her. She stood up and nervously confronted the unknown rider. "Who goes there?" she said, backing away from the stranger. "Who are you?" She gripped the apple and raised it up to throw it at the intruder.


Darcy swing down from the horse and gently replied, "It is Fitzwilliam Darcy, Miss Elizabeth. Please do not be alarmed. I am very sorry I frightened you." He closed the space between them, and she could finally see his face, pleading for forgiveness. "Be assured that I did not intend to find your here at this early hour, but we had ridden for several miles, and Omega has become quite fond of drinking from the river here on your property, so here we are, I'm afraid. I am nothing more than a common trespasser. If you feel the need to call the Constable and have me arrested, I am your prisoner, and I will not resist." He hoped that would lighten the mood and hopefully make her laugh.


Elizabeth was both livid at him for frightening her in the darkness and overjoyed to see him. "I don't know whether to scream for help or laugh at your ridiculous joke, Mr. Darcy. I doubt if anyone would hear me screaming so far from home, so I will choose to laugh instead, but may I ask what you are doing riding in the darkness, Sir? Isn't that rather dangerous?"


"I think a rather tall gentleman with a pistol sitting atop a massive and incredibly swift horse is far safer in the darkness than a daunting young lady with an apple for protection." He smiled at her showing his deep dimples, and Elizabeth thought he could probably hear her heart beating wildly.


"Yes, well the next time I take a walk in the woods, I will come armed with my father's rifle. Imagine if I had it today, Mr. Darcy. I'm afraid it would have been a rather unpleasant end to our friendship." She tried to keep a straight face, but it was too difficult to maintain. "But I am very good at protecting myself from big and frightening beasts with an apple." Darcy looked puzzled at her comment, but she walked over to Omega and presented the apple to him. Omega was a high spirited horse and normally only allowed Darcy and Mr. Raymond to get close to him, but he gently took the apple from Elizabeth's hand and nodded his head up and down, as if to thank her.


"I am all amazement," Darcy said as he watched her interaction with Omega in awe. "I have never seen him react to anyone in a friendly way, let alone so gently! And did you not tell me that you are afraid of horses, Miss Elizabeth?"





"Something that you may not know about me, Mr. Darcy, is that I do not back down in the face of a challenge or adversity, however, this sweet animal is hardly a threat to me." She reached up and petted Omega's nose, and the horse rubbed his head against her hand. "I believe I have a new friend, do I not Boy?"


Darcy couldn't take his eyes off the way Elizabeth had charmed his cantankerous horse. He knew that it was another sign pointing him toward this amazing woman, and it was time for him to tell her how he felt. "I realize it is improper for us to be here alone in the darkness, Miss Elizabeth, but I wonder if you would be so kind as to give me a few moments of your time. I would like to tell you a story that you may find hard to believe, but it is important for me to do so." He gestured toward the log she had been sitting on, and she obliged him by sitting down. "May I join you?" he asked.


She moved over to allow him to sit with her, leaving a decent amount of space between them. "I have a few more moments for you, Mr. Darcy, but in a short time I will be missed at home, and I will have to return or my mother will have the entire village out searching for me. You know how she feels about my wandering about the countryside!" She chuckled, and glanced up at him, noticing that he had a very serious look on his face and hadn't heard what she said. "What is it you wish to tell me, Sir? I am listening."


Darcy cleared his throat and pulled on the cravat at his neck that felt as if it was strangling him. "This is not an easy tale to tell, Miss Elizabeth, as it requires believing in something beyond our rational understanding. I pray that you will not think me quite ill in my mind when I have finished." He closed his eyes and began his story.


"My life has been a gifted one, having been born into great wealth and comfort. My parents were kind and loving parents, and they were the rare example of a couple who loved each other instead of having their marriage arranged as is the norm in my sphere. They supported each other in all things, and my father respected my mother's intelligence and decisions, quite unlike the typical marriages in our society. They adored each other, and I knew that when I became of age, I would want the same type of relationship for myself." He shrugged his shoulders and quietly laughed. "Unfortunately, the rest of my family - and society in general - believe quite the opposite."


Elizabeth noticed that Darcy's words were now coming much faster and it was clear he had a lot to say. She wondered where this was going and why he felt it necessary to speak to her in this way, but she was enthralled with listening to him share such intimate details, and she couldn't take her eyes off his expressive face as he continued.


"I greatly admired my father, and he taught me a great deal about being a man. He taught me how to ride and hunt, and he showed me how to run our large estate." He paused for a moment, gathering his thoughts. "But for many reasons, I was much closer to my mother. She was the one who taught me about the value of honor, integrity, and kindness. She stressed the importance of respect by treating our servants and tenants with dignity and not with an iron hand. She taught me about books and art and music, and we talked about life and love and happiness." He sighed, and looked down at his boots, closing his eyes once again. "Sadly, my mother died when I was only fifteen years old." Elizabeth noticed that his voice trembled slightly when he said this. "I was devastated."


Now Elizabeth could see the emotion on his face and the slight glint of tears forming in his eyes. Whatever he wanted to share was causing him great distress. She reached across the space between them and placed her hand gently on his arm. "Do you wish to stop, Mr. Darcy?" she whispered.


He looked down at her hand on his arm, and it gave him the courage to go on. "No, I am fine, thank you. It is indeed a sad memory for me, but it is important to speak of it to make what I have to say next make some sort of sense." He placed his hand on her hand, holding it in place as he shifted on the log and faced her. "In the hours before her death, I sat alone with my mother and she begged me to follow my heart in my life and not conform to the rules and strictures of our social order. She said that her fondest wish for me was to find a woman who would love me for myself and not for my wealth or possessions. She told me to marry only for love, and to not allow my relatives to tell me that I must marry someone of their choice. But it was her final words to me were the most meaningful and perhaps what has brought me here to Hertfordshire." For better or worse, this was the moment he was going to share the mysterious tale of the portrait with her, and he knew that he might be making a huge mistake, but he continued on nevertheless.


"Her exact words were that she would always be with me, watching over me, and if it was in her power, even in the afterlife, she would guide me toward the happiness she felt that I deserve. I accepted those words as the wish of a dying woman who loved her son very much, but lately very strange things have been happening, and I cannot dismiss them as coincidences anymore. I have been visited by a very strong force that I cannot deny any longer."


"What kind of things, Mr. Darcy?" Elizabeth politely asked. Perhaps this would explain some of the strange ways he had been acting since he arrived in Hertfordshire, but she still could not fathom why he was telling her these personal facts. Was he trying to tell her of his admiration of her?


"Well, the first such occurrence was several weeks ago at my home in Derbyshire. I was hosting a longtime friend of the family, a well known artist in London who has been painting my sister's portrait for the Pemberley gallery. My mother was a very skilled artist herself and an avid lover of art and she had admired his budding talent and helped to launch his career in London many years ago. So, when she realized that I had some artistic talent at a very young age, she asked him to be my teacher, and I excelled enough to share my mother's studio with her where we painted together almost every day for many years."


"So you are an artist, Mr. Darcy?" This new information added to her admiration of him.


"Well, not exactly Miss Elizabeth. I did have a modicum of talent and enjoyed it very much, but to be honest, I stopped painting when my mother died. It was my favorite memory of her, and it was too painful to paint alone, so I put away my brushes and paint and locked the door to the studio we had shared." He glanced at her to see her reaction thus far in order to gather courage to continue with the strange occurrences he had referred to. "One night, after discussing many things with my guest over a late night cognac, he asked me if I had considered painting again, and I responded that I had not. As we said goodnight, and I was getting ready to retire for the night, I noticed a light coming from underneath a door at the end of a long corridor, and I went to inspect who was there. As I approached the door, I realized that it was, in fact, the art studio that I had avoided for many years, and as I had instructed the staff to always keep it locked, I was puzzled by someone using it. I opened the unlocked door and found no one there, except there was a small candle burning on a table and an easel holding a large canvas that was set up with brushes and a palette of paint. It was clear that someone had been there and had failed to extinguish the candle. The only thought I had was that perhaps it was my houseguest who had hoped that I would find it in my heart to visit the studio that night, but it still didn't explain the candle burning since we had been together for hours, and he would not have been able to light it. Nevertheless, as I went to blow out the candle, I felt a breath of air pass by my face and the candle extinguished by itself. At the same time, I also detected a faint scent of lavender, which had been my mother's favorite perfume, and it occurred to me that I had felt the same sensation when I had been drawn to our family portrait gallery several weeks earlier. Oddly, there had been candles burning in that unused wing as well, and when standing in front of the empty space where my future wife's portrait would someday hang, I felt a slight breeze touch my face, and I had smelled the aroma of lavender then too."


"Has it happened to you again?" Elizabeth asked, remembering that he had asked her if she was wearing a lavender cologne the previous day.


"Good Lord, yes" he exclaimed. "It happens so frequently now that it has become almost a comfort to me. It is as if I am being led by my mother somehow." He looked at her carefully to see if she was shocked by his statement. "Do you find this unfathomable?" he inquired.


"Well, no, Mr. Darcy. God works in mysterious ways, and perhaps that is what is happening to you. I am a firm believer in listening to the universe myself, hoping for divine guidance, but I must say that I have not felt the physical reactions you have." She tilted her head, and said "But please excuse me for wondering how all this has brought you to Hertfordshire."


"Yes, I am getting to that. I am sorry this has taken so much time to relate, but there is more to this story. The following morning after I had found the candle burning in the art studio, I returned before anyone was awake. I noticed that there was actually a sketch on the canvas that I had not noticed the night before. It was the outline of a petite woman, perhaps something that my mother had started before she died, or maybe Monsieur Charron had given me a head start, although that was doubtful because he knew that I mainly painted landscapes and I never painted portraits."


"Was Monsieur Charron your houseguest?" Elizabeth queried.


"Yes, I apologize. That is his name. When I met with him later that day, assuming that it was his plot, I told him that I had found his handiwork, but he firmly denied having been anywhere near the studio. He jokingly said that perhaps it was a sign that I should take the suggestion and paint again. "


"And did you?" Elizabeth asked.


"Yes, actually I did. I felt strangely drawn to the room and to the canvas, and for some unknown reason, I used the sketch on the canvas and for the first time, rather than painting the usual landscape, I began painting a portrait. When I was finished, I was stunned that I had painted the likeness of the most beautiful woman I have ever seen." He stopped momentarily, and looked at Elizabeth. "The woman that I wish to marry." He stared into Elizabeth's eyes, drowning in their beautiful depth and specks of gold, and he was just about to tell her that the painting was of her when from somewhere deep in the woods they could hear someone calling Elizabeth's name.


"Lizzy! Oh, Lizzy! Yoo-Hoo! Where are you?" It was Lydia's voice, and they both bolted up off the log. Darcy quickly ran and mounted Omega to appear as if he had just arrived. Kitty then yelled out, "Elizabeth! Mother is frantic looking for you! Can you hear me?"


Looking at Mr. Darcy with apologetic eyes, Elizabeth answered back to the voices of her two youngest sisters. "I am here by the river!" she said. "I'm coming!" Looking at Mr. Darcy, she said, "You should probably go quickly. It would not do to be found alone with you here." Darcy nodded and snapped the reins, turning Omega down the path back to the opening in the fence. He turned his head around in time to see her watching him as he left, wondering if she now understood that he was falling in love with her. He hadn't finished his story, but he felt confident that the next time they were alone together, he would disclose the identity of the mystery woman in the painting, and he would finally declare his feelings for her. He had come so close.


His early fear of going against his family's strict adherence to society's rules had crumbled, and he had finally accepted his undeniable attraction to her. He had now pictured this woman as his wife far too often, and he knew that there could never be another woman for him. It could only be Elizabeth. She brought light to every room she entered, and her laugh was music to his ears. She was intelligent and witty, and she would challenge him as no one had ever dared. She was always in his dreams, but he wanted her in his arms to love her forever, and if he couldn't have her, he would succumb to a life of loneliness.


Neither of them were aware that they were not alone in the woods that morning. Wickham had silently watched the Longbourn house early that morning, waiting for Elizabeth to take her usual walk. Lydia had inadvertently mentioned that Elizabeth walked in the woods in the mornings, and he wanted to find her alone. To his surprise, it was still dark when she appeared, and he allowed her to get quite far ahead of him so as not to make himself known to her as yet. He wasn't sure what he would do, but he thought that he might possibly cause a noise of some kind to startle her and then reveal himself to her, offering comfort. If he could find a way to ingratiate himself to her by telling her more about Darcy's evil treatment and selfish disdain for others, he would be well on his way to hurting the man he most hated in the whole world.


He saw her sit down on a large log and was just about to throw a large rock far out in front of her to frighten her when he realized that there was someone approaching on a horse from the opposite direction. He quickly moved behind a large tree and listened to their voices. What he heard was most enlightening. Fitzwilliam was in love with Elizabeth Bennett. Now he knew what he must do.


Chapter Twenty Nine

The Misunderstanding


The following morning, while Darcy was breaking his fast, Mr. Blair entered the dining room and informed him that he had a visitor. "Who is here for me at this early hour, pray tell?" Darcy inquired in an irritated voice.


"The gentleman claims to be your 'favorite cousin', Sir." As Mr. Blair was repeating those words, Colonel Fitzwilliam walked in, ignoring the protocol of waiting in the front hall until he was announced.


"Richard!" Darcy exclaimed. He nodded at Mr. Blair to excuse him. "Thank you, Blair. He is definitely my cousin, but I don't know that I would characterize him as my favorite." Mr. Blair gave him a knowing smile and turned and left the room, satisfied that this was indeed a welcome visitor. "Good Lord man, what brings you here at this ungodly hour? You must have left London in the middle of the night! You must be famished. Come in and share some nourishment with me." Darcy stood and pulled out a chair for him. As an afterthought, he asked "Is there something amiss?"


"Why must it always be bad news when I arrive, cousin? Mightn't I just wish to see what you are about?" He walked to the buffet and filled his plate to overflowing and took the seat that Darcy offered. "Perhaps I just wanted to see this place that has captured your interest for so long. Or maybe WHO has captured your interest. Georgiana wrote to me and told me that you wrote to her about a family of ladies that you have been socializing with here in the country. Could one of them have caught your eye?" He waggled his eyebrows, which he always did to make Georgiana laugh, but Darcy didn't laugh.


"Don't be ridiculous, Richard," he lied. He was sorry that he had mentioned the Bennetts to Georgiana in his letters, as he realized that she would have naturally told Richard. She adored her cousin, and they kept up a regular correspondence with few, if any, secrets between the three of them. He immediately changed the subject, trying to avoid further interrogation about the Bennetts. "What is the real reason for your presence here?"


"Well, you have found me out" Richard laughed. "I do actually have a reason for being here, and you probably won't find it at all pleasant news. Aunt Catherine arrived in London yesterday and has informed my father that she is tired of waiting for you to make an offer to Anne, and she is going to take matters into her own hands. I don't know what she has in mind, but I wouldn't put it past her to put an article in the gossip section of the newspaper about the 'very eligible FD of Derbyshire now engaged to the lovely Miss AD of Kent'. She will do just about anything to forward your marriage to Anne." He stuffed a forkful of eggs into his mouth and appeared to be finished with his news.


"What?" Darcy shouted. "She wouldn't dare! It is high time I stop this madness." Darcy threw his napkin down on the table and pushed his chair back with force. " I must ride to London immediately and make sure that she understands once and for all that I will not marry her daughter. I have been much too lenient with her making this ridiculous demand all these years, and it is time to end her fantasy. Are you coming with me, Richard?"


Richard looked up at him as he took a bite of his muffin. "Can it not wait until I have finished eating, Darcy? I have ridden like the wind to deliver this information to you, and I would hope that you wouldn't drag me away on horseback again so soon!" With that he continued calmly eating as if nothing was the slightest bit urgent.


"I am going to pack a few things, Richard, and I will be ready to leave within the hour. If you do not wish to join me, so be it." With that, Darcy left the room to inform Bingley that he would be leaving for a few days but he would return as soon as his business with his Aunt and cousin was concluded. He left it up to Richard to explain his presence if he decided to stay at Netherfield instead of riding out with him.


He found Bingley just coming down the staircase and asked him to give him a moment. Darcy informed him that he was leaving for London to conclude some unfinished business with his cousin, Anne. "I have been putting this off some quite some time, but the time has come to do what I should have done a long time ago."


"Well, congratulations, Darcy. I am proud of you! I would assume that you will not be returning to Netherfield after such an important move!"


"Why, no, Bingley, I do have several things to take care of in London, but I will actually be coming back to Netherfield hopefully in a week or perhaps less!" He thought it strange that Bingley would think he would need to remain in London.


Bingley looked at him with a puzzled look, but he never questioned Darcy's actions, and he didn't question Darcy's intention to return to Netherfield immediately after formally proposing to his cousin, Anne and setting a date at last. He knew that it was a marriage of convenience and definitely not a love match, but it was still odd that he would choose to return to Netherfield after spending just a few days with his betrothed. "Well, of course, Darcy. You know you are always welcome here. Will Miss De Bourg be joining us too?" he inquired.


"Good heavens, No, Charles! Why in the world would I bring her here? I'll be lucky if she even speaks to me from now on." Darcy turned and took the stairs two at a time, appearing to Bingley to be quite anxious to get to London. Darcy's firm statement that he wouldn't bring his betrothed with him was quite strange. He simply could not fathom his good friend entering into a marriage to a woman that he did not love and that lacked felicity. And why would Anne not speak to him? He shook his head as if to erase the questions, and felt enormous gratitude that he had found such a wonderful woman, and if she accepted him, theirs would most definitely be a marriage of love.


Unfortunately, what neither of the gentlemen realized was that Caroline was standing off to the side of the staircase, hidden from view, but overhearing the entire conversation. Even though Darcy had adamantly told her that he would never consider her for his wife, she was still devastated to hear that she had finally lost all hope to become the mistress of Pemberley. When her brother turned and walked down the hall toward the dining room, she slowly climbed back up the stairs to her room, mourning her great loss. She sat in her chambers trying to think how she could undo this travesty, but she realized that what was done was done. The only bright light in her wicked mind was that if she couldn't have him, neither would that horrid chit of a girl, Elizabeth Bennett.


******


The day of Mr. Collins's disastrous proposal to Elizabeth, she had posted an express letter to her Aunt Madeline and her Uncle Edward Gardiner in Cheapside, asking if she could take them up on their previous offer to join them on their trip to The Lakes and The Peaks in Derbyshire. Her mother was furious at her for turning Collins down, and even though Mary was now alleviating her mother's fears of losing Longbourn, there would be no peace for Elizabeth any time soon. She was hopeful that it was not too late to accept the Gardiner's offer, and much to her great pleasure, she received a response almost immediately saying that they would be delighted to have her accompany them, but she would have to pack and leave Longbourn right away as they were leaving in just two days time.


She knew that her father didn't feel it was necessary for her to leave home now that Mary had agreed to marry Mr. Collins, and except for her usual barbed remarks and criticism, her mother would probably leave her alone, but Elizabeth had another reason to leave home. During the last few days, Elizabeth had begun to feel a strong attraction to the mysterious Mr. Darcy, and she had also felt that he was showing her a great deal more attention than was normal for a man who was supposed to be engaged to another woman. The way he touched her hand, and the way he had looked into her eyes truly led her to believe that he was interested in much more than a friendship. It seemed that the story that he wanted so desperately wanted to tell her was about finding love and not succumbing to the rules of society and his family, but, there could be no possible way he would be interested in her, a simple girl from the country with ties to trade, no dowry, and a family that obviously offended him.


She rationalized that he was a handsome man of London society with great wealth, and he probably treated all women the way he treated her. It probably meant nothing to him. Yes, that was all there was to it. "But what was the rest of the story about the painting of a woman? Who could it be? He had never set eyes on me before his recent visit to Netherfield, so it certainly couldn't be me" she thought to herself. "It must be his cousin, Anne, but then why did he tell me that his mother did not want him to marry who his family wanted him to. Perhaps he is actually in love with her." She closed her eyes as she thought about their meeting at the river the day before. "But the way he looks at me," she said to herself. "And that feeling when he touches me." The memory sent a shiver down her spine. "I must leave Hertfordshire immediately before I convince myself of something that is nothing more than a fairy tale".


Elizabeth bounded up the stairs to pick out her traveling clothes and pack her trunk. There was a daily post coach that left for London at noon every day, and in order to leave the next day, she had to hurry in order to go to Meryton to purchase her fare this afternoon. Once she had finished choosing her favorite dresses and bonnets and a selection of books to read as she traveled with her Aunt and Uncle in their carriage, she went to look for Jane to walk with her into town.


"I understand your wishes to go, Lizzy, but I will miss you terribly," Jane said as they slowly walked along the road to town.


"I will miss you too, Jane, but be honest. You and Mr. Bingley do not know that anyone else is even around when you are together, and my absence comes at the perfect time. You won't even realize I am gone!" Elizabeth was happy for her sister, but she knew that Mr. Darcy would be a regular visitor at Longbourn with Mr. Bingley, and it was best that she go away. These feelings she was experiencing were disconcerting, and she wanted to get as far away from Longbourn and Netherfield as possible. It was a strange sensation to feel somehow that they had been destined to meet for some reason, but how could it be that she had developed deep feelings for a man she hardly knew, and one that she had been informed was engaged to be married to another. None of it made any sense, and she simply had to put it all behind her. "I must leave at once before I allow these feelings to grow so deep that I cannot escape their hold on me."


As they walked, a carriage approached and slowed to a stop next to the ladies. Much to their dismay, Caroline Bingley was inside, and she invited them to join her in her coach for the remainder of their outing to town. They knew that she did not care for their family, and she was undoubtedly chagrined at the news about her brother's engagement, so her motives were suspect, but perhaps she had a change of heart. Elizabeth and Jane reluctantly accepted her offer, both secretly hoping that they would not have to spend any time with her in town.


"Have you heard the wonderful news about Mr. Darcy?" she immediately asked as they found their seats. Elizabeth thought it was extremely rude that Caroline didn't even acknowledge Jane's engagement to her brother, but Jane said that she had not heard anything about Mr. Darcy and inquired about Caroline's news with alacrity. Elizabeth wondered how Jane had been born with no malice of heart and could see the good in everyone, even Miss Bingley. "He has gone to London to finalize his wedding plans with his cousin, Anne, and once they have set the date and the announcement has been made, there will be a celebratory ball in honor of the happy couple! Everyone in the ton will be invited, and I am quite sure Mr. Darcy will include me on the guest list. it will be the wedding of the year!" She leered at Elizabeth like a cat that had just devoured a mouse.


Even though she had known all along that it was his plan to marry his cousin, Elizabeth felt her stomach lurch with the news that Mr. Darcy had gone to London to be with her and to make the final plans. To keep Miss Bingley and her sister from noticing how this news unsettled her, she instead chose to berate Caroline for her insensitivity toward her sister. "And what of your own brother's engagement news, Miss Bingley? Have you forgotten to wish your future sister well?" She took Jane's hand in her hand and defiantly glared at the horrid woman.


Never taking her eyes off Elizabeth, she said "Well, yes, of course, I meant to congratulate you, Miss Bennett. I apologize for being so thoughtless. I was just quite sure that Miss Elizabeth would wish to hear the news about Mr. Darcy since she has become such a particular friend of his." She looked at Elizabeth with the look of a woman who had just skillfully scored against an opponent. She had felt from the first day they had met at Netherfield that there was something between Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth, and it made her blood boil. It filled her with malicious glee to impart this new information to this country nobody. She finally turned to Jane, and said "Please know that my sister and I are delighted that you have agreed to marry our dear brother." Jane smiled and nodded her head, but said no more. She felt the tension in the carriage between Elizabeth and her future sister, and she simply wished to acknowledge Miss Bingley, but quickly end the conversation.


The carriage entered Meryton and as Jane and Elizabeth were climbing out, Miss Bingley declared that she really must return to Netherfield since she had forgotten a promise to walk in the garden with Louisa. They both knew that the entire meeting and ride to town had been a ruse to chafe Elizabeth with the news about Mr. Darcy. They were quite aware too that the one who was most disturbed about his wedding to Anne De Bourg was Miss Bingley herself. They watched the carriage leave the village, and they looked at each other and shook their heads in pity. "What a miserable woman," Elizabeth said. "I am sorry that she will be your sister, Jane. It will not be easy."


Chapter Thirty

Anne


"Hold up, there cousin," Richard said as he overtook Darcy and yelled back at him. "You are going to kill that horse of yours, and probably me as well!" Richard had finally agreed to accompany Darcy to support him when he confronted their Aunt, as he knew that it was like attacking a wild boar when she became incensed. "I doubt that Catherine has had much time to do anything foolish yet, Darcy. You know she sleeps quite late, and Father said he wanted to go over some paperwork with her this afternoon. Whatever larceny Catherine has in mind, you can handle it when we arrive, hopefully in one piece."


Darcy pulled back on the reins and Omega slowed to a gently trot. "Fine, Richard. It's not you that has had this problem hanging over your head since you were born. I don't see why you don't marry Anne, anyway. She has all the wealth you require to quit the Army and live quite nicely at Rosings. Banish Aunt Catherine to the Dower house and run the estate as you see fit. You know Anne is ill and much too frail to bear children, and she probably wouldn't mind if you found physical comfort elsewhere." The minute he said it, he knew that it was wrong of him to say that. "I'm sorry, Richard. I wouldn't wish that life on my worst enemy. Please forgive me."


Richard laughed and said "Don't think I haven't thought about it, old man. It is difficult being the second son, watching my elder brother squander his large inheritance while I march off to war risking my life for my country, but as much as I would like to have the money and a large estate to run, I could never live with Aunt Catherine, and besides, she wouldn't have me marry her daughter. She has her heart set on you to combine the Darcy and Fitzwilliam names and Pemberley and Rosings. It's Pemberley that she wants."


They rode into London, and without even stopping at Darcy House to clean up and be presentable, they went straightaway to Matlock House for the confrontation. The closer they got, the angrier Darcy became. When they entered the house, they could hear the loud voices of Lord Matlock and his sister, Catherine, yelling at each other, and although they couldn't make out the words yet, they knew what the subject matter undoubtedly was. Following the voices, they entered the large sitting room where Lady Matlock sat quietly on a settee, sipping tea, watching her husband and his sister arguing in front of her. She had seen this scene many times, and it was quite entertaining to her. She had no patience for her sister-in-law, and she reveled in the fierce battles that always ensued whenever she was in London. Their cousin, Anne, also sat watching the drama unfolding. She hardly ever spoke unless she was spoken to, and her expression never changed, making it difficult to ascertain what her thoughts were.


"Darcy! There you are! You have come to honor your dear mother's wishes! Come in, come in, my boy!." Darcy did not make a move toward her, and she huffed and turned back to her brother and exclaimed, "Certainly you must agree with me, Alexander, that this marriage must take place. I have waited long enough, and Darcy must honor his mother's wishes."


"You mean your wishes, Catherine," Lord Matlock bellowed. "You know as well as I do that our sister Anne never would have agreed to such a scheme. This is some mad plan you have conjured up to improve your tainted reputation and status and to increase your wealth, but most certainly not your daughter's. She has already reached her majority, and Rosings already belongs to her! Does she even know that, Catherine?" Catherine audibly gasped, and Alexander looked at Anne, whose eyes were as big as saucers. "Do you know that, Anne?" he asked.


In a tiny voice, she stuttered, "N-n-n-no, Uncle. I was not aware of that. How can that be?" She looked totally shocked as if she had been hit with a lightning bolt.


"I am sorry to have to be the one to tell you this, my dear, but tour mother has been lying to you. You are already the Mistress of Rosings, and your mother has no say in the matters of the estate. Her selfish desire is to have you marry Darcy so that you will go to live with him at Pemberley, and she can have Rosings for her own. Your father had enough courage to make that very clear in his will when he realized what she would do when he passed away. God rest his soul."


