

Melissa Anne

Hearts Entwined

A Pride and Prejudice Vagary


First published by Melissa Anne Author 2023

Copyright © 2023 by Melissa Anne

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any other means without permission.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Jane Austen created these lovely characters. I just borrowed them to place them into a slightly different setting and situation.

First edition

This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy
Find out more at reedsy.com

[image: Publisher Logo]


To my husband, Brian, and my children, who are some of biggest supporters. That, along with the hundreds of readers who give input — good and bad — and encourage me to continue.

Thanks for reading.


Contents

Acknowledgement
1. First Meetings
2. This is Love?
3. Flirtations
4. Growing Up
5. Captivated
6. Surprising News
7. More Surprises
8. Presumptions
9. At Darcy House
10. Introductions
11. Making Plans
12. A New Name
13. A Wedding Ball
14. A Visit to Longbourn
15. Revelations
16. Finding Home
17. The Bennets find out
18. Settling In
19. Threats and Plans
20. Charlotte Arrives
21. The Youngest Bennets
22. Trouble Brewing
23. Arrival at Netherfield
24. Discovering Wickham’s Plot
25. The Plot is Revealed
26. Comeuppance
27. Just Punishments
28. Oh, Jane
29. Changes
30. New Beginnings
31. A Wedding at Lucas Lodge
32. Into Oblivion
33. Home
34. Lady Anne’s Grandchildren
35. Changes
36. Happy Ever After
37. Finding Redemption
38. Epilogue
About the Author
Also by Melissa Anne



Acknowledgement

Thank you to all the readers of Jane Austen Fan Fiction who have read and commented on this story. A particular thank you to Amanda Woosley Kai, Cheryl, Rachel, Michelle, and Liz for beta reading this story to give specific feedback and helping with the process. There were hundreds of comments on this story, and I appreciated all of them that helped me craft this story.

When I first began writing, I had no idea it would turn into me writing several books just this year. I have lots of ideas and hope to keep writing and telling my stories.


One

First Meetings
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Mid-February 1809

Seventeen-year-old Elizabeth Bennet looked forward to her annual visit to London to her Aunt and Uncle Gardiners. This year was no exception, although, unlike previous years, Elizabeth would be travelling alone. Her older sister usually accompanied her, but this year, her mother wanted Jane to remain at home.

“Lizzy,” her aunt cried when she disembarked from the carriage, “we are so glad to have you visit us. I do hate that Jane could not join us, though perhaps it is for the best.”

“Yes, well, Mama was certain the newest resident of Netherfield would be a single man of large fortune who would inevitably fall in love with Jane,” Elizabeth said with a roll of her eyes. “She felt it was best I was not in residence at Longbourn so I would not scare him away.” Her tone was a little bitter, and her aunt picked up on this, determined to speak of it later.

Elizabeth, the second of five daughters of a gentleman with a modest estate in Hertfordshire, had watched her family’s estate, Longbourn, languish under her father’s lackadaisical management. With no male heir in sight and dwindling profits due to his lack of care and attention, Mr. Bennet focused more on his books than his family or estate. In stark contrast, Elizabeth found love and appreciation during her visits to her aunt and uncle, the Gardiners. They entrusted her with household management skills, engaged her in charitable work, and involved her in business matters. These experiences starkly contrasted with her father’s indifference and her mother’s scolding. Elizabeth’s walks to interact with the estate’s tenants became her cherished escape from societal expectations.

Mrs. Bennet would have despised Elizabeth even more if she knew her mother-in-law secretly invested a portion of her jointure in Elizabeth’s future. The elder Mrs. Bennet, disappointed in her son’s lack of foresight, diligently saved money for Elizabeth since Lydia’s birth, and that fund had grown significantly by Elizabeth’s seventeenth birthday. None of the Bennets were aware of it, and Mr. Gardiner planned to surprise his niece when a suitable suitor approached for her hand in marriage.

Sent to London, Elizabeth was out of the way in her mother’s pursuit of suitors for Jane. Her beauty could not compensate for the lack of dowry or accomplishments, limiting her suitors, though Mrs. Bennet could not see it. Mr. Bennet did appreciate Elizabeth’s company at times but preferred solitude and his books when she wasn’t present. Her tendency to question and urge changes in estate matters led him to welcome her absence.

In contrast to the indifference at home, Elizabeth felt loved and valued during her stays with the Gardiners. She contributed to household and business responsibilities, and the familial warmth she received was in stark contrast to her home life. The only negative to London was her uncle’s concerns curtailed her freedom, and he required her to take a footman with her when she ventured to the park.

On the day she arrived, after greeting everyone, Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner took Elizabeth into the parlour and spoke of their plans for this visit. Elizabeth was to remain six weeks – at least through Easter—although it was possible she would be able to stay longer. Neither of her parents was anxious for her return, and the Gardiners honestly hoped they could convince her parents to allow her to stay for at least six months. Mrs. Gardiner was in the early stage of her fourth pregnancy, and they would like it if Elizabeth remained until the child came. They would keep her as long as possible and care for her as they would their own child. Mr. Bennet occasionally sent some funds for Elizabeth’s keep, but it was a rare occurrence. Fortunately, Mr. Gardiner’s business was thriving, so the funds needed to care for Elizabeth were not missed.

Among the plans they shared was an outing the following morning to a modiste to obtain clothing for Elizabeth for her visit. They would visit the theatre at least twice during their stay, including one planned visit in a fortnight with a young man who had invested in Gardiner’s business. This gentleman had become friends with Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner and invited them to share his family’s box for a performance of The Tempest.

Elizabeth was excited about seeing the play, as she thoroughly enjoyed all of Shakespeare’s works, particularly the comedies. She was less enthusiastic about the necessity of visiting the modiste, a chore she generally despised.

“I think you will like meeting our host for the night, Lizzy,” her aunt told her. “He is an excellent young man, and his father left him a small fortune in his will, which he invested with your uncle. He has dined with us several times, although this is the first time we have attended a public event with him.”

“Does that matter?” Elizabeth asked.

“While Mr. Darcy is a barrister, he is still the second son of a rather prominent family in the ton,” Mrs. Gardiner clarified. “His brother inherited the family estate, Pemberley, two years ago when their father passed away. His mother, Lady Anne, is a well-known society matron who frequently resides in London, along with her brother, the Earl of Matlock, and his wife. Despite his status as a second son, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy is much sought after and will likely remain so until his brother marries and produces an heir. Currently, Mr. Darcy is the heir presumptive to a substantial estate. While he may not be as sought after as Mr. George Darcy, he still attracts a fair amount of attention, and it is somewhat unusual for a man of his social standing to be on friendly terms with a tradesman.”

Elizabeth pondered this for a moment. “I had momentarily forgotten the sharp divide between the aristocracy and the rest of society in London. So, despite his privileged upbringing, he risks his social standing by being seen in public associating with a tradesman and his family?” she remarked wryly.

Her aunt gently countered, “He is not as you might imagine, my dear, and you should be cautious about letting your prejudices show in your words. Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy is a truly admirable man and a friend of your uncle and me.”

“I did not intend to be disrespectful, Aunt, but rather to jest about the absurdities of so-called ‘polite’ society,” Elizabeth explained apologetically.

Her aunt responded, “Yes, your father’s influence, I am certain. I am well aware of your father’s tendencies, Elizabeth, always ready to chuckle at the ‘follies’ of others. Yet, your father takes little seriously, including his responsibilities toward his family and estate.”

Elizabeth regarded her aunt thoughtfully for a moment. “So, you believe I am following my father’s lead? Assuming I am more intelligent than everyone else, looking for their flaws and mocking them for it?”

Mr. Gardiner nodded. “It is a dangerous habit, Lizzy,” her uncle said. “You are smarter than the rest of your sisters, and your father has encouraged you to follow his lead. He belittles your mother, sisters, and even, on occasion, yourself, the daughter he says ‘has something more of quickness than her sisters’—which is a backhanded compliment at best—and it is likely only you are aware of his insults.” She watched as her niece dropped her head in discomfort. “Lizzy, your tendency to look at others to find fault and mock is not a good trait. It makes you cynical and dismissive and could hinder your ability to see the good in both people and situations. Instead of fostering understanding and empathy, it could distance you from forming genuine connections with others and prevent you from appreciating the positive aspects of life. Be mindful of this, my dear, and your aunt and I will attempt to guide you while you are with us. If your parents allow it, we would like you to stay with us through your aunt’s confinement and remain after the baby is born.”

“I would love to stay as long as you and my parents allow me,” Elizabeth replied. “I have much to learn that I do not believe I will learn at Longbourn. I will miss the country, though, and a summer in London might be a bit of a trial.”

“We have already considered that and had planned a trip to the seaside for late July or August, right in time for your birthday,” Uncle Gardiner said, a broad grin covering his face.

Elizabeth smiled back. “The seashore would be lovely, Uncle; thank you so much for the opportunity to travel.”

“I will inform your father we need your assistance longer than originally planned,” he replied. “I doubt he will object too strongly.”

The conversation shifted to more general things as the Gardiners spoke about additional plans they had made for the first weeks of her visit. In addition to the theatre, there would be trips to museums, lectures, and dinners with friends.

Elizabeth and her aunt visited the modiste the following morning and ordered several dresses for Elizabeth’s stay. Elizabeth protested the amount her aunt ordered, but Mrs. Gardiner ignored the protests and ordered Elizabeth five evening gowns, two ball gowns, and then several morning dresses, day dresses, and walking dresses, along with everything else required for her stay in London. Elizabeth had never purchased so many gowns at once and was delighted with the beautiful fabrics selected for her from her uncle’s stock.

While she usually dreaded visiting the dressmaker in Meryton, it was made somewhat better in the company of her aunt, who did not try to press her to add unnecessary frills to her dresses. Elizabeth preferred comfort over fashion, and every trip to the dressmaker with her mother was a battle, leaving both parties dissatisfied. The process of being measured and pinned was the part she despised, and fittings were an additional trial she dreaded.

Though she still despised the process, she was pleased with the dress they planned for the theatre and relished the idea of wearing it. It was a lovely rose-coloured silk, and they had selected just a few ribbons and touches of lace to embellish it, but not so much that it was dripping with them. They would have to return within three days for a fitting to have it done within the week.

“Thank you, Aunt Maddie,” Elizabeth said as they left the modiste. “You know how much I hate visiting the dressmaker, but I look forward to wearing these dresses.”

“You will be lovely in them all, my dear, but the dress for the theatre should be very flattering,” her aunt replied, leading her charge toward additional stores to obtain gloves, slippers, and other accoutrements she would need during the next few months. Their shopping trip lasted several more hours, although they did take a break for some tea and pastries.

The next few days included additional shopping trips where they obtained a few more items for Elizabeth’s wardrobe, including ordering a pair of walking boots. Elizabeth also insisted on a trip to a bookstore, where she searched for newer books to read while she was in London. Her uncle had a decent library, but she had read much of what it contained, and she enjoyed searching second-hand booksellers for rare treasures. She did find a few old favourites, but nothing special. It was not a wasted trip, as she did make a few purchases for her cousins and even found a book to send back to Mary.

Finally, nearly a fortnight after she arrived in town, the day of the trip to the theatre arrived. After bathing in scented water, her aunt’s maid helped Elizabeth arrange her hair in a becoming way before helping her into the new gown explicitly purchased for that night. Her aunt knocked on her door. “Lizzy, you are beautiful, and that dress is charming on you,” she cried. “Now, come downstairs and meet our host for the evening. Your gloves and cape are already by the door.”

“Yes, Aunt,” Elizabeth replied as she exited the room and went downstairs behind her aunt.

As his wife’s footsteps were heard on the stairs, Mr. Gardiner exited his study, his guest following behind. Mrs. Gardiner greeted the gentleman before stepping out of the way to don her cape, allowing Elizabeth to see the gentleman.

For a moment, Elizabeth could not speak. Standing before her was the most handsome man she had ever seen, staring intently at her. Mr. Gardiner cleared his throat, startling them both and causing both to blush.


Two

This is Love?
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When Darcy looked up after greeting Mrs. Gardiner, he was immediately tongue-tied. The girl standing in front of him was a beauty. She was grinning at whatever her aunt had said on the final step, and when she looked up at him, he was struck by her sparkling green eyes and was utterly lost.