Again, everyone looked at Anne who was now a pure shade of white as she realized that something was terribly wrong with the story her mother had told her all these years about her father. "Do you mean that my father is dead, Uncle Alexander?" She stood up for the first time, and continued. "I was led to believe that he was living somewhere in England with another family, and he had left Rosings to Mother. She said he wanted nothing to do with us." When the room remained totally silent except for a second loud gasp from Catherine, Anne realized that her mother had in fact lied to her about everything.


Edith Matlock rose from her chair and walked to Anne, putting her arms around her in a motherly way, something that Anne was not used to. Anne stiffened at first, but when the tears came, she crumbled into her aunt's arms. Edith helped her back to her settee and rocked her like a baby while she sobbed. Edith glared at her sister-in-law. "Catherine, you are as evil a woman as I have ever known. I have always known you to be a miserable, malicious person, but to have lied to your own child about the death of her father who loved her more than life itself is the most wicked and vile thing I have ever heard of. You selfish, disgusting woman!" Anne now became utterly inconsolable, and Edith escorted her from the room to attempt to calm her in some way.


"Brother, do something! This is unacceptable! This is my daughter, and your wife has filled her head with horrible ideas!" Catherine whirled around and screamed at Darcy, "And you! If you had married her as you should have, none of this would have happened. But, No! You think you have to go off and search for some fantasy woman to have the same kind of insipid marriage your mother did! She cared nothing for her status in the world as a Fitzwilliam! All she cared about was just some boring and colorless man that killed her by having another child when she shouldn't have!"


"Enough!" Alexander yelled. "That is entirely enough, Catherine! You will leave our home this minute, and you will either make plans to move from Rosings to the Dower House immediately, or we will declare you incompetent and have you admitted to Bedlam. I swear it, Catherine! Now, go!" Darcy and Richard stood motionless, watching the unbelievable spectacle unfold. "Boys!" Lord Matlock roared. "Take your aunt's arms and escort her down to her carriage. She is leaving this house for good, and Anne will be staying with us for the time being!" They did as he directed them to do, trying to keep hold of her flailing arms and trying not to listen to the harangue spewing from her mouth, but it was not an easy task. The servants had, of course, heard everything and had alerted the driver that she was being forcefully brought down to the carriage for an immediate removal to Kent. He opened the carriage door, and he stood motionless as the cousins walked her down the stairs and practically pushed the wild eyed, screeching woman inside. Not a word was spoken by anyone, other than a nod from Darcy to the driver to return her to Rosings. They would worry about moving her to the Dower House later. Her loud cursing could be heard clearly as the carriage rolled down the street


Upon returning to the sitting room, they found that Alexander had poured himself a substantial tumbler of brandy. He motioned for the young men to do the same, and they silently sipped their drinks until he began speaking to them. "I'm sorry you had to witness this Boys, but it has been a long time coming, and I am glad it is finally done. Your aunt has done a terrible thing to our family, and I have only just learned of it. I had some questions about Anne's possible inheritance of Rosings and sought out John Stater, a lawyer who I recall was a friend of her father's before he left them. Percy had always professed a love for his young daughter, and we were all quite shocked to learn that he had left her for another woman with a family, but we did not question it because of how horrid Catherine was to him. Imagine my surprise when Stater informed me that Percy had actually died when Anne was just a young child and hadn't left them for another woman after all. Catherine had lied to all of us, and the lawyer had no idea that we were not aware of his death. Catherine never told anyone about the terms of Percy's will, and she has known that she would lose control of Rosings ever since."


He sighed loudly and took a seat. "I also spoke to Mrs. Barrett, Anne's companion this morning, and sadly she has known of the deception all these years. Catherine threatened her at the time to keep the secret of De Bourg's death from Anne, saying it would destroy her already weak constitution, and that she would ruin the woman's reputation if she ever told anyone the truth. She said that she carried the secret with her but as the years went by, it became more and more difficult for her to keep the truth from Anne, and she admitted that she was prepared to come to me with the truth quite soon, no matter what the consequences for herself. It is quite obvious that she is quite relieved that this news has finally come out into the open. She loves Anne very much, and it will be best if Anne doesn't know that Mrs. Barrett knew the truth. She only did what she thought was best, and as she emotionally shared with me that she knew she had to stay and live the horrible lie to provide Anne with her own motherly love - the love that she knew Catherine could not and never would show to her own daughter."


Darcy walked over to the large floor to ceiling windows as was his habit, and stared off into the distance, thinking about how Anne had thought the worst about her father all these years and wondering what kind of monster his aunt really was. "May I see Anne before I leave, Uncle? I want to tell her that she has all of us now to help her through this terrible shock. She has lost both her mother and father today, and I know how hard that is."


"Certainly, Fitzwilliam. But don't stay too long. She has had a terrible shock, and she will need rest and quiet for some time until she is ready to move on to the next chapter of her life. She is a very wealthy woman now, and she can even choose to live here in London if she wishes to. I know that Edith would love that, having never had a daughter of her own and has only had incorrigible sons and a stubborn nephew to look after." He looked at Richard and huffed. "You have all been quite a handful for her. Not at all the same as having a daughter to spoil."


Richard let out a low whistle and looked over at Darcy. "Thank you, Father. Most kind of you to say so!"


Alexander ignored him, and continued on. "Richard will hopefully stay on for a while, and Mrs. Barrett is here to help as well. We will make sure that she too stays with Anne. Perhaps being out from under the oppressive control of Catherine will help her grow stronger and maybe even find some joy." He shook his head, and poured another glass of brandy. "The poor child."


Darcy left the room and climbed the stairs to find where his aunt Edith had taken Anne. It was now quiet above the stairs, and he hoped that she had ceased crying for the time being. He carried a tumbler of a small amount of brandy for her to sip if she wished and gently knocked on the first door where he heard ladies voices.


"Yes, please come in" he heard his aunt Edith say. He poked his head into the room and asked if Anne would like to have a small sip of brandy. "Thank you, dear. That is lovely of you," Edith said. She took the glass from him and handed it to Anne, who accepted it with shaking hands. She took a rather large drink of it, and she coughed and sputtered as the heat of it went down her throat, but after a moment, with her eyes watering, she took yet another drink. Darcy chuckled to himself and thought that this was probably the first time she had been allowed to have an adult drink.


"Thank you, Fitzwilliam," Anne said after recovering her voice. "I am so grateful that you are here. I want to tell you something that I haven't been able to say to you before now." She took a deep breath, calming herself. "I realize that my mother has been telling you over and over again for many years that you have an obligation to marry me, and I would assume you thought I heartily concurred with her. The truth is, Cousin, I have no desire to marry you, or anyone else for that matter. I realize that I am not strong, either physically or emotionally, and also that with marriage comes many responsibilities that I could never fulfill. I could never take on the overwhelming job of running your beautiful estate in Derbyshire," she paused and looked down and blushed a deep shade of red, "and we all know that I could most likely not provide an heir for Pemberley."


Looking back up again at Darcy, she bravely continued. "I love you, Fitzwilliam, but not in the way that you would want your wife to love you. I love you as a beloved cousin, but that is not what I would wish for you. I have heard Mother speak over and over again about the ridiculous concept of a marriage based on love, and yet deep in my heart, I always hoped that she was wrong. I remember very little about your mother and father, but I do recall with vivid clarity how kind and lovely they were to me and how they treated each other with such respect and affection. I had never seen a man and woman hold hands before, and I remember seeing them steal a kiss in the music room when they didn't know I was observing them. That, Dear Cousin, is what I wish for you, and not a loveless arranged marriage to combine estates. After talking to Aunt Edith and Mrs. Barrett, apparently that is what my parents' marriage was based on and most likely what caused my father's misery and undoubtedly his death."


"Anne," Darcy finally spoke, "my heart goes out to you for the terrible revelations you have learned of today. None of us knew about this, and it is beyond my imagination how you will be able to process your mother's deceit and the lies that you were told. I feel such guilt right now realizing that you and I never even spoke of this before. If only we had done so. Your mother would probably not have ceased pushing us toward a marriage, but at least we would have had a united front to push back. My hope for you now is that you can walk out into the daylight and live an authentic life and be truly happy being Anne De Bourg, Mistress of Rosings, or perhaps for now, Anne De Bourg of London, beloved niece of the Earl and Lady of Matlock. The world is yours." He walked to her and bent down and kissed her cheek. She was still frail and her skin was cool to the touch, but her coloring had already improved since earlier in the day. "I bid you a good afternoon and wish you well. You are always welcome at Pemberley to stay with Georgiana and me."


Darcy turned and left the room with a renewed feeling of hope for her. This was certainly not how he thought his day would go. He returned to his Uncle and Richard, who were well on their way to finishing a bottle of expensive brandy. "I must ask to be excused gentlemen. I had a brutal ride to London this morning, and the dirt from the road is all over me. I also feel a deep sense of relief, and I would like nothing more than to take a hot bath and a long uninterrupted nap." They all said their goodbyes, promising to have a dinner together before Darcy returned to Netherfield.


Chapter Thirty One

A return to Netherfield


Two days later, Darcy returned to Netherfield, filled with expectation about finding the right time and the right words to tell Elizabeth of his feelings for her. He arrived mid-day, but he felt it was too late to bathe and change clothes and ride to Longbourn in time to somehow speak to her, so he found Gerard and took his time getting dressed for dinner with Charles. He dreaded seeing Caroline, but he felt that he had finally convinced her that there was no hope for their alliance, and he hoped that she would now leave him alone. He went to look for Bingley, but instead found Miss Bingley alone in the drawing room. He instinctively backed away into the hallway, as it was not proper to be alone in room with a woman under any circumstances unless engaged or married, and especially if the woman was Miss Bingley. He still had that visceral feeling of dread when he was near to her, but he bowed and inquired about the whereabouts of her brother.


"Oh, welcome back, Mr. Darcy!" she said. Attempting to return to his good graces, she lowered her eyes and bat her eyelashes at him, and responded in a syrupy voice, "I am so delighted that you have returned!" Not receiving an answer about Bingley's whereabouts, he asked again. "Why, where he always is these days, Mr. Darcy. He has gone to Longbourn again. Surely you must agree with me that this ridiculous charade between Charles and Miss Bennett must be stopped. I have never seen him so besotted over a woman. I have told him time after time that he should leave this dreadful place and return to London where he will meet someone of a higher sphere. A relationship with a country nobody will bring nothing to our family name other than derision and mockery." Her voice had gradually started to rise, and she stood up and started pacing, forgetting her attempt to remain coquettish. "That horrid mother of hers planned this all along! She demanded that Jane pretend to care about Charles and then convince him to marry her so that she could get her claws on our wealth. They are nothing but mercenary witches! All of them!" She was screeching now, and Darcy was sure that the servants could hear her tirade throughout the house. She wasn't done, however. "And that reprehensible Elizabeth Bennett is the worst of them all!" she bellowed.


Shocked at her tirade, but trying not to look too appalled at her last comment, Darcy defended the Bennetts, declaring them not at all mercenary in his estimation. He then calmly asked her why she had singled out Elizabeth from the other sisters. "What has she done to incense you so? I can see nothing objectionable about her, Caroline." He hoped that he hadn't said too much to alert her to his feelings.


Continuing to pace around the room, she said, "Well, I am sure she acts truly proper and quite lovely when she is around you, Mr. Darcy. A minx like that would never show the true nature of her being to a wealthy and single gentlemen such as yourself. Underneath that pretty face, she is nothing more than an insolent, scheming Jezebel!" She whirled around and stood looking at him. "It is just fortunate for you that I told her the truth about you going to London to announce your marriage to Anne before she had time to compromise and ensnare you! The minute she heard that you were no longer available to her, she decided to leave Hertfordshire to try her luck in town." With that, she huffed and threw herself down on the sofa again, talking to herself. " Good luck, Miss Elizabeth Bennett! If I haven't yet found a husband in London, it is certain that you never will!" In her emotional outburst, she did not realize that she had just admitted to her failure in finding a suitable husband.


Darcy backed out of the open doorway and stood motionless. Had he heard her right? Was Elizabeth planning to leave Hertfordshire? Or worse, was she already gone? And why? He had felt something magical growing between them, and he had so much to tell her. He was even prepared to ask her to marry him, but what evil deed had Caroline done this time to thwart his beautiful plans with Elizabeth? He had to find Charles, and he had to talk to him right now.


Without excusing himself from Caroline's presence, he spun around and raced to the stables and pulled Omega out of his stall, not waiting to saddle him. He launched himself on the horse's back and rode bareback the three miles to Longbourn, riding much too fast, trying to hold on and not fall off. Fortunately, he was quite skilled at riding Omega bareback, and both rider and horse were able to arrive safely. Sliding off his back and motioning to the confused stable boy who had come out when he heard a horse coming, he left Omega in his hands and strode to the front door of Longbourn, knocking loudly. His heart was pounding out of his chest, and he tried to breathe slowly to calm himself. Mrs. Hill opened the door, and seeing Mr. Darcy, she happily ushered him inside. He could hear Charles and Jane talking in the parlor by the front door, and without waiting to be announced, he entered the room.


"Darcy! What a surprise, old man!" I was just telling Jane that you would be returning from London soon, but I didn't think it would be quite this soon! Come in and tell us everything about your wedding plans!"


"What wedding plans, Charles? Where did you get that foolish idea? Was it you that told Caroline that I was marrying Anne?" Darcy was practically yelling now, and Bingley had never seen him so discomposed. It was obvious there had been a terrible misunderstanding, and he was somehow right in the middle of it.


"Well, not exactly, Darcy. She heard you and I talking about your plans to go to London to see Anne, and that is how she learned about the wedding. You said it was finally time to do something you should have done a long time ago, and I must admit, I too thought you had finally decided to go forward with the plan your family had for you all these years. You have talked about the necessity to provide an heir for Pemberley, but you have also been discouraged with the marriage market and all the objectionable mothers pushing their daughters at you in town, so it just seemed that you had decided to go the way of a marriage of convenience with your cousin, Anne . Was that not the case? Have I got it all wrong?"


Darcy paced back and forth in front of Bingley and Jane, twisting his hands together and mumbling under his breath. He finally stopped and looked at them both, taking a deep breath, realizing that they could not possibly understand why he was so distraught. "I am sorry, Charles. I apologize to you as well, Miss Bennett. There has definitely been a misinterpretation of the words I used, and you assumed incorrectly. I did not go to London to announce a wedding at all. I actually went there to inform my aunt Catherine once and for all that I would not marry Anne! The idea of joining her estate, Rosings and the Darcy estate of Pemberley was born in my Aunt's head many years ago when we were children, and she has been implacable when we have tried to tell her otherwise." He began pacing again, debating whether or not to go on with the rest of the story, but he finally decided to tell them everything to set the record straight.


"We finally learned the truth that it was some insane master plan of hers to keep Rosings all to herself. She has been lying to her own daughter all these years about the true ownership of Rosings. Unbeknownst to anyone, the estate really belongs to Anne, but her mother kept it from her. She also lied to her about her father, telling her that he had left them to live with another woman and her children, when in actuality, he died from the stress of living with a shrew for a wife, and she never told Anne the truth. He had left Rosings to Anne in his will, and when Catherine found that out, she was afraid that Anne would find out the truth and send her to live in the Dower House. If Anne married me, she believed that Anne would become the mistress of Pemberley, and Catherine would remain at Rosings for the rest of her days instead of being banished to the small Dower house on the outskirts of the Rosings property, losing her reputation and her so-called status. Her own greed and lies were at the expense of her own daughter's physical and emotional health and none of us knew about this until now."


Bingley and Jane sat transfixed, listening to his every word, stunned at the revelation. "I am terribly sorry that I made such an egregious error, Darcy. I am just glad that only Caroline thinks that you are marrying Anne, and she has told no one else. I will be sure to correct her assumption, but I'm afraid that will just give her hope again that you might someday change your mind about her." He chuckled, but then realized that the joke was not a bit funny.


Jane had been quiet during their exchange, but hearing Charles claim that Caroline hadn't told anyone, she said, "Actually, Charles, that is not quite correct. Your sister found Lizzy and I walking to Meryton several days ago, and she invited us to ride with her in her carriage. She shared the news about Mr. Darcy with us, so Lizzy knows as well, but it would not be in her nature to tell anyone."


Darcy gasped, and his face drained of blood as he recalled Miss Bingley telling him she had informed Elizabeth about his trip to London. "Good Lord," he muttered. "Miss Elizabeth thinks that I am marrying my cousin." He realized that Jane and Bingley were watching him, but he didn't care. "May I please speak to her so that I can correct this information?" he implored. They looked at each other, sensing that his fear of Lizzy knowing had more to do with something other than just wanting to set the record straight. He looked absolutely crestfallen.


"I'm sorry, Mr. Darcy, but my sister is not here. She left for London just today to join our Aunt and Uncle Gardiner for several months. I am afraid you have missed her, but I don't think they will be beginning the tour for another two days."


Unable to keep his disappointment from showing, he said "She is gone? For several months?" Jane nodded. " Do you know their travel plans, Miss Bennett? I must speak with her."


Again, they looked at each other, now realizing that Darcy must have feelings for Elizabeth, and his distress was showing. " I cannot give you an exact route or the inns where they will stay, but I know Lizzy mentioned that they intend to see The Peaks and the Lake District, but she said that was quite a long journey, and she didn't know if Aunt Madeline and Uncle Edward would want to travel that far. I did hear though that my aunt wants to visit the small town she grew up in, somewhere near the Peaks in Derbyshire, and they will probably spend some time there visiting old friends.


Darcy was surprised to hear they would be in Derbyshire, and he asked if she knew what town they would be visiting.


"Why yes, actually Lizzy gave me the name of the Inn where they were going to stay so that I could send letters to her. Just a minute and I will get the name for you." She went upstairs and came back quickly, holding the paper with the information. "Here it is, Mr. Darcy. Are you familiar with this town?"


Darcy looked at the paper and threw his head back, surprised to see the words written there. "Good Lord, it is the Lambton Inn in Lambton! That is the village just four miles from Pemberley!" he exclaimed. "Do you know what your aunt's name was when she was a girl living there?"


Jane thought for a minute and said she thought it was Sullivan, but she couldn't remember if that was it. "I know that her father owned the local bookshop there, and I believe she helped him in the shop as a young girl. Perhaps you knew her father?"


Darcy was quite stunned at the coincidence. "Yes. I knew him quite well. I also remember his daughter, Maddie, who was always there when I went to the bookshop. They were always so kind to me, allowing me to sit for hours, reading books that I probably should have purchased." He looked off into a corner of the room, lost in some memory, and said "It is certainly a small world, is it not?" to no one in particular. "The Pemberley library is known far and wide in that part of the country, and Mr. Sullivan helped my father procure many rare volumes that were quite costly, so I don't think he minded that I was reading their books." He shook his head to leave his memories and return to their conversation.


His countenance told Jane and Bingley that he was quite disturbed that Elizabeth had been told that he was marrying Anne, and it was obvious that he was indeed smitten with her. Realizing that he had probably given up his private feelings, he attempted to regain his composure and said, "An engaged gentleman would not have spent so much time conversing with an unattached lady. I fear that I have greatly offended her." He asked Jane if she would be communicating with her sister at all during her trip.


"Yes, my Uncle has to keep in touch with his office while he travels, and they will know how to reach him if there is a problem. I can get letters to Lizzy by sending them to his business in Cheapside, and they will forward them with his other correspondence. Are you wishing to send her a letter, Mr. Darcy?"


"Yes, perhaps I will do so, Miss Bennett. I realize that it is highly improper to write to a lady I am not engaged to, but I do not want her to think that I was being less than a gentleman, as a gentleman would have denied his engagement to another before enjoying her company. I very much enjoyed her company." Knowing that they already surmised the truth, he looked down at his feet and said "I fear that I have lost her."


Remembering that he had burst upon the couple and interrupted their time together, he said "Please accept my apology for interrupting your afternoon together, and for my earlier distress. I have had a difficult few days." With that, he turned and walked out of the room, not saying goodbye. They heard him leave the house, and through the window, they saw him riding down the road back to Netherfield, hanging on to Omega without a saddle or reins.


"Good Heavens, Jane. I am all aghast. The horrible revelation about Anne and her mother's treachery, and the obvious affirmation of his feelings for Elizabeth! I have known Fitzwilliam Darcy for many years, and I thought I knew him well, but I do not know who that man was!" He once again looked out the window. "And then seeing him riding off with no saddle as if he was a madman! Perhaps that is what love looks like." He looked back at her and said, "Although, this is what love looks like to me." He leaned close to her and lightly brushed her lips with his. "Will you marry me, dear Jane?" She blushed and nodded her head, and whispered "Yes, Charles, I would be honored to marry you. You have stolen my heart, and I want nothing more than to be your wife." 


They sat together talking quietly for the rest of the afternoon, having much to discuss, never questioning that Mrs. Bennett had not insisted on a chaperone for them. Miss Bingley was right about one thing. Mrs. Bennett knew what she was doing when it came to the happiness of her daughters.


Chapter Thirty Two

Cheapside


Elizabeth looked out the window of the carriage as it rolled into the Post Station in Cheapside, trying to spot her Uncle Gardiner who had planned to meet her. She was greatly relieved to finally arrive in London, as her journey from Longbourn had been in a cramped carriage with other passengers, and due to the various stops along the way, it took much longer than when traveling in their family carriage. Pushed into the furthest corner of the carriage during the on and off of travelers along the way, she was the last to descend the steps of the conveyance. Concerned that she had perhaps missed the intended post, her Uncle was relieved to see her at last, and he rushed to assist her down the steps. After happily hugging her favorite uncle and expressing her great joy at seeing him, he retrieved her satchel and small trunk, and they boarded his carriage to make the short drive to the Gardiner home on Gracechurch Street.


Although the Gardiner townhouse was situated in an unfashionable commercial neighborhood called Cheapside, it was a fine looking residence with a charming front porch five steps up from the street and with lovely large bay windows on all three levels. Gracechurch Street housed many similar residences, but Cheapside was mainly an area of businesses and warehouses, including Mr. Gardiner's lucrative textile import business.


While the ton looked down their noses at the residents of Cheapside, the Gardiner home was indeed quite tasteful and elegantly furnished. Elizabeth and her sister Jane had spent lengthy stays with them, and they loved their visits there. They enjoyed the distractions of the city, of course, but more importantly, they were able to observe a loving home with the two adults showing each other respect and true affection, a marriage quite unlike their own parents. Their young children were given rules and boundaries and were expected to abide by them, but they were also given unconditional love and encouragement to learn and grow into well behaved and charming youngsters. Their Aunt Madeline knew that Jane and Elizabeth lived in a chaotic home with little supervision and education, and she was well aware that her husband's erratic sister Fanny was not properly equipped to teach the eldest Bennett girls to become proper ladies. Madeline had insisted that they come to live with them for months at a time during their impressionable years, and their mother was more than willing to let them go. Thanks to the impeccable manners and genteel sensibilities of Edward and Madeline Gardiner, Elizabeth and Jane had an entirely different upbringing than their three younger siblings.


As Elizabeth entered the house, two young children came bounding down the stairs into the front hall, the littlest one throwing himself at her, hugging her legs and nearly pulling her down. "Cuthin Lithbeth!" he lisped. "We have waited and waited! What took you tho long?" He looked up at her with big imploring eyes, and after regaining her balance, Elizabeth bent down and scooped him up in her arms.


"Hello there, Cousin Andrew! I hurried as fast as I could to see you! My goodness, just look how much bigger you are since I saw you last! I can hardly pick you up!" He grinned a big smile, quite proud of himself for getting her attention before his brother.


Turning to look at the older boy, she said "And Cousin Frederick, what a grownup gentleman you are!" She patted his head, and said "Gracious, I think you have grown almost as tall as me!"


The older boy shyly looked down at his feet, his cheeks turning a rosy pink. "Good afternoon, Cousin Elizabeth," he said quite softly, and bowed. "We are delighted to have you here in our home." His speech was obviously rehearsed, and Lizzy could see that he was embarrassed to have to say the words, but she gave him a quick curtsey in return.


Looking around, she saw her Aunt Madeline standing back, proudly watching the boys greeting her niece. Next to her was a young girl with long blonde hair, almost a mirror image of her mother, patiently waiting her turn to say hello. Elizabeth gently put Andrew down and quickly walked to them. "Cousin Susan! Aunt Madeline! I am so happy to see you both!" She put her arms around them both, her eyes tearing up with happiness. "I have missed you all so much."


"Can I take Cousin Lizzy upstairs to my room, Mother?" Susan asked. "I want to show her my new writing desk!" She started tugging Elizabeth's arm, but the boys loudly argued with her.


Her Aunt kissed her daughter's cheek and turned to the boys. "Now children, your cousin has just arrived from a long carriage ride, and let us give her some time to freshen up first. After she has taken a short rest, you can all have her attention. Now, run along upstairs to see Mrs. Madden." They all groaned out loud at the same time, but dutifully obeyed their mother's direction to seek out their nanny. After they had gone upstairs, Madeline turned back to Elizabeth, once again hugging her tightly. "Oh, Lizzy, we are delighted that you are finally here! It was such a lovely surprise to receive your letter saying you could join us on our trip! And as you can see, the children have been so excited to see you, watching out the window all afternoon! Thank heavens you are safely here. Would you prefer to go to your room to rest, or would you like to sit and have a cup of tea?"


"I think I would like to sit and have a cup of tea with you and Uncle Edward first. I cannot wait to hear about the plans for our journey!" With that, they went to the front parlor and sat down while the housekeep brought in a tea service and poured a cup for each of them.


When they had each prepared their tea to their liking, Madeline asked "What made you change your mind to join us after all, Lizzy? I understood from your previous letter that there were new neighbors at Netherfield and a ball to attend."


"Yes, that is true, however, there were certain circumstances that occurred most recently, and I felt that it was prudent to leave Longbourn for awhile." She gave her Aunt a knowing look, and took a sip of tea.


"Can I assume it had something to do with my sister?" her uncle asked. "What has she said to you now?" He was all too familiar with the idiosyncrasies and erratic behavior of his sister, and he and Madeline had known for many years about the difficult relationship Elizabeth had with her mother. "Has she tried to push you toward this new gentleman at Netherfield and embarrassed you?"


"No, Uncle Edward, quite the contrary. The new gentleman has become quite infatuated with my sister Jane, and it won't be long before they are happily married and living at Netherfield." She smiled at the thought of her beautiful sister and the charming Mr. Bingley living a life of joy and contentment. "However, there was another gentleman who asked for my hand, and when I turned down his proposal, my mother threatened to disown me." She laughed, and her aunt and uncle looked at each other, quite surprised at this revelation.


"Good heavens, Lizzy," Madeline exclaimed. "Pray tell, who made you an offer? Was it one of this new gentleman's friends?"


Elizabeth felt a sudden pang of heartache thinking about Mr. Darcy, knowing now for sure that it was not going to be her that Mr. Darcy would marry. "No, actually, the distant cousin that holds the entail on our property came to visit Longbourn and made it known that he intended to take one of us as his wife! His first choice was Jane, of course, but Mama informed him that she was spoken for, and she convinced him that I would be the perfect second choice."


"Well, I suppose that would be a fine arrangement indeed if the gentleman was someone worth considering, Lizzy," Aunt Madeline said, and that would surely please your mother, but since you turned him down, must we assume that he was not a favorable candidate for marriage?" She gave Lizzy an all-knowing look, having had many discussions with her niece about the importance of choosing the right partner and Lizzy's desire for love and respect in marriage.


"You have assumed correctly, Aunt. Mr. Collins is without a doubt the most ridiculous man I have ever met, and there is not enough money or the promise of keeping Longbourn in our family to make me say yes to such a man!" She visibly shuddered at the thought, and then continued. "Naturally, when I refused him, Mama was infuriated, and she ranted and raved at me, forcing me out of doors to escape her tirade. Fortunately, Papa intervened and told Mama that none of his daughters would marry the silly man, and that made her even more furious! It was at that precise moment that I decided it would be best for me to leave Longbourn for a little while to let Mama settle down and to bring some peace to the household and especially to Papa."


"Goodness, Lizzy, that is quite a story! How fortuitous that our trip has been the perfect solution to the drama in your life, although I don't think your mother will ever get over having you ruin her plan to stay on at Longbourn if your father passes away before her."


Lizzy laughed again, and said "No, wait, Aunt, there is more to the story! When I returned to the house several hours later, fully expecting to be greeted by the wrath of Mama at the front door, I could hear Mama's loud voice emanating from the parlor exclaiming 'We are saved! Girls! We are saved!' " imitating her mother's high pitched voice. "Not understanding what she meant, I entered the room, only to find my whole family surrounding my sister Mary and the ridiculous Mr. Collins who were sitting quite close together on the settee!"


With a look of sudden understanding, Madeline said "No, Elizabeth, please do not tell me that he proposed to Mary?" A nod from Lizzy made her Aunt throw her arms up in the air in disgust. "A second proposal in one day? And good gracious, are you implying that Mary accepted his offer? If it wasn't you relating this story to us, I would not believe it to be true!"


"Yes, I'm afraid it is true. Mary accepted his offer of marriage, and Mama is now promised a future at Longbourn. At first, I thought that Mary had accepted this plan to appease our mother, but when I questioned her, she gave me a reasonable and very well thought out conclusion for her acceptance. It seems that Mary has long felt that there is nothing for her in Hertfordshire and that she would most likely never marry. With no prospects and the thought of living out her life alone with Mama, she decided that no matter how ridiculous this man is, the thought of having her own home to run greatly appealed to her." She paused for a moment, but then remembered something else. "Oh, did I mention that Mr. Collins is a man of the church? She also favors the idea of assisting Mr. Collins with his pastoral duties. You know how she constantly studies the Bible, reciting scripture to us all the time. When she explained it to me like that, I almost praised her decision, but I could not imagine poor Mary living with him."


"Really, Elizabeth. I am quite sure he could not be that bad" she said hopefully. "Or is he?"


Elizabeth laughed and vigorously nodded her head. "Yes, Aunt, he is truly that bad. I fear he has not bathed in at least a fortnight, and he has a terrible odor about him. The little bit of hair that he has on his head is horribly greasy and hangs in strings over his collar." Now her Aunt and Uncle were looking mortified, but on the verge of laughing at this description. "When he greets someone, he bows so low, he will surely split has pants the next time he meets a newcomer, and he doesn't even wait to be properly introduced. The worst of it is that he endlessly pontificates in a horrid monotone about the virtues of chastity, modesty and the subservience of women, yet he lewdly leers at every female that he encounters. There is much more that I could tell you, but I fear you would think I am exaggerating. Poor, poor Mary."


Elizabeth drank the rest of her tea, and then, feeling fatigued, she asked to be excused to go to her chambers and rest from her trip. "Of course, Lizzy" her Aunt assured her. "Take the remainder of the afternoon to rest, and we will call you for dinner, unless you would like to have a tray sent up. "I am sure you are quite tired from that uncomfortable carriage ride. Your Uncle has purchased a comfortable new carriage for our journey, and I am sure you will find it much more to your liking."


Elizabeth spent the rest of the afternoon in her room, hoping to sleep a bit, but her thoughts kept returning to the last conversation she had with Mr. Darcy, and her confusion over his odd behavior toward her and his need to relate such intimate details of his life. The feeling she had when he was so near to her was the feeling she had always dreamed of when the man she loved declared his feelings for her, and he had been so close to her, holding her hand while he spoke. If she didn't know better, it had felt as though he was about to explain why it had all brought him to Hertfordshire and to declare his love for her, but now she knew that he was marrying someone else. But why had he told her the details of his mother's wish for him to marry only for love on her deathbed? And why did he share the mysterious happenings at Pemberley and the painting of his cousin? None of it made sense to her, but it was not for her to understand now. She finally fell asleep, but she dreamed about a beautiful room with glass walls and glass panels on the ceiling with hundreds of flowers everywhere, and the tall and handsome Fitzwilliam Darcy painting a portrait of a woman.


Chapter Thirty Three

The Letter


Upon Darcy's arrival back at Netherfield, Darcy had intended to return to his room immediately to write a letter to Elizabeth, even knowing that it was improper for a gentleman to write a letter to a woman unless engaged, but he felt in his heart that he needed to tell her the truth about Anne. What would he say? Could he tell her his true feelings for her in a letter?


Before he could take the stairs to his chambers, he was met by Mr. Blair with two letters on a silver salver. "These letters arrived while you were away, Mr. Darcy." Darcy saw that one was from his cousin, Richard, and the other was from his sister. It occurred to him that he had not written to Georgiana since he had gone to London, and he needed to inform her about Anne and their Aunt Catherine's outrageous wrongdoings. He knew that Georgiana would want to have him invite Anne to Pemberley, and perhaps he should do so.


He went to the library, shutting the door so as not to be interrupted by Caroline, and he sat to read Georgiana's letter first.


"Dear Fitzwilliam,


I trust that you are well and enjoying your stay in Hertfordshire. Your last letter mentioned the surprising beauty of the countryside so near to London, and the stark difference to the wilds of our beloved Derbyshire. I do love our part of England, but it would be lovely to visit Mr. Bingley in his new home the next time we are in Town. From your letter, it does sound as though he will decide to continue on there. You also mentioned meeting several neighbors to Netherfield, and one family in particular. Five sisters! I am astonished at such a thing! I would love to have even one sister, and they each have four to share! You must be sure to describe each of them to me when I next see you. Is Mr. Bingley finding any of them to his liking?





I have many things to impart, so this letter will be long, I'm afraid! Much to our great surprise (but not yours, I'm sure!), several days ago, Frederick and Angelique and I were enjoying a quiet afternoon in the music room when Mrs. Reynolds informed us that a carriage was approaching. To be honest with you, I was afraid that it might be Aunt Catherine making one of her unannounced visits that alarm me so, and so I decided to wait and see who it was before greeting anyone. When James came and announced that the visitors were there to see Frederick and that they were from America, Frederick gasped aloud and rushed out of the room as if his hair was on fire! Angelique knew immediately who it was and told me that she was quite certain it was Frederick's brother and sister! He has talked of them quite often, and he shared with us just yesterday that he would give anything to have his father see his brother and sister again.


We allowed him the privacy of his reunion in the front hall, but within minutes, he ushered them into the music room to meet us. What a wonderful thing it was, Brother! He introduced them to me in English, but then introduced them to Angelique in French, and for the next few minutes there was such a cacophony of four people speaking French at the same time, I couldn't understand a word of it! I did understand the tears and the many hugs, however, and it was a truly beautiful experience to behold. My only confusion was that they were introduced to me as Janine and Nicolas Chastain and not Charron. I have not asked, but perhaps they will explain the name difference to me in due time.


Frederick's father has been joining us for a short time each day now that he is getting stronger, but fortunately he was in his room resting and was not there for the unexpected shock of seeing his children after so many years. They have grown much older, of course, but Nicolas's resemblance to Frederick is uncanny, and I'm sure that Gerard would have known in an instant that they were his younger son and daughter. I daresay that it could have been injurious to his heart without the proper forewarning.


After a short visit, Mrs. Reynolds entered and offered chambers for them to refresh themselves, and it was decided that they would avail themselves of the offer to change clothes from their travels while Frederick would go to Gerard and gently inform him of their arrival. When they returned within the hour, they were escorted into their father's room, and we were allowed to watch the reunion from the doorway. Gerard almost stood up on his own to greet them, but they rushed to his bedside and insisted that he stay seated. There was much weeping and excited conversation in French, of course, but he seemed to withstand the enormous surprise quite well. The color in his face has begun to return, and he looked absolutely radiant.


Oh, Fitzwilliam, I am so delighted with our new guests! Janine is practically my age, and I am so excited to have her here at Pemberley! We have already become good friends, and I am practicing my French with her. Her brother, Nicolas, is such a gentleman, and he is so very handsome! He speaks to me in English all the time, and it is interesting to hear his American and French accents at the same time when he speaks! They have told me all about the life they have been leading in America, and it is so interesting to hear about this place called South Carolina. Nicolas has given me complete instructions on the cultivating of cotton, and he also told us of the prevalent practice of having large numbers of negro slaves working and living on the plantations in the South. He said that the slaves are well taken care of, but he knows that they were purchased like cattle, and they have absolutely no freedom. He told me that he personally found it quite objectionable, but as his family was given a home to live in at the plantation when they arrived in America, he was not allowed to voice his displeasure. He has also told me many things about America, and it sounds so interesting there. Perhaps someday you can take me there, although he has great concern about the relationship between the British and America, and he fears another war. I would dearly love to have him, and Janine, of course, remain here in England, but I know they desire to return to France along with Frederick and their father.


So, now I have brought you up to date, dear Brother. I am quite pleased that you have already met Janine and Nicolas, so you know of whom I write so much about! We learned of how you aided in their journey to Derbyshire, and Frederick has asked me to send his appreciation and profound gratitude to you. I have never seen him so happy.


I am also happier than I have been in a long, long time. Our home is full of kind and lovely friends, and I am surrounded by other ladies to speak of things only ladies care about. Thank you so much for this, Fitzwilliam. It is a dream come true, and you are the best brother in the whole world to have made it happen.


Fondly,


Your loving sister, Georgiana


Darcy folded the letter and sat back in his chair to think about his sister's words. How he wished that he could have been there to see the reunion of the Chastains. He wondered if Frederick would soon share the entire story with Georgiana to eliminate her confusion about their different surnames. He knew that she now considered them like family, and she would not be displeased with how the name Charron came to be. He had not given it much thought when Nicolas was in his townhouse in London, but he truly was a handsome young man, and it gave him some displeasure at how Georgiana had described his countenance in her letter. It sounded like she was quite taken with him, and he hoped that the young man was a gentleman in his absence. Surely Frederick would curtail anything he saw that was inappropriate, but he still felt some concern. He knew that Georgiana's head had been easily turned at the smooth talk and handsome face of George Wickham, and he could not allow any more temptation so close to that heartbreak and near calamity. It was perhaps time to return to Pemberley.


He opened the second letter and noticed that his cousin's usual neat handwriting was somewhat hurriedly executed.


"Darcy - Forgive this urgent missive, but I must request that you return to London post haste to help me with matters that have arisen regarding our cousin, Anne. Unfortunately, Aunt Catherine did not leave London as we had hoped, and she convinced her driver to take her to her townhouse here in town instead of returning to Kent. She has hired a fleet of lawyers, and she is now insisting that the entire story of her husband's death and Anne's inheritance is a lie. She claims that Mr. Statten, the lawyer who handled Percy's will, was paid off by all of us, and Percy is not deceased, but living in America with his new wife and family, and he is, in fact, a bigamist! They are prepared to demand that Statten is a fraud, that legally we have no right to keep Anne here with us, and we must allow her to return home with her. We have not allowed Anne to hear her latest tirade and lies, but she is well aware of her mother's presence, and she knows that something nefarious is going on. She is terrified that she will be forced to return to Rosings, and she is begging me to take her anywhere to get away from her mother. Even though we know that we will legally prevail in the long run, it will be a long and ugly battle causing Anne tremendous agony and more heartache, let alone exposing our family's situation to all of London society.


The only option Mother and Father can think of to eliminate Anne's further distress and our family's reputation is for Anne to marry immediately to void her mother's ability to take her back to Rosings and to protect her inheritance. The names of men that they have suggested as prospective husbands for Anne are ridiculous, and I cannot allow them to proceed with this outrageous plan. Anne deserves so much better than that, and since I know that you require an heir for Pemberley, and her health most likely does not allow for childbearing, that leaves only myself. I do not require an heir, and I believe that I am well suited to take care of Anne and the best one to deal with Aunt Catherine. I have discussed this with Anne, and she is amenable. I have applied for a special license, but I will need you here to stand up with me. Please hurry, Cousin. Time is of the essence.


Your Cousin, Richard


Darcy could not believe what he had just read. His Aunt Catherine's treachery and obvious madness would force his two favorite cousins to marry, not for love, but for Anne's safety and to save his Aunt and Uncle's reputation in society. He abhorred the thought of them sacrificing themselves in this way, but he could think of no other plan. He thrust both letters into an inner pocket of his tailcoat and bounded up the stairs two at a time to find his valet to pack to leave for London. In his haste, he totally forgot to write the letter to Elizabeth for Jane to forward to her. Only Richard's urgent request could have caused such a grievous omission.


Chapter Thirty Four

A bevy of barristers


Darcy had almost finished preparing to leave Netherfield when Bingley arrived home from Longbourn. Seeing several valises in the front hall, he knew that Darcy would be leaving for longer than a short trip to London and that he would most likely not be returning to Hertfordshire. He wondered if Darcy had decided to try to follow after Elizabeth and the Gardiner's, but when Darcy hurriedly came down the stairs, he quickly explained that there was a matter in town that he needed to take care of, and then he would be returning to Pemberley. He apologized for the sudden decision to leave, but he explained to Bingley that it truly was a matter of great importance, and that since he had thoroughly inspected all of Netherfield's books and found the condition of the property and surrounding land to be most agreeable, his presence was no longer needed.


Bingley dearly wished to ask if the urgent matter had anything to do with Elizabeth, but he knew better than to ask such a personal question of his friend. Darcy kept his thoughts and feelings to himself, and Bingley knew that if he wanted Bingley and Jane to know, he would have told them. "I'm sorry to see you leave, Darcy. I have valued your advice, and I have greatly appreciated your presence. I want you to know that I have asked for Miss Bennett's hand, and she has accepted, so naturally I will be leasing Netherfield." He beamed at Darcy, and Darcy stuck out his hand and heartily congratulated him. "I am a happy man, my friend, and coming to Hertfordshire has been a most fortuitous and joyous twist of fate. " Darcy inwardly cringed at the knowledge that both he and Bingley had experienced a fateful journey to this small country village, but that his own outcome was not at all joyful.


The footmen had loaded all of the luggage onto the carriage, but Darcy chose to ride Omega, while his valet rode inside the carriage. The tone of Richard's letter was quite urgent, and he wished to arrive in London more quickly than the carriage could make the trip, so he bade Bingley goodbye, and rode down the driveway, fortunately not observing the frantic Miss Bingley streaking down the front steps, calling after him. Bingley grabbed her arm as she loudly protested, chastising her unladylike behavior and steering her back into the estate. Some things would never change.


On entering the city streets of London, Darcy debated whether to go to Darcy House to change his clothes or to go straightaway to Matlock House to learn what had occurred since Richard had written his letter. He opted to go directly to Matlock House, and he was glad that he had chosen to do so, because there in front of the townhouse sat his Aunt Catherine's carriage, another grand carriage that surely belonged to someone of note, and four other less impressive carriages. He was greeted at the door by the obviously distressed butler and escorted into the sitting room where for all intents and purposes, it appeared to be an improvised courtroom. Three men dressed entirely in black robes were all seated on one side of the room, each wearing the short white wig of a barrister with curls on the side and a pigtail down the back.


On the other side of the room sat Mr. Statten, simply dressed in black gentleman's attire and an older gentleman nattily dressed in a colorful waistcoat and emerald green topcoat, as if he was on his way to a social engagement. At one end of the room sat his Aunt Catherine, regally posed in a large throne-like chair, and at the other end of the room sat his Uncle Alexander, his Aunt Edith, and his cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam , dressed in his formal red uniform, emblazoned with numerous gold medals and a long sword hanging from his belt.


A quick glance at his Aunt Catherine caused her to bellow at him, "Fitzwilliam Darcy, what in blazes are you doing here? This is a family matter and you are not needed here! Leave us at once!"


"I was under the impression that this is my family too, Aunt Catherine. My presence has been requested, and I will not be leaving." He took a seat next to his cousin, nodding an unspoken greeting and offering a look of support. "Pray, tell me what I have missed?"


"You have only missed Aunt Catherine's ridiculous accusation that our family paid Mr. Statten to falsify a death certificate for Percy De Bourg, the former husband of Lady Catherine De Bourg." Catherine glared daggers at her brother, but remained silent. "She claims that Percy is very much alive and is living a life of bigamy in the Americas! We have asked these three esteemed barristers to my left to provide proof of these claims, but thus far we have seen no such documents. They claim to know something that we do not, and they threaten that if we choose to go forward with this charade, absolute proof will be provided, and we will be shunned by all of society when the truth is revealed." He nodded his head at Richard, and Richard walked to a doorway on the side of the room and escorted a woman into the room. "I believe that we have a witness to dispute Lady De Bourg's claims. Come in, Mrs. Barrett."


At that very moment, everyone's attention was drawn to Anne's companion, Mrs. Barrett, as she quietly entered. Catherine's color now changed to pure white, and she looked as though she would faint. "What are you doing here, Mrs. Barrett? This is a private family affair, and it doesn't involve you. There is nothing to see here, so leave us immediately."


"I am sorry, Lady De Bourg, but I feel that there is quite a bit that involves me, and it is time that I tell everyone what I know. You have made me keep your terrible lie a secret by holding my position over my head for years, but I no longer care about my reputation. I only care about Anne and her future now." She paused long enough to look over at Lady Edith, and received a nod to continue.


Taking a deep breath, she spoke in a much stronger voice. "The day that Lord De Bourg died, I went to retrieve a book to read to Anne, and I discovered him lying on the floor in his library. I didn't realize that he was dead and just thought he had fallen, so I immediately summoned your butler to help lift him up, but he knew right away that that he was no longer breathing. He was quite fearful of informing you himself, so he asked me to locate you and bring you to the library, and when I did, I was quite shocked at your total lack of any sorrow at his demise. I watched as you coldly instructed the footmen to remove Lord De Bourg's body, and to tell no one of his death. That is when you threatened me to never tell Anne that her father had died, or you would ruin my reputation, and I would never find employment again. When I asked you what you were going to tell Anne, you informed me that you would tell her that he had gone away for awhile, but I never dreamed that you would tell her he had left her for another woman and her children."


"Lies! This is all lies, I tell you!" Catherine yelled out. "This woman knows nothing about what happened to Lord De Bourg! She is merely a fortune hunter seeking to find employment in your home! Do not listen to her ridiculous lies!"


"Silence, Catherine!" Lord Fitzwilliam bellowed. "I demand that you allow Mrs. Barrett to continue! She is a witness to your malice, and you will remain silent, or I will have you removed and sent to Bedlam immediately!" Catherine's eyes flew open wide, and she opened her mouth to respond but no sound came out. "Please, continue Mrs. Barrett" he insisted.


By this time, Mrs. Barrett was feeling braver than before, and she took another deep breath, and continued. "The thing that I vividly remember most after watching this tragedy unfold was standing there in disbelief as you complained about the burn on the rug from his cigar where it fell as he dropped to his death. I wanted nothing more than to leave at once, especially when you had no funeral or proper burial and you told poor Anne that he had left her for another family. I watched her grieve for the father that she loved more than anyone on the earth, and I listened to her cry night after night because she couldn't understand how he could leave her. I wanted to run and tell someone the truth, but I chose to harbor the lie and to continue in your employ, because I felt that if I left, Anne would have no one to love and protect her. I care dearly about Anne, and I have tried to give her the motherly love that she needed all those sad days, Lady Catherine, something that you never did." She walked forward toward the woman she was berating, and glared at her. "I have wanted to say this to you for as long as this lie has festered within me. You are a wicked and tragic woman, and you have been nothing less than evil toward your own daughter. I am standing here right now because I am the only one who can provide the true story of your horrid deceit and utter mendacity."


Catherine gasped, lunging out of her chair toward the woman, but Richard foiled her attack using his keen military sense to predict what he knew she would undoubtedly do at that moment. He too lunged out of his chair, grabbing her by the arms before she reached Mrs. Barrett, stopping her forward movement and causing her to shriek obscenities at him. "Take your hands off of me you bloody fool! I will have you arrested for attacking me!" He pushed her gently backward into her chair, standing next to her to prevent her from another assault.


The senior gentleman seated next to Mr. Statten cleared his throat and slowly looked around the room at the people assembled there, stopping at Lady Catherine.


"And who are you?" she screamed at him. "This is a private family affair, and I demand that you leave us."


With no emotion, he stared at her for an uncomfortable length of time, and then finally spoke. "Madame, am I to understand that you are attempting to convince those of us here in this room that your legal husband is still alive and that your daughter is not the rightful heiress of Rosings in Kent?"


Catherine nervously squirmed in her chair, but raised her chin and said, "Yes, I am. Rosings is mine, and I intend to keep it that way. I will fight this battle all the way to the highest court in the land if need be!"


"Well, yes, Madame. I completely agree. If we do not come to a proper outcome today, the next and final step would be to present your grievance to the King himself. In that case, you would be directed to the King's Council, and your case would be adjudicated by the Lord Chancellor, Sir Cecil Ludbury."


"Yes, that is who I plan to contact immediately. Sir Ludbury and I are dear friends, and he will certainly see it my way," she exclaimed. Declaring this association with the highest legal entity in England, she threw back her shoulders and looked over at the Fitzwilliam family and glared at them with defiance. "I will contact him immediately."


Once again, the elderly gentleman addressed her. "Lady De Bourg, I'm afraid it is not at all likely you will be able to contact him this afternoon, as I have it on good authority that he is out of his office."


"And how would you know such a thing?" she bellowed.


"Please forgive me, Madame. We have not been formally introduced, but you see, I am Sir Cecil Ludbury, Lord Chancellor of the King's Council, and I have no recollection of our having met prior to today."


Catherine's face turned a hideous shade of purple, and it appeared that she had stopped breathing. She sputtered and blinked rapidly, attempting to reply, but for the first time anyone could remember, she was momentarily rendered speechless. She quickly collected herself and began another rant. "You people are all idiots! You cannot believe the words of this stupid woman over my words! She is simply part of your attempt to keep Rosings from me, and I will not allow it! I am Lady Catherine De Bourg, and I will prevail if it is the last thing I do! Now get out of my way." She stood again and brushed past Richard with her head held high, marching across the room, right through the line of chairs where the Fitzwilliam family was still seated, practically knocking Lady Edith out of her chair. She could be heard all the way to the front hallway, yelling out to the shocked servants along the way, " You haven't heard the last of this! I will not lose what is rightfully mine!"


The room was silent for a long time while everyone tried to make sense of her frantic declaration. It was finally the voice of the Lord Chancellor who spoke out. "How odd. She said nothing about wanting to take her daughter back to her estate, did she? I thought that was her main purpose." He put his finger to his nose and murmured, "Hmmm... I feel that we have uncovered some pertinent truths here today, and I am quite certain that there will not be anything further for me to consider if and when she returns with another version of her preposterous tale. I am sure you haven't heard the last from her, but do not worry. She will not prevail." He stood up, and the other barristers followed suit. "Now, if you will excuse me, I have a date with a card game at Whites." As he moved to leave the room, he stopped and turned to the three lawyers and said "Please take off those ridiculous wigs, gentleman. We are in a private home and that is not proper attire outside of the courtroom. Your attire neither fooled or intimated anyone here." He turned back to the family and bowing to Mrs. Barrett, he thanked her for her courage. "It was also a pleasure meeting you Colonel, Mr. Darcy. I thank you all for a most entertaining afternoon. Alexander, Edith, Mary Ellen and I will see you next week at the theater." With that, Alexander escorted him from the room.


The stunned lawyers that Catherine had assembled had said nothing as the chaos erupted, and they now whispered among themselves about the shock of realizing that it was the Lord Chancellor himself that had been in their midst. They attempted to hide their pigtail wigs in their robes and shuffled out of the room, obviously grateful that they had not made further fools of themselves in front of him. Mr. Stater was also quite shaken, but a look of great relief had spread over his face, and his pleasure at this travesty being over, at least for the time being, was easily discerned by the remaining family members. He knew that his entire career had been on the line, and he had feared that he had no chance of prevailing against Lady Catherine De Bourg and the power of her bribed legal representation. He quietly left the house to return to his mundane and uneventful job as a solicitor of Wills and simple property disputes, but first, he needed a stiff drink of whiskey. Maybe two.


Lady Matlock stood and brushed the wrinkles out of her skirt, shaking her head and laughing privately at something she found amusing. "In all the years of being married to Catherine's brother and enduring her despicable behavior, I have never enjoyed watching her perform as much as I did today. I wish I could capture the look on her face when Cecil introduced himself to her. She had no idea that we are good friends with the Ludburys! I cannot wait to have tea with Mary Ellen tomorrow." She turned to Mrs. Barrett and looped her arm through the woman's arm, steering her out of the room. "Thank you for honoring my request, my dear. Your timely entrance and perfect words were exactly what was needed today. Anne is very lucky to have had you there with her all these years, and we are most grateful to you. You will have a place in our family for as long as you wish. Now, come along. We must see to our Anne." The two women left together, and that left only Darcy and Richard standing alone in the room.


"You arrived in good time, Darcy. Thank you for coming so quickly, although this day did not turn out the way I had thought it would. I thought you would be standing up with me, and I would be a married man by this evening!" Richard laughed.


Darcy stared at Richard, looking quite serious. "I assume you now feel it unnecessary to go forward with your plan to marry Anne," Darcy said. "But why would you change your plans to do so?" he inquired. "I don't see that anything has changed here today. You know, of course, that Aunt Catherine will continue to haunt our family, and she will cast dispersions on all of us in every corner of England, but that is merely secondary to the real problem we face. Anne is still very fragile, and she will live in constant fear that her mother will come and take her back to Rosings, and we will have lost her, maybe in the literal sense." He looked sternly at his cousin. "Frankly, Richard, I don't know if Anne could survive that. We need to protect her, and like your parents, I do not see any other option. If I did not need an heir for Pemberley, I would definitely take the step myself. She deserves some happiness for the first time in her life, Richard. I know it isn't fair that you have to sacrifice so much to see to her protection, but if you agree to this marriage, I would like to offer a temporary home for you and Anne at Pemberley. I know Anne's health would fare quite well in the clean air of the North and the serenity of Pemberley, and if you do not wish to resign your commission in the military, she can stay with us for as long as you wish until arrangements can be made to remove Lady Catherine from Rosings." He laughed and said, "To be honest, I would like to see our aunt sent to Bedlam, if you care to know the truth., but I think she is well on her way there without much help from us. With Uncle Alexander's ability to vouch for her mental instability, and his friendship with Sir Ludbury who has witnessed her irrational behavior, I don't see much difficulty in having her committed."


"Whoa, there cousin. That was quite a speech. I am offended that you think so little of me that I would just walk away from Anne now. Do you not think that I have thought all this through in your absence? I have thought about the same things you address, and I have no plan to change my mind. I am still planning to wed Anne as soon as possible. While Anne and I are both aware that this will not be a marriage based on romantic love, we are quite fond of each other and we are doing this for reasons that will benefit us both. Anne never intended to marry at all, and, of course, you know I did not plan to agree to an arranged marriage, but these unusual circumstances bring us together at the right time."