“My friend, I would like to introduce you to my niece,” Gardiner boomed with a knowing wink at his wife. “This is Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn in Hertfordshire. Elizabeth, this is my investor and friend, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, lately of London.”

She curtsied, and he bowed, and both acknowledged the greetings shyly. “I have heard we have you to thank for our invitation to the theatre tonight, Mr. Darcy,” she began. “I reread The Tempest this week in anticipation of this evening.”

“It is a story I have always enjoyed,” Darcy acknowledged. “I prefer Shakespeare’s histories myself, but the comedies seem to have a broader appeal for performances.”

She laughed, a light tinkling laugh, and immediately, he imagined listening to that sound for a lifetime. “I have read Shakespeare’s histories as well, and I agree the comedies are far more entertaining,” she retorted. “However, I am unsurprised a barrister would prefer the histories.”

He arched an eyebrow at her. “Why is that?” he asked.

“Well, if I am to believe my father, all men of the law are humourless individuals who would prefer scowling to laughing. I believe he bases this on my uncle Phillips, who usually only comes around to scold him for something or another,” Elizabeth teased.

“Lizzy,” her aunt gently scolded.

Elizabeth immediately dropped her eyes. “I am sorry, Aunt, I … I forgot myself in my excitement about attending the theatre. Mr. Darcy, I did not mean to be impertinent. Well, perhaps I did, but hopefully, I did not offend.”

He laughed. “I did not take offence, Miss Bennet. In fact, I might have been surprised had you not said something impertinent. Your reputation precedes you, madam.”

Elizabeth started at the appellation. “Oh, I suppose here in London, I am Miss Bennet. I am so used to hearing the name for Jane, not myself.”

Darcy looked at her, asking for an explanation.

“My elder sister, sir. I am the second of five daughters and usually go by Miss Elizabeth,” she told him.

His hesitation was evident as if he grappled with what to say next. In the end, he decided on a different approach. “Might I escort you to the carriage, Miss Elizabeth?” She gently rested her hand on his extended arm, causing a jolt to surge between them upon contact. They exchanged startled glances, which transformed into a slight smile, before following the Gardiners to the awaiting coach. Once inside, the conversation revolved around the play they were about to watch, and Elizabeth found genuine pleasure in Mr. Darcy’s company.

As she entered the theatre on the gentleman’s arm, she felt many eyes upon her as they made their way through the lobby. He acknowledged a few greetings, as did the Gardiners, but they steadily made their way toward the stairs leading them toward their box. Leading Elizabeth toward a seat, he helped her settle before taking the chair to her right, giving him a view of not just the stage but of her. He adjusted his seat slightly so his leg was almost touching her skirt, wanting to maintain some connection with the enchanting woman.

“So, Miss Bennet,” he murmured. “Tell me more about yourself. You obviously are familiar with Shakespeare; do you read only the Bard, or do you also have other favourites?”

She grinned up at him. “I have many favourites, Mr. Darcy, and in various types and genres. I am an avid reader, and my mother frequently complains about the time I spend in my father’s library. I have read nearly everything in his small little book room. I persuaded Papa to teach me just enough Greek to make a mangled mess of reading The Odyssey a few years ago. Since then, I have not attempted anything else in Greek, but I still read everything I can get my hands on. My father was most impressed last year when I read an agricultural text and suggested an improvement on the estate to increase its yields.”

Darcy studied her for a moment. “That is impressive,” he replied. “I have rarely met a female interested in estate management and crop yields.”

Elizabeth laughed merrily. “I have been told frequently such interests make me unmarriageable, but I cannot seem to silence this desire for knowledge I have. I told you I read everything I could, much to my mother’s dismay.”

Darcy scoffed. “While I admit, some men do prefer a foolish wife, I am not one of them. I cannot imagine sitting across the dinner table night after night with a woman who has nothing to say or with whom I share nothing in common,” he stated.

“You want a partner,” she said simply.

He nodded, and their gazes held for several moments. Suddenly, the lights began to lower, and they forced their attention to the stage.

While watching the performance, Darcy also watched her. Her hands were in her lap, but he watched her twist her gloves as she observed the happenings on the stage. Slowly, he reached over and covered her hand with one of his. She glanced over at him, and once again, their eyes caught and locked as he again brought her hand to his lips and placed a lingering kiss upon it. He lowered it but did not release it, and their joined hands hung between them until the first intermission.

His actions flustered Elizabeth, and she had spent much of the performance with her cheeks hotly flushed. Despite this, she was pleased by the attention paid to her by the gentleman. She could scarcely pay attention to the performance as her mind raced. “My aunt and uncle admire the man,” she pondered, “and they would not do so if he had a reputation as a rake, would they? They would not condone a flirtation, which means the attention he is paying must be genuine, does it not?” She had been serious when she had told him of her mother’s observation she would never marry, as she was too ‘unladylike and plain’ ever to attract a man. “Mr. Darcy is such a handsome man. Perhaps he is not particularly well off since he is a second son. Still, he is a member of a prominent family, and he appears to be doing well for himself, given his relationship with my uncle. We are there this very night to celebrate the success of a mutual investment, and of course, a London barrister could easily support himself and perhaps a wife on his income.” Elizabeth sighed audibly, scolding herself inwardly at the direction of her thoughts, causing Darcy to look over at her and offer a reassuring smile; all the while, his own mind was working equally as rapidly.

“She is young,” he thought, “but clearly well-read and intelligent. Her uncle praises her to the skies whenever he speaks of her. And she is beautiful; I cannot deny I am attracted to her. She is the daughter of a gentleman, and so am I. Would she consider marrying a barrister? A second son? She says she never considered marriage, as her mother declared her ‘unmarriageable’—what kind of mother would say something like that of such a lovely young woman? My investments have provided me with a good income, and I could support her well enough. I need to speak with her uncle—to see what he says about the family and if he feels her father would accept my suit. My suit? What am I thinking? I have only just been called to the bar and had not thought to consider marriage for at least several years. I will be five and twenty next month and had not thought to marry before thirty. But will she still be available then? And would I really want to ask her to wait that long? Do I want to wait?”

Both were lost in these thoughts, paying little attention to the stage but relishing the physical link between them. When the lights began to come back up, they quickly released their hands, losing the connection, and looked at the other to smile shyly. A few words were exchanged, and the decision was made not to leave the box. A few acquaintances of Darcy and the Gardiners dropped in to visit and were introduced to the dark-haired beauty. One of these was a great friend of Darcy, along with his sister, who was annoyed at the ‘interloper’ in the Darcy box.

Darcy and Charles Bingley had become friends at Cambridge, and his younger sister, Caroline, did all she could to forward the friendship. While she would prefer to marry higher, she wanted to keep Mr. Darcy available to her just in case she had to settle and did not appreciate his keeping company with another woman.

To Darcy’s mind, Caroline Bingley was the worst sort of social climber and fortune hunter. She quite literally clung to him when they were in company, and he despised being clung to. This evening, she was hampered from doing so by Elizabeth’s presence by his side. When she entered his box, Darcy deliberately stood with the wall to one side and Elizabeth slightly in front of him to the other, effectively blocking Miss Bingley from taking his arm. Somehow, Elizabeth also seemed conscious of this and did not move despite the other lady’s apparent attempts to replace her.

After the introductions, Caroline Bingley attempted to insert herself between Mr. Darcy and the chit by calling attention to her superior breeding. “Miss Eliza, was it?” she sneered.

“As my elder sister is not present, I believe the correct form of address is Miss Bennet, Miss Bingley, or would you prefer I address you similarly and call you Miss Caro?” Elizabeth inquired pertly. “I was educated at home, Miss Bingley, as are many gentlemen’s daughters, particularly among the landed gentry. And you, where were you educated that you are unaware of this?”

Darcy and Bingley bit back the guffaws that were threatening to be released. Darcy tolerated her only because of his friendship with her brother. Bingley had been behind Darcy in school, but the two had become friends there, and that friendship had lasted. However, his younger sister had been a constant thorn in Darcy’s side as she had attempted to get her claws into him to raise her status or get a deeper connection to Pemberley. She wanted the heir but would settle for the second son.

Due to her frustration, her reply was no doubt sharper than it ought to have been. “No one of worth is educated at home, Miss Eliza.”

“I have rarely heard a more foolish statement,” came a male voice. “Neither of my sisters left home to attend school—my parents felt it was best to keep my sisters at home and hire a governess and masters as necessary.”

Miss Bingley sneered at the interloper. “And just who are your parents, sir?” she bit out.

“Travis,” Darcy greeted the newcomer. “How are you? I have not seen you in some time.”

“I am well, Darcy,” he said. “Will you introduce me to your guests?”

“Viscount Travis, allow me to introduce you to Edward Gardiner and his wife,” Darcy began. “Mr. Gardiner is the gentleman I told you about at the club last week. He is a useful connection, and I think you would do well to know him better. They are accompanied by their niece, Miss Elizabeth Bennet of Longbourn in Hertfordshire.” He indicated the dark-haired beauty beside him, and Travis noted how Darcy’s voice had changed slightly when he spoke of her. He bowed slightly in response to the lady’s curtseys. “You know Bingley, I believe, from Cambridge; this is his sister. Mr and Mrs Gardiner, Miss Bennet, I am pleased to introduce you to my good friend Viscount Travis.” All in the box took note of Miss Bingley’s exclusion.

Her exclusion mortified Miss Bingley, but fortunately, the bell rang, indicating the next act would start soon. “Travis, let me know when we can meet, and Bingley, send your card around when you are available to join me at the club,” Darcy said as their guests departed. The others made their farewells, but Miss Bingley spoke to no one. Only when she was in the corridor did she quietly request her brother cut their evening short and take her home.

The rest of the evening passed quietly enough. Elizabeth deliberately placed her hand where Darcy could retake it once the lights lowered, and to her supreme delight, he did so. The evening was over too soon, and Elizabeth was confident she had never enjoyed a performance more.

Although she enjoyed the performance, it was the end of the evening she dwelt on most. As Darcy helped Elizabeth from the carriage and escorted her inside the house, he briefly slowed their steps, keeping her behind her relatives so he could speak privately.

“Miss Bennet,” he began, “might I … might I call on you?”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, I would welcome your call.”

“Good,” he replied. “Tomorrow?”

“It is past midnight, Mr. Darcy,” she retorted. “Do you mean later today, or must I wait an entire day until you come?”

“Today, then,” he said. “I do not want to wait long either, Miss Bennet.”

“Then, yes, I would be happy to receive your call later today, Mr. Darcy,” she replied.


Three

Flirtations
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Elizabeth was awake early the following day. Even in town, she struggled to sleep late, and it rarely made a difference how late she went to bed. She quickly dressed before going downstairs to cajole a footman into escorting her to a nearby park for a walk. While she could not walk as far or as long in town, this was a familiar routine for Elizabeth and the servant, and this morning, it felt far more necessary than usual.

Never before had Elizabeth received the attention of a man. She had participated in a few slight flirtations with boys in the neighbourhood, but there were few available men in Hertfordshire. Her cheeks burned when she recalled how she had allowed Mr. Darcy to hold her hand the previous night, knowing she should not have allowed such a liberty, but … it had felt so right to do so. Every time he touched her, she felt a jolt of energy or something, leaving her feeling … unsure. “It could not be love, could it, not so quickly,” she thought.

She was pleasantly surprised to see a familiar figure approaching her in the park as she enjoyed her morning walk. A tall gentleman gracefully dismounted from his imposing stallion and approached her.

“Miss Bennet,” Darcy called out, his eyes lighting up with the excitement of encountering the woman who had occupied his thoughts the night before, “do you make a habit of morning strolls in the park?”

“I am an avid walker, Mr. Darcy,” she replied, smiling up at him. “Whenever I am at my father’s estate, I walk nearly every morning. If I neglect to do so, I become restless. It is also my preferred way to think since my mother reminds me pacing indoors is unladylike. Therefore, I prefer to wander amidst nature. However, I must persuade my uncle’s servant to accompany me to the park when I am in town and cannot venture out as frequently or as far. Fortunately, the park offers enough space he need not trail too closely, allowing me to savour the illusion of solitude.”

“You take such solitary strolls in the countryside as well?” Darcy inquired, genuinely intrigued by the lady he had met only the night before.

She flashed him a mischievous grin. “I confess, I am quite the hoyden,” she teased. “I used to take walks with my grandmother, but I have never managed to coax any of my sisters into accompanying me. For the most part, I traverse the lands belonging to our estate, and the tenants there recognise me and keep a watchful eye. Our small community rarely receives visitors, so I have never had cause to fear for my safety. Both my grandmother and uncle have taken great pains to ensure I can defend myself.”

“From both men and animals?” Darcy asked, his curiosity piqued even further.

She arched an eyebrow playfully. “Indeed,” she replied pertly. “Would it surprise you to learn I carry a small pistol during my countryside walks, and my uncle has seen to it that I am proficient in its use?”

Darcy nodded appreciatively. “I commend your resourcefulness. You see, I have a younger sister who is still in the schoolroom. Yet, I often wonder what measures we might take to protect her once she ventures out alone. She has a greater penchant for riding than walking, though a groom is assigned to accompany her. Nonetheless, there are various hazards on our family’s estate. If, for instance, she were to have an accident while riding and became stranded somewhere on the grounds, it might be quite challenging to locate her if no one is with her or aware of her whereabouts. Miss Bennet, do you also ride? If you relish the outdoors as you do, I think you might appreciate the opportunity to explore even more of the countryside.”

Her expression turned rueful as she recalled her brief encounter with riding. “I am afraid I am not a proficient horsewoman,” she confessed. “As a child, I did attempt it, but a rather undignified tumble left me apprehensive around horses. Papa would not allow me to continue afterwards, and as we never really kept horses appropriate for riding, I never pressed the issue.”

Darcy’s eyes brightened with a spark of genuine interest. “Would you consider taking it up again?” he inquired. “My family keeps horses at our stables in town, and I am certain we could find a gentle mount for your use during lessons.”

A faint blush crept onto her cheeks at his suggestion. “I believe I would enjoy learning,” she admitted, her voice a tad softer. “I imagine my uncle would be amenable to the idea, but you would need to broach the subject with him.”

A warm smile graced Darcy’s lips as he replied, “I shall certainly discuss it with him this afternoon when I call on you.” However, a flicker of uncertainty crossed his features as another thought occurred to him, making him nervous. “Did you happen to inform your uncle about my intention to call? As he is your guardian here in town, I should have spoken to him last night but did not. Was he, by any chance, displeased with my request to see you? Will he permit me to call?”

Elizabeth shook her head, her chestnut curls swaying gently. “We retired immediately upon returning home last night, and I have not yet encountered him this morning. Rest assured, Mr. Darcy, my uncle and aunt hold you in high regard, and I cannot envision any objection to your calling on me.”

Darcy exhaled in relief. “Mr. Gardiner has been a valued friend and mentor,” he explained. “I would hate to jeopardise his goodwill by presuming upon his permission to call upon his niece. Nor would I wish to mar our acquaintance before it has had a chance to blossom properly.”

His candour prompted her to blush once more. “Are you accustomed to speaking so candidly with every lady you meet?” she inquired archly.

Darcy, his own cheeks tinged with a blush, replied, “No, Miss Bennet, I must admit before today, I was more prone to offend than charm a lady, though I cannot say for certain which path I have chosen in your case. I have often been accused of being rather blunt. But I do believe I have not managed to offend you—at least not yet—though I would caution against ruling out that possibility entirely.”

Her laughter was like music to his ears. “I would venture to say you have been far more charming than offensive,” she replied, mirth dancing in her eyes. “Now, should I convey your intention to call upon my uncle, or would you prefer to speak with him directly? I must make my way home soon, or my family will grow concerned. I have been away longer than usual this morning.”

A gleam of hope sparked in Darcy’s eyes. “Might I accompany you to your home, Miss Bennet?” he inquired, trying to extend their time together. “I could inform your uncle that we crossed paths during our morning exercise and, if it pleases him, request permission to call upon you later this afternoon.”

Elizabeth shyly nodded her agreement. The footman who had accompanied her approached at her signal and offered to take the horse’s reins, allowing the couple to walk together. Darcy extended his arm toward Elizabeth, and she readily accepted it, once again feeling the jolt of electricity passing between them. It seemed to occur each time they touched. Their conversation was light as they walked the few blocks to the Gardiners’ house.

However, just before they arrived at the door, Darcy stopped and turned toward his companion: “Miss Bennet, I think it is important for you to know I have never been so forward with a woman. I am astounded at my behaviour last night, and while I cannot find I regret it, I do hope I did not offend you in any way. I cannot explain what impulse struck me, causing me to act as I did last night, and while you have assured me I have not offended, I did wish you to know such behaviour was not typical.”

She blushed. “Thank you for telling me, sir. I did not believe it to be so, nor would I have you thinking such behaviour was my wont,” she replied in a near whisper.

“I am glad, Miss Bennet,” he replied.

“Might I ask a small favour, sir?” she asked, surprising him.

“Of course, Miss Bennet,” he replied.

“It is … it is your mode of address, sir,” she stammered. “I am … I am unused to being addressed as Miss Bennet, and I keep looking for my sister to appear. Would you … that is, do you feel comfortable addressing me as I am at home? As the second sister, I am Miss Elizabeth and am far more used to that appellation.”

Unexpectedly, Darcy felt a warm sensation in his heart at her request. “I would be delighted to call you by your first name, Miss Elizabeth,” he replied, joying at the simple privilege of addressing her more informally.

They entered the house quietly, and Elizabeth escorted her companion to the breakfast room to greet her aunt and uncle.

“Look who I found wandering the park this morning,” she greeted her relatives cheerily upon their entry.

The Gardiners looked up from their meal. “Darcy! What a surprise to see you here this morning. How did this come about?” Mr. Gardiner asked as he looked between the pair.

“Quite by accident, I assure you, Gardiner,” Darcy stated. “I was riding in the park as I do most mornings since this is the nearest park to my lodgings. I noticed Miss Bennet walking and dismounted so I could approach her. We began to speak and were unaware of how long we did so. When she realised how long she had been away from your home, I thought to accompany her here to explain my role in making her late. And … I hoped to speak with you privately, Mr. Gardiner.”

Gardiner looked between the two young people. While he was only a decade or so older than the man standing before him requesting this audience, he suddenly felt much, much older as he realised the gentleman standing before him was about to ask his permission to court his niece. Having known Elizabeth since her earliest days, the thought made him feel old as he contemplated how to inform his brother of this new development.

“I appreciate your accompanying my niece to save her our chastisement, and I am glad Lizzy, you had the foresight to ask a footman to accompany you, as you are not always inclined to do so, despite our many requests,” Gardiner lightly scolded his niece. “Well, Darcy, I would gladly grant you an audience, but perhaps it might wait until after breakfast. Would you care to join us?”

Darcy seemed to recognise the invitation as a tacit acceptance of his suit. While it would not change anything about the conversation that would need to happen later, it made him feel somewhat less anxious about the coming interview.

The meal was consumed leisurely, although both gentlemen kept an eye on the clock. Before too long, they concluded their meal, leaving the ladies to their own devices and retired to Gardiner’s study.

“Now, Darcy, what would you like to speak with me about?” Gardiner asked as soon as both gentlemen were settled.

“Last night, before I departed, I asked your niece for permission to call on her. I … I should have asked you as well; perhaps I should have requested of you first, but …” Darcy stammered before coming to a stop, uncertain of how to continue and sure he had embarrassed himself dreadfully.

Gardiner merely laughed. “Calm yourself, son,” he said. “Yes, you may call on my niece. As my daughters are too young for this sort of thing, I have yet to have to grant a young man permission to call on one. I would say you should have asked the lady first, and now I give you my permission to call. My brother permitted me to speak for him in ‘the unlikely case’ that anyone sought his daughter’s hand while she was with me. He said it rather offhandedly, but I made him write a letter granting permission since I know how slow he is to put pen to paper in most instances. You may call on her and even court her if she agrees, as I saw how you seemed rather thunderstruck in each other’s company last night.”

Darcy was surprised Gardiner had found his feelings so obvious but was pleased to realise his friend believed his niece to be equally affected. “Thank you, sir,” he stammered. “I look forward to getting to know Miss Bennet better. Perhaps you should know she has also requested I call her Miss Elizabeth since she uses that name at home.”

Once again, Gardiner grinned at the earnest young man. “That is perfectly acceptable, Darcy. She commented on it last night, although she was very insistent on being addressed properly last night by your friend’s sister.”

It was Darcy’s turn to laugh a little. “Miss Bingley tries to keep her claws in me so she might have a chance with my brother someday. She would settle for me if she thought it would get her greater access to Pemberley, but she would much rather capture the heir than the spare. As long as I am the heir presumptive, she will pretend a closeness with me, though she would gladly throw me over if she got a more attractive offer. I am a means to an end, in her opinion, and were my brother to drop dead, I would find her giving an imitation of a lamprey very quickly.”

A clock chiming out the hour made both gentlemen aware it was time to depart—Gardiner to his warehouses and Darcy to his office. However, it was agreed Darcy could call upon Miss Elizabeth later that afternoon. In the meantime, the ladies had yet another shopping trip scheduled as they intended to prepare for the trip to the seaside in the summer. Mr. Bennet, in a rare occurrence, had promptly responded to his brother’s letter asking permission to escort Elizabeth there this summer and to keep her with them until the autumn. In fact, Mr. Bennet’s letter had seemed to imply Elizabeth could stay in London as long as she liked as neither her parents nor her sisters missed her presence.
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Growing Up
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That was not entirely true, as Mary Bennet did miss her elder sister quite a bit, and Jane missed her mainly for the contrast her younger sister provided when in company. A young man had come to Hertfordshire, several in fact, and Jane felt she shone all the more when compared to Lizzy. While Lizzy was pretty, she was not as beautiful as Jane, and where Jane was everything demure and ladylike, Lizzy was impertinent and challenging. In Jane’s mind, Lizzy was the perfect foil to highlight her own suitability as a potential wife for any of the gentlemen staying at Netherfield. Unfortunately, there were no women amongst their party, and the ones leasing the estate were a group of gentlemen there for the sport. The estate was close enough that they could ride to London for a day or two at will, though they participated in some of the local entertainments. Jane had met one of the gentlemen at a dinner at Lucas Lodge a few nights ago. He had called upon Longbourn once or twice but did not return, upsetting both Jane and her mother. She hoped to run into him in Meryton but had so far been unable to do so, and she wished Lizzy were there to aid her.

The entire family was surprised a few days later when Jane and Mary received letters from Elizabeth in London. These letters contained descriptions of an evening at the theatre and the unexpected revelation of a suitor. Jane was initially shocked her sister had captured any suitor’s attention. However, she learned he was a second son and an acquaintance of their uncle, so Jane dismissed him as someone of minor significance.

Mary, though, was delighted for her sister, as she knew how their mother and eldest sister spoke about Lizzy, especially when she was not there. As Mary listened to her mother and Jane speak of Lizzy’s suitor that afternoon, she stored up all that was said and was determined to share it with her sister. Mary knew Lizzy was aware of her mother’s opinion of her, but she did not know how Jane spoke of her when she was not there. She hoped Lizzy might marry away from home and never have to return to Longbourn again. If she did, perhaps Mary could go live with her elder sister or the Gardiners.

“You know, Mama, that this Mr. Darcy is a barrister. I imagine he is an older gentleman, perhaps as old as thirty, and I feel certain he wears spectacles and constantly has ink-stained fingers and sleeves. He will not have a handsome feature on his face, and in a few years, he will be stooped over and bent from all the time he spends at his desk reading the law,” Jane chortled.

Mrs. Bennet’s eyes widened, and she clasped her hands together in laughter. “Oh, Jane, my dear, you have such a vivid imagination! Imagine the love letters he will write! Each note will be a legal treatise, and Lizzy will swoon over clauses and the like.”

Jane chuckled softly, her eyes dancing with mocking. “Yes, Mama, and I am sure he will send her flowers with footnotes attached, explaining the botanical origins and their symbolic meanings.”

The two chuckled at such thoughts as none of these things would not bring either of them happiness in marriage. Not that they cared about Elizabeth finding happiness in marriage—they would both be shocked to learn this courtship would progress to its natural end. They were confident Elizabeth would somehow scare this suitor away, although perhaps an older, ugly barrister would be an ideal match for the chit.

As their laughter filled the room, Mary could not help but feel a twinge of … shame, or was it sorrow? Deep down, she knew her mother’s words were laced with bitterness, and Jane’s jibes reflected the strained relationship between the sisters. They revelled in their mocking dialogue, not caring if their words would deeply injure the sister who cared so much for others.