Richard walked to his father's private liquor cabinet and pulled out a bottle of brandy and two glasses. Darcy realized that this was not going to be a short discussion, so he took a seat at a small table and allowed Richard to pour a sizeable glass of brandy for them both. After taking a substantial drink, he sat down and continued speaking. " I am sure that you have noticed my difficulty keeping up with you when we walk, and as nothing escapes you, I am also sure you have seen the grimace on my face when I attempt to stand up after sitting for any length of time. I have tried to ignore the pain in my leg where I was wounded, but it has become increasingly more difficult to hide, and my commanding officer has suggested that I resign my commission and find a different position serving the King in a less strenuous way." He closed his eyes for a moment, pinching the bridge of his nose while he thought about what he wanted to say next.


"As you know, being the second son of an Earl, I do not have the luxury of receiving my father's wealth or properties upon his death. My brother is the heir to the title, and he will receive my father's legacy and all the trappings. I had only two or three paths to follow in my life, and none of them would make me a wealthy man. I could have taken orders and gone into the church, or perhaps studied law to become a barrister. Neither of those appealed to me, but fortunately for me, I was drawn to the military, and I have enjoyed my choice. While I am proud of rising to my current rank as a Colonel in the King's Army, being a soldier does not bring wealth, and I have not been a good catch for any of the ladies who I might have considered for marriage. The only woman who I could possibly consider must possess a large dowry, and frankly the ones I have met thus far are most artificial and frankly, quite tiresome."


He swirled his glass of brandy, watching it coat the side of his glass, and then took another drink. "You know very well, Darcy, that it has always been my desire to remain a confirmed bachelor, enjoying the company of willing women and the freedom of pursuing selfish recreation, but I now have the opportunity to not only protect our beloved cousin Anne, but to also accept the daunting responsibility of running a large estate. I have watched and admired you as you so adeptly took on the responsibility of running Pemberley when your father died, and I have long desired to have land and a small estate of my own. Granted, Rosings is not exactly a small estate, and I am taking on a much larger challenge than I can wrap my head around, but I am willing to try. Believe me, Cousin, you know me well, and you know that this is not a mercenary desire, but one of personal satisfaction."


"How does Anne feel about you assuming her wealth and the estate?" Darcy asked.


"Anne knows that Rosings is legally hers, but she does not care to have the responsibilities associated with a large estate, and she is delighted that I can do that for her. She only wants a quiet life free of strife and to be far away from her mother. That will be the tricky part."


Looking around to make sure they were not overheard, in almost a whisper, he leaned closer to Darcy and said, "She is also aware that due to her poor health, she is not able to provide an heir for Rosings, and she rather shyly claims to not be interested in performing her intimate wifely duties. She said that she has no desire to curtail my lifestyle, and while I do not plan to flaunt my depraved self-indulgence, it is the way of the world in most marriages." He looked at Darcy, who had a look of disapproval on his face. " I realize that sounds horrid to you, but what if it was you, Darcy? Would you accept a life of celibacy to help our cousin escape the clutches of Aunt Catherine? I think not."


"I understand your rationale, Richard, and I fully support your plan to go forward with this marriage. I really do see the benefit to both of you in these desperate circumstances, but it just make me sad to think of you giving up any chance of finding the perfect woman to share your life with and experiencing fatherhood. Please do not misunderstand me, Cousin. Anne is quite lovely, and I feel that given time, she may even blossom into something more than the timid and withdrawn woman she has become. I have noticed a change in her already since she has been here, and perhaps in time your relationship might become something more than an arrangement. No matter, if this is your decision, and if Anne wants this too, it is a sound plan and I totally support you both."


"Thank you, Darcy. I am pleased that you agree. This circus we observed today just postponed the ceremony by a day, but Anne and I are committed to marrying immediately, and we are going to go through with it just as before. So, tomorrow it is. Do you have your best attire with you, cousin? I expect that as usual you will look better than me on my wedding day!" He smiled a huge grin, something Darcy had not seen him do since they were boys. "Come on, let's go have a drink to the last day of my freedom."


They first went upstairs to see Anne and the ladies to tell them of their plans to go out on the town. Lady Edith was in the midst of readying Anne for the pending nuptials, something that she obviously relished having never had a daughter of her own. She warned Richard not to imbibe too much alcohol the night before his wedding, and she sternly lectured her son about not visiting any pubs in the seedy parts of town. She vehemently scolded him in front of Anne and Mrs. Barrett, telling him of the dangers of drinking too much and instructing him to stay away from trouble, threatening to whip him "where it hurts" if he embarrassed himself. It sounded as if he was a little boy, still wet behind the ears and not a seasoned soldier.


For the first time, Darcy heard Anne laugh out loud at hearing Richard's mother cautioning her grown son to behave himself. It occurred to Darcy that he had never heard Anne express any joy, and this filled him with pleasure. He also noticed that during the short time away from her mother her usual gaunt and pale complexion had changed to a lovely shade of pink, and she actually looked quite pretty. Her lady's maid had undone the austere chignon she always wore and skillfully curled her long hair. She wore a feminine gown, undoubtedly chosen and purchased by Lady Edith, instead of the plain grey frock that she had always worn whenever he had visited Rosings. He also watched Richard's face as he watched Anne laugh, and he could swear that he almost looked like a man quite fond of his betrothed, but whatever it was that Richard was feeling, it definitely was not the look of sacrifice or dread.


As they readied to leave, Darcy noticed a lovely white gown hanging in the room, and their impending marriage became quite real. Never did Darcy think that his confirmed bachelor cousin would marry before him, and he was truly delighted for him, but his joy was interrupted by a fleeting moment of regret over not having told Elizabeth that he loved her when he had the chance. He should be celebrating his happiness and planning his own wedding, but now, he wondered, would that day ever come? Where had she gone after she left Longbourn so quickly? Was she still in London? Or were they already on their journey somewhere in England. Was it because she thought he was marrying Anne, or did it even matter to her? His biggest fear was that if he found her and told her the rest of the story, finally professing his love for her, would she accept him? He did not know the answer to any of these questions, but he did know that he would never stop looking for her, no matter what the consequences.


They didn't frequent any seedy pubs that night, but instead went to Darcy's gentleman's club and celebrated this milestone alone. Richard, his best friend and cousin who was more like a brother, was getting married in the morning, and they had much to talk about. They did imbibe too much alcohol that night, but they knew that it was their last night together with Richard as a single man. They agreed that toasting glass after glass of brandy seemed the appropriate thing to do, and they laughingly agreed to bravely face the wrath of Richard's mother together. They had been there for each other all their lives, and this time would be no different.


Chapter Thirty Five

A wedding in Mayfair


The small wedding was held at St. George's Hanover Square Church near the Fitzwilliam's townhouse in Mayfair. The only guests were the Fitzwilliam's closest friends, Lord Chancellor Cecil Ludbury and his wife, Lady Mary Ellen Ludbury, Richard's older brother, Edmund Fitzwilliam and his betrothed, Elise Carlisle, Darcy, Mrs. Barrett, and Lord and Lady Fitzwilliam. They had also invited Mr. Stater to attend, but his wife had sent a note saying that he was unable to attend due to having come down with a severe case of hives upon his return from their meeting the previous day. No one questioned the reason.


Richard and Anne solemnly exchanged their vows, with Darcy standing up for Richard and Mrs. Barrett standing up for Anne. When they were at last pronounced man and wife, Richard gave Anne a small kiss on her cheek, and they whispered a few words to each other that only Darcy and Mrs. Barrett could hear. "Thank you, Richard" Anne said as she looked deeply into his eyes. "I am honored to be your wife, and I am grateful that you have agreed to protect me for the rest of my days."


Richard smiled and nodded, "No, Anne, it is my honor. Together we make a formidable team, and we will face whatever comes our way, have no doubt." He winked at her and said "And now, may I call you Mrs. Fitzwilliam?" Anne giggled, and blushed as they turned and smiled at the small gathering. Anne was beaming, and Richard looked quite pleased as well. "Thank you all for coming," Richard declared, "and now back to Matlock House for a celebration!" They all filed out of the church and returned home to enjoy a sumptuous wedding breakfast, and although Darcy was anxious to return home to write a letter to Elizabeth, hoping it would find her somewhere along her journey, he accepted the invitation to toast to his cousins' joy.


When the festivities concluded and the guests and family had finally departed, Darcy, Richard, and Anne secluded themselves in the library to talk about their future plans. For the time being, knowing that Lady Catherine was undoubtedly going to strike again, it was decided that it was in Anne's best interest to leave Matlock House to avoid the inevitable pandemonium, and Darcy reiterated his offer to have Anne accompany him to Pemberley to be under his careful watch. Richard had much to take care of, including resigning his long held commission and learning about the options for a new assignment at Military Headquarters. He also had to obtain his own legal representation to defend him when Lady Catherine learned of the family's subterfuge. Lord Chancellor Ludbury had recommended an outstanding barrister who he felt could capably stand up to the madness and bizarre new assertions that were sure to come, but he assured them that if it was escalated to him at the Kings Court, he would personally silence her once and for all.


At first, Anne resisted the offer to go to Pemberley, claiming that she felt quite secure with her Aunt and Uncle Fitzwilliam at Matlock, but even Richard felt that she should go with Darcy. "I would feel much better if you were nowhere near London while your mother wields her fury and malevolence. We know that she will not succeed in her attempt to keep Rosings and her control over you, but it may take time, and in the meantime, I will have my hands full handling the onslaught. You will do well in the peace and good air of Pemberley, and I have no doubt that Darcy will protect you in my absence. I would like to have Mrs. Barrett go along with you and Darcy, if you agree. What say you, my dear wife?" he finally asked with a twinkle in his eye.


"I suppose I do see your point, Richard. I haven't been to Pemberley since I was a young girl when you and Fitzwilliam would chase me in the gardens, torturing me with frogs and spiders. I remember running and laughing and feeling so free and happy then, and it will be wonderful to be there again, as long as there are no frogs or spiders, of course!" They all laughed at the memories, but then simultaneously quieted as they realized how odd it was to be returning under these strange circumstances. Anne thought for a moment, and then said, "Yes, I believe that I will accompany you, Cousin, and when Richard has taken care of the details here, he can join us in Derbyshire. It would be lovely to see Georgiana again, and perhaps we can celebrate Christmas together as a family. I know that Aunt Edith and Uncle Alexander plan to celebrate the holiday at their home in Matlock, and it isn't far from your estate, is it?"


"No, it is only a half day's carriage ride to Matlock. I think that is a grand plan, and I know that Georgiana will be thrilled to have you there with her. She has been quite lonely of late, and it has become imminently clear to me that she requires another female in her life. We have several guests staying at Pemberley right now, including two ladies, and her letters are full of joy at having them there. Richard and I have been poorly equipped to handle the emotional needs of a young girl, and you will be most welcome."


"Will it not be an imposition to have yet two more guests in your home at this time, Fitzwilliam?" Anne asked.


"Not at all. I will explain their reason for being at Pemberley on our way. It is quite an interesting story, and it will help to keep your mind off your troubles. You will see that other families also endure hardship and tragedy, and when you meet them, it will renew your faith in how the love of family heals." He stood to leave, and told Richard that he too had things to handle before leaving for Pemberley. "I will be ready to leave in two days time, and I will bring my carriage around early in the morning to make good time on the first day of our journey. The ladies will need warm clothes for our colder weather in the North, and that will give them time to visit the shops tomorrow to purchase whatever they need. I am sure that Aunt Edith will love the opportunity to take the ladies to Bond Street and spoil them with much too much finery!"


"Will you ride in the carriage with them, Darcy? Or will you ride instead?" Richard asked.


"I will ride Omega next to the carriage most of the time, allowing the ladies to talk freely without worrying about the ears of a gentleman, but I will always have them within my view, and I have two very capable groomsmen with the proper protection to ride atop the carriage. If I feel the need to rest, however, I will join the ladies in the carriage, and perhaps they can teach me about all the intricacies of the feminine mind!"


Richard and Anne laughed at Darcy's jest, and Richard asked him to be sure to remember what he learned. "I hope you make sense of their puzzling ways, Darcy. I have not had much success thus far, and I am now a married man. I worry that I will live in total bewilderment, making mistakes on an hourly basis!"


"I believe it is a woman's duty to keep her husband on his toes, Richard," said Anne, "and I do not plan to share any secrets with you or your cousin. I am looking forward to lending friendship to Georgiana however, as I do agree that neither of you is properly knowledgeable about dealing with her needs, particularly now that she is reaching the time to begin thinking about marriage."


Darcy threw his arms up in the air and his face visibly grimaced. "Good Lord, not so fast, Anne! She is yet a young girl of only sixteen, and I am not ready to think about her marrying!"


Again, Anne laughed, and she rolled her eyes at Richard. "When will you ever be ready, Fitzwilliam? Perhaps you should open your eyes to the inevitability of some fine gentleman sweeping her off her feet and asking for her hand." Darcy and Richard looked at each other, knowing that it was soon going to be necessary to share the details with her about Georgiana's near elopement with George Wickham, but now was not the time. Perhaps Georgiana would decide to share it with her herself when they have had time to become close at Pemberley.


The three cousins sat for awhile longer, enjoying each others' company, and reminiscing about happier times. They finally said their goodbyes, and Darcy left, promising to be back in two days time. It was only a few blocks to his home, but he asked his driver to take him to Cheapside instead, hoping that he might find Elizabeth still in London. He wasn't sure of the exact address, but he had heard mention of the street name, and he would inquire around the neighborhood or go to the Gardiner's import business that Elizabeth had told him about. Someone there would surely know where they were.


He had never had any reason to go to this part of town, and he was not sure what to expect. He was quite surprised at how nice the homes were that lined Gracechurch Street, and it was obvious to him that these residents were quite successful in their businesses. These large and beautifully appointed townhomes reflected class, and he felt embarrassed that his preconception of Cheapside was so wrong. How many other things had he been wrong about? After inquiring with a few people that were out walking, he wasn't successful finding the right townhouse, but he was directed to the Gardiner's business. When he arrived there, he was again impressed with the large block-long two story establishment, and it appeared that it was a full operation with a great number of employees visible in the warehouse.


The clerk in the office came out and inquired about Darcy's reason for being there, and when Darcy inquired about the whereabouts of Mr. Gardiner, he was somewhat skeptical of this stranger asking about his employer. When Darcy handed him his card, the clerk did not readily recognize the name, but he saw that he was a distinguished gentleman of the upper class, and his carriage crest implied obvious wealth and status, so he felt more comfortable informing him that the Gardiners had gone on a lengthy trip just two days earlier. Darcy asked the clerk if he knew the Gardiner's itinerary, but the man was not as comfortable providing that information, so Darcy left for home feeling dejected without learning anything except that Elizabeth was no longer in London. He returned to Darcy House, now knowing what he had to do. He had a letter to write.


After Darcy had arrived home and his valet helped to change him out of his wedding clothes, he retired to his study and sat behind his large desk, thinking about what he wanted to say to Elizabeth in a letter. There was so much to say. This letter was as important as anything he had every written, and he did not care that it was improper. Propriety be damned. So, what was the most expedient and dignified way to manage this? Should he deliver the letter to the Lambton Inn when he arrived in Derbyshire, or would it be faster to ride to Hertfordshire in the morning and ask Jane to forward it to the Lambton Inn enclosed in a letter from her? Another thought occurred to him, and he felt that there might be another possible approach. He could write a letter to his sister and enclose the letter to Elizabeth, posting it this very day. He would ask Georgiana to go to the Lambton Inn and she could determine when Elizabeth would arrive, and if she was already a guest there, she could have it delivered to Elizabeth. But then Georgiana, and most likely his houseguests as well, would believe that Darcy was courting this mystery woman, and what if Elizabeth rebuffed him? How would he explain that to his sister and friends?


After hours of debating what to do, he finally came to the realization that none of these options were right. What he had to say to Elizabeth should not be put in a letter. It was much too important, and he could not take the chance that the letter would be misunderstood, misinterpreted, or worse yet, intercepted and used against him somehow. He always felt that George Wickham was lurking in the shadows somewhere nearby, and it would be like him to do something devious to hurt him. Ever since their unfortunate meeting in Meryton, he felt that Wickham would involve himself somehow with the Bennett family, and if he knew the way the fiend operated, it would be something that hurt Darcy directly. He calmed his anxiety by knowing that Wickham would never expect him to fall in love with a country girl with no ties to society, and he had not seen any of his interactions with Elizabeth. Or had he? His anxiety level rose again.


After much thought, he decided that it was best to keep to his plan of accompanying Anne and Mrs. Barrett to Pemberley and hoping that the Gardiners were not yet in Lambton. First, he needed to write a letter to his sister to inform her of Richard's marriage to Anne and the reason for her departure from London. She would b shocked at the news, but he believed that she would be delighted that Anne was to be happy at last and soon to visit her at Pemberley. In passing he would mention that a friend of his from Hertfordshire was soon to be staying at the Lambton Inn with her relatives, and if she was in the village with Janine and Angelique and happened to hear of Miss Elizabeth Bennett or her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner, it would be proper to invite them to Pemberley for tea. He would simply say that he was acquainted with the lady due to Bingley becoming engaged to her sister, and there would be no indication of anything else. He quickly wrote the letter and had it posted immediately.


Chapter Thirty Six

Elizabeth's Journey North


Elizabeth and her aunt and uncle had intended to take their time traveling West from London to Bristol, and then North through the quaint towns and villages of the Cotswold's, eventually stopping for several days in Stratford, a lovely town located on the Avon river, the home of Shakespeare. Elizabeth had wanted to see where he lived and wrote his masterpieces, as well as the cottage where his wife, Anne Hathaway lived as a young girl. Just before they started their journey, however, Edward had learned that the ship carrying a large shipment of his silk and cotton textiles that had set sail from Bengal was due to arrive in England much sooner than expected, and he would have to shorten their trip somewhat in order to receive the goods when the ship arrived. That meant that instead of going West and then North, they would travel North to Lambton in Derbyshire and then on to the scenic Peaks area they had all agreed to visit, a journey of about 160 miles.


Having never journeyed out of Hertfordshire except for an occasional trip to London, everything she saw along the way was thrilling to her. The scenery was breathtaking, and it helped to brighten her low mood from the problems she left behind. The further they traveled she began to see the subtle differences in the landscape. Her country home in Hertfordshire was situated in an idyllic valley of rolling hills and patches of wooded areas, but as they progressed northward, the land became wilder woodlands and rocky land strewn with craggy cliffs, as if to protect itself from the harsher winters. Elizabeth thought it was magnificent, and she could understand why Mr. Darcy had professed a preference for his home in Derbyshire. She hadn't wanted to think about him, but it was impossible to put the man out of her mind. He had shown such an interest in her, almost as though he was developing feelings for her, and then he left so suddenly to make the arrangements to wed his cousin. In her heart, none of it made sense, but her head had always known he could not offer for a penniless country girl with no connections. Yes, she was the daughter of a gentleman as was he, and technically they were equals, but their worlds were oceans apart.


At long last, their carriage rolled into Lambton, the village where her Aunt Madeline had grown up. It was a town rather similar to Meryton with cobblestone streets lined with small shops and miscellaneous trade establishments. In the center of town, there was a large fountain where several boys were splashing each other, and a lovely church at the end of the main street. "That is where your Uncle Edward and I were married, Elizabeth," she said as she looked at her husband fondly. "And there on the left is my father's bookstore where I worked as a young girl. Another family owns it now, but it still looks exactly the same as when it was ours."


"I would very much enjoy going there to browse for a new book or two while we are visiting. I'm sure you have fond memories of growing up here."


"My, yes. I have so many happy memories and I will undoubtedly bore you to tears reminiscing while we are here! I had a small crush on a boy when I was about ten years old, and I scratched his initials in one of the reading tables. I wonder if it is still there."


"Aunt Madeline! You didn't! What a naughty thing to do!" Elizabeth scolded. "What ever happened to the boy?"


"Well, that is a story for another time, Lizzy. I think we should talk about something else while your Uncle is within earshot. I don't want him to think there could have ever been anyone other than him in my heart!"


"My dear, I do not think a crush at the age of ten is something I would give concern to. Unless, of course, he has grown to be a rich and handsome man that is pining away for you still. Tell me, will we bump into him here in Lambton, and will I have to challenge him to a duel?"


"Nothing of the sort, Edward. No need to worry. Believe me, there was no possibility of any reciprocal feelings from the young boy, and I am quite happy with my choice of husband." She looked at Elizabeth and gave her a wink as if to say that the boy had in fact grown up to be quite rich and handsome. This was a story she was anxious to hear!


They arrived at the Lambton Inn late in the afternoon, and they were greeted by the innkeeper and his wife, Mr. and Mrs. Holloway. Madeline exclaimed, "Duncan! Emily! It is so good to see you again! It has been far too long, but here we are at last! I believe you met my husband, Edward Gardiner, at our wedding?" Edward Bowed and said he too was pleased to see them again. Madeline looked to Elizabeth and said "And this lovely young woman is my niece, Miss Elizabeth Bennett." She explained to Lizzy that the Holloways had owned the Inn for as many years as she could recall. "Emily was the eldest daughter of my mother's best friend, Sally Johnson, and Duncan was the son of our school teacher, Mrs. Holloway. Since my parents had me quite late in life, I was always the bothersome little girl that played on the swing in the back yard of the Inn, but these lovely people patiently tolerated me regardless."


"Come in, come in, Madeline, Edward! We have been looking forward to having you visit with us after all this time. And what a pleasure to meet your lovely niece! I have a lovely room picked out just for you, my dear," Emily said, smiling at Elizabeth. Duncan instructed the driver and several boys to unload their trunks and then take the horses to the stable in the back to feed and water them. He supervised the men as his wife graciously showed their guests to the front desk. "You will notice, Madeline, that I have made just a few changes to the place, but for the most part, it remains quite the same . And you will be pleased to know that the swing still hangs from the tree in the back yard. The ropes have been changed a few times over the years, but it is still there!" She moved behind the desk and took two keys from the cubbyholes on the wall and asked if they would like to refresh themselves before dinner. It was agreed that they would all like to rest for a short time, and they were shown to their rooms.


Elizabeth was given a room right next to her relatives on the second floor with a view of a lovely small park to the side of the Inn. The room was small, but comfortable, and she was delighted to see a small writing desk and chair near the window where she could sit and write to her father and her sisters. She sat down and looked out the window while it was still light outside and noticed that there was a path that lead into a copse of trees. "I hope that I can walk while I am here" she thought to herself. "I am so tired of sitting in a carriage for four days, and I miss my morning walks."


Her trunk was soon delivered to her room, and she decided to change into something other than her traveling clothes. She found a small mirror on a chest and she attempted to fix her hair and pinch her cheeks to give her complexion some color. That reminded her of her mother, and she laughed at herself. "Good Lord, I am turning into my mother!" For just a moment, she felt a pang of missing Longbourn, but she reminded herself that leaving to go on this amazing adventure was both prudent and fortunate, and she wouldn't think sad thoughts from now on. After a short rest, they returned downstairs and enjoyed an early dinner with the Holloways in a private dining room. Elizabeth was delighted to watch and listen to her Aunt as she told stories about her life as a young girl in Lambton. The Holloways mentioned some names of people from her past that still resided there, and it was decided that she would try to visit them at some point during their stay.


Elizabeth was growing quite weary from the long day in the carriage and the small glass of wine she had with her meal, but when she heard the mention of the name Darcy, she flinched and stifled a gasp. "Do you think the family is in residence now" Madeline asked. "I would love to show Elizabeth the magnificent estate of Pemberley."


"I did hear that Mr. Darcy is not presently in Derbyshire, but I understand that his sister is entertaining houseguests," Emily said. "It is still possible to tour some of the rooms that the family does not occupy, and I'm sure Elizabeth would enjoy seeing the beautiful grounds. There are many lovely paths and gardens, and the small lakes and streams are magnificent. You cannot journey all this way and not see Pemberley. It is truly the most beautiful home in all of Derbyshire, if not all of England."


"I don't think we should visit if they are in residence," Elizabeth said. I would not want to intrude on their privacy." She felt her cheeks burning with embarrassment and dared not look at her Aunt.


Madeline eyed her strangely, wondering why she would turn down such an opportunity. "I agree with Emily, Elizabeth. At least we know that the Master of the estate is not there, and I'm sure his sister won't be bothered by a tour. If the family does not wish to provide the public with access, they post a sign indicating that the premises is closed to tourists. It is definitely something to behold, and we should not miss seeing it. I remember visiting there as a child, and I would dearly love to see it again."


Elizabeth tried to slow her heart rate, and knew that her aunt had noticed her strange reaction. She didn't want to visit the estate where Mr. Darcy lived, imagining someone other than herself there. She didn't want to imagine someone else being the mistress of his home, hearing the deep timber of his voice and feeling the touch of his hand as she had. It was best that she stay back from the tour, but how could she explain that? She hadn't shared anything with her aunt about meeting Mr. Darcy in Hertfordshire, and she knew that if she said anything now, it would be obvious that she was avoiding him for some reason. Her aunt knew her well, almost as much as her sister Jane, and she would undoubtedly guess that Elizabeth was keeping something from her. Her only option was to agree to go. "Very well, we will visit the estate. As long as they are accepting visitors to tour the estate, I suppose it is alright."


After a long dinner and an animated conversation about life in Lambton since her Aunt married and left to live in London with Edward Gardiner, they decided to retire for the evening. As they returned to their rooms, Elizabeth agreed to meet them in the morning to begin the visits to the various shops and places of interest in the town square. There could be no reminder of him there.


Chapter Thirty Seven

A chance meeting


"I would very much like to visit the bookstore that your family owned when you resided in Lambton, Aunt Madeline." Elizabeth and her aunt and uncle were breaking their fast, seated in the same dining room where they ate dinner the night before. "I so envy that you were raised surrounded by books!"


"Yes, my dear, I too would love to see it first thing this morning. I have so many fond memories of spending a great deal of my childhood there. Every day, right after school, I would walk across the town square and go to our bookstore, where I would do my homework and then help my father with the new shipments. I think the thing that I loved the most, however, was getting to listen to the customers discussing the books they were buying, as well as politics, rumors of war, and town gossip, of course. It was a gathering place for many of the gentlemen in town, and I think they forgot that I was there. I certainly learned a lot!"


"I think the thing that attracted me the most about your Aunt was her wide knowledge of the ways of the world," Edward added. "She certainly wasn't like any girl I had ever met, and I loved her independent mind." He laughed and said "And of all my nieces, you are the most like her, Lizzy! Any gentleman that wishes to court you had better be ready for the challenge, and if I have anything to say about it, he must respect your intelligence and treat you as an equal."


"Will you join us on our tour of the village this morning, Uncle Edward?" Elizabeth inquired.


"Not this morning, my dear. I have some correspondence to see to, but you and my wife can take your time in the shops without worrying about me accompanying you. I'm not much of a shopper!"


After finishing their meal, they bade goodbye to Edward, and they decided that their first stop would be the bookshop. They walked across the square and entered the shop. The little bell over the door jingled, and a gentleman emerged from behind a curtain. "Good day, ladies. How can I be of service today?"


"Hello, Mr. Wilson! Do you remember me? It is Madeline Sullivan Gardiner." She curtsied, and waited for him to recognize her.


"Good heavens, yes, Miss Maddie! Of course I remember you! You have certainly grown to be a lovely woman!" He came around the desk and bowed . "What brings you to Lambton?" he asked.


"We are on holiday, and I have brought my niece along to see where I grew up! Let me introduce Miss Elizabeth Bennett." Elizabeth moved next to her aunt and curtsied after the introduction.


"I am very please to make your acquaintance, Mr. Wilson. My favorite place in the world is a bookshop, and I am quite anxious to peruse your shelves! My aunt has told me so much about this charming shop."


"Please feel free to wander about Miss Bennett. I haven't changed the shop too much since the your aunt's father was the proprietor, so she can point you in the direction of your interests. I am unloading some books that just arrived, so make yourself comfortable."