Finding she had enough, Mary slipped from the room and began to write a letter to her sister, apprising her of the state of things at Longbourn. She expressed great pleasure in learning of her sister’s suitor and reported on the glee displayed by their eldest sister and mother over imagining the worst possible suitor for Elizabeth. She did not ask for information about the gentleman but expressed her hope all would turn out well for her sister. Realising the gentleman had only asked to call on her, she tempered her excitement but warned her sister to be cautious about what she said to her elder sister in the future.

* * *

This letter was met with uncertainty. “What do you think Mary means, Aunt?” Elizabeth asked after reading a portion of the letter out loud.

“I know you have always looked up to Jane as some kind of ideal, but you must realise that she simply does not care for you as you do her,” her aunt said, then sighed and turned to face her niece to speak seriously to her. “Jane has always been selfish; have you never noticed she refused to visit the tenants with you or put herself out for anyone else? She has had a few suitors, yes, but none stayed any longer than it took for them to determine all she had to offer was her looks. Jane has few accomplishments and little to add to any conversation. Men tire of her before they learn much about her, and if a man is interested in just her beauty, your mother will surely frighten them away with her efforts at matchmaking. When you visited us before, did you ever witness Jane assisting with the children or engaging in selfless acts? I have seen Jane’s expressions when a man’s focus shifted from her to you, and she had no choice but to maintain a polite smile.”

“While Jane may be a classical beauty with her blonde hair and willowy figure, many men are attracted to your own dark hair and green eyes. You are not as tall as your elder sister, but you have a pleasing figure men do appreciate.” She smiled as she watched her niece colour brightly at this.

“Why have I never noticed this?” Elizabeth asked.

“In part, because Jane has concealed this aspect of her nature from you. You’ve been preoccupied with your own activities and didn’t always notice Jane’s differences. But I would also say it is because you were reluctant to acknowledge this facet of Jane’s character. Your affection for her led you to rationalise aspects that did not align with your perception,” her aunt explained. “I understand we have discussed one of your shortcomings, which is to mock the things around you, but another sign of immaturity is letting your biases shape your perception. Jane is your sister, so you have purposefully disregarded those elements.”

Elizabeth sighed. “I know I am just seventeen, aunt, and while I have been ‘out’ in Meryton society for two and a half years, I am afraid I still have much to learn.”

“You have been surrounded by those you have known all your life,” Mrs. Gardiner replied. “You have not had to look for shades in character because you knew them so well or, in the case of Jane, and perhaps even with your father, because you saw what you wanted to see.”

Feeling her entire body sag, she listened to her aunt’s words. “I have much to think about, Aunt, but I will take Mary’s advice and tell Jane nothing else about Mr. Darcy. Do you … do you think Mary is sincere? She seems so sad and so alone,” Elizabeth asked hesitantly.

“I do think Mary is sincere,” her aunt replied, patting her hand. “Like you, Mary has been overlooked by both of your parents, and have you not told me she does as much for the tenants as you? Is she not the one who will look after them while you are gone?”

“She does not do quite as much, as she cannot walk to visit the tenants furthest away,” Elizabeth replied. “But, in the past, she has enlisted the aid of the steward and some of the servants to make the journey when she could not.” Suddenly, Elizabeth sighed, “Mary seems to want to come to London, to get away from Longbourn as I have. However, if both of us were to leave the estate, the tenants would suffer. Jane has no interest in caring for them, and despite my attempts to encourage Kitty and Lydia to help, neither of them is willing. The steward and Mrs. Hill may aid them, but they cannot do what Mary and I could.”

“Even if you no longer live at the estate, you can still sew items to send to Longbourn for Mrs. Hill to distribute,” Mrs. Gardiner encouraged.

“I have several things I need to complete to send back,” Elizabeth acknowledged. “One of the tenants expects a child before the end of the summer, and I brought the incomplete items with me. Will Uncle help me send them to Longbourn? It would be a rather large package if I were to do so.”

“I think we can aid you,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “Now, I have wanted to ask what you think about Mr. Darcy. He has called on you almost daily since we attended the theatre last week.”

Elizabeth blushed. “I have enjoyed his calls very much,” she said. “I know you and Uncle are full of praise for him, and what I have learned of him makes me believe we are very well suited. We are both well-read, although his education is far better than mine, but that is because he is a man. We have much to say to each other, but even when we are silent, it is a comfortable silence.”

“You are young but not too young to be married,” her aunt said thoughtfully. “Can you imagine yourself married to him?”

“Aunt! I have known the gentleman for a week. How can I know?” Elizabeth protested. “You sound like Mama.”

“I am not suggesting you marry tomorrow, but I am asking if you can see yourself married to him,” she replied. “That is different from proclaiming yourself married to the man because he called on you once. Do you think he is someone you could grow to love and imagine sharing your life with? Is it worth continuing to allow him to call on you?

“Oh,” Elizabeth said, visibly deflating. She pondered the question for a minute before she answered, her voice soft and hesitant. “I believe I could, Aunt. I admire him very much; he is a good man, very serious and very diligent in what he does. I could imagine myself loving him and sharing my life with him.” She smiled at her aunt. “Is that terrible?”

“Not at all, dear,” her aunt reassured her. “I do not believe Mr. Darcy is one to make a declaration quickly; I imagine he will deliberate over it for a time before making a decision, but I think he admires you as well. Whether admiration will turn into something more remains to be seen, and neither should you fall in love with him because I have encouraged you to pursue the relationship. For the moment, it is good to know you believe you could. But do be careful, and allow his actions to guide you.”

“I will try, Aunt,” she said. “It is sometimes hard to convince one’s heart to act wisely.”

“It is,” her aunt agreed. Their conversation turned to the sewing Elizabeth was working on, and the two were ensconced in their work when the knocker sounded.

“Right on time,” Mrs. Gardiner said as she eyed her niece conspiratorially. The two attempted to contain their laughter when the housekeeper announced Mr. Darcy. When Darcy greeted them, Elizabeth’s eyes were still bright from her stifled laughter.

He could scarcely look away from her brilliant eyes lit with laughter. His eyes locked with hers, and the two remained lost for several moments, lost in each other. Finally, Mrs. Gardiner cleared her throat, breaking the spell. “I heard your laughter as soon as I entered the door,” he teased. “Whatever was so funny?”

The two ladies burst into laughter. “I apologise, Mr. Darcy; I do not believe we can tell you what made us laugh,” Mrs. Gardiner told him. “How are you today?”

“I am well,” he answered, his eyes still on Elizabeth. “I was terribly sorry business kept me from visiting you yesterday.”

“You were missed from our parlour, sir,” Elizabeth replied quietly.

“My mother arrived in town yesterday with my sister,” he informed them. “Lady Anne would like Georgiana to study with a piano master for a month or two, and my brother, George, was glad to see them leave Pemberley for a time.”

“Does your brother not come to town for the season?” Mrs. Gardiner asked.

“He ought to; he needs to find a wife. I do realise thirty is not old, but it is time he marries and settles down so he might have an heir for Pemberley, or so my mother says. I am afraid he is more interested in having fun than creating his legacy,” Darcy complained.

“What does your mother say?” Elizabeth asked.

“She occasionally wishes I had been born first,” he replied, a half-hearted attempt at a tease. “Our personalities are reversed—he is the ne’er do well who lives to have fun, while I am more serious, the staid one who does what is expected. My brother and I do not always see eye to eye, and the longer he delays marriage, the more my mother pressures him to ‘settle down,’ a phrase he has come to despise.”

“And what of you, sir,” Mrs. Gardiner asked. “How do you feel about the phrase?”

The question obviously flustered both Darcy and Elizabeth. However, after a moment, he attempted to force the flush away and looked directly into Elizabeth’s eyes to respond: “It is growing on me.”
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Captivated
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Darcy remained in the company of Elizabeth until Mr. Gardiner returned home. During this period, they engaged in diverse conversations about family, literature, poetry, politics, and societal conventions. Neither of them was cognizant of the passage of time, nor did they take notice of the several occasions when Mrs. Gardiner briefly left the room to attend to queries from her housekeeper or relay messages to her children’s nurse concerning their well-being. Throughout most of their conversation, Mrs. Gardiner remained in the room, albeit at a slight distance, occupied with her sewing.

The sudden sound of Mr. Gardiner’s voice prompted Elizabeth and Darcy to glance at the wall clock. “Goodness, the time,” Elizabeth exclaimed. “I apologise, Aunt; it appears we completely lost track of it.”

Noting Elizabeth’s concern, Darcy inquired, “Is there something amiss, Miss Elizabeth? Have you missed an appointment?”

She sighed. “Not an appointment, per se, but I had promised to read to the children before their father arrived home. I am sure my aunt had to make excuses for my failure to do as I said, and while I will likely be able to read to them later, I do hate to disappoint them.”

“Might I go with you to read to your cousins while their parents greet each other?” Darcy asked. “My sister is much younger than I, and she always enjoyed it when I read to her. She was particularly pleased when I would do the voices in the story.” He grinned at the memory.

Elizabeth grinned in reply. “I think the children would enjoy that,” she replied. “That is if my aunt and uncle would not mind.”

The Gardiners had heard the discussion, and after glancing between them, Mrs. Gardiner nodded her agreement. “Please ensure the nurse remains with you and keep the story short. Their supper will be up shortly.”

Elizabeth led the way up the stairs. Nearly as soon as they were out of view of the Gardiners, he reached in front of him and took her hand. “Here, it is easier for you to lead me this way,” he said thoughtfully as the now familiar jolt of … whatever it was … ran up his arm straight to his heart.

She laughed lightly at his comment. “I am not certain it is easier, but I will not complain,” she teased as she led him to the nursery.

They arrived all too soon, and he reluctantly dropped her hand. The children gathered around them, and after introductions were made, the two adults sat on a small settee with the children around their feet. The eldest boy, a young lad of about eight years old, handed Darcy a book. “This one, please, Mr. Darcy,” he asked.

Darcy looked at the book and smiled. “I read this to my sister when she was young,” he told them, then he opened the book and began reading. The children were enthralled, especially as he altered his voice to mimic the different characters in the story. They begged him to read a second, but their supper arrived, ending their allotted time. Darcy and Elizabeth left the nursery to return downstairs, allowing the gentleman to depart.

Once outside the nursery, Darcy again took Elizabeth’s hand in his, bringing it to his lips to kiss it briefly. “That was fun,” he said quietly.

Elizabeth blushed brightly, though she attempted to sound composed. “You did very well with them,” she replied. “I enjoyed listening to you reading, and my cousins did too.”

“Miss Elizabeth,” he said, hesitating for a second before continuing. “When I asked your uncle for permission to call on you, he, um, well, he gave me his permission to court you, should you agree. I, um, I would like to obtain your permission to court you, with an eye toward marriage, one day, perhaps not too far distant.”

They had moved toward the steps, and he was standing on the step just below her, enabling them almost to look each other in the eye. “Are you asking my permission?” she whispered.

“I am, although perhaps I did not say it as well as I could. Would you permit me to court you, Miss Elizabeth? I would very much like to know you better,” he whispered back.

“Yes,” she breathed.

Darcy brought the hand he held to his lips once again. “Thank you, Miss Elizabeth,” he replied.

“It may be rather forward of me, but … do you think you might be willing to call me Elizabeth when we are alone?” she whispered.

He nodded. “If you will address me by my Christian name,” he said.

“Fitzwilliam?” she asked.

“Yes. It was my mother’s maiden name, and she insisted upon naming me such after they named my elder brother after my father,” he replied as they began to walk down the steps.

“Fitzwilliam,” she whispered, causing him to stop and turn back to her. “Thank you.”

His brow creased. “For what, Elizabeth?” he whispered.

“For wanting to know me better and for asking to court me,” she replied.

“Ahh, but it is I who is gaining a gift with your acceptance,” he told her, his eyes communicating something Elizabeth did not quite understand but knew she wanted to.

“Perhaps we both will gain something through our courtship,” she offered.

He smiled. “That may be very true, Elizabeth.” Once again, he kissed her hand. “I would like to kiss you,” he whispered.

“Why do you not?” she inquired.

“Because we are standing outside your cousin’s nursery, and I respect you and your uncle too much to steal what is not yet rightfully mine to take,” he replied.