"Yes, Elizabeth, what interests you today?" Madeline asked. I think I can recall how the books are organized."


"Before I begin searching the aisles, I am most interested in having you direct me to the table where you carved the initials of your secret crush! I am most interested in delving into who this mystery boy was!"


"Oh goodness, Lizzy, I do not remember where it was. Let us not waste time doing that with all these wonderful books to choose from." She glanced over at a large library table near the door, and although Elizabeth noticed the glance, she felt that her aunt was trying to avoid exposing her mischief, so she allowed her to show her through the various areas arranged by subject. They passed a narrow wooden staircase, and Madeline pointed upward saying "Upstairs there is a small section of books written in other languages if you are interested." She moved on and said "And here are the poets, and on this shelf are the philosophers." She looked around the next aisle and chuckled. "I am sure you will find something in this area." She pulled out a book, and read the title aloud. "The Mysteries of Udolpho." Shaking her head, she said "I am not at all fond of these gothic novels so many people enjoy reading." She showed the book to Elizabeth and asked her if she had read it.


"Yes, I have read it. I have actually read several of Mrs. Radcliff's novels. She does have quite a flare for terrifying people!"


Madeline returned the book and ran her hand along the spines of six or seven other novels. "Why don't you take your time here while I post a few letters at the postal office? I have a few other errands to run, and I will return to purchase a book or two myself when I am finished." She promised not to hurry, as she knew that Elizabeth could spend hours browsing the entire shop.


Elizabeth walked from aisle to aisle in the small shop, impressed with the variety and quality of Mr. Wilson's selections. She pulled a book from the poetry section and another book about villas in Italy that had lovely drawings. She had always dreamed of visiting Venice and Rome, and this was the perfect book to peruse while she waited. She took a few others off the shelves and piled them all on a long table to make her final choices later. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a small, faint heart carved in the far corner of the table. On closer inspection, she noticed the still visible initials F.D. inside the heart. "That must be the boy Aunt had a crush on!" she chuckled quietly. "Now I have more information to get to the bottom of who this mystery boy was." She decided to go up the stairs to the section where the foreign language books were to find something in Latin. Her father had insisted that it was important to study Latin, and this would impress him.


----------------


Georgiana read and reread her brother's letter that had arrived the day before. The news about Richard marrying his cousin, Anne was quite a surprise to her, and although she was sure it was for a very good reason, her brother, in his typical brief letter style left out details and none of it made sense to her. Why was Anne coming to Pemberley? And why was she coming without Richard? She was elated to read that her brother was finally coming home and bringing Anne with him, but it didn't specify the exact day and until then she would just have to wonder about it all. Perhaps she would get the full story from Anne. The next part of the letter puzzled her too. Darcy mentioning a young woman and her relatives visiting Lambton was quite unlike her brother. The explanation about Mr. Bingley marrying into the lady's family was true enough, but "possibly bumping into strangers" and inviting them to Pemberley did not seem like something he would have her go out of her way to do. He knew how shy she was, and it would be entirely too difficult to approach people she didn't know at all. She decided to talk it over with Janine and Angelique to see what they thought. She found them breaking their fast in the dining room and shared her thoughts with them.


"Oui, mon ami," said Angelique. "Perhaps there is more to the story than than he writes, but it sounds perfectly banale to me." She stopped, realizing she spoke French. "How do you say, 'innocent' in English?"


Georgiana laughed at her. "Innocent in English is innocent. It is the same!" She giggled again and said, "and banale is banal in English. Also the same! I am also improving my French with you and Janine being here, so do not hesitate to use French terms with me!"


"Oui, thank you, my dear. You do have a very romantic imagination, so let us not try to write the plot to a romance novel. To my way of thinking, your brother is a man of integrity and he wouldn't have you running about Lambton tapping every stranger on the shoulder, now would he? But he is also a very kind man, and perhaps he just wants to extend friendship to them after such a long journey. We will just have to go to Lambton and find out for ourselves, Oui? I think it will be great fun searching for them! Janine, are you agreeable?"


"By all means, Angelique. I too am not comfortable approaching strangers, but I think it will be exciting trying to determine who these people might be! It shouldn't be too difficult finding a young woman traveling with an older woman and gentleman. Shall we go today?"


"Oui! I had hoped to go to the milliner today to look for a hat to go with my winter pelisse, so let's be on our way right after we finish our meal."


Georgiana added, "And I would like to visit the bookshop. I want to see about some sheet music I ordered at the bookshop, and I would love to get a new book to read. There are no novels that interest me in the Pemberley library as they are all chosen by men."


They quickly ate and donned their outerwear to venture in to Lambton. They piled into the carriage that Mr. Raymond had brought around, and he instructed the driver to keep them within sight at all times. He walked to the horse and said something in its ear, and the horse nodded up and down. "What do you suppose he says to the horse each time we leave for town?" Angelique asked Elizabeth. "It seems the horse agrees with whatever it is he says!" she laughed.


"I really cannot say, but he has done that with all our horses for as long as I can remember, and it is quite unusual, indeed. The horses all seem to understand him, and he claims to know exactly what they are thinking. Fitzwilliam says that he is a 'horse whisperer', but I just think he has spent entirely too much time in their company and is clever enough to have everyone believe that he talks to them." They settled in, and the carriage gently lurched forward.


They chatted about their plans to find the strangers as they rode along, and before long, they arrived in Lambton. They decided to start in the milliner's shop first so Angelique could look for a hat. She found a lovely gray wool hat with a burgundy grosgrain ribbon to match her dark burgundy pelisse, and she handed it to the driver to hold in their carriage while they continued on down the line of shops. The next shop sold fabrics, but as it was doubtful that visitors would be buying fabric, they went on to the next shop, which was the bookstore that they all wanted to visit.


The little bell over the doorway jingled as they entered, and the man at the desk glanced up to greet his customers. "Good day, ladies. How can I be of service to you? Is there something in particular that you are looking for?" Georgiana was the last one in, and when the gentleman recognized her, he greeted her enthusiastically. "Why, hello, Miss Darcy! I am delighted to see you. I believe your sheet music arrived yesterday, but I haven't unwrapped the parcels yet, so let me do that now. I won't be gone long."


Toward the back of the store and up a staircase to the second floor, Elizabeth Bennett heard the exchange with Mr. Wilson and the customer. She couldn't believe that he had greeted Miss Darcy, undoubtedly Mr. Darcy's sister. "Good Lord," she thought to herself. "I have been in town less than one day, and already I have encountered Mr. Darcy's sister. Perhaps if she doesn't leave right away, I can simply walk past her and leave the shop unnoticed." But then, as she quietly crept down the stairs and was getting up her courage to emerge from behind some tall book shelves, she heard one of the other ladies talking in a very thick French accent, saying something about hoping to have found a young lady visiting Lambton with her relatives. She slipped back into her hiding place to wait until they left.


"Here it is, Miss Darcy. Beethoven's Piano Sonata, Number 14. I have certainly read about his recent composition, but I don't believe that I have heard it played. It is written just for the piano, but perhaps your brother can accompany you on the violin. I know that your brother is quite fond of accompanying you when you play. He bought some sheet music for the violin the last time he was here and told me about your duets."


Elizabeth could not believe what she had just heard. The silent, circumspect man that she had thought at first to have little, if any warmth or kindness, could play the violin, a most beautiful and sensitive instrument. This, added to the revelation that he was also an artist, a painter of landscapes, made her heart ache as she realized what a beautiful man she had misjudged and had come to regard and perhaps love, much too late.


"Thank you so much, Mr. Wilson," Georgiana replied to the shop owner. "I have looked forward to this piece of music for a long time. It is quite unlike his other sonatas, almost mysterious and haunting. I was quite taken with it when I first heard it performed in London. And yes, it is written for the piano, but I will encourage William to play certain parts on the violin." She glanced at her friends and said "Oh, my goodness. Excuse my poor manners, Mr. Wilson. I believe you have met my dear friend and houseguest, Miss DuPree, when we last visited Lambton, but this is a new guest in our home, Miss Chastain." The ladies curtsied, and Mr. Wilson came from behind the counter and bowed. "We came to pick up this music, but we are also on another mission today. My brother has written to me to tell me of some friends of his who are to visit Lambton, and we are wondering if you have seen a young lady by the name of Miss Elizabeth Bennett who is traveling with her Aunt and Uncle Gardiner from London? We do not know if they have arrived yet or if they have come and gone already, but if they are here somewhere in Lambton at the present time, we would like to introduce ourselves and invite them to Pemberley."


Elizabeth gasped a little too loud, realizing that they were searching for her at Mr. Darcy's request. "Why ever would he want them to meet me?" she thought. She crept back even further into the dark corner at the very back of the shop, wishing she could melt into the floor and disappear.


"Why yes," Mr. Wilson answered. "As a matter of fact, a young lady that is visiting with her relatives from London is here in the store as we speak. Her aunt's father used to own this bookstore, and I bought it from him some years back. Mrs. Gardiner stepped out for a bit, but Miss Bennett is still here somewhere. Let me go and find her for you. I believe she may have gone upstairs to our language book section. She said she is learning Latin." Georgiana was quite surprised to hear that a young lady from the country was learning such a difficult language. She became quite nervous, knowing that the girl her brother wrote to her about was possibly right here in the same shop.


The shop owner came downstairs and said he hadn't found her there, but he would search further in the back of the store. He peeked in an out of the aisles of tall shelves, and when he came to the last one, there was Elizabeth, pretending to be engrossed in a book. "Hello, Miss Bennett. I am terribly sorry to intrude on your privacy, but there are three ladies in the front of the store that are actually looking for you." He then leaned closer and whispered so as not to be overheard, Miss Darcy is the sister of our most esteemed landowner here in the North, and she is with two houseguests. She said that you are acquainted with her brother, and they wish to make your acquaintance. Are you agreeable? Please tell me if your are uncomfortable with their request, and I will leave you to your book."


"No, of course that is agreeable." She slid the book back onto the shelf and realized that she had been reading a book on animal husbandry. She felt her face turning a deep red, hoping the gentleman had not noticed, and followed him to the front of the store.


"Miss Bennett, this is Miss Darcy of Pemberley" he said. The two girls curtsied, and they awkwardly stared a bit too long at one another. Elizabeth tried to see a resemblance to Mr. Darcy, and Georgiana tried to look to see if Miss Bennett was someone who her brother would fancy.


"I am very pleased to meet you, Miss Darcy. I must say that this is a bit of a surprise. Kindly tell me how you came to know my name, and that I would be visiting Lambton!"


"Oh, my! Yes, I am terribly embarrassed by my manners. First, let me introduce my companions. This is Miss Angelique DuPree, and this is Miss Janine Chastain. They are visitors at my home, and we are shopping here in Lambton today." She looked at Angelique, almost pleading with her to continue the conversation.


The ladies curtsied, and Angelique said "Yes, Miss Bennett, please do not be alarmed by our imposition on your privacy, but Miss Darcy's brother wrote a letter to her and told her that he had made your acquaintance while visiting his friend in Hertfordshire. He said that you would be traveling to Lambton with your aunt and uncle, and if she happened to meet you, he wanted her to extend an invitation to you to visit Pemberley if it is convenient."


"Yes, Miss Bennett. My brother was quite clear about his desire to have you and your relatives visit our home. He mentioned that your sister is betrothed to Mr. Bingley, and he would be quite disappointed if you could not join us for tea and have a look about the grounds." She saw that Miss Bennett was quite beautiful, and in an instant, she felt that it was quite possible that her brother was, in fact, enamored with this lovely girl. She was beginning to feel more courageous, and added, "We have some gentlemen visiting as well, and I'm certain they can entertain your uncle at billiards, or perhaps he could try his hand at fishing while we tour the gardens." She was now talking so fast, Angelique gave Janine a look of concern. "And we have a lovely maze that is such fun to explore!"


"Georgiana, perhaps we should allow Miss Bennett to ask her aunt and uncle if they would like to visit Pemberley. They may have other plans during their stay." Angelique put her hand on Georgiana's arm to indicate that the invitation had been extended, and it was now time to leave.


Elizabeth knew that it would be highly improper to deny this invitation, but she wanted to make sure that Mr. Darcy would not be there. "Has your brother returned from London, yet, Miss Darcy?" she asked, trying to keep her voice from quivering. "I know that he had important matters to take care of due to the wedding."


"No, he hasn't returned yet, although I received a letter from him yesterday saying that he is bringing Anne with him to Pemberley when he returns in a few days. It is all quite exciting!"


Elizabeth felt a deep pain inside her chest at those words. "This must be what they mean by heartache" she thought to herself. "I cannot bear to see him with someone else."


"I thank you very much for the kind invitation, and I will certainly ask my aunt and uncle what their plans are." Just as she said those words, the bell over the door jingled again, and her Aunt Madeline returned to the shop. "Oh, here she is now!" Elizabeth made the introductions all around, and her Aunt seemed quite pleased to meet Miss Darcy and receive a personal invitation to Pemberley.


"Why, Elizabeth! I did not know that you were acquainted with Mr. Darcy? You did not mention meeting him! This is quite an unexpected surprise, indeed!"


"Well, I do not know him well, Aunt. He was simply visiting his good friend. Mr. Bingley, in Hertfordshire and we had occasion to meet several times. It must have slipped my mind."


All four ladies looked at her in surprise, all undoubtedly thinking that it would be quite unusual not to mention meeting such a handsome and esteemed gentleman as Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth's face blushed a rosy color, and she felt as though they all could read her heart at that moment.


"With my sister Jane and my sister Mary becoming engaged just prior to leaving my home, I have had quite a bit on my mind, and I simply failed to relate that to you, Aunt Madeline. I did have the pleasure of dining with him once or twice, and we had a few pleasant conversations." She turned to Georgiana and said "I must say, I am quite surprised that he would write to you about our visit to Lambton with all the excitement in his life."


"Well, everything was all arranged by my Aunt Edith, and there was nothing for my brother to do but to simply show up. You know how men are about these things!" Georgiana turned to Madeline and said "I hope you can visit us tomorrow, Mrs. Gardiner. We will have tea and a lovely afternoon showing you all around our home."


"We would be absolutely delighted, Miss Darcy. As you may know, I grew up here in Lambton and your brother was a frequent visitor here at my father's bookshop. He would accompany his mother when she came into town, and he would come to the bookshop while she shopped. He and I spent many hours reading together, right here at this table." She pointed at the large library table where Elizabeth had stacked her books. "We were both great readers and we enjoyed spending time together. I also met your mother several times, and I must say, you quite resemble her. She was a beautiful woman, and she was so kind to me and everyone she met. The entire town of Lambton was very sad to hear that she had become so ill and passed away at such a young age. Your brother didn't come back to read with me after that."


"You knew my mother?" Georgiana gasped. How wonderful to meet you! I was so young when she died, and I love hearing stories about her from people that knew her. You must come to Pemberley tomorrow, and I will show you her lovely paintings and the gardens that she took so much care to perfect. It would be my honor!"


"Then it is settled. We will come tomorrow afternoon for tea. We have no other plans, and a visit to Pemberley will be the highlight of our visit to Derbyshire!"


The ladies set a mutually convenient time for the visit, and they said their goodbyes to each other. Elizabeth turned and went back to the table where she had put her selections, hoping that her aunt wouldn't inquire any more about her knowledge of Mr. Darcy. "Elizabeth," her aunt said. "I believe we have much to discuss!" As Elizabeth struggled to think of what to tell her about her heartache, she glanced at the small carving on the table and realized that the small initials F.D. probably stood for Fitzwilliam Darcy, the boy she had read with at this very table so many years ago.


"Yes, we certainly do, Aunt!" she said with a grin on her face, pointing at the carving. "Who shall begin?" she laughed. They spent the rest of the afternoon sharing their hearts and secrets about a very handsome and esteemed gentleman that they both had decided to forget.


Chapter Thirty Eight

A visit to Pemberley


The next morning, Elizabeth awoke early and decided to take a walk and explore the path she had seen from her window. It was a beautiful day with a marked drop in the temperature and the cool air was a welcome change. She saw Mrs. Holloway on her way out and told her she would be walking through the woods for about an hour if her Aunt or Uncle inquired about her whereabouts. She started by going around to the back of the Inn where the swing was that her aunt had been allowed to play on as a young girl. She desperately needed the exercise, so she passed the swing and began her walk down the small path through a dense copse of trees. Deep in thought, she walked through the woods for about an hour, enjoying the solitude of nature. She soon realized that she had been gone far too long, and she started back down the path toward the Inn. She had missed her morning walks, and she was enjoying herself so much that close to home, she stopped to hear the sounds of the birds and the rustling of the leaves that still hung on the trees. They would be falling soon, and Elizabeth took a long look up at the magnificent colors all around her


All of a sudden, she heard a loud crack somewhere behind her, and she whipped her head around to see where the sound had come from. It had sounded like someone had stepped on a branch, and then there was total silence. "Who is there?" she said aloud. She felt a shiver run down her back, and it felt to her as though someone was watching her. "Hello?" she said again. Again, she heard another crack and the sound of leaves crunching as if underfoot, and she began to run, hoping not to trip on a rock or tree root and fall. She knew she was close to the Inn, but she did not know how much further she had to run.


Almost out of breath, and feeling unable to run any faster, she heard her uncle's voice somewhere ahead calling out her name. "Elizabeth! Elizabeth Bennett! Can you hear me? Are you there?" he yelled out.


"Yes, Uncle! I am here!" she said, still running. As she spotted him coming down the path toward her, she threw herself into his arms and practically knocked him over. Glancing back, she saw what she thought to be a figure darting behind a large tree.


"What has happened, Elizabeth? I have been worried about you being gone so long, and I'm relieved to see you, but you look as though you have seen a ghost!"


"I'm not sure, Uncle Edward, but I am fairly certain that someone was following me. Just now, I could swear I saw someone in the trees, but could not make out who it was." Her uncle kept his arm around her shaking shoulders as they returned to the Inn, and Elizabeth related to him what had happened.


"Perhaps it was just an animal in the woods, my dear, but you should really take care when and where you wander. You are not familiar with these woods, and it is not safe for a young lady to go off by herself like that. You may be able to do that at Longbourn, but you don't know this area, and anything could happen to you."


"Of course, Uncle Edward. You are right. It was just such a beautiful morning and I got lost in the beauty of Autumn here in Derbyshire. I assure you that I will be more careful and will not go off alone again."


They returned to the Inn and Elizabeth apologized to her aunt for concerning them. "It has been so long since I was able to take a long walk, and I guess I got caught up in my own joy. I promise that I will curtail my meandering about the countryside from now on!" She tried to make light of it, but she was still shaken from the feeling that she had been followed. She knew no one here in Lambton, so it must have been someone from the village, and she would have to be more aware of her surroundings. She was not naive, and she knew that there was evil in the world, but it was hard for her to imagine a human being hurting another human being. It made her think about the evilness that Mr. Darcy related to her about George Wickham almost ruining someone near and dear to him, just to get revenge for money he felt was owed to him. Perhaps it was his cousin Anne that Wickham had compromised, and for one moment, she wanted to believe that Darcy was doing the honorable thing and marrying Anne to save her reputation. Elizabeth had wanted him to love her - and it had felt so close and possible that she desperately wanted him salvaging Anne's reputation to be the reason he left her. It didn't ease her heartache, but it did increase his honor in her eyes.


They made the five mile journey to Pemberley that afternoon, and Elizabeth was uncharacteristically quiet. She knew that Mr. Darcy was not in residence at Pemberley, but it still made her melancholy to think that she would be visiting the home where he would be bringing his bride. After the carriage had rolled uphill for quite awhile, they finally crested the hill, and Elizabeth gasped at what she saw. There in the distance was the most beautiful landscape she had ever seen. Far down in a valley sat a magnificent estate, built three stories high with large square golden stones and more immense and sparkling glass windows than she could count. Behind the building was a high rise of untamed woods in all the colors of Autumn, appearing to hold the structure in a warm embrace. Winding throughout the valley was a sparkling river that emptied into a large lake in front of the edifice with a stately bridge spanning across the water. Everywhere she looked, she saw natural beauty, and her heart felt as though she had been waiting to be here all her life.


"Isn't it lovely, Elizabeth?" her aunt asked. "It is just as I remembered it."


"I didn't realize that you had visited Pemberley before," Elizabeth said.


"Yes, once a year Mrs. Darcy invited the townsfolk to an Autumn Harvest Festival and all the children were entertained by puppets and magicians and jugglers, as I recall. There were pony rides and games on the lawn, and more food than you can imagine. In the evening they had a breathtaking fireworks display, and it was one of the best days of the whole year. The Darcy's were well loved by their tenants and the villagers, and when Mrs. Darcy died, the whole town mourned. Not many years later, the elder Mr. Darcy took ill and died as well, and I recall thinking that there would never be any happiness at Pemberley again. Their deaths left the very young Mr. Darcy in charge of running the estate and to be guardian of his much younger sister. It seemed almost too much for such a young man to deal with, and everyone felt that Pemberley's glory days were over, but I am hoping that today I will see that we were all wrong."


The carriage pulled into the circular driveway and several servants came from all sides to assist them with the carriage and horses and to escort them up the large stairway, entering into the front hall where they were enthusiastically greeted by Georgiana and Angelique.


"Good day, everyone!" Georgiana exclaimed! "We are delighted to have you join us!" She quickly curtsied, and then noticed the gentleman standing behind the ladies. "Oh, hello, Sir!" she said, as she curtsied again.


"Miss Georgiana, please let me introduce my husband, Edward Gardiner." Edward bowed to the ladies, and said "Thank you for including me, Miss Darcy!"


"Of course, Sir! Let me also introduce my dear friend, Angelique DuPree. She is also a guest in our home."


Another bow and curtsy took place, and Mr. Gardiner said, "I was informed that there are other gentlemen in residence, so I look forward to making their acquaintance as well."


"Yes, certainly, Mr. Gardiner," Georgiana said. "Let us all go to the sitting room where everyone has convened, and we will make all the introductions." Mrs. Reynolds took their outerwear and said she would arrange to have tea sent immediately. As Georgiana and Angelique led the way to the sitting room, Elizabeth slowed down to take in the magnificence of the front hall. It was two stories high with beautiful frescoes painted on the ceiling, and at the far right was a beautiful wide and curved staircase leading to the second floor. She turned around in a full circle, eyeing the tasteful furnishings, and she was immediately aware of the difference between this estate and others she had visited. Instead of the elaborate and sometimes garish decor of most of the grand estates, in spite of its obvious grandeur, this felt like a home where people lived instead of a showpiece to impress.


	She realized she had fallen behind, so she hurried to catch the others, and they entered a large room with similar style and comfortable chairs and settees arranged in purposefully placed groupings conducive for conversation. Two of the gentlemen stood and bowed, and an elderly man attempted to stand, but Angelique gently insisted that he stay seated. Georgiana introduced her new guests, and everyone chatted amiably for a short time until Mrs. Reynolds wheeled the tea cart into the room. As the current Mistress of the estate, Georgiana nervously took over the responsibility of serving each guest a cup of tea, and Mrs. Reynolds stood back, proudly watching the young girl do what Lady Anne had done for so many years. Georgiana glanced at her once, and Mrs. Reynolds gave her a slight nod of her head, acknowledging that she was doing well.


"What a lovely home you have, Miss Darcy," Elizabeth said. We have visited many lovely estates on our journey to Derbyshire, but I must say that yours is by far the most beautiful. The furnishings are quite tasteful and it feels like a real home. You must adore living here."


"Why, yes, indeed I do, Miss Bennett. This is where I am the happiest, and when I am away, I cannot wait to return. London is too crowded and busy, and I much prefer the country. My brother writes that you also live in the countryside, so you must understand my preference."


"I certainly do." She looked over at her aunt and uncle and said "I do love to visit Aunt Madeline and Uncle Edward in London, and I very much enjoy the shops and, of course, the museums and the theater, but there is nothing quite like the countryside to enjoy nature and the peace and quiet. I am quite an avid walker, and I miss the ability to venture out on my own without a care."


"I am most anxious to take you outside to see our gardens and the many walking paths we have here at Pemberley. I would like to show you a few rooms here inside, but perhaps after that we can go outside to tour the grounds and leave the gentlemen to their own pursuits."


By that time, Edward and Frederick were deep in a conversation about Edward's import business, and Nicolas and his father were politely listening to their friendly banter. Every now and again, Elizabeth noticed that Nicolas glanced over at Georgiana and smiled at her. She saw Georgiana return his smile, and her cheeks turned a light color of pink. "I am fairly certain there is an attraction between them," Elizabeth mused. How delightful to witness a budding relationship!"


The ladies asked the gentlemen if they would like to join them as they toured a few of the living quarter rooms, but they declined, saying that they would be continuing to talk and perhaps go down to the lake. With that, Georgiana ushered Janine, Angelique, Elizabeth and Madeline out of the sitting room and escorted them on a tour of the music room, the main dining room, another parlor, and finally, the library.


"Oh my!" both Elizabeth and Madeline said simultaneously. Elizabeth's eyes grew large, and she turned around in a full circle to take in the vastness of the room and the enormous collection of books on shelf after shelf throughout the large space. She also looked up and saw that there was a balcony of additional shelves of books circling the entire room and a staircase on either side of the room to access those volumes.


Madeline spoke first, saying "I knew that the Darcy's had a large collection of books, but I had no idea that this was why they continued ordering more and more books from my father."


"I have no words," Elizabeth said quietly, as if in a trance. "I have never seen anything like this in my life. I could spend days and days in this room and never leave."


"You are a great reader, then?" Angelique inquired.


"She certainly is," Madeline answered for Elizabeth. "She has two or three books open at all times, and many of them are in French. Her father has a voracious appetite for books, and he has allowed Elizabeth to study and learn subjects that would most likely not interest most young ladies." She looked at her niece and said "I hope I haven't embarrassed you, my dear."


"Good gracious, no. I would agree that I am not like most girls, Aunt Madeline. My interests are certainly not needlework and perusing ladies magazines like my sisters!" The other ladies laughed and praised her for her self-education.


"Do you play the pianoforte?" Georgiana asked.


"Yes, but very poorly. I have not taken the time to practice enough to play for others. I do sing a little, and I accompany my sister Jane when she plays."


"Oh, I am delighted to hear that your sister Jane will be marrying our good friend, Mr. Bingley!" Georgiana said. She explained to Angelique and Janine who Mr. Bingley was and how Elizabeth had come to meet her brother. "I am so sorry that you won't be able to see my brother during your visit today, Miss Bennett. He spoke so highly of you, and I know that he will be sorry to have missed you."


"Well, I am sure that he has been quite busy with the wedding and preparing your cousin Anne to come to Pemberley. Perhaps another time" Elizabeth said. "But if I may ask, why were you not in attendance at the wedding? That would be something I would not think you would want to miss."


"To be honest, it happened so quickly that there wasn't time for me to go to London. William wrote and said that he would be bringing Anne here in several days, and we will have plenty of time to hear all about it when they arrive. I believe Richard will be following soon after too, as he had to take care of some business before he could join us."


"I see," Elizabeth said quietly. "How lovely for all of you."


The ladies left the library and took a turn down a long hallway that was lined with huge portraits of all the Darcy family members for hundreds of years. As they neared the end of the gallery, Georgiana stopped at the portrait of her mother and father and became very quiet. "This is my mother and father," she said to the others. " I was so young when Mother died, but I still remember sitting on her lap and how warm and loving she was. I have to admit that my memory of her is vague, but I do remember feeling how much she loved me. I remember my father quite well though. I didn't realize it at the time, but now that I am older, I realize that he was always very sad as I grew up. I don't believe I ever saw him look like he does in this painting. He is smiling."


Angelique said, "You can tell that they were so much in love by the looks on their faces."