She sighed. “You are entirely too principled, Fitzwilliam,” she teased. “You have the perfect argument not to give in to our desires, and I cannot argue with what you say.”

“My brother would merely take what he wanted and not worry about the possible consequences to his reputation or yours or how his actions might impact others,” Darcy told her seriously. “He would think mainly of the immediate rewards.”

“Immediate rewards?” she inquired.

“Yes,” he said, taking a deep breath to calm his wayward heart, “I can imagine kissing you would be extremely rewarding.” He stared into her eyes before closing them briefly and once again breathing deeply. “Come, Miss Elizabeth, let us find your aunt and uncle before I embarrass myself or do something I should not.”

She merely raised an eyebrow but followed him nonetheless. “I think kissing you would be rewarding, as well, Mr. Darcy,” she whispered as she walked past him and into the drawing room where the Gardiners sat.

Letting out an audible groan, he stood in the hall to take a few deep breaths before entering the room behind her. “Darcy, would you like to join us for dinner tonight? Or do you have plans with your mother in town?”

“Mother asked me to join her and Georgiana for dinner tonight, and I am afraid I will be late if I do not leave soon. But, if it is not an imposition, I could come another night,” he offered.

“Are you free tomorrow evening?” Mrs. Gardiner asked.

Darcy nodded. “Yes, I will be able to come then. Um, Gardiner, might we speak for a moment?”

Gardiner scrutinised the young man and then glanced at his niece, looking at her hands in her lap. “Come,” he commanded. Standing, he led the way to his study.

As soon as he entered, he turned and faced the younger man. “Well?” he began.

He stalled momentarily, blurting: “Miss Elizabeth agreed to allow me to court her. I know you gave me your permission last week when we spoke, but I wanted to tell you I had asked, and she has accepted.”

Gardiner could not stop the grin at the young man’s enthusiasm. “Well, I am pleased to hear it, Darcy. Is there anything else?”

Darcy sighed. “I would like to invite you to Darcy House soon so my mother might meet Miss Elizabeth. I must make the arrangements, though I will mention it tonight. Perhaps Mother will be willing to invite Miss Elizabeth and Mrs. Gardiner to tea one afternoon and then dinner another night?”

“Darcy,” Mr. Gardiner began thoughtfully, “I know you have only been calling on my niece for a week, and now you have asked to court her, but if I may ask, what exactly are your intentions toward Elizabeth?”

Gulping down his nervousness, he took a moment to steady himself before he spoke. “I believe I would like to marry her,” he stated, meeting the elder man’s eyes. “I know I have only known her a week, but I … I feel I know her well. While I am not quite ready to offer for her or even to say I am in love with her, I feel I am well on my way to being so. I am not one to act hastily, and I wonder about the rapidity of our connection, but I know I feel a … connection to her I have never experienced before.”

Gardiner smiled. “I understand exactly what you are feeling, my friend. It was much the same when I met my wife. We met and married within six weeks and, as you can see, are still happy more than a decade later.”

“Then I am not as mad as I had begun to believe,” Darcy laughed. “I felt thunderstruck the moment I saw her.”

“I noticed,” Gardiner laughed as he indicated the gentleman should sit across from him in front of the fire. “I have taken the liberty of writing my brother about your suit, and he has permitted me to take care of all the arrangements. As far as he is concerned, there is no reason for Lizzy to return to Longbourn even to wed. He suggested his next daughter, Miss Mary, can take Lizzy’s place with us after she weds since he has the idea we asked her here to act as governess to our children. While I cannot deny that Lizzy does assist in the nursery, we asked her here for herself and to separate her from her family. I am frequently amazed at how callously her parents treat their children.”

“Elizabeth has mentioned something of that and a letter she received from her sister Mary,” Darcy agreed.

Gardiner raised his eyebrow at the gentleman’s informal use of his niece’s name. “I do wonder, Darcy, if you and Lizzy will not make it to the altar even quicker than Madeline and I managed it.”

Darcy’s brows furrowed in puzzlement as he processed Gardiner’s implications. “You believe Miss Elizabeth and I will … what?” His voice trailed off, a mixture of realisation and disbelief dawning in his eyes.

Gardiner nodded, his expression warm and reassuring. “Indeed, my friend, I have every reason to believe your courtship has been swift and sincere. I would not be surprised if you find yourselves exchanging vows sooner than later.”

A hint of a smile tugged at the corners of Darcy’s lips, a blend of emotions swirling within him. While he had been accustomed to maintaining an air of composure in various situations, he found himself somewhat disarmed by Gardiner’s straightforward assessment. The idea of marrying Elizabeth, sooner than expected, both exhilarated and unnerved him.

Gardiner continued, his tone light but earnest. “Considering the circumstances, you may want to contemplate a marriage by licence rather than waiting for the banns to be read. You see, Lizzy has not been in London long enough to qualify as a resident. Having the banns announced in Hertfordshire might invite a level of commotion best avoided.”

Darcy’s brow quirked in curiosity, prompting Gardiner to elaborate with a playful glint in his eye. “Ah, well, my sister is quite particular about her second eldest daughter. She might not be overly thrilled if Lizzy were to become the first among her sisters to wed. Although,” he added with an affectionate grin, “I have no doubt she would be equally unenthused if Lizzy were to marry a man who was ‘only a barrister’.”

His lips curled into a wry smile, and Darcy’s gaze met Gardiner’s with gratitude and amusement. “While I may not hold a grand estate, I possess some status as both the second son of a gentleman and in my role as a barrister. And, of course, your partnership has been instrumental in making me fairly wealthy.”

Gardiner acknowledged the truth of that statement. “I wonder how long you will wait before you propose, Darcy. Speak to your mother and make plans to introduce her to my girl, and then we will talk about the settlement. My girl will come to you with more than even she realises, thanks to the generosity of her grandmother and my success with investments. I have ensured Lizzy will come with a far more significant dowry than anyone in her family knows.”

“I did not … I had not considered her dowry and assumed it to be small, based on her comments. I am no fortune hunter,” Darcy protested.

Gardiner’s response was reassuring. “Rest assured, Darcy, I am well aware of your character. That is precisely why I brought this to your attention now. I wanted to hint at what is to come, especially since Lizzy is unaware of her grandmother’s gift.”

Darcy’s curiosity was piqued, leading him to ask, “Has the sum grown substantially, then?” His realisation of the impropriety of his question led to a quick apology, and he lowered his gaze in mild embarrassment. “Forgive me, that was a most improper question.”

Gardiner’s calm demeanour put Darcy at ease. “No need for such concern, Darcy. I have observed your actions and intentions and understand you had no prior knowledge of this matter. If you prefer, I can withhold the exact sum until we discuss the marriage settlement in full detail. However, I want you to know her dowry will exceed expectations.”

Darcy’s gratitude was evident as he replied, “Thank you, Mr. Gardiner. Knowing she will possess her own fortune, ensuring her security and that of any future children, brings me great comfort. Whatever funds she brings to our marriage will be hers.”

A thoughtful pause followed before Darcy spoke again, his words laced with an air of caution. “However, sir, I must inquire, are we not perhaps rushing ahead of ourselves? It is one thing to assume I will make an offer, but are we not overlooking the possibility she might decline?”

Gardiner’s laughter held a warmth that radiated through the room. “Darcy, I believe we are well past the stage of assumption. You would have halted me by now if your intentions were not already leaning in that direction. From my vantage point, it has been evident you have been contemplating a future with my niece since the moment you met her. And do not think my wife and I are unaware of how frequently you and Lizzy share brief touches, and we have noted how frequently the two of you have breached propriety and held hands despite you only ‘calling’ upon my niece. I do not think Lizzy would have allowed even those small liberties if she did not feel something for you.”

Although Darcy flushed at the implication, Gardiner’s words did seem to echo the truth growing within Darcy’s heart. He met Gardiner’s gaze with a mixture of resolution and vulnerability. “You are astute, Gardiner. I cannot deny meeting your niece has profoundly impacted me. Her beauty immediately captured me, but her wit, intelligence, and independence have drawn me in since the first moment. Those touches have been a lifeline to a drowning man at times, which seems foolish, but a… need drives me to reach out and touch her hands occasionally.”

Gardiner’s smile was a testament to the trust he had in Darcy. “And I believe she has also been equally captivated by you, Darcy. Her esteem for you has grown steadily despite the short duration, and I dare say she has been charmed in ways she might not readily admit. My wife and I have allowed you more time with her than we might have in other circumstances because we have seen your affection growing, and I know you to be honourable.”

Darcy’s lips curved into a gentle smile, the thought of Elizabeth’s regard warming his heart. “I would not wish for her to feel any pressure or obligation. If I were to propose, or perhaps I should say when I propose, it would be based on my growing affection and esteem for her.”

Gardiner’s expression softened, conveying a sense of shared understanding. “Darcy, I appreciate your sentiment. I have every confidence that Lizzy’s feelings are sincere as well. She has always been forthright and candid, making her a remarkable young woman.”

“That she is, sir,” Darcy acknowledged. “She attributes much of that to the influence of you and your wife and of her grandmother. I almost hesitate to ask, but what are her parents like? Why did her father surrender her care to you so entirely at such a young age? How can they assume she is in town to act as a governess to your children and not to value her for the wonderful woman she is?”

Sighing, Gardiner shook his head. “That is a long story, Darcy, and you mentioned you have dinner plans tonight with your mother. Come by my office in the morning, and we will speak more about the situation, as you should know the details before you make your offer. It is nothing scandalous, though it will help you understand Lizzy. And I doubt she would ever tell you the exact circumstances, partly because I am not certain she truly understands the entire picture.” Gardiner leaned back in his chair, a thoughtful expression crossing his features. “Darcy, go and speak with your mother tonight. We can discuss the rest later, and I trust you will still want to marry my niece once I have told you her story.”

Darcy nodded, a sense of determination emanating from him. “I will speak to my mother without delay, and we shall arrange the introduction. I have little doubt my mother and sister will both love Elizabeth. I cannot imagine anything would change my opinion of your niece despite the short time we have known each other. I will see you in the morning to talk in greater detail.”

Darcy took his leave from his mentor and friend with a firm handshake. One day soon, he would be his uncle, and Darcy was beginning to think of this as a foregone conclusion.


Six

Surprising News
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Darcy was nervous as he approached his family’s townhouse in Mayfair. He had a good relationship with his mother, but he wondered how she would react to the news of his intention to marry. At least he could tell her Elizabeth would bring a dowry with her, although he could not tell her the amount.

Arriving slightly later than planned, Darcy was ushered into the family sitting room. As he entered, his mother’s warm greeting enveloped him, momentarily quelling the nervous flutter in his chest.

“Good evening, Fitzwilliam,” Lady Anne Darcy chimed, her tone light and genial. “You arrived just in time. We were beginning to wonder if you had been waylaid.”

Darcy’s lips curved into a smile, an attempt to conceal his inner turmoil. “I apologise for my tardiness, Mother. Unforeseen matters required my attention, but I assure you, I am here now.”

Lady Anne regarded her son discerningly, sensing an underlying seriousness in his demeanour. “Very well,” she replied, curiosity lacing her voice. “We shall table our curiosity for the moment. However, I do hope you will share the details of your ‘unforeseen matters’ with me over dinner. It is a family dinner with Georgiana and me, and I hope it is not so upsetting that you cannot discuss it in front of your sister.”

As they sat at the table, Darcy felt a little apprehensive about the conversation he needed to have with his mother. His mother was, as always, warm and welcoming, but Darcy felt a bit off-kilter as he thought about what he wanted to say. Seeming to be aware of this, Lady Anne skilfully guided the conversation, her questions gently drawing Darcy into the conversation between her and Georgiana.

Finally, the opportunity arose when a lull settled over the table. Darcy cleared his throat, his gaze steady as he met his mother’s expectant eyes. “Mother,” he began, his voice steady yet with an unmistakable note of seriousness, “there is a matter of great import I wish to discuss with you.”

Lady Anne’s demeanour shifted subtly, an attentive focus replacing her previous ease. “Of course, Fitzwilliam,” she replied, inviting him to proceed.

Darcy’s pulse quickened, and he chose his words carefully. “Mother, I have been giving considerable thought to my future, and I have come to a decision. I wish to inform you I intend to marry.”

A delicate smile touched Lady Anne’s lips, her eyes conveying interest and affection. “Marry? My dear Fitzwilliam, that is wonderful news indeed. May I inquire about the fortunate lady who has captured your heart?”