"Oh! I completely forgot! These portraits were all painted by Frederick, Janine's brother! My brother said that only Frederick can paint faces and capture the soul of people on a canvas."


Janine had not realized how talented her brother had become since he left France when she was just a young girl. "I had no idea that my brother was such a great artist" she said. "I too was very young when my mother died, and we had to leave France. Until our visit with the Darcy's here in England, I hadn't seen my father or my brother since I was five years old."


They moved on to the next portrait that was of Fitzwilliam, and it was all Elizabeth could do to look at the handsome young man standing next to his horse. "This is how I remember your brother," Madeline said. "He would come to our bookstore, and we would read together for hours while his mother would run errands or his father would conduct business in town. I knew him as a young man about the age he is in this portrait, and we shared a great love of books together, but unfortunately, I didn't see him again after your mother died."


The next portrait was of a small girl, no more than three or four years old. "That is me as a little girl," Georgiana said. "Mother must have known that she was quite ill and had this done for my father. She probably knew that he would be left broken hearted and wouldn't commission a portrait of me after I grew older."


"Is that why Frederick is now painting your portrait, Mon Ami?" Angelique asked. "I have seen it almost completed in the conservatory."


"Yes, exactly. William feels that it is important that my portrait be painted to replace the one of me as an infant. After that, I will insist that Frederick paint one of my brother as the fine gentleman he is today instead of young boy. I cannot imagine him sitting for a portrait, but perhaps he will have a painting done of him with his bride, just as my parents did. This is the area where that painting will hang." She pointed to the next space, and Elizabeth's heart felt as though it would stop beating. There in the spot that Georgiana pointed to, Elizabeth saw a painting of herself and Mr. Darcy, looking at each other the same way his parents had done in their portrait. She looked at the others to see if they had realized that the portrait was, in fact of her with Mr. Darcy, but no one seemed to notice anything unusual, and they kept talking amongst themselves. When she looked back, the portrait was no longer there, just a bare wall. "I must be losing my mind," she thought to herself. But why had the painting been so real to her? "I knew it was a mistake coming here today", she thought to herself. "I must insist that we cut our visit short."


Chapter Thirty Nine

An unexpected meeting


The ladies returned back down the hall to the sitting room where they had left the gentlemen, and not seeing them there, they decided to go outside to tour the gardens. Georgiana left for a moment to inform Mrs. Reynolds of their plans when they heard Georgiana exclaim "William! Oh my goodness! You are home! And Anne! I am so delighted to see you again after all this time! Come in, come in! There are ladies here that you will definitely be delighted to see!"


Elizabeth lightly gasped and looked with alarm at her aunt. She had not wanted to come to Pemberley at all, but since Mr. Darcy wasn't there, she had agreed. Now he was here, and with his new wife. Her aunt knew that Elizabeth would be greatly distressed, but she knew her niece very well, and she knew that Elizabeth never backed away from challenges and would garner all of her best acting ability to be cordial. She also felt quite an unexpected feeling of anxiety knowing she was about to meet the man who had been her childhood crush. "What a strange situation this is," she thought.


Georgiana entered with a young woman on her arm, followed by Mr. Darcy and an older woman. Since the Gardiner's carriage and horses had been taken to the stables, he was not aware that they had additional company, and he had assumed Georgiana meant Angelique and Janine. When he saw Elizabeth, he stopped walking and was noticeably stunned to see her.


"Miss Elizabeth!" he exclaimed. "I did not realize that you were here!" He bowed, and after collecting himself and realizing he had ignored the others, he turned to the remaining women and said "Please forgive my manners, ladies. Miss Bennett and I are acquainted, and I was just momentarily surprised. Please let me introduce everyone. This is my cousin, Anne, and her companion, Mrs. Barrett. We have just arrived after a tiring three day journey from London, and we did not realize we had additional company." He took Angelique's hand and bowed, and then did the same with Janine. "It is so good to see you again. I am most anxious to hear all about your reunion with Frederick and your father! May I ask where they are?"


"Gerard has gone to his room to rest, and the others are either playing billiards or they have gone down to the lake with Miss Bennett's uncle, Mr. Gardiner," Georgiana said. "And let me introduce her aunt to you, brother. This is Mrs. Madeline Gardiner."


Again, Darcy looked quite embarrassed that he had failed to notice her standing there. "It is my pleasure to meet you, Madam." Then, realizing that he had been told that her aunt had actually lived in Lambton and her family owned the bookshop, he suddenly recognized his friend from long ago. "Oh, Miss Maddie! Please pardon me, I simply didn't recognize you after so many years, but now I definitely do!" he exclaimed. " It is indeed a pleasure to have you here at Pemberley!"


The ladies all looked at each other and were surprised to hear Darcy refer to her by such a familiar name. "It is my pleasure as well, Master William," she replied. Madeline blushed a becoming color of rose pink and said , "Good gracious, I must apologize, Sir. I should call you Mr. Darcy now, but hearing you call me Miss Maddie certainly took me back in time. What a lovely coincidence that you became acquainted with my niece in Hertfordshire, and that you extended this invitation to us."


"Please, call me William. We are old friends and let us not stand on formality. I admit I like hearing you call me Master William again after all these years. Perhaps we can sit for a few minutes and have a cup of tea before I show Anne and Mrs. Barrett to their chambers to refresh themselves." They nodded their approval, and everyone took seats. "We got up quite early this morning in order to arrive here while still daylight, and we could use some tea and biscuits. Let me go and find Mrs. Reynolds." He turned to leave, but Mrs. Reynolds was already standing behind him, listening to the conversation and waiting for an opportunity to ask if they wanted tea or to be taken upstairs. She laughed and quickly left the room to prepare a tea service.


Elizabeth had noticed the strange way that Darcy had addressed his new wife when he introduced her. He had referred to her as "his cousin Anne," but she assumed that he was still having difficulty realizing that he was a married man and after knowing her as his cousin all his life, he still referred to that way. She felt the room closing in on her, and she wanted to crawl into the nearest closet, but she bravely walked to Anne and curtsied in front of her. "Congratulations on your marriage, Miss Anne. May I wish you much happiness!" She realized that she had not said congratulations to Mr. Darcy, but she lost her courage. She stole a look at him, and much to her surprise, he was staring at her, just as he had often done in Hertfordshire. "Why is he looking at me like that?" she thought.


Anne timidly curtsied and replied, "Thank you, Miss Bennett." She glanced up at Darcy and gave him a small smile. "It was lovely."


Darcy knew that he was staring at Elizabeth, but he could not help it. He could not believe that she was standing here in the same room with him. He desperately hoped that he would have a chance to speak to her alone, but he did not know how to make that happen. There were too many people, and the others did not know how well he knew her and certainly not what was in his heart. It would have to be carefully done without raising anyone's suspicion. Perhaps he would suggest a walk with the ladies in the garden, and he could find the opportunity for a private moment. He had to explain that he was not married to Anne, and there was so much to finish telling her.


Mrs. Reynolds returned with the tea cart and everyone took seats again. There was an empty seat between her aunt and herself, and in an awkward moment, Elizabeth realized that Mr. Darcy had nowhere else to sit, and he approached her. "Please, Mr. Darcy, do you not wish to sit with Miss Anne? I can change seats with her."


Darcy knew that he needed to tell her the truth, but he sat down and said "No, that is quite alright. She has not seen Georgiana in quite some time, and I am sure they wish to catch up." He turned to begin a conversation with Mrs. Gardiner, and all the others were in deep conversations as well. Janine and Angelique were quietly talking to each other in a half English, half French conversation, and Anne and Georgiana were obviously enjoying their reunion. Mrs. Barrett had taken out her needlework, and as there was no one for her to talk to, she simply sat and tried to calm her emotions.


"How odd this is" Elizabeth thought. "This is the last place on earth I wish to be, and I am sitting here next to Mr. Darcy who has just become married to someone else who is sitting right across the room from me. This cannot be happening. I am completely flummoxed and will have to declare a headache and ask to be taken back to the Lambton Inn as soon as possible."


As they all sat and conversed and drank their tea, they saw a bright flash light up the sky outside the floor to ceiling windows, and moments later they heard a loud rumble in the distance, shaking the windows. None of them had noticed that the sky had turned an ominous black until now, and it was clear that they were about to have a substantial rainstorm at Pemberley.


Darcy stood up and went to the window and saw that the rain had started coming down in the gardens and woods behind the estate. "I do not think there will be any tour of the garden today, ladies," he shrugged his shoulders. Just then, they heard loud voices in the hallway, and the gentlemen entered the room discussing their mad dash from the lake before the rain came. Darcy walked to the group and shook hands with all of them, introducing himself to Mr. Gardiner. "Please join us, gentlemen! I am quite outnumbered here this afternoon!" He introduced Anne and Mrs. Barrett to everyone, again referring to Anne as "his cousin", and helped to pull up more chairs from the other side of the room. Outside the rain began pelting the windows, and several flashes of lightening and loud claps of thunder reverberated throughout the room again. "I do not think anyone will be traveling this evening." He looked at Elizabeth, and she looked away, not understanding his look.


He rang for Mrs. Reynolds and told her that their guests would all be staying for dinner, and they would require rooms for the night. He also asked for a servant to come and refresh the fire and for some brandy and glasses be brought to the gentlemen. "I believe that Anne and Mrs. Barrett would like to go to their chambers and change out of their traveling clothes, and I would like to do the same. If Miss Elizabeth and the Gardiners would like to rest before dinner, Mrs. Reynolds can show you where you will be sleeping tonight." He abruptly turned and left the room, oddly leaving Anne and Mrs. Reynolds to be escorted out by a young servant girl that had accompanied Mrs. Reynolds. She remained and asked the newcomers if they would like to be taken to rooms that were ready for them. They declined, but said they would do so after they finished their tea and brandy.


When Mrs. Reynolds had left the room, everyone looked around at each other, and they started to laugh! Mr. Darcy had become the Master of the Estate in the blink of an eye, directing the servants and making decisions for them all. It had all happened so quickly, and no one had a chance to even contemplate what to do next. "He certainly takes charge, does he not?" Frederick said. "I am most impressed! I have known him since he was a mere boy, and his father would certainly be proud that he has assumed his role so efficiently!"


Mr. Gardiner looked at his wife and said "Well, it appears that we will be staying the night at Pemberley, Madeline. This is an unexpected honor, is it not?" He winked at her and said to the others, "My wife grew up as a shop girl in Lambton, and to be invited to spend the night at Pemberley would have never crossed her mind." He knew that Frederick and Nicolas were not part of the upper society in London and would understand his teasing comments. Even Georgiana laughed at him teasing his wife. Madeline gently swatted his arm, and said that she had always thought when she married, her husband would have an estate even larger than Pemberley, but since that didn't happen, yes, this was an honor indeed. That seemed to lighten the mood, and they all relaxed and continued getting to know each other.


Elizabeth was shown to a room that she felt must have been a mistake. While the others were all in the guest wing, Mrs. Reynolds walked her to a different wing, and Elizabeth inquired why she had been singled out. Mrs. Reynolds said that Mr. Darcy had instructed her to give this room to Miss Bennett, and although quite curious as to why, Elizabeth asked no further questions. The room was the largest bed chamber she had ever seen. The walls were papered in soft yellow and pale blue flowers with a lovely blue carpet and blue velvet chairs next to a beautiful mahogany writing desk. The immense canopy bed was covered with a pale blue and yellow coverlet and scattered with silk throw pillows in exquisite fabrics that because she had often visited her uncle's factory in Cheapside, she knew were expensive silks imported from the East Indies. She walked to the window that was still being pelted with rain, but she could definitely make out the large pond and bridge in the front of the estate. She was stunned at the view, which meant she was being honored with a room of great importance. Guest wings were usually in the back of the house, and only the family wing rooms looked out over the magnificence of the lake and undoubtedly, glorious sunrises. Something was very strange to her, and the fact that she had been given a room, most likely close to the newlyweds greatly troubled her. What would Anne think about her accommodations? Wouldn't this raise questions with the other guests? After one night, even if it was still raining, she would insist that the Gardiners brave the storm and return her to Lambton.


Dinner was a lively affair, with thirteen people sharing a large table in the main dining room. The Chastains, the Charrons, Angelique, the Gardiners and Elizabeth, Darcy, Anne and Georgiana, Mrs. Barrett, and Mrs. Annesley, who had been introduced to the new guests before dinner. Again, Elizabeth felt Mr. Darcy's eyes on her often during the meal, and when she would dare to glance at him, he was looking at her as if he wished to speak to her. Anne sat next to him, but she barely spoke, only conversing quietly with Georgiana. It seemed so odd to Elizabeth that Darcy did not attempt much conversation with her, and it became more and more clear to her that theirs was not a marriage of love at all. Her suspicions about Mr. Wickham compromising Anne could be the only answer for their unusual relationship and their quick marriage. She felt such sadness for them both, but she felt an even greater sadness for herself. To think what a different kind of marriage she and Mr. Darcy could have had should Wickham not have so maliciously interfered with everyone's fate. Elizabeth spoke little at dinner, and she hoped that no one noticed.


When the gentlemen separated from the ladies after dinner, the ladies returned to the sitting room, and her aunt took her aside and asked her if she was alright. "I am sorry that this day turned out like this for you, Lizzy. I know that this must be quite difficult. If we had known that Mr. Darcy and his new wife were arriving today, we would never have agreed to this visit. And it was such a lovely morning, how could we know that a storm was approaching."


"It is fine, Aunt Madeline. I have realized that for whatever reason this has happened, I will learn from it. Have you noticed how little Mr. Darcy and Anne converse? It almost seems as though they are miserable together. What kind of a life will they have here in this glorious place without someone to love and feel joy in life. I am now even more certain that I will never settle for a relationship based on anything but the deepest love. I want what you and Uncle Edward share."


Janine shared her experiences about life in America and the difficulties she had adjusting without understanding English as a child. She spoke about the people of the South who lived in large plantations and had great numbers of slaves that worked in the cotton fields. Georgiana was most interested in listening to Janine talk about how Nicolas learned the business of managing a large plantation, and how he dreamed of being able to return to France to buy his own vineyard and make wine.


"I have always wanted to visit France," Georgiana said wistfully. "It sounds so beautiful, and I have learned so much French since you have been here. Perhaps one day I can visit you and your family when you return there." Angelique gave her a knowing look, and Elizabeth noticed. It was obvious that Georgiana had developed an attachment to the handsome Frenchman, and the young girl's heart was probably imagining a romantic life with him in France.


"I pray you do not have your heart broken, sweet girl" Elizabeth thought to herself. "Love is a delicate flower that rarely grows unless the miracle of soil and water and sun come together at the same exact time. Many things can harm or even destroy it before it has a chance to survive."


Angelique inquired about Anne's wedding, and Anne's eyes lit up. "It all happened so fast, but it was a perfect day. There were only a few family members there, but the church was beautiful, and the wedding breakfast was wonderful. My Aunt Edith went to so much trouble to make it seem as though she had spent months planning everything."


"I would imagine that your mother was delighted, was she not?" Mrs. Gardiner inquired. The room became quiet, and Anne glanced at Georgiana and then to Mrs. Barrett. "She was unable to attend," Anne said in a whisper. Clearly, her compromise had infuriated her mother and she refused to attend, Elizabeth concluded. Anne continued, "I never thought I would marry at all, and especially to such a wonderful man, someone I have known all my life."


"Are you not going to take a wedding trip, my dear?" Madeline asked again. "I am surprised that you have arrived here at Pemberley so soon after your wedding."


"Yes, we will be taking a trip later this year after the holidays, but it was necessary to leave London quickly, and Richard had business to attend to, so things will just have to wait."


Elizabeth wondered why Richard's business had anything to do with Anne's wedding trip, but not much was making sense to her, and her head was pounding with a headache that she had felt coming on all night.


The men returned to the sitting room, and it was obvious that they had imbibed in more than one glass of brandy. Frederick claimed fatigue and said that he wished to visit with his father before he went to bed. Nicolas had likely had a bit too much brandy and was somewhat unsteady on his feet, so Darcy offered to escort him to his room. Edward took his wife's hand and said it was time for them to go to bed too, and Elizabeth saw her aunt give him a sly smile as if to say she was understanding some romantic message. Everyone else agreed to retire as well, and they all climbed the staircase to go to their respective rooms. Elizabeth was quite embarrassed when the other guests went toward the guest wing, while she and Georgiana and Anne went to the family wing on the opposite side of the staircase.


As Georgiana stopped at a doorway, Anne said goodnight and proceeded down the hall to another door, presumably the Mistress's chambers. Once they were alone in the hall, Elizabeth whispered, "Georgiana, I am extremely pleased that I have been given such a beautiful room, but why am I not staying with the others in the guest wing?" she asked.


"My brother asked that Mrs. Reynolds prepare this room for you, Miss Bennett." She smiled at Elizabeth, knowing that her brother was definitely smitten with this lovely woman, and she was thrilled at the prospect of her becoming her sister some day. "He wants you to know how happy he is that you have come to visit us here at Pemberley." She asked if Elizabeth knew the way to her own room, and Elizabeth assured her she did. "This is my room, and if you need anything or if you are frightened by the storm in the night, please do not hesitate to come and be with me. I have never had the joy of having a sister, and I would love the company! It would be such fun!" She turned the doorknob and entered her room, turning back to Elizabeth and saying goodnight. "I am so glad to have met you, Miss Bennett. You are everything I had imagined you to be."


When Georgiana closed her door, Elizabeth stood in the hall, more confused than ever. Hadn't Anne just become her new sister? And what did she mean by saying she was everything Georgiana had imagined? What had Mr. Darcy told his sister about her to say something like that? As she tried to make sense of what had just happened, she heard a sound behind her, and she saw Mr. Darcy approaching her from down the dark hallway. She tried to hurry to her door, but his long strides caught up with her before she had the chance to open her door, and he stood in front of her, just looking at her as he always had before she learned of his marriage. "What is it, Mr. Darcy?" she asked.


"I just wanted to speak to you privately for one moment, if I may, Miss Elizabeth. There are so many things that I want to tell you."


"There is no need to do so, Sir. I will be leaving in the morning, and we will soon be on our way back to London. Your life is here now, and it is improbable that our paths will cross again."


Darcy knew that this was his only chance to explain, and he reached out to take her hand. Elizabeth pulled her hand away from him as if it was on fire, and she angrily confronted him. "Mr. Darcy, what are you doing? Why have you been staring at me all night, and why have you provided this room for me in the family wing? You are a married man, and I am afraid you have greatly misjudged me." She turned around and grabbed the doorknob to her room, and she felt his hand on her arm, gently pulling her around.


"Elizabeth, please listen to me." He did not realize that he had called her by her Christian name, but she did. Incensed, she tore his hand off her arm, and she opened her door and darted in the room and slammed it shut. Darcy knocked on the door, quietly asking her to open it and hear him out. "Please, Miss Elizabeth, let me explain." He heard nothing, and after two more attempts, he knew it was futile. As he stood there feeling angry at himself for allowing this charade to continue, he once again felt a breath of air cross his face and the all too familiar scent of lavender filled his nose. He knew that he had to find a way to explain, but it was impossible to yell out the truth in the hallway at this hour, and so feeling deeply frustrated, he went to his room to try to sleep. He would have to try again in the morning. Unable to sleep, he tossed and turned, and finally spoke out loud to whatever this force was that was mysteriously communicating with him. "Nothing will keep me from her this time. Nothing will stop me from making her mine." It was a long and sleepless night in both chambers that night.


Chapter Forty

A tragic mistake


The following morning, Elizabeth sat in the cushioned window seat of her room, watching as the sun started to peak over the edge of the valley below. The rain had stopped, and she was overjoyed that she would be able to leave Pemberley as soon as possible. She felt sad that she hadn't been able to see the magnificent gardens and explore the walking paths before leaving, but the longer she looked at the gorgeous scenery, she decided to dress and take a quick stroll around the outside of the estate, just to see what she could see without going off too far. No one else could possibly be awake yet, so she thought to just escape for a short time and none would be the wiser. Her uncle's words about being more careful came to her, but she felt certain that there could not be any danger in this idyllic place, so far from other homes and the town.


She draped a small quilt from the bed over her shoulders to keep her warm, and she slipped out of her room and down the stairs, moving as quietly as she could. She opened the front door and noticed that there was a young boy with his back to her sweeping the front stairs at one end of the entrance leading to the stables, but he didn't see her, and she carefully descended the set of stairs leading down the other end of the entrance toward the gardens she had seen from her room. It was still quite wet from the rains the night before, and she wished that she had worn her sturdy half boots, but they were back at the Lambton Inn, and it wouldn't be the first time her feet got wet on one of her walks.


It was getting a little lighter, and she could see the beautiful array of trees and shrubs that lined the house, and in perfect symmetry, she saw the gardens that had been impeccably arranged to showcase each species planted there. "How I wish I could see this in the Spring," she said to herself. It must be the most glorious sight in the world." She kept walking, inspecting all the rock formations and neatly trimmed bushes that separated each garden. As she rounded the back of the estate, she noticed a large perfectly trimmed hedge that curved around, almost appearing to be circular. She spied an opening at one end, and she wondered if this was the maze that Georgiana had mentioned to her. Having only read about them in books, and never having seen one in person, this intrigued her, and she didn't think there would be any problem exploring it. She looked up to see which way the sun was rising to give her a frame of reference, and she entered the maze.


She was having great fun, moving around the perfectly trimmed pathways, sometimes coming to a dead end, and having to retrace her steps. She thought it looked familiar to her, but just as she thought she was back where she started, she came to another dead end. Now, turning around again, she found herself on a much narrower path, not at all familiar to her, and the twists and turns were becoming sharper and more difficult to walk through. She looked up to see where the sun was, and much to her dismay, the sky was becoming dark again, and the sun was no longer visible to her. She began to feel frightened, but she knew that if she just kept moving and walking, she would ultimately find her way out. On and on she walked, still unable to find the entrance or the exit to return home before the rain came again. She had definitely underestimated this maze, never realizing how large it was, and she was also beginning to feel the temperature drop. Her wet feet were starting to hurt from being cold, and the light quilt around her shoulders was not enough to ward off the chill. Wanting to cry, she stopped walking, and tried to calm her fear by taking deep breaths.


As she gained her courage to begin again, all of a sudden from behind her, a cloth of some kind was put across her nose and her mouth, making it hard to breath. Then something dark and damp came down over head, and everything went dark. It smelled like an old potato sack, and she grabbed at the fabric, desperately trying to remove it, but strong hands held her arms at her side and she couldn't move. "Who are you? What are you doing to me?" she cried out. She squirmed and kicked, but she began to feel a slow drowsiness come over her, and she could no longer fight. As she lost consciousness, the last thing she thought she heard somewhere in her mind was a menacing voice saying " I finally have what you want, Darcy".


Sometime later, Elizabeth awoke to her head pounding and a sick feeling in her stomach. She tried to open her eyes, but something was covering them, and she couldn't see anything. A small recollection of being lost in some dark place came back to her, but she could remember nothing else. Where was she? She realized that her hands were tied behind her, and she was lying on some type of bed. Knowing that it would be dangerous for whoever had done this to her to know that she was awake, she remained still and just tried to listen.


Somewhere in the distance, she heard what sounded like a horse coming closer and closer, and she prayed that it was someone coming to find her. A door opened, and heavy boots entered the room, walking back and forth across the floor, as if the person was pacing. The next thing she heard was some kind of liquid being poured, and then the sound of someone sitting down. She dared not move, but the ropes around her wrists were cutting into her skin, and she had to relieve the pressure somehow. Slowly she twisted her hands to see how taut the ropes were, and she could feel some movement. Thinking she was being careful, she moved her wrists back and forth, but the rubbing ropes made a noise, and she was caught.


"So, Miss Bennett, you are awake at last! I trust you had a pleasant rest?"


The man's voice sounded familiar, and whoever it was knew her name, so she replied "I am sorry, sir. I do not speak to strange gentlemen until I am properly introduced. May I inquire who you are and why I am here in this uncomfortable position?"


"Do you not recall my voice, Miss Bennett? We met one fine day in Meryton, and we had a pleasant conversation until your admirer arrived. I thought you would be pleased to see me again." She heard him walk next to her, and the sack over her head was violently ripped off. The room was quite bright, and the brightness hurt her eyes, so she closed them before she got a look at her captor, but by now she knew that the man was George Wickham, and she knew why she was there. She now recalled being lost in the maze, and that he had been the one to kidnap her.


"This is a terrible way to rekindle a friendship, Mr. Wickham. Wouldn't it be far easier to bump into such a friend as she shopped in town, or perhaps at a ball? " Elizabeth knew she was being flippant, but she did not want to appear frightened, even though she was feeling more vulnerable than she had ever been before.


She started looking around the room to see where she was, and it appeared to be a small, one room shack of some kind. There was a small table and two chairs at one end of the room and a small bed and a large weathered leather chair at the other end. Hanging on the walls were animal traps, snow shoes, large jackets and hunting hats. She also noticed several rifles standing on end, propped against the wall. She then turned her attention back on Wickham, who was watching her as she surveyed her options. He walked over to the rifles and said, "Don't get any ideas, Miss Bennett. You won't be going anywhere today." He picked up the rifles and took them outside the cabin. While he was gone, Elizabeth continued wiggling her hands back and forth behind her back, trying to loosen the ropes. She felt a slight give on the tightness, but quickly stopped when Wickham returned.


"Why are you doing this, Mr. Wickham?" Elizabeth asked. "I know that you are trying to hurt Mr. Darcy, but why kidnap me? What makes you think that Mr. Darcy will even know that I am missing?"


"I know what will hurt him, Miss Bennett. I saw you together in the woods at Longbourne, and it is quite clear that he is very much in love with you. I have known him my whole life, and believe me, I have never seen him care about another woman."


"I believe you are mistaken, Mr. Wickham. Mr. Darcy has just arrived from London, and he has brought his new wife with him. He and his cousin Anne were married a few days ago, and he isn't at all concerned about my whereabouts."


"Do not lie to me, Miss Bennett. I saw what I saw, and there is no mistaking his feelings for you. He will be out looking for you soon, so we don't have much time." Wickham walked over to the bed and leaned over her, coming just inches away from her face. He smelled like alcohol, and he tried to kiss her, but she jerked her face away, and he laughed a wicked laugh. "After today, Miss Elizabeth, he will no longer want you, but you will know what it is like to be with a real man." He laughed again, and stood up, giving her a lascivious look that made her skin crawl. "I have some things to take care of, but I will be watching the cabin, so don't even think about trying to escape."


After he left the cabin, Elizabeth continued working on the ropes that were tying her wrists together. She knew the ropes were cutting her skin, but she didn't care. It occurred to her that it had been Wickham that had followed her in the woods in Lambton, and now all she wanted to do was to get loose somehow and figure out how to escape from this madman. She was making some progress, but she realized it would take much too long to get loose, so she started looking around the room to see if there was something to help. She spotted an old rusty metal box on the floor behind the large leather chair close to the bed, and she prayed that there would be something inside to help her. She slid off the bed, and lifted the lid with her shoe, trying not to make any noise to alert Wickham. Her heart started beating as she saw that there were two large hunting knives inside, and she knew she only had a short time to figure out how to get one out to help slice the ropes. She turned around and sat down on the floor with the box behind her, grasping the blade of the closest one with one hand while she rubbed the rope against it with her other hand. The rope was thick, and she was afraid it would take forever to cut through it, but using all her energy, she was finally able to cut through, and she was able to release her hands. She quickly grabbed both knives, and holding one in each hand, she got back on the bed with her hands behind her to appear as if she was still bound.