Darcy met his mother’s gaze with a mixture of sincerity and resolve. “The lady in question is Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”

Lady Anne’s brows lifted in mild surprise, her gaze sharpening as she absorbed his words. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet,” she repeated thoughtfully. “I am not familiar with that name.”

Darcy’s heart raced as he continued, the moment of truth approaching. “Indeed, Mother. Miss Elizabeth Bennet is a young woman of remarkable character and intelligence. She has greatly impressed me, and I believe our values and aspirations align.”

Lady Anne’s eyes held a discerning glint as she observed her son. “Tell me more about this young lady, Fitzwilliam. What qualities have drawn you to her?”

As Darcy embarked on a description of his Elizabeth’s virtues, his words flowed with genuine admiration and a touch of vulnerability. He spoke of her wit, her sense of independence, and the connection they shared. He revealed how her perspectives had influenced him, broadening his horizons and challenging his preconceptions. And as he spoke, he found himself recounting the external attributes that captivated him and the depth of character and strength of spirit he had come to admire.

Lady Anne listened attentively, her gaze unwavering and her interest evident. Once Darcy had finished, a thoughtful silence settled over the room. She regarded her son for a moment, her expression a mix of contemplation and maternal wisdom.

“Fitzwilliam,” she finally spoke, her voice gentle yet firm, “it is clear you have given this matter significant consideration despite the short duration of your acquaintance with the lady. Your choice of a wife is a decision of great magnitude, one that will shape your future and your eventual family. I trust your judgement is sound and your heart’s inclination is genuine.”

Darcy met his mother’s eyes, a sense of gratitude welling within him. “Thank you, Mother,” he replied earnestly. “I have indeed approached this with utmost sincerity and contemplation.”

Lady Anne’s gaze softened, her affection for her son evident. “Then, Fitzwilliam, I offer you my blessings and support in this endeavour. May your path be one of happiness and fulfilment. When will you introduce me to your young lady? And have you already asked the question, or are you informing me of your intention to do so?”

Darcy’s heart swelled with gratitude, his mother’s understanding and acceptance a comforting affirmation. “I am informing you of my intention, Mother. Miss Elizabeth has accepted my offer of a courtship, and I intend to marry her as soon as she will have me,” he stated, his voice laced with emotion. “Your acceptance of the woman I have come to love means a great deal to me. She and her aunt are available for tea later this week—I hesitated to name a date since I was uncertain of your schedule. I also hoped you might invite the family to dinner at Darcy House one evening. Elizabeth lives with her uncle here in London, and it was he who introduced her to me. Mr. Gardiner is the businessman I invested with. Through him, I have increased the funds Father left me when he died.”

Lady Anne’s nod conveyed her understanding, her support unwavering. “I look forward to meeting the woman who has captivated you, Fitzwilliam. As for the arrangements, I am delighted to extend an invitation for tea later this week. I will send her and her aunt a formal invitation tomorrow, and we will discuss the invitation to dinner when they come. It will be a pleasure to welcome your Miss Bennet and her family. Should we invite the Matlocks for the same evening?”

Darcy was relieved and grateful for his mother’s willingness to embrace this new connection. “Thank you, Mother. I shall pass on your invitation for the ladies to come for tea and the plans to invite them to dinner, though I am uncertain if the earl will be willing to have dinner with a tradesman. I know they will like Elizabeth and her family once they meet them, but my uncle can be a little concerned about social status and may be reluctant to come for dinner initially.”

“Let me worry about my brother, Fitzwilliam,” Lady Anne reassured him. “Now, Georgiana, you have been silent throughout this conversation. You will gain a sister soon; what do you think about that?”

A shy girl who had not yet reached her fourteenth birthday, Georgiana struggled to find the correct words. “I have always wanted a sister,” she said after a moment. “I look forward to meeting her when you bring her for tea.”

Darcy smiled at his sister. “She will enjoy getting to know you as well, Georgie,” he said. “She has several sisters, so I feel certain she will easily adopt you, and there is little question she will love you as I do.”

“Might I write her a note for you to give her the next time you see her, Fitzwilliam?” Georgiana asked.

He smiled broadly at her. “That is a wonderful idea, sprite,” he said. “I feel certain she would appreciate that. However, keep in mind I have not yet proposed, despite her uncle being certain I will.”

Lady Anne smiled at her son and patted his arm. Turning toward her daughter, she spoke to her. “Georgiana, why do you not write your letter to your room? I want to speak a little further with your brother. Fitzwilliam, why do we not go into the sitting room to speak further?”

Darcy nodded and helped both ladies to stand. His sister bounded off toward her room while he escorted his mother toward the room she indicated.

“Yes, Mother,” he said. “What is it you wanted to discuss with me? Your acceptance was not just a show for Georgiana, was it?”

“No, not at all, Fitzwilliam,” his mother stopped him. “I am pleased for you, and you appear happy with your choice. I do not want to dissuade you; merely discuss some business.”

“Business, Mother?” he asked, his curiosity laced with concern.

“Yes, son. I am certain you are unaware of some arrangements that would take effect when you began to consider marriage seriously. Since you intend to propose to this young lady soon, I felt it was time to speak to you about them,” she said.

Darcy looked at her in concern. “Arrangements? What sort of arrangements? I inherited fifteen thousand pounds upon Father’s death, and his will did not mention any additional inheritance.”

“These arrangements are attached to my marriage settlement and would not have been mentioned in your father’s will,” she told him. “Now, will you listen to all I have to say and promise not to interrupt?”

“Yes, Mother,” he replied.

She took a deep breath and began. “When I married your father, he was already extraordinarily wealthy. Pemberley was his family seat, and he had begun increasing its yields and diversifying its income. My dowry was the thirty thousand pounds set aside for Georgiana, and the money you inherited was garnered from its interest, along with additional amounts placed in the funds for you from the estate. However, my father had also set aside an estate for both of his daughters, and these were listed in our marriage settlements to be held for my father’s grandsons, specifically second or third sons who would not inherit their family’s estates.

“As you know, my sister Lady Catherine did not give birth to a son, so there are two estates included in my settlement you may choose from. When you marry your Miss Bennet, you will inherit either Foxwood Hall in Cheshire or Oakridge Manor near Dovedale. Both are within fifty miles of Pemberley and bring in approximately four thousand pounds per annum. Whichever you do not choose will go to Richard when he decides to marry. I have tried to convince my brother to at least hint at this inheritance to his son since I sincerely doubt Richard will ever seek to marry so long as he remains in the army.

“Your father managed these estates during his lifetime, ensuring they prospered, but they have come under the responsibility of their stewards since his death. The income from these estates has been put into accounts to be transferred to whoever takes ownership of them when that event occurs. Some of the income has been used to improve the estate, but you will find quite a substantial sum in these accounts.”

Darcy looked at her, his mouth agape. She laughed at her son. “I am finished, Fitzwilliam; you may speak now.”

“I am astonished, Mother,” he said, “and not just a little upset on my cousin’s behalf. Richard has said he will never marry because he cannot imagine asking a woman to share the life he lives as a soldier. You are correct that uncle should hint at this to him at the very least, as he might be more willing to consider marriage if he knows what awaits him.”

Lady Anne laughed. “You are a good boy, Fitzwilliam. I have just told you that you are to inherit an estate, enabling you to trade London and your career as a barrister for a life in the country, and you are more concerned with how this news impacts your cousin.”

He took a deep breath. “I admit I have yet to consider what all this will mean. Elizabeth will appreciate the change in my path, as I believe she prefers the country to town.” He thought for a second before he chuckled. “Is it terrible that one of my first thoughts is how glad I am this was not well known? Had others known I would inherit an estate, even if it does not approach Pemberley’s income, I would have been far more sought after, a situation I would have hated.”

“So, you will be well placed to care for a wife, and although you are not aware of the amount of her dowry, you can do as your father did and leave the amount for your wife or later for any daughters you have,” Lady Anne told him. “I confess I have worried about who my sons would marry, but it seems you have chosen well. You mention she has sisters; would any of them appeal to George?”

Darcy groaned. “I have not met any sisters, and her younger sister, who is just 16, is the only one I believe I could recommend based on what Elizabeth has said about the rest. Since coming to London, she has been rather disillusioned about her elder sister. Elizabeth said she is beautiful, but only on the outside, as she has recently realised she is vapid and uncharitable.”

“Well, perhaps I should not promote a meeting there,” Lady Anne replied. “Will you marry from London, or will she return home for the wedding?”

“Her uncle suggested London,” Darcy said, his mind returning to the earlier conversation. “Gardiner asked me to join him at the office in the morning to discuss some things related to her family. I know she is not particularly wanted by her parents, despite her father proclaiming her to be his favourite for years. He sent her to London, thinking she was to act as governess to the Gardiners’ children. Gardiner does not think much of his sister or her husband and will invite Elizabeth’s next younger sister to take her place when we marry. I believe it is intended to get her away from the callousness of the rest of her family.”

Lady Anne smiled at her son. “In the course of a conversation, you have gone from thinking you might propose to making plans for ‘when you marry’. I believe you are rather decided at this point. I know you must speak to Mr. Gardiner tomorrow, and I suggest you speak with your Elizabeth tomorrow evening to settle matters. Once it is done, you might speak to your uncle about your inheritance, and perhaps you can suggest he speak with Richard as well. He might listen to yet another voice saying what I have said for years.”

“I need some sort of jewellery to give Elizabeth as an engagement gift,” Darcy told her. “What do you suggest?”

“I have just the thing for your intended, Fitzwilliam. If you wait a moment, I will retrieve it,” Lady Anne informed him with a sparkle in her eyes. She exited the room, leaving Darcy to his thoughts. He settled into a comfortable chair, contemplating the evening’s revelations and the glass of brandy he had poured himself.

As the minutes stretched, Darcy’s mind wandered, reflecting on how his life would soon change significantly. He was excited about the prospect of marrying Elizabeth, and the news he would become an estate owner upon marrying was astounding. It was not anything he had ever expected, although his father had trained him and his brother to manage an estate. Before, he had assumed it was due to the off chance he did inherit for some reason, but now he recognised a greater purpose.

Before long, the soft swish of fabric announced Lady Anne’s return. Darcy looked up to find his mother re-entering the room, a small velvet bag delicately held in her hands. Her smile was enigmatic, hinting at a surprise awaiting him.

“I believe you will find this to be a fitting token, Fitzwilliam,” Lady Anne remarked, her tone infused with affection and significance. She carefully untied the drawstring of the velvet bag and gently reached inside.

Darcy’s curiosity was piqued, and he watched intently as his mother’s hands emerged from the bag, revealing a delicate necklace. The pendant, suspended on a fine chain, gleamed in the candlelight. It was an exquisite piece, a shimmering emerald cradled within a delicate silver setting, its facets catching and reflecting the light like stars in the night sky.

Lady Anne’s eyes met her son’s as she extended the necklace toward him. “This belonged to your grandmother, Fitzwilliam. She cherished it dearly, and I believe it would be a beautiful symbol of your affection for Elizabeth. You said she had green eyes, am I right?”

Darcy nodded as his breath caught as he gazed at the heirloom before him, his heart stirred by the profound significance of the gesture. The emerald’s rich hue seemed to mirror the depths of his emotions, its timeless beauty a reflection of the love passed down through generations.

“Mother,” Darcy’s voice was a mix of reverence and gratitude, “this is truly an exceptional gift. I cannot express how much it means that you would give this to me to present to Elizabeth, especially since you have yet to meet her.”

“I will love her because you love her, son,” Lady Anne replied. “From your description of her, I feel she will be perfect for you. I look forward to meeting her. Please tell her I said so.”

“I will, Mother,” he replied, standing to kiss her cheek. “Thank you.”

“Invite them to tea on Thursday, dear, but I will send a formal invitation as well,” she commanded. “Now, will you stay here tonight or return to your rooms? You also need to think about where you will live once you are married and before you can move into your estate. I am not certain about the condition of the estates. Perhaps we will have time to visit before you wed, or if not, you can take it in on your wedding trip. From your description, I imagine she would like to visit the Lakes, and spring is an ideal time. You could use the Darcy cottage on Lake Windermere.”

“You have thought of far more than I have, Mother,” Darcy laughed. “I had not considered a wedding trip just yet, I suppose because I am more worried about the proposal. Once she accepts me, I can think about other matters.”

“Do you really think she would reject you, Fitzwilliam?” Lady Anne asked.

“Gardiner believes she will accept me, but I am hesitant to assume she will accept. I believe she cares for me, and I am becoming more certain I am in love with her, but we have not discussed it with her yet,” Darcy said. “Plus, there is still the matter of whatever conversation Gardiner desires to have with me. I do not know what will come of that.”

“Is there anything he could say to make you change your mind?” Lady Anne asked.

Darcy considered this thought for a moment. “No, Mother, I am not certain anything he said would make me change my mind about this. I am merely worried it might prevent her from saying yes or making it difficult for my family to accept her.”

“Well, as long as you are certain, I will accept her. And I will do all I can to ensure the earl and countess will accept her. George will probably not care for any woman you do, but his opinion, quite frankly, does not matter,” his mother reassured him. “All will be well. Now, you did not answer my question. Will you stay here tonight?”

Darcy nodded his head, and the two spoke for some time. Georgiana eventually joined them and demonstrated to Darcy her skill on the piano for a half hour before the entire family retired for the night. Georgiana pressed a letter into his hand before she went to bed, and in the morning, the butler handed Darcy a note for Mrs. Gardiner from Lady Anne with an invitation for tea in two days. He was determined to do whatever was required to win the fair Miss Elizabeth Bennet, so he departed for Gardiner’s office to find out what he had to say.


Seven

More Surprises
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Darcy rode his horse around the park where he had encountered Elizabeth the previous week. He did not catch sight of her despite circling the park several times. After spending half an hour searching, he decided to make his way to his scheduled meeting and reached the Gardiner warehouse not long after Mr. Gardiner’s arrival.

“Good morning, Darcy,” the gentleman greeted him. “You are very prompt; how did your conversation with your mother go last night?”

“It went smoothly,” Darcy informed him. “I was pleasantly surprised by how readily she accepted my choice, even without meeting the lady. She has assured me of her support and revealed an inheritance I had been unaware of. Evidently, one of the stipulations of the inheritance was I would not be informed until I expressed an interest in marrying.”

“That is an interesting condition,” Gardiner said. “I presume the inheritance will make it easier for you to marry?”

“Indeed,” Darcy said as he explained what he learned from his mother the night before.

“Does what you learned last night change any of your plans?” Gardner asked after listening to his explanation.

“Regarding my career choice and those plans for the future, yes. Regarding Elizabeth, not at all. Mother’s acceptance of my choice and the news of my inheritance make matters easier. I think Elizabeth will be happier knowing we will have a place in the country, and we can perhaps use some of my funds to purchase or lease a house in town for when we visit,” Darcy replied.

“How will you determine which estate you will receive?” Gardiner asked.

“I am not certain, although Mother seemed to imply I would be given a choice. She told me to speak to my uncle tomorrow since he is the executor of my grandfather’s will,” Darcy said.

Gardiner nodded at this. “I think you are right; Elizabeth will be pleased by this development. Now, let us speak of other things.”

Darcy agreed, and Gardiner explained some of the circumstances around Elizabeth’s family. “My sisters are very unlike me—I think because I was sent to school quite early and not indulged as my sisters were. I was the youngest child, and my parents wanted me to rise above where they ended up and sent me to school toward that end. My sister Phillips had already married my father’s clerk, and he seemed willing to purchase the practice, leaving me free to pursue another career. I only met Bennet when he was courting my sister and then only briefly. Lizzy’s eldest sister, Jane, came only six months after their wedding, causing much gossip in our small town. I finished school the following year, and by then, Frannie was already expecting a second child. She was so confident this child would be a boy—the desperately wished for heir to break the entailment—and she could not forgive her second child for being born yet another girl. I was home when she delivered this child, and Frannie refused to care for it when she learned it was not the boy she wanted. Bennet was likewise disappointed and did not rouse himself on her behalf, and I think they would have left her to starve had I and her grandmother not stepped in. We found a wet nurse to care for the child, and I paid for it myself. I even named her when her parents could not be bothered. We decided to call her Elizabeth Grace and prayed her parents would someday accept her. She and her nurse lived in the dower house with the elder Mrs. Bennet, and she remained there until she was approximately six years old. It was then that Bennet discovered Elizabeth, and realising she was a bright child who loved to learn, he began to take an interest in her and brought her back into the main house.

“In that time, my sister had given birth to three more girls, Mary, Catherine, and Lydia, but for some reason, she particularly resented Lizzy. Part of that was because when she came back into the house, Bennet paid attention to her, teaching her as he would a son. He allowed her free rein of his library and encouraged her to read as much as possible. Lizzy also had a particular affinity for her grandmother, having spent her first six years being raised exclusively by her, and my sister never did care for her mother-in-law. Even if Frannie could forgive Lizzy for being born a girl, the fact her grandmother had spent so much time with her and Lizzy took after the Bennet side of the family made Frannie dislike her more. It was silly and petty, but that, unfortunately, are two words that best describe my sister. Bennet spent more and more time with her and less and less time with the other girls and his wife, and Frannie grew to resent Lizzy more. Lizzy thrived from the attention her father and grandmother paid to her but could not understand her mother’s resentment.

“Regardless of what she did, it only caused her mother to resent her further, so she decided she would quit trying by the time she was twelve. Her grandmother taught her to be a gentlewoman and to care for the tenants. Her father allowed her to assist with the books. If she had questions, she spoke to her grandmother, and despite living in the main house, she spent nearly every free hour with her grandmother at the dower cottage or out on the estate. Mary joined them occasionally but could not go as frequently as Lizzy. However, Lizzy had long before stopped asking for permission, sneaking out of the house before breakfast to return in time for supper, if at all. Mary was less willing to assume permission and was frequently told no or reprimanded for daring to ask.

“Two years ago, the elder Mrs. Bennet passed away from a long illness: Lizzy tended to her through most of it. With her mother figure gone, Lizzy could no longer spend days with her and spent more and more time out among the tenants and walking the countryside. While inside the house, she would read or sew items for the tenants. She used her own pin money to aid the tenants—before the funds had primarily come from the elder Mrs. Bennet. She convinced Bennet to spend a little of the estate’s funds on necessary repairs, doing her best to hide this fact from her mother, who would not have approved.

“Following my marriage twelve years ago, my wife and I would also frequently invite Lizzy to London for a month or more at a time, and frequently, Jane accompanied her. We did not mind, as the two girls appeared close, but nearly all the effort was given on Lizzy’s behalf. She helped with the children; she assisted Jane and allowed herself to be her sister’s foil. Jane is beautiful and draws men’s eyes, but they never remain there as there is little about her to keep a man’s attention. Jane has little dowry and has never bothered to learn any accomplishments beyond sewing and embroidery, but these were always done to benefit herself. Lizzy has recently learned Jane was not what she thought—she was willing to be helped but rarely helped anyone else. Mary’s letter opened her eyes to the reality of her ‘friendship’ with Jane.

“In the month Lizzy has been with us, we have had a few conversations with her about these things, and she has realised there is nothing for her at Longbourn. Her father echoed her mother’s sentiments that she would never marry and gave me her guardianship so she might act as governess to my children. By giving Lizzy to us, we take on the mantle of her care, freeing up funds for Bennet to spend on his library. Bennet’s letter in response to mine telling him of your calling on his daughter offered us Mary to take Lizzy’s place in our house if ‘by some miracle, Lizzy manages not to scare off her suitor with her impertinence.’ He went so far as to inform me he would not tell his wife or daughters until Lizzy married to minimise my sister’s exclamations over the whole thing.” He explained more about how Mrs Bennet and Jane imagined this suitor and the shock they would receive upon seeing him and learning about his inheritance.

Gardiner finished: “Frannie will be livid to learn her mother-in-law designated her jointure for Lizzy and that, with my investments on her behalf, Lizzy will end up with a dowry of more than twenty thousand pounds. The rest of her girls will receive a fourth of Frannie’s portion of five thousand pounds. I told Lizzy her grandmother had given her a dowry, although not the amount, and she informed her father in a letter she was giving up all claims to any of Mrs. Bennet’s funds. He has not responded to that letter yet, and I doubt he will bother.”

“It is amazing to me Elizabeth could suffer all you describe but still be the charming, warm, and caring woman she has become,” Darcy replied after a moment.

Gardiner agreed. “That was her grandmother’s influence. She refused to allow Lizzy to give in to bitterness and enabled her to see the positives in herself. If not for her influence, Lizzy would likely have believed all her mother said of her, and I assure you, little of it was ever good. Lizzy learned to allow her mother’s complaints and insults to roll off her and chose to focus on the good she saw. That is probably why it took her so long to see Jane realistically. We saw it, but Lizzy seemed happy with the relationship, so we allowed her to continue to view her in that light. However, when Jane began to mock her, Mary felt it was important to tell her, so my wife spoke to Lizzy about what we have always seen in Jane.”

“I just do not understand how anyone who knows Elizabeth could not love her,” Darcy said. “I have only known her a few days, compared to her lifetime with her family, yet they see nothing good in her, only ill. I am thankful she had her grandmother in her daily life at home, and since then, she has had you and your wife in her life to aid her.” Darcy stopped and paused for a few minutes, tapping his fingers on the arm of the chair as he thought about what he wanted to do. “When I spoke with my mother last night, she came to the same conclusion you have, that my offering for Elizabeth is a foregone conclusion. I would now ask for your advice—should I offer for her now or wait? I know what I want, though I realise we have not known each other long. We have spoken more in the last week than some courting couples would do in months. We have had dinner together four or five times, attended the theatre together, gone on walks in the park, and spoken for hours in your drawing room.

“There is little question in my mind that I care for her deeply, and it is growing into a deep and abiding love. I know we suit, but does Elizabeth feel the same way? If I were to ask tonight after dinner, would she agree we are ready for this? She is young, only seventeen, and I am nearly twenty-five, and we will, by necessity, move far away from what we both have known. Based on what you said last night, I could obtain a licence, and we could marry in a month, which should allow her to obtain a trousseau. I am only uncertain about Elizabeth’s feelings in all of this.”

Gardiner laughed at the younger man. “You do act fast, Darcy. This served you well when investing with me, but you may want to slow down and speak to Lizzy about all that is running through your head. You are already coming to dinner tonight, and my wife and I will allow you to speak to Lizzy after. You can share with her what you are thinking, including your inheritance, and then you can make some decisions together. I would give you this advice, son—speak with your wife about major decisions in your life. This is true of most women, particularly Lizzy, who will always expect to be included in your decisions. You will do well not to forget this and will be a much happier husband if you do so. Otherwise, she might make you miserable and will definitely make you regret deciding without speaking to her first.”

Darcy took a deep breath to calm his racing mind. “My father often said something similar. I had briefly forgotten that in my hurry to determine my fate. My inclination is to head straight to your house and have this discussion right now, but it is probably best to wait, as you suggest. I will see you at dinner, Gardiner.”

“Come early,” Gardiner suggested. “Perhaps you and Lizzy can speak before dinner, and then we can plan together afterwards.”

“I will, Gardiner,” Darcy said, rising to leave. He halted at the door. “Oh, I have a letter to Elizabeth from my sister. I warned her things were not settled between us, but I am fairly certain the letter welcomes Elizabeth to the family regardless. There is another note from my mother to your wife with an invitation for the ladies to tea and asking which night is best for dinner at Darcy House. Would you mind delivering these?”

“Well, if you were to deliver them on your way, you would have an excuse to visit with Lizzy for a minute or two. I would suggest you not mention all your plans in such a brief visit as delivering these letters requires,” Gardiner offered.

“Thank you, sir,” he replied. “I will do just that.” Darcy left Gardiner’s warehouse and mounted his horse to ride quickly for a brief visit with his lady love.
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Darcy only managed a brief word with Elizabeth as she and her aunt had been on their way out of the house when he arrived to deliver the letters. He handed each letter to its recipient and was pleased by Elizabeth’s blush when he apologised in advance for any assumptions made in his sister’s letter. Reluctantly tearing himself away from Elizabeth’s company, he went to his office. Despite his best efforts, his thoughts frequently strayed to her throughout the day, necessitating a constant need for him to redirect his attention to his papers. Since this was not his normal state, he found himself frustrated with his lack of concentration, although the object of his reflections was pleasing.