She had no sooner repositioned herself on the bed when the door opened, and Wickham returned. Elizabeth's heart was now pounding so loud, she was afraid he could hear it, but she remained still and waited for what he would do next. He walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge, removing one of his boots. "Well, well, Miss Bennett," he slurred, "this is your lucky day." He leaned over and tried kissing her again, and she turned her head, and he kissed her ear. She could really smell the alcohol on him now, and it was clear he was inebriated. He grabbed at her breast and ripped the bodice of her gown as he tried pulling it down. She wanted to strike back at him, but she didn't want him to see her free hands and the knives, so she rolled back and forth to appear to struggle. She now knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was about to assault her, and she realized that there was no use trying to run, as he would easily catch her and take her right on the ground where she fell. The thought of what was about to happen was abhorrent to her, and she knew that her only option was to use a knife she had hidden behind her. Could she find it in herself to injure and possibly even kill a man? As he leaned over and started to tug on his other boot, and before she had another moment to even think about it, she pulled her arm out from under her with the hunting knife and closed her eyes and plunged the knife into Wickham's back. She thought she would pass out from the feeling of what she had just done, but without looking back, she bolted off the bed and ran from the cabin, not waiting to see what she had done.


She had no idea where she was and how far away from Pemberley he had taken her, so she just ran as fast as she could go, praying that if he was still alive he could not find her. She found herself in the middle of a dense woods, and even though it was still daylight, she had no idea how much time she had before nightfall. After running for what felt like hours, she finally had to slow down and stop to catch her breath. She leaned against a tree and listened carefully to see if she could hear anyone coming, but it was perfectly silent except for the occasional chirp of a bird. She looked down and realized that she had blood on her hand, and in her other hand she still held the second knife that she had gripped underneath her as he came at her. "Good Lord, what have I done?" she cried out as tears began falling down her face. "I pray that I didn't kill him. He is an evil man, but I do not want to have his death on my hands."


As soon as she could breathe normally again, she began running again, trying to find a path or a creek to follow, but she found nothing. She wanted to discard the knife, but she had enough sense to know that she might need it if he found her or if she needed protection from a wild boar. On an on she went, frantically looking to see if there was an opening of some kind, but the woods were seemingly endless. As she feared, the sky soon began to darken, and the wind began to whip through the branches, chilling her to the bone. She very much regretted not wearing her half boots that morning, and her shoes had become soaked and torn as she trudged through the underbrush that was wet from rain earlier in the day. Elizabeth knew that it would soon be necessary to find some kind of shelter for the night, and so she slowed to survey her surroundings. As she peered into the trees, she thought she saw a dim light of some kind off to her right. It flickered and went dark, but she turned and walked toward what she thought she had seen. It was now practically pitch dark, and her fear was that she had imagined the light, but just as she was about to give up hope, she saw it again, this time closer to her than before. She tripped and fell several times in the darkness, but the light remained steady, and she was finally able to come to an opening in the trees where there stood a small cabin with a faint light coming from inside.


Fearing that she may have somehow made a large circle in the woods and that she was simply back at the cabin where Wickham had taken her, she stopped to think. "I cannot say what that cabin looked like, but it seemed to only have one small room, and this cabin appears much larger to me." She crept closer and tried to look into the window, but being too far away and unable to see anything, she slipped around the side of the building. There she saw a stone chimney, and she knew with certainty that the shack had no fireplace, so she felt confident that this cabin was not the one where she had left Wickham. "Please Lord, let someone be here to help me," she prayed.


She walked back around to the front of the cabin, and this time she could peek in the window where the light was coming from. She noticed pretty curtains at the window, and it was obvious that this was not used by hunters. Still seeing no sign of anyone, she quietly knocked on the door. There was no answer, so she knocked again, this time a little more forcefully. To her dismay, there was still no response, but she was now so cold that she couldn't feel her feet or her fingers, so she tried to door and found it unlocked. "Hello?" she said. "Is anyone here?" When it was obvious that no one was at home, feeling quite desperate, cold and afraid, she stepped inside and felt the immediate warmth, as if someone had just been there and had only recently had a fire in the fireplace. There on a small table underneath the window was a candle that was burning. "Who would leave home with a candle burning?" she wondered. The cabin was dark, so she took the candle and found her way around the room, looking at the charming furnishings. She saw that there was a second room, and she cautiously looked inside to make sure no one was asleep and simply hadn't heard her knock. Finding it empty, she returned to the front room and noticed a large quilt spread across the back of a couch, and sitting down, she took it and wrapped herself in it, feeling her fatigue setting in almost immediately. "I will just close my eyes for a moment, and then I will determine what to do next.", she said to herself. She blew out the candle, put her head down on a pillow on the couch, and she immediately fell fast asleep.


Darcy had slept poorly, tossing and turning through the night, angry that he hadn't been able to explain to Elizabeth why he had brought Anne with him to Pemberley. He knew that she believed that he had married Anne, and it was imperative that he speak to her as soon as possible before she left Pemberley. He checked outside the window to see if the rain had stopped, and seeing that the rain had cleared, he knew that her aunt and uncle would want to return to Lambton as soon as possible, so he quickly dressed and went downstairs to stop them.


"Good morning, Master William," Mrs. Reynolds said as he came down the stairs. "Are you going out for a ride before your morning meal?" she inquired. "There was a bit of rain earlier, but it has stopped, and it appears to be a lovely day."


"No, I am not riding today, Mrs. Reynolds. I am waiting to speak to the Gardiners and Miss Bennett before they return to Pemberley. Have they come down to break their fast yet?"


"No, Sir. I believe you are the first one up. It is still quite early."


The young boy who was polishing the wooden railing of the grand staircase had heard his Master's inquiry, but he had not been directly asked, so he waited until Mr. Darcy left the foyer to speak to Mrs. Reynolds. "Excuse me, Mrs. Reynolds," he timidly said. "I didn't mean to listen in to your conversation with the Master, Ma'am, but I did see the Miss he was asking about this morning. She was up and out of the house quite early before anyone was awake."


"Excuse me, Nathan? You saw Miss Bennett this morning? What time did she leave the house?"


"The sun had just started coming up when I saw her leave. I was sweeping the front steps, and I saw her go around to the side gardens. I followed her to make sure she didn't go into the woods alone, but she went into the maze, and I assumed she would be fine exploring inside."


"Thank you Nathan," she said. She immediately went to the breakfast room to see if Mr. Darcy had gone there to wait for his guests, and she found him filling his plate at the sideboard. "Excuse me, Master William. One of the servants just informed me that he saw Miss Bennett leave the house early this morning when the sun just started to come up, and as far as I know, she hasn't returned yet. I have been up and around the house since then as well, and all has been quiet. He told me he saw her go into the maze, and that can take some time to explore. Perhaps she got lost inside, and she is still trying to find her way out. You know how you used to get lost until you memorized where the entrances were."


Darcy was alarmed, hoping that she hadn't decided to leave Pemberley and walk back to Lambton. He knew that she was a good walker and the five mile distance wouldn't deter her from leaving. He left his plate of food on the table and raced from the house to see if he could see her, but not seeing her in the garden, he walked to the stable area to make sure the Gardiner's carriage was still there. On the way there, he met Mr. Raymond, who was walking from the stable toward the house. "Good Morning, Mr. Raymond," Darcy greeted him. "I was coming to check on the Gardiner's carriage. They will be leaving sometime today."


"G'day to you too, Master William. I was just coming to find you as well." He had a look of concern on his face, and Darcy wondered if something was wrong with Omega.


" You look a bit worried, Mr. Raymond. Is Omega alright? "


"Yes, Sir, Omega is fine, but I have something concerning to report to you. I was walking Miss Darcy's horse around the paddock real early this morning to check out her new shoe we had to replace, and I thought I saw a man come out of the woods over there behind the maze. It happened so fast, I couldn't get a close look, but I am fairly sure that it was that young Wickham on the property, Sir. I know you have told everyone he is not allowed anywhere near Pemberley, so I thought you should know right away."


"How long ago did you see him," Darcy said with alarm.


"I took Sophie back to the stable right away and would have come to the house with this information, but unfortunately, I noticed that Poppy was down in her stall, and she was in a bit of distress, finally delivering her foul. I'm sorry, Master William, but there were no others around to send to tell you, and I'm afraid I had to stay with her until she pushed that little guy out. She was pretty far into it, and the birth was pretty easy, so I don't think it was much more than an hour ago. I just left Poppy and went back to the edge of the maze, but I didn't see him anywhere, so he might have gone back into the woods."


Darcy pushed past Mr. Raymond, racing to the backyard, hoping against hope to see Elizabeth wandering the grounds, but knowing in his head that she wouldn't be there. He knew exactly what had happened. Wickham had found her, and this was his way of finally hurting him to his core. He had somehow found out that he was in love with Elizabeth Bennett, and he had followed her to Pemberley. He knew it was futile, but he ran into the maze anyway to see if she was somehow lost inside. He raced through all the narrow pathways, and when he was just about at the back entrance, he found a pale blue and yellow quilt on the ground. He recognized the blanket from the special room that he had chosen for Elizabeth, and his worst fear was realized. "He has her," he said aloud. "I will kill him."


He ran back to the stable and found Mr. Raymond standing there with Omega saddled and ready to go with a rifle strapped across the side of the saddle. He handed a pistol to Darcy, and he showed him a pouch with a knife he had attached to the saddle. Darcy mounted the horse, and yelled to Mr. Raymond, "Tell all the men to spread out across the property and begin the search for Miss Bennett. Wickham has her, and he couldn't have gone far. Be sure Mrs. Reynolds informs the Gardiners, and tell her to call my physician in case we need him." He kicked Omega's flanks, and he took off into the woods. He knew that Wickham was as familiar with the property as he was, and he had a strong feeling that Wickham wanted him to follow him. Thinking about all the places they had explored when they were boys, he decided the first place he would search would be the big cave that they had used as a fort. He rode for quite a distance through the trees and came to a large field of wildflowers that he had to cross to get to the large hill of huge boulders and rocks where the cave was located. He noticed that none of the flowers or tall weeds had been recently trampled by a horse or a man on foot, and it was obvious that Wickham had not taken her to the cave.


He turned back into the woods and decided to check the old ruins that they had discovered several miles away. He felt that he was losing precious time, but he had to try everyplace that Wickham knew about. He was almost to the ruins, but to keep Wickham from hearing him approach if he was hiding there, he slowed down and stopped Omega to go the rest of the way on foot. He took the rifle and the pistol and quietly walked toward the ruins, knowing that Wickham could have him in his sights at that very moment. He was certain that Wickham wouldn't shoot him until Darcy saw Elizabeth, and he could boast about whatever he was going to do or had already done to her. It made Darcy sick to his stomach, and he vowed to do whatever it took to rid the earth of the villain. He got close enough to yell out to Wickham if he was there. "Are you in there, Wickham? Let Elizabeth go, and I won't shoot you." He waited for some kind of response, but he heard nothing. He tried again, "Show yourself, Wickham. You have me where you want me." Still he heard nothing. He cautiously approached the walls of the ruins that were still standing, and he threw a rock into the middle of the ruins, hoping to bring Wickham out into the open. Still nothing. It was obvious that this was yet another dead end.


Now he was feeling frantic. Three hours had passed, and he had no idea where Wickham had taken her. He got back on his horse and started through the woods again, trying desperately to think how Wickham's mind had worked. All of a sudden, he vividly pictured Elizabeth in a small dark room, and he felt a coldness and instantly knew where to go. It was a long way to his father's hunting cabin, but he had to get there. Instead of riding through the woods, he skirted the forest on a dirt road he knew well, and he rode Omega like the wind, knowing that Elizabeth's life depended on it.


As he entered the woods again and found the path to the shack, he saw recent horseshoe prints in the dirt, and he knew this was it. His heart started pounding, desperately afraid of what he would find. Once again, he stopped Omega far enough away from the cabin to keep his approach quiet. He swung down from the saddle, tying Omega to a tree and he grabbed his weapons. It was late in the afternoon already and it was getting dark, but there was still enough light to see the outline of the cabin from his hiding place. He knew in his heart that this was where he would find Elizabeth, and it was all he could do to keep from screaming out for her.


He stealthily moved through the trees, and approached the side of the building, putting his ear to the thin cabin wall to try and hear voices, but it was much too still, and he sensed that something was terribly wrong. He went around the back and saw an old horse cart, and a horse tied to a tree. There was only one way in, so he walked around to the front of the cabin, listening for any noise. He pulled out his pistol and with all his strength, he kicked in the front door, moving quickly to the side, waiting for gunfire to pierce the air, but nothing happened. Was this a trick? Was Wickham inside, waiting for him to enter the room and then shoot? There was only one way to find out, and he yelled out to Wickham. "I'm here, George. You have me where you want me. How much money do you want this time? Tell me how much you want and you shall have it. Just let her go. Show me that Elizabeth is safe, and you can have the money and your freedom." There was still total silence, but then he heard a low moaning sound, and he could no longer wait. He boldly burst inside, gun drawn, ready for the confrontation. What he saw was a total shock to him, and he stumbled backwards, gasping out loud. There on the floor next to the small cot in the corner was Wickham, face down with a large hunting knife protruding from his back. His eyes momentarily flickered open, and when he saw Darcy standing there he attempted to move, but it was obvious he had lost a lot of blood and was close to death. Darcy scanned the small room and Elizabeth was not there, which gave him hope that she had somehow escaped. But where had she gone? And was it possible that she could have done this to Wickham?


"Wickham, can you hear me?" Darcy yelled. "Where is she? Where is Elizabeth?"


Wickham opened his eyes again and mouthed the words "She stabbed me. Please help me." Darcy felt such anger that he wanted to immediately run from the cabin to find her, but his better senses told him that although Wickham may be evil, he could not stand by and let him die. He carefully pulled the knife from Wickham's back, and found a rag to hold against the open wound. He knew that if Wickham lost more blood, he would surely die, so he stood there trying to determine his next move. At that very moment, he miraculously heard the distinct sound of horses and the voices of several of his men yelling out for him.


"I'm in here!" he yelled back. "Hurry!" Mr. Raymond and two of his grooms ran into the cabin and found Darcy holding the knife over Wickham. "It's not what it looks like, Raymond. I found him here with this knife in his back, and it looks grim. There is an old wagon behind the building that you might be able to use to get Wickham back to Pemberley, and if he is still alive, the physician should be there to assist you. One of you should continue putting pressure on his wound to keep him from losing more blood. Miss Bennett isn't here, but I'm sure that he had her, and she has somehow escaped, so I must go find her."


Darcy raced from the cabin, and mounted Omega again, but he sat in the saddle, momentarily not knowing where to begin looking for her. She didn't know the land, and she had been on foot, probably in a panic. "Elizabeth," he whispered, "Where are you my love?" Just then, he felt a slight breath of air brush past his face and he smelled the familiar scent of lavender all around him. He knew that this was a strong message that she was alive and that she was somewhere waiting for him to find her. But where was she? Again, as he silently tried to communicate with her, he saw a vivid picture in his mind of her in a small room, but this time he saw a soft light and he felt warmth. "The cottage," he said aloud. "She is in the cottage." He flicked the reins, and he rode the miles toward Elizabeth with a growing hope in his chest. "I'm coming, Elizabeth," he said. "You are safe."


Chapter Forty One

The Portrait


Elizabeth stirred on the couch, opening her eyes in the darkness, trying to remember where she was. She immediately felt that she was in danger, and for just a moment, she dared not move a muscle to give away her presence. Slowly she remembered that she had escaped from Wickham's clutches, and she had somehow miraculously found this safe place, but where was she? She looked around the room, and tried to see if there were any signs of who might live here. Strangely, the candle that had been burning when she came upon the cottage was still burning on the table. "I could swear that I extinguished it before I fell asleep," she thought.


As it was now quite dark outside, she knew that night had fallen, but she had no idea how long she had been asleep. There was a definite chill in the room, and she wondered if she could be so bold as to build a fire in the fireplace. As she stood there debating whether or not to do so, she glanced at the fireplace to see if there was any firewood, and there on the mantle was a large portrait of a woman. She wanted to get a better look, so she carried the burning candle closer, and she audibly gasped and stood stunned, staring at the portrait of her exact likeness. There was no question it was her. The woman was wearing the same white dress she had worn to the dinner at Netherfield, and in the background was a perfect depiction of her home at Longbourn with a rope swing that hung from a tree, just like the apple tree in her garden. "How can this be?" she said aloud. "Who painted this? And how did this painting come to be here in this cottage in the woods?"


She moved closer to the painting, and there in the bottom right corner she saw the small initials, "F.D". "Good Lord", she realized. "Fitzwilliam Darcy." She slowly began to recall the conversation that she had with him that early morning in the woods at Longbourn when he told her about the strange occurrences whenever he felt his mother was trying to communicate with him and the mysterious portrait of a woman that he had painted. It then occurred to her that the last thing he had said to her that morning in the Longbourn woods before they were interrupted by her sisters was that he had "painted a portrait of the most beautiful woman he had ever seen" and it was "the woman that he wished to marry." "Could this be the portrait he was telling me about?" she wondered. How was that even possible? Were the longing looks and gentle touches his way of telling her that he was in love with her after all? Sadly, she realized that none of that mattered now that he was married to Anne, and her heart felt as though it would break.


Shaken to the core by this discovery and the horror of what she had endured with Mr. Wickham, she felt an overwhelming fatigue set in again, and she returned to the couch, covering herself with the quilt. She extinguished the candle and put her head down and closed her eyes, drifting off to sleep again. In her half awake - half dreamlike state, she heard the sound of a horse coming closer and closer, and she imagined that it was Mr. Darcy riding to her rescue on a white horse. She felt his arms close around her, and she felt his breath against her ear, hearing him whisper her name, and she smiled at the warm feeling that flowed through her body. "Elizabeth," he said, "My darling Elizabeth. Thank God I have found you." Her dream felt so real, she reached up and put her arms around his neck, holding him tightly, reveling in his warmth and the love she felt for him.


Darcy basked in the moment, holding Elizabeth in his arms, feeling her respond to his embrace, but he knew that she was dreaming and not fully aware yet that he was really there. It was a miracle that he had found her, and she was safe in his arms. Not wanting the moment to end, he held her quietly, but as he gently kissed her hair, she suddenly awoke and yelled out in fear. "Let me go! Do not touch me!" She tore her arms from around his neck and jumped up from the couch. She ran to the door but stumbled on the steps, losing her balance. Two strong arms caught her as she fell, pulling her back into an embrace. "Please, let me go!" she pled.


"Miss Elizabeth, it is Fitzwilliam Darcy. Please, do not be afraid. You are safe with me!" Elizabeth recognized the deep timber of his voice and stopped her fight. Darcy gently turned her around to see that he was telling her the truth. "You are truly safe, Miss Elizabeth. I have seen Wickham, and he cannot harm you anymore."


"Is he dead?" she implored. "Did I kill him?" The tears began to fall from her eyes, and she started shaking violently. "I stabbed him, Mr. Darcy. I have murdered a man, and what will become of me?" She sobbed deeply against his chest, and he held her tightly, never wanting to let her go.


"He is not dead, Elizabeth." He rubbed her back, and allowed her to calm herself. "Please, my darling girl, please look at me." He waited until she had calmed herself, and he gently moved her back to look at him. "You have not killed him. He has been severely injured, but it is quite obvious that you were protecting yourself from his evil intentions, and you have done nothing wrong."


She shook her head and her entire body quivered. "I did not know what to do." She looked down at her torn bodice, shyly covering her exposed shoulder. "He told me he was going to ruin me, and he started grabbing at my body." She blushed a deep red, and looked back up at Darcy. "I was so afraid."


Darcy held her again, and she wept for what seemed like a long time. "You have nothing to fear now, Elizabeth. My men have taken him back to Pemberley, and he will be given medical attention, but if he dies, it is only because of what he attempted to do to you. You will not be blamed. If anyone is at fault, it is me. He did this to you because of me."


At last, she seemed to realize the impropriety of their embrace, and she tried to pull away. "I must sit down, Mr. Darcy. I am afraid that I am a bit weak." He released her, and he assisted her to sit down on the couch where she had slept. As he did, he noticed that a candle was burning on a small table, allowing him to see her more clearly. When had she lit the candle, he wondered to himself.


"I do not understand why he would take me to hurt you, Mr. Darcy. He kept saying that hurting me would hurt you, and he would not believe that you have married your cousin, Anne. I tried to explain that I am nothing to you, but he would not listen to me"


Darcy stared at Elizabeth, knowing that this was the moment he had waited for. His heart began to beat faster, and he took her hands in his hands. She did not resist this time, and as he raised his eyes to hers, he felt the familiar breath of air pass by his face, and the aroma of lavender again permeated the air. "Elizabeth, I am not married to my cousin, Anne," he said softly.


Elizabeth looked at him as if she was in a dream, not at all comprehending what he was saying. "I do not understand, Mr. Darcy. Mr. Bingley and his sister informed me of your plans, and I have seen with my own eyes that you brought her to Pemberley after your wedding. Why are you telling me this?"


"Because it is true, Elizabeth. I did not tell Mr. Bingley or his sister that I was going to marry Anne. They assumed as much when I left suddenly for London after receiving a letter from my cousin, Richard asking me to stand up with him as he married Anne. They are married, Miss Elizabeth. I am not her husband."


"But why did you bring your cousin to Pemberley and not Richard? Why are they not together?" she asked. "I'm afraid I do not understand any of this."


"It is a long story that I promise I will tell you some day very soon. There is so much to explain to you and so many things I wish to say, but this is not the time or the place to discuss such important things. You have been through a terrible trauma, and for now, please let me take you back to Pemberley so that your family will know that you are safe."


"Pray tell me, Mr. Darcy, where am I?" Elizabeth asked. "And how did you ever know where to find me? Am I still near Pemberley?"


"Yes, we are still on Pemberley land, but quite a distance from the estate. Wickham took you where he knew that I would find you, but when I found him in the hunting shack and you weren't there, let me just say that this is a very special place to me, Miss Elizabeth, and it is no mistake that you are here. I knew exactly where I would find you."


Darcy picked Elizabeth up, still covered with the quilt, and he carried her outside to where he had tied Omega. He lifted her gently up to the saddle and told her to hold on tightly to the pommel. He quickly returned to the cottage to blow out the burning candle, and as he leaned down to do so, it extinguished itself. He nodded his head, smiling at the darkness. "Thank you, Mother," he said. "Thank you for helping her find your cottage and for keeping her safe for me."


As he swung up behind her on Omega's back, Elizabeth quietly confessed , "I am afraid to ride, Mr. Darcy."


"I remember, Miss Elizabeth, but I'm afraid that this is the only way to return you home." He assured her that he would hold her tightly and that she would be quite safe. As they began the slow walk back to Pemberley, she put her head back against his chest, and she fell asleep within minutes. "I will keep you safe, my love," Darcy whispered. "I will take care of you for as long as I live."


Chapter Forty Two

The lights of Pemberley


The candle lights of Pemberley burned bright as they approached the estate. Darcy knew that everyone would still be awake waiting for word about Elizabeth, but selfishly, he didn't want to end this intimate time with her. He had held her tightly for the duration of the ride home, reveling in the warmth of her body next to his, smelling the beautiful scent of her hair as she slept. The gentle rocking of Omega as they walked had lulled her to sleep almost immediately, and it had given him time to hold her in his arms as he had so often in his dreams. He knew that once they arrived home, he would have to relinquish her to her family, and their time alone would end. He had finally told her that he was not married to Anne, but he still needed to tell her how much he loved her, and he did not know how or when that time would come. When she awoke, the reminder of the nightmare she had endured would be with her for a long, long time, and if Wickham was now dead, she would feel the guilt of killing him so deeply he wasn't sure she could recover.


Mrs. Reynolds had stood waiting at the window for hours, and she finally heard the sound of a horse coming up the drive. She motioned to a servant, and they ran down the steps of the house as Darcy rode up. Also watching from the stables, Mr. Raymond saw him approaching the house with Elizabeth, and he raced up the drive to meet them as well. Without waking her, Darcy carefully lifted Elizabeth down to Mr. Raymond, and he dismounted and then took her back to carry her into the house. The family had heard the commotion and were all gathered around in the foyer, but Elizabeth's Aunt Madeline came forward, and seeing Elizabeth's eyes closed, she cried out, thinking that she was injured. Darcy shook his head, and Mrs. Reynolds shushed everyone, letting them know that Elizabeth was asleep. Darcy took the stairs two at a time, carrying her to her bedchamber, and he placed her gently on the bed, staring at her beautiful face. "We are home, Elizabeth," he whispered. "And you are safe."


He knew that it was improper for him to be alone with her in her chambers, so he turned to leave, but as he did, she reached out and grabbed his hand. Her eyes were open, and in a soft voice she responded, "Thank you for finding me, Mr. Darcy."


Madeline and Georgiana had reached her room by that time, and they saw the tender moment between them. "Thank you for bringing her back to us, Mr. Darcy," Madeline said. "The physician is downstairs, and we should send for him immediately." Darcy took the cue that he should leave, and he and Georgiana left the room to find Dr. Phillips.


"What happened, William?" Georgiana asked. "The men brought Wickham back here earlier today in grave condition, but they knew nothing about Elizabeth's whereabouts. Where did you find her?"


"I knew of a place that she might have found that would provide protection and warmth, and my guess was correct." He knew that Georgiana would want to know if Wickham had assaulted Elizabeth but wouldn't know how to ask, so he assured Georgiana that she had not been compromised. "She fought valiantly to escape, and fortunately, she was not badly injured, but she has suffered from the cold, and she ran for miles in torn shoes and her feet are raw. I believe that she will also suffer from the trauma of what happened, and especially if Wickham dies. Do you know what his condition is?" he asked.


"I only know that he was brought in to the servants quarters on a long plank of wood, and the physician has been with him ever since. There has been no word of his condition, and to be honest, I have not asked. I find it difficult to care. Am I a terrible person?" She had tears in her eyes, and she turned to look at her brother. "How could I have fallen for his charm, brother? He is truly an evil man."


Darcy put his arm around his sister as they came to the bottom of the stairway. "You were just a young girl, Georgie. How could you have known that such evil exists in the world. I am just thankful that both you and Miss Elizabeth are safe from him now. If he lives, he will be punished, and we will never see him again."


Darcy saw that the physician was walking toward him, and he told him how to find Elizabeth's room. "What is Wickham's condition, Dr. Phillips?" he asked.


"He lost a considerable amount of blood, and he is barely alive, but fortunately, the knife did not go near his heart. He is having trouble breathing, and I believe one of his lungs has collapsed, but I have treated the wound, and now we just have to wait to see if he gets a fever from an infection. He was yelling about nonsensical things, and I have sedated him with laudanum so he has stopped yelling, but he seems to have serious mental instability. He kept talking about being the rightful owner of Pemberley and that you are an imposter! I have known him and his wicked ways all his life, William, but his rage and jealousy toward you has become quite dreadful. Poor wretched man." With that, he continued up the stairs to check on Elizabeth.


Darcy and Georgiana joined the rest of the group in the sitting room where they were assembled and waiting to hear about Elizabeth's harrowing experience. Not wanting the others to hear, Edward Gardiner stood and approached Darcy, quietly asking him about Elizabeth's condition. "I fear that the news regarding her circumstances may be grim. Are you at liberty to share anything with me?"


Darcy put his hand on Gardiner's shoulder and assured him that Elizabeth had been spared his worst fear but that she was quite shaken. "Elizabeth is a very brave woman, and she managed to escape Wickham's treachery, but she had to commit a violent act on another human being, and she feels tremendous guilt. At least Wickham is not dead. That would have undoubtedly caused her much angst for years to come."


"Thank God, Mr. Darcy. She is strong as you say, but that would have destroyed her spirit. Taking another man's life is nothing to trifle with. Is the doctor with her?"


"Yes, he is checking her over now." He lowered his voice and said "She was able to confide in me when I found her that there was no compromise, and I didn't see any outward injuries, but it is her ability to mentally deal with the attempted assault that worries me. He did attempt to do so, and she was faced with the ultimate evil, so her emotional state may be altered for a time."


To all the others, Darcy related a shortened version of how he found her, and he assured them that she was unharmed. After many questions and assurances, he said, "It is quite late, and I do not expect that there will be any updates tonight, so you can all get some sleep. I have sent word to the Constable to come in the morning, and after Elizabeth has told her story to him, she may be able to accept visitors."


The room emptied, but Charron came to Darcy and asked for a moment of his time. "This has been quite a dramatic event, William, and I feel that my family is in the way here. Perhaps it is time for us to leave and return to London. Father is much improved, and I think he can safely travel now."


"I won't hear of it, Frederick. I have just arrived and would very much like to spend more time with your brother and sister. Georgiana has become quite close with them as well, and I know that she would be unhappy if they were to leave." He wanted to ask him if he had noticed a growing attraction between Georgiana and Nicolas, but he felt that if Charron was concerned, he would either caution his brother or inform Darcy. "Your family is almost like family to us now, and I would very much like to have you stay on as long as you wish."


"Thank you, William. I must admit that we have come to feel quite at home here, and I so appreciate you allowing me to bring Father here to recuperate as if we were part of your family, and then helping Janine and Nicolas reunite with us. This has been a safe respite for all of us, however, my brother and sister have expressed a great desire to return to France, and I know that my father wishes to return home before he dies. In due time, when he has recovered sufficiently to make the journey by ship, we will all go together."


"I assumed as much, Frederick. Will Angelique go too?"


"Yes, of course. In fact, I want you to be the first to know that Angelique has agreed to become my wife. She has captured my heart, and I know that Father already considers her to be like another daughter."


"Well, well, Frederick! May I be the first to wish you both much happiness." He reached out and shook hands with his friend. "When do you plan to wed?" he asked.


"We haven't set a date as yet, but soon, I hope. I wanted to wait for you to return to ask if we could be married in the Pemberley chapel with you and Georgiana there to witness our marriage. I would like to return to France as husband and wife."


"Yes, by all means! It would be our pleasure to have you marry here at Pemberley. Can you legally marry here in England?"


"Yes, we can marry as long as we obey the laws of England. My only concern is that I will have to disclose the use of a false name all these years, and the artist Frederick Charron will no longer exist. I do not care any longer, however, as it is time that I lead an authentic existence, and I wish for Angelique to take my true name. Father has also lived this lie for much too long, and we all need to start anew together as the Chastain family back in France."


"I do understand," Darcy said. "Although it will be difficult for a time, I shall do my best to refer to you now as Francois, but it would be best if we first explain all this to Georgiana."


"I must admit, William, that I have already taken Georgiana into my confidence, and she is now aware of why Father's and my last name is different than that of Janine and Nicolas. She is a very intelligent girl, William, and she appeared to have no problem with the deception. I apologized to her for breaking the law, but she said that if you were fine with it, so was she. She greatly admires you, my friend."


"I think the truth is that she admires you, Frederick," He paused, "excuse me, I mean Francois." The two men shook hands again, and Darcy escorted Francois out into the hall, where they parted for the night.


Darcy took the stairs back up to the family wing, and as he passed by Elizabeth's room, he heard voices, so he took the liberty of knocking. He heard a small voice say "Enter", and he poked his head into the room. There sitting on the bed next to Elizabeth was his sister, and she was crying.


"What is the matter, my dear?" he said as he walked to her side.


"Oh, brother, Elizabeth and I were just sharing our experiences with Mr. Wickham, and I cannot hide my shame. If I had somehow let people know about his wickedness, he would have been punished and would not be out spreading evil in the world. If I had somehow let Elizabeth know about what he did to me, she might never have gone out alone. She would have known that he was an evil man and that she was in danger."


Elizabeth placed her hand on Georgiana's arm and said "That is not at all the case, Georgiana. You could not share your secret with the world. The scandal would have ruined your reputation. And I had no idea whatsoever that Wickham was in Derbyshire! I was simply doing what I do best, going off alone without considering the consequences. I have been warned about my foolish behavior many times, but I am quite stubborn and definitely a bit headstrong." She looked at Darcy, and instead of a frown, he smiled at her, acknowledging what she said to be true, but not disapproving of her impish streak.


Darcy felt that he needed to end their morose conversation. "Let us just put all this behind us and be grateful that he will no longer be able to hurt anyone. The Constable will arrive in the morning, and Wickham will undoubtedly be charged with many crimes. I suspect he will receive harsh punishment, although I am sure you ladies would not want him to be hanged, so I will suggest transportation to a penal colony in Australia instead where he will live, perhaps for the rest of his life."


Darcy took Georgiana's hand and helped her to stand from the bed. "Come, Georgie. We must allow Miss Elizabeth to rest now. She has had a long and difficult day."


Elizabeth looked at Darcy and nodded. "Yes, I am quite tired, and I would like to try to sleep, but I would appreciate having my Aunt Madeline here with me tonight, if you do not mind. She indicated that she would do so if I requested it."


"Certainly, Elizabeth. I will see to it." Georgiana heard her brother use her new friend's Christian name, and she looked up at him and saw the look of deep caring written there. Elizabeth also noticed, but said nothing. She just smiled and hoped.


The following morning, as Darcy had arranged, Constable Drummond arrived to question Elizabeth about what had occurred. She was much more descriptive about Wickham's assault than Drummond expected, and he was shocked at what he heard. He then spent almost two hours with Darcy, asking him questions about Wickham's mounting debts throughout the country, his depraved behavior with many ruined servant girls and shopkeeper's daughters, and his desertion from his militia group in Meryton. When he was finished, he asked to see Wickham himself. After only a short time alone with him, he left his room, shaking his head and declaring that the man had spewed obscenities at him and had declared complete innocence. "He is a mad man," he said. "I see no reason to subject Miss Bennett to any further interrogation or appearance in a courtroom facing him. I can arrest him for his unpaid debts and his desertion, and on those counts alone, he will be severely punished. There is no need to make his attempted assault on your guest public. I shall see to it that her reputation is not ruined by this man's wicked act."


Mrs. Reynolds handed Drummond's hat and coat to him, and he bade Darcy goodbye. As he walked to the front door to depart, he turned to Darcy and said, "Please keep him under tight watch, and when he can be moved, I will send a carriage to put him under lock and key, and we can begin his trial as soon as possible. You will be required to attend the proceedings with proof of his debts that you have collected, and I will need your cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam's testimony regarding his desertion. Good Day, Sir."


Darcy was anxious to inform Elizabeth that she wouldn't be involved in Wickham's trial. He wanted her to put this bad memory behind her so that if she would have him, they could start their life together. He would do anything to make her his wife, and now the only hurdle he had to overcome was to declare his feelings and hope that she would accept his proposal.


He started up the stairs to give her the news, but Edward Gardiner was coming down the stairs, followed by Madeline and then Elizabeth, who was dressed as if she was ready to travel. "Good afternoon, Mr. Darcy," Edward said as he met him on the stairs. "We were just coming to find you. As you can see, Elizabeth is feeling much more like herself today, and we are going to return to the Lambton Inn."


Darcy looked at Elizabeth, and although she still looked tired, her dress had been repaired, and she had on shoes that Georgiana had probably given her to wear. "I am sorry to hear that you will be leaving us, Miss Elizabeth. I had hoped that you and your aunt and uncle would stay with us for a few more days to continue to rest and better acquaint you with my sister and our house guests. Will you join me for tea and some nourishment before you go?"


Edward replied, "We thank you kindly for your offer, Mr. Darcy, but we have imposed on your hospitality far too long. We are still wearing the same clothing that we arrived in two days ago, and we really must return to the Inn. We are very much indebted to you for everything you have done for us, and particularly for my niece's safe return. I do not know how can we can ever repay you."


"There is no need to repay me for anything at all, Mr. Gardiner. It was my pleasure to have you as my guests, and of course to be of service to Miss Elizabeth." He gazed at her as he spoke, and no one missed the look he gave her. Darcy escorted them to the music room where Georgiana was playing the pianoforte while Anne turned the pages of her music and Angelique and Janine were doing needlework. "Please remain here while I go and fetch the gentleman to say their goodbyes to you." While he was gone, the ladies all expressed their concern for Elizabeth's wellbeing and said that they hoped to see her once again very soon, but certainly under different circumstances. When the men arrived, similar sentiments were expressed, and they all walked the Gardiners and Elizabeth out to their carriage that Mr. Raymond had waiting for them.


"That is odd," Mr. Gardiner remarked. I did not call for our carriage yet.


Darcy smiled and told him that his Stable master had an uncanny way of knowing these things. The Gardiners boarded the carriage first, allowing Elizabeth a few moments alone with Darcy, and he was grateful for the time to tell her that she would not be required to appear in Wickham's trial. "This event will stay within the walls of Pemberley, Miss Elizabeth, and I sincerely hope that given time you can forget that it ever happened."


"Will you have to testify against him, Mr. Darcy?" she asked.


"Yes, I'm afraid so. I cannot say for sure when the trial will be held, but I must stay in Derbyshire until it is concluded. I must say that I am not looking forward to it."


Elizabeth looked deeply into his eyes, and she said, "Please accept my sincere gratitude for everything you have done for me, Mr. Darcy." She held out her hand, and he assisted her into the carriage, neither of them wanting to let go. She reluctantly let go of his hand and turned and said "Goodbye Mr. Darcy." After settling in, the carriage rolled down the driveway, and Darcy stood watching it until he could no longer see it. Georgiana watched her brother, feeling sure that this was not the last time she would see Miss Elizabeth Bennett.


When Elizabeth and the Gardiners returned to the Lambton Inn, there was a letter waiting for Elizabeth from her sister, Jane, extolling the many virtues of her betrothed, Mr. Bingley, "the most incredible gentleman in the entire world". She also wrote about her mother's frenetic wedding planning for their sister Mary, and she begged Elizabeth to come home to share all the wedding chaos with her. As much as Elizabeth did not want their trip to end, after the dramatic events at Pemberley, the Gardiners also felt that it was best to take her home.


"I am sorry that we won't be able to see the Peaks and the Lakes this trip, my dear," Edward said. "Perhaps another time."


"Yes," Elizabeth sighed. "Perhaps another time. I have grown quite fond of the beauty of Derbyshire, and I would very much like to return here someday." She glanced at her aunt, and they shared a knowing smile.


"Elizabeth, my dear, something tells me that you will do just that."


Chapter Forty Three

At Last


"Girls, hurry up and get down here immediately! We are ready to go to the church, and we do not want to be late!" Mrs. Bennett stood at the bottom of the staircase, yelling for Lydia and Kitty.


Elizabeth had been dressed and ready for quite awhile, and she was putting the last of the pearl pins in Jane's hair to hold her lace veil. "Mr. Bingley will not be able to breathe when he sees you enter the church," she said. "I have never seen a man so in love before." She walked around and held out her hand to help Jane stand up. Together they stood in front of the full length mirror, and they hugged each other tightly. "I cannot tell you how much I will miss having you to share this room with me. I know you won't be far away, but we have shared a bedroom for as long as I can remember." She saw a serious look cross her sister's face. "Are you nervous, Jane?" she asked?


"A little, I must admit. I was quite distraught after Mother gave me 'the talk' last night about my marital duties, as she put it, but then Aunt Madeline took me aside and assured me that her feelings on the subject were quite different. She explained that Mr. Bingley is a gentle and loving man, and I have nothing to fear." Jane blushed bright pink, and they both began to giggle.


They heard their mother yelling for Lydia and Kitty again, and then they heard her coming up the stairs. She burst into their room without knocking, taking Elizabeth's arm and moving her away from her sister. "Elizabeth! I should have known you would be detaining your sister. Oh my poor nerves! Now you have made us late, and Mr. Bingley will think that Jane has changed her mind."


She finally looked at Jane, and let out a squeal. "Oh, Jane. Just look at you. You are marrying the richest man in all of Hertfordshire, and I cannot wait to see Lady Lucas's face at the church. I always knew that you could not be so beautiful for nothing." She looked back at Elizabeth and said, "Where is the ribbon I told you to wear around your waist with your dress. You look entirely too plain. And where is your bonnet? Oh, never mind. Everyone will be looking at your sister, not you. Now hurry up, let us go." She grabbed Jane's hand and rushed her down the stairs.


Elizabeth was used to her mother's rudeness, but her words today stung. She was losing her sister, her best friend and confidant, and she would now have to deal with her mother's unkindness alone. It made no difference to her mother that her sister Mary had married Mr. Collins and that Longbourn would definitely stay in the family. Elizabeth had turned down Mr. Collins' proposal, defying her mother's wishes, and she would never forgive her. She was also despondent because Mr. Bingley had received a letter from Mr. Darcy, and he did not think that he would be able to attend the wedding. The letter said that the trial for Wickham had been delayed due to the Constable falling from his horse and breaking his leg, and they had been waiting for the Constable from the neighboring village to return from Bristol to oversee the proceedings.


It had been two months since Elizabeth had seen him, and she had desperately hoped that he would come to Jane's wedding to stand up with Mr. Bingley. She knew that he couldn't leave Lambton until Wickham was sentenced and transported, but it was difficult trying to recall her visit and the subsequent events at Pemberley, and she needed to reassure herself that it wasn't all a dream. She knew that he had made sure that Georgiana found her in Lambton to invite her to their estate, and he had hurried there from London, hoping to find her there himself. He had made sure she was given the beautiful room in the family wing when the rain kept them overnight, and she had rebuffed him when she now realized that he had tried to tell her he wasn't married to his cousin. Then, after completely misunderstanding everything and foolishly wandering off alone, she had fallen victim to Wickham's evil plot, and Darcy had ridden out alone and searched for her for hours. All that might have just been out of friendship and being a gentleman, but what she could not get out of her mind was the feeling of waking up in the cottage with his arms around her, telling her that he was not married to Anne. The way he had looked at her, and the way it had felt when he held her felt like much more than friendship.


And then there was the portrait. There in a remote cottage somewhere far off on the Pemberley land was a painting of her standing in her garden at Longbourn. How was that possible? He had not been home since he had been to Longbourn, and they had never met one another before that. She recalled him telling her about the strange occurrences he had experienced before he met her; candles lit in unused wings and rooms at Pemberley, the light breath of air on his face and the scent of lavender whenever he felt his mother was trying to communicate with him, and the painting of a woman that he did not know that seemed to almost paint itself. He had asked her if she believed in such things, and she had told him she did, but could this possibly be real?


They arrived at the church, and it seemed that everyone in Meryton that could not fit in the church were all assembled outside, waiting to see the lovely eldest Bennett girl who was marrying the wealthy gentleman from Netherfield. It was the biggest event in Meryton in years, and Mrs. Bennett was basking in the glory of it all. As Jane and her father walked from the carriage to the church, a murmur from the crowd could be heard, and Mrs. Bennett stopped and curtsied, waving to the crowds as if she was visiting royalty. Elizabeth was embarrassed by her mother's behavior, but no one in town was at all surprised.


After her mother and Lydia and Kitty entered the church and took their seats in the church, the church doors opened and Elizabeth entered first, walking down the aisle before Jane and her father came in. She saw the faces of her neighbors and friends turn to wait for Jane, and she beamed with pride, so happy that her beloved sister was marrying a man for love and would be staying near the people that had known and loved her since she was a child. She then looked forward and saw Mr. Bingley at the front of the church, smiling so widely that she thought his face would break, but her attention was drawn to the tall and handsome man standing next to him. It was Mr. Darcy, and he had come. She felt her heart lurch, and she could not take her eyes off of him as she walked toward him. His eyes locked with hers, and they shared a moment of silent communication, both equally overcome with emotion to finally see each other at long last.


The wedding ceremony was beautiful, of course, and one that everyone in the future would recall as being incredibly romantic and joyous, except sadly, Elizabeth, who could never admit to her sister that she remembered very little about it. She was indeed present, but her mind was on the man standing next to her new brother, and he was watching her too. It must have been obvious to others who were near, because she heard a few whispers in the crowd and she could swear she heard Miss Bingley muttering under her breath.


Finally, the pastor pronounced Jane and Charles Bingley man and wife, and they kissed each other at last, provoking giggles from Lydia and Kitty and a loud admonishment and swats on their arms by their mother. Elizabeth blushed from embarrassment and looked at Mr. Darcy, who gave her a look of amusement, smiling and showing his deep dimples, causing yet another gasp from Miss Bingley. Elizabeth took his arm, and he walked her back down the aisle to the back of the church, where they waited for Jane and Charles to sign the marriage papers. They didn't speak, but Darcy continued staring at her with such a penetrating look, that Elizabeth felt a warmth travel through her whole body. It seemed like an eternity, but the formalities were finally complete, and they parted and returned to Longbourn for a lavish wedding breakfast.


Mrs. Bennett kept Elizabeth busy during the entire breakfast, and she had no time to speak to Mr. Darcy. Every time she would see him walking toward her, her mother would call for her, and she had to do her bidding. Her mother did not like Mr. Darcy at all, and it was obvious she was intentionally keeping him away from Elizabeth. To keep her nerves at bay, she had not been told about the events in Derbyshire, and she had no idea regarding his gallantry and affections for Elizabeth.


"Stay away from that odious man, Elizabeth. Mr. Darcy is rude and arrogant, and he thinks he is much better than we are." She steered her into the music room, making her serve tea and biscuits to the old spinster ladies and widows that sat around the edges of the room, reliving their own wedding memories, trying to outdo each other with their unfathomable stories and giggling at some of the more bawdy comments that made Elizabeth wish she was anywhere else but in the room.


By the time the elaborate wedding breakfast was over, and Jane and Charles had departed on their wedding trip to Brighton, Elizabeth's mother had taken to her bed from nerves, and all the guests had finally gone. Elizabeth had not had an opportunity to speak to Mr. Darcy at all, except to say thank you for coming as he escorted Miss Bingley and the Hursts to their carriage to take them back to Netherfield. She had walked with them outside, and without realizing it, she stood near the rope swing as they boarded their carriage. He had looked back at her, staring as if in a daze and then nodded his head, once again smiling at her before boarding the coach.


The following morning, Elizabeth awoke while it was still dark. Once awake she could never fall back asleep, so she slipped out of bed and dressed for a walk. It had been a long time since she had walked to Oakham Mount, but now that both of her sisters' weddings were over, and her mother would stay in bed with her elixir for days, she knew that she wouldn't be missed. She began the long climb up the hill grabbing the hanging branches to help pull her upward. The higher she climbed, the more exhilarated she felt, and she knew that the sun was just about to come up, so she hurried to reach the top. At last, she finished her climb and stopped to catch her breath. She stepped forward to near the edge of the precipice, and stood still as the sun began to peek over the horizon. "This is my private heaven" she said out loud. "There is nothing more beautiful than this."


"Yes, there is, Elizabeth," a deep voice said aloud. Elizabeth swung around at the sound of a man's voice, and there, standing behind her on the precipice was Mr. Darcy. She gasped and stepped backward, almost losing her balance much too close the edge. Darcy reached out and grabbed her hand to keep her steady and gently pulled her back. He held her hand and looked into her eyes, overwhelmed with their affect on his heart, and with his voice shaking, he said, "You, Elizabeth, are more beautiful."


Fitzwilliam Darcy was always at a loss for words - until this moment. All the feelings of loneliness he had kept pent up inside for so long, and all the strange occurrences that had brought him to her at this very place came bubbling to the surface, and he began to speak. "Elizabeth,my beautiful Elizabeth. I have dreamed of finding a woman to love that would fill my life with joy and happiness, and that woman is you." He stopped, and Elizabeth thought her heart would burst. "I have fallen in love with you, Elizabeth, and I have wanted to say this to you for so long. I love you, and I want you to be my wife. You have bewitched me body and soul, and I never wish to be parted from you from this day on."


Elizabeth was never at a loss for words - until this moment. She was stunned by his words, and she stood listening as he spoke and looking at this man who she had dreamed of for so many long months. This man who she thought could never be hers was now holding her hand, professing his admiration of her beauty, declaring his love, and she could not make sense of what was happening. She stood absolutely still, her heart pounding and her eyes wide open, staring at him, finding no words to speak. Could this man truly love her, a mere country girl with no dowry and no connections? Could he stand up against the strict rules of society and marry her, exposing himself to the criticism and scorn of his family? Would he risk all that for her?


Elizabeth looked down at his hand that was holding hers, and said, "But, your family ...."


He nodded his head, knowing what she was thinking and feeling. "No, Elizabeth, I care not about my family and what may come. I care only about you and loving you for the rest of my life." He got down on one knee, and looking up her, he implored, "Please tell me that you feel the same. Please tell me that you will make me the happiest man in the world. Please, my lovely Elizabeth, please tell me that you love me too."


Hardly believing what she was hearing, Elizabeth closed her eyes and whispered "I have waited so long to hear those words." She opened her eyes, pulling him up to stand with her. "Yes, I do love you, Fitzwilliam Darcy, with all my heart, and I dearly wish to be your wife. I cannot bear to live another day without you."


Darcy stepped closer to Elizabeth, their faces just inches apart. At that moment, a slight breeze brushed past their faces. "Did you feel that, my love?" Darcy asked.


"Yes," she said, overwhelmed by the sensation. "I did."


"And what do you notice in the air?" he asked.


"I smell lavender," she said, closing her eyes again, inhaling the gentle scent. "Such lovely lavender."


He leaned down, gently kissing her lips for the first time. He held her for what felt like an eternity, silently thanking his mother for guiding him to this perfect woman. As they stood together on the high cliff of Oakham Mount, the sun rising over the verdant valley below, Darcy whispered quietly in her ear. "At last, my darling Elizabeth. At last."


to be continued. . . .


Definitions and Further Information





The reading of the banns had the advantage of being free and consisted of the minister reading out the names of people who wished to marry during church services on three consecutive Sundays. If no one objected, the bride and groom would then be permitted to marry in their parish church within the next 90 days between the hours of 8 am and 12 noon. If the bride and groom belong to different parishes, it was required that the banns be read in both and the couple could then marry in either parish church. http://storyandhistory.com/2009/03/marriage-licenses/





A special license was the most expensive type of license, costing between 4 and 5 pounds, and was issued at the discretion of the Archbishop of Canterbury. A special license permitted a betrothed couple to marry at a time and place of their convenience, though they were encouraged to marry in churches. The only people who could obtain special licenses were peers and peeresses, their children, baronets, knights, members of Parliament, Privy Councilors and Westminster Court Judges. Fitzwilliam Darcy would not be eligible for one, though his cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam would be. For the purpose of this story, George Darcy obtained a special license to wed Anne Fitzwilliam, who was a member of the peerage. http://storyandhistory.com/2009/03/marriage-licenses/





The Royal Academy of Arts was founded on 10 December 1768 when George III gave his personal approval to a document proposing its creation. The purpose of the Royal Academy was to establish the professionalism of British art through education and exhibition. Membership was initially limited to a maximum of forty, with new members being elected by current members. Associate membership was introduced in 1769, providing a means of preselecting artists suitable for election to Academy membership when a vacancy should arise. https://www.regencyhistory.net/2014/03/the-royal-academy-of-arts.html


The Instrument of Foundation listed the names of the 34 founder members including Joshua Reynolds, Benjamin West, Thomas Gainsborough, Paul Sandby, Thomas Sandby, Angelica Kauffman, Mary Moser and William Chambers. https://www.regencyhistory.net/2014/03/the-royal-academy-of-arts.html





"The ton" is a term commonly used to refer to Britain's high society during the late Regency and the reign of George IV, and later. It is a French word meaning (in this sense) "manners" or "style". The full phrase is le bon ton, meaning "good manners" or "good form" – characteristics held as ideal by the British beau monde. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ton_(le_bon_ton)





Hennessy Cognac Richard Hennessy founded the House of Hennessy in 1765 in Cognac, France. https://www.hennessy.com/us/heritage/legacy/#/1765-Hennessy-Maison-Fondee





Aliens Act of 1793 The number of refugees fleeing into Britain reached its climax in autumn of 1792. In September alone, a total of nearly 4000 refugees landed in Britain. The number of displaced persons who found themselves in Great Britain was high, although the exact number is debated, it is believed to be in the thousands. The uncontrolled influx of foreigners created significant anxiety in government circles and the wider community. After much debate, the Parliament of Great Britain passed the Aliens Act of 1793 which served to regulate and reduce immigration. Those entering the country were required to give their names, ranks, occupations, and addresses to the local Justice of Peace.[12] Those who did not comply, were deported or imprisoned. Community concern at the influx of French refugees slowly abated as time passed and the circumstances of the French Revolution became better known, and there is considerable evidence of charitable and hospitable acts toward the émigrés. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_emigration





"Le Maison Blanc", 21 Soho Square. In 1776 the house, known then as "The White House", was bought by Thomas Hopper, who, between 1778 and 1801 styled it as a hotel, although all contemporary accounts point to its real business being as a high-class magical brothel. The White House is described as being garishly decorated and had lavish themed rooms including the "Gold Room", "Silver Room" and "Bronze Room", a "Painted Chamber", "Grotto", "Coal Hole" and most famously the "Skeleton Room" which contained a mechanized human skeleton designed to scare the staff and patrons alike. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Manor_House,_21_Soho_Square





Come Out, or Coming Out – A young lady’s first entry into society. She would first be presented at the Royal Court to the ruling monarch, and a ball would usually be held in her honor. Then she would be free to attend society events and seek a husband. https://sharonlathanauthor.com/regency-glossary/#C





Madame Louise Le Fontaine Dupin, 1706 - 1799. Claude Dupin, acquired the Château Chenonceau from the Duke of Bourbon in 1777. His wife, Louise restored the chateau to its former splendor with new furnishing and decorations. She spent every Autumn with her friends from the world of finance and the elite of literature, arts and sciences. She started a salon by entertaining leading intellectuals such as Voltaire, Montesquieu, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau became Louise’s secretary and tutor to her son. https://twoinfrance.com.au/places/chenonceau/#9/47.4021/0.8528





White's (37 St James’s Street) White’s is a gentleman’s club situated in St James’s Street, London, United Kingdom. Founded in 1693, it is the oldest and also widely considered the most exclusive gentleman’s club in London. https://www.mayfaireccentrics.com/listing/whites-club/ 





Abigail A ladies maid; https://www.dictionary.com/browse/abigail





Modiste One who makes and sells fashionable dresses https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/modiste





Pelisse Ladies' 0uterwear, coat http://www3.hants.gov.uk/austen/austen-pelisse.htm





Bedlam Bethlem Royal Hospital, a London psychiatric institution and the origin of the word for chaos or madness


https://www.britannica.com/topic/Bedlam





Beethoven's Sonata #14 The Piano Sonata No. 14 in C♯ minor "Quasi una fantasia", Op. 27, No. 2, popularly known as the Moonlight Sonata, is a piano sonata by Ludwig van Beethoven. It was completed in 1801. This piece is one of Beethoven's most popular compositions for the piano, and it was a popular favorite even in his own day. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piano_Sonata_No._14_(Beethoven)





Marriage Laws in Regency England "A marriage contracted in a foreign county between natives of France, and between a native of France and a foreigner, shall be valid, if celebrated according to the forms used in that country". http://www.womeninworldhistory.com/WR-08.html





Transportation  Transportation was an alternative punishment to hanging. During the 18th and 19th centuries, convicted criminals were transported to the first penal colonies in Australia. It had the advantage of removing criminals from society and was quite cheap. http://vcp.e2bn.org/justice/section2196-transportation.html
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