Finally, he finished enough work to feel he could depart in good conscience. Perhaps he had not completed as much work as he might typically, but he had still done at least as much as most of his peers. Strangely, although he knew he had selected the law as a way of life only a few years ago, knowing he could live the rest of his life as the master of an estate not far from his family’s ancestral seat of Pemberley pleased him. He had always preferred the country to town, though he had chosen the law over the church when he selected a career as a barrister. He felt a little sadness at the thought of giving up this career but knew his life would not be one of idleness. Unlike other estate owners he knew—his brother included—who allowed the steward to oversee his estate while merely collecting the rents, Darcy had learned from his father to be a diligent master. He would be involved in running his estate and do all he could to make it prosper under his management. And he would have Elizabeth by his side to assist him as he learned.

This thought followed him into his rooms to change for dinner and led him to quickly depart for the Gardiner home a few blocks away. He arrived early, as Gardiner suggested. After greeting the family, the young couple was allowed the opportunity for a private conversation in the drawing room, leaving the door ajar for propriety’s sake while Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner tucked their children into bed.

“Elizabeth,” he began, “I have had several discussions with your uncle and my mother since I spoke to you yesterday. I believe those conversations have all led to the same certainty, and I would like to ask you: what are your thoughts on our relationship?”

Elizabeth blushed at his direct question. “Sir, I … what exactly do you mean?”

Darcy chuckled at her flustered response to his rather improper question. “Forgive me, dearest,” he began, and she blushed brightly at the endearment. He beamed as he realised what he had said and her reaction. “Perhaps I should simply tell you what has been discussed,” he said, sharing the details of what he had learned about his future. He concluded, “Even though we have known each other less than a fortnight, I confess I had frequently heard about ‘Lizzy’ from your aunt and uncle long before I met you. I think the fact strengthened our friendship. However, from the moment I met you, especially the first time we touched, I felt something for you I had never felt before. At first, it was simply an attraction to a beautiful woman, but your wit and charm did not take long to touch my heart in earnest. I have come to care for you greatly, and while I am reluctant to call it love quite this quickly, I feel I am well on my way.”

Reaching out to place her hand in his, Elizabeth interrupted him. “My aunt has said something similar to me, Fitzwilliam. I had heard of you before I met you, although perhaps not as frequently. Although I had been in town less than a fortnight when we met, you were frequently mentioned. I was predisposed to like you, and I felt that same jolt of … something when I first saw you and then again when I laid my hand on your arm. Like you, I can easily say I care about you but am reluctant to call it love after such a short time.”

“Yet my uncle and mother have both suggested I give in to the inevitable and propose to you immediately, as they believe our marriage is a foregone conclusion at this point,” he informed her dryly.

She arched an eyebrow in a way he had come to adore. “That is rather presumptuous of our relatives, Fitzwilliam. And are you inclined to follow their advice?” she inquired.

“That is why I asked for permission to speak to you, Elizabeth,” he retorted. “And might I say, you are holding my hand and calling me by my Christian name seems to indicate a closer relationship than a mere courtship already? We are friends, but perhaps there is more there as well.”

Feeling slightly stunned by the thought, Elizabeth attempted to pull her hand from his, but he tightened his grip. “Please, Elizabeth, do not pull away from me just now. I wanted to show you what my mother gave me to give to you.”

“What?” Elizabeth asked, feeling rather curious.

Darcy smiled at his success in turning Elizabeth’s mind from her pique at presumptuous relatives and onto a gift. He pulled the velvet bag from his pocket and held it up for Elizabeth to see.

“Jewellery?” she guessed.

“A necklace meant for my intended,” he whispered as he poured the necklace into his hand.

Again, she startled. “More presumptions,” she whispered as she looked at the beautiful necklace in his palm.

“Perhaps, but, Elizabeth, is it truly so unlikely? You have admitted to caring for me and feeling the same jolt I felt upon meeting. I feel like I have known you for much longer than merely a sennight, and I have difficulty picturing life without you in it.” He paused to take a deep breath. “Perhaps I should have waited to speak of this. However, I want you to know what I am thinking. We have the support of your London family and my mother, and I will speak with my uncle tomorrow about my inheritance.”

Darcy continued: “Between all these things, we can be assured any children we have would be well provided for.”

“Children, sir,” Elizabeth said, standing and pacing before him. “How can you speak of providing for our children when we are not yet engaged? Despite the feelings you evoke in me, I have known you for a week. Do not my uncle and your mother think this is moving too quickly? How can you speak of a life with me so soon? Is this merely to allow you to inherit your estate? Am I merely convenient to fit into your plans?”

“How can you think such a thing, Elizabeth? This simply makes it easier for us to marry—I only learned of it when I told my mother I intended to offer for you,” he protested.

The Gardiners were walking by in time to hear this outburst and stepped into the room. Mrs. Gardiner immediately went to Elizabeth to calm her, and Gardiner encouraged Darcy to step across the hall to his study for a few moments.

“That was not what I expected,” Darcy said after taking a large gulp of whatever Gardiner handed him.

“My wife worried she would react this way when I told her the subject of your discourse,” Gardiner told the younger man. “Her parents are not much of an example of marriage. I do not know if she realises her parents married because they had to, but she is still terrified of making a mistake despite the relationship she has seen between my wife and me. She is not rejecting you but will need time to calm herself. My wife will speak to her and help her to see things properly.”

As the gentlemen spoke further, Mrs. Gardiner tried to calm her niece. “How can he speak of marriage so soon after meeting me? How does he know he feels what he should so quickly?” Elizabeth cried.

“First, Lizzy, dry your tears and come sit beside me so we might speak,” Mrs. Gardiner said, patting the seat beside her. It took a moment, but Elizabeth obeyed, her body still full of nervous energy. “I would have warned your uncle to allow me to speak to you first had I known what he and Mr. Darcy discussed this morning. You must remember Mr. Darcy is not like your father, and you are definitely not the same as your mother. Even if you and Mr. Darcy were to marry tomorrow, you would never have the relationship they have. Do you know your uncle and I married after only six weeks? We both knew immediately the other was our partner, which is what we have—a partnership. Our marriage is nothing like your parents, is it? And I know you have seen other examples of good relationships, even if what you see at home is not good. The amount of time we know someone matters less than our commitment to ensuring things will work.”

Elizabeth nodded her agreement and noticeably began to calm until another worry struck her. “Did I scare him away?”

Mrs. Gardiner chuckled at her question. “No, dear, I do not believe he is one to be easily frightened. Your uncle is speaking to him, but I think you are the one who needs reassurance right now. Now, has he asked for your hand? Did you answer him?”

“No, he did not ask,” she admitted. “We were merely discussing the idea of our marriage. It was his mention of us having children that frightened me, I think.”

“Why did that frighten you? You adore your cousins?” Mrs. Gardiner asked.

“I do, but …,” she sighed heavily before she continued. “What if I am more like Mama than either of us believes, and I can only have daughters? Will Fitzwilliam grow to despise me if that happens? Will I come to hate one or all of my children as my mother did? He has said he is not ready to say what he feels for me is love, yet he speaks of marrying me as though it will definitely occur. I told him I felt the same—I know I care for him, but it simply feels too soon to call what I feel love. Can I fall in love with someone in just seven days?”

“Love is more than a feeling, Elizabeth,” Mrs. Gardiner told her. “You say you care for him, but what else? Do you enjoy his touch? Do you want to be with him, to speak to him about whatever you think or feel? Do you look forward to seeing him, and can you sit quietly with him? If you think about days of not seeing him, how do you feel?”

“I enjoy it when he holds my hand or touches my elbow to guide me. When I read Mary’s letter the other day, I first wanted to speak to him about what it revealed about Jane. And if I were to imagine days without him, I think I would be despondent. I want to see and speak to him as often as possible, and I would be terribly upset if I thought I had scared him away and would never see him again. However, what if Mama and Jane are right, and when he comes to know me better, he will want little to do with me? Mama barely thought I was worthy of a barrister, even when that was all she knew about him, and she will not believe me worthy of him when he is a landed gentleman with an estate worth twice as much as Longbourn. What if we are already married when I frighten him away, or he realises I am not the woman he wanted?”

“Do not even think about what your Mama has said to you,” Mrs. Gardiner admonished her earnestly. “She is a foolish woman who does not like you because of something you had no control over. She has neglected you your entire life; her opinion of you means nothing. The voices you should remember are your grandmother’s, mine and your uncle’s, and now Mr. Darcy’s. Even though he is not yet ready to say the words, I believe you do love each other, and the love you have will last.”

“How will I know?” Elizabeth whispered.

“What does your heart say?” her aunt prompted.

“Not to let him go,” she replied.

“Then I think you have your answer, dear,” came the reply from Mrs. Gardiner. “Now, should I send him back in here, or would you prefer your uncle and I stay for the conversation?”

“I need a moment to apologise to him for my outburst, and perhaps we can all discuss matters. He spoke of my dowry, and while I know Grandmother left me something in the care of my uncle, I do not know any further details. And I would like to know more of the inheritance Fitzwilliam’s mother told him about last night,” Elizabeth said.

“Are you aware you have repeatedly called him by his Christian name in this conversation?” Mrs. Gardiner laughingly asked.

Elizabeth sighed. “Yes, and I imagine that should be another indication of my feelings, should it not?”

“Yes, and perhaps you and he should discuss those feelings and share your fears with him. Your uncle has shared a bit about your parents, but he will not fully understand how those things have affected you. Only you can tell Mr. Darcy exactly how those things have affected you and your ideas about marriage. He is treating you as a partner already by discussing these matters with you; your uncle said he declined to make any decisions today when they met because Mr. Darcy wanted to discuss things with you. He already sees you as an equal to him, my dear.”

“That is certainly reassuring,” Elizabeth replied. She took several deep breaths before saying in a clear, firm voice, “I am ready to speak to him again and apologise for my outburst. Might we speak privately again at first and then call you and Uncle in when we are ready?”

“Of course, Lizzy,” was the reply. Mrs. Gardiner hurried out to send Mr. Darcy back into the room with her niece to work things out.

* * *

Darcy re-entered the room, uncertain of his reception. Mrs. Gardiner had assured him he had merely taken her niece unawares and scolded him and her husband for not consulting her before they took up this topic. Darcy had felt slightly amused at hearing his friend scolded by his wife and wondered idly if this was not how things would be between Elizabeth and him one day. The thought was pleasant, and he was even more determined not to ruin things between them. With the admonition to take things slowly ringing in his ears, Darcy entered, finding Elizabeth deep in thought and pacing the room. Moving directly into her path, he stood momentarily as he waited for her to either notice him or collide with him.

She came perilously close to colliding with him, only halting her stride upon noticing his shoes directly in her path. “Fitzwilliam,” she cried, shaking her head to clear it. Laughing at herself, she said, “I do not know how you sneaked up on me, especially as I was expecting you to return, but I was lost in my thoughts. I … I need to apologise to you for my outburst. You caught me off guard with the discussion of marriage—while I knew that was your intention when you asked to court me, I … I do not think, er, well, I had not considered we might speak of it so soon. My uncle mentioned he would speak to you about my family this morning, and somehow, I had spent most of the day thinking the story would be more likely to drive you away rather than to make you desire to move forward.”

“Why would you think that?” he asked, intrigued as to why this woman would believe her history would make a suitor leave rather than encourage him to stay.

“My aunt and I have spoken a great deal since I came to London on this trip. One reason is that we both knew I would not return to Longbourn after this visit. Ever since Grandmother passed away, my mother has become worse in her treatment of me—she never struck me, though she rarely has anything good to say. When Grandmother was alive, at least there was some good to counter the bad, but without her, all I have heard was the bad,” Elizabeth admitted.

“So, for the last two years, all you have heard is how unladylike you are and how unlikely you are ever to find a man who wanted you, and after hearing little to counter that, you had come to believe it?” he asked to clarify.

“Something like that,” she replied. Sighing deeply, she ploughed ahead. “Marriage frightens me. I am certain at one point, my parents believed they loved each other, but whatever they felt was not enough to last. I refuse to marry someone who cannot or will not respect me. My father mocks us all: my mother, my sisters, and even myself, whom he claims to love above my other sisters. That was the first lesson I learned when I came to London, as I had taken up my father’s mantle and mimicked his behaviour. He is a poor example, but I received some approval following his lead. Mama approved of nothing I did, but in laughing with Papa, it felt like we had something in common. But Papa is a bitter man who ignores his family and mocks them publicly. That is not an example anyone should follow. I will forever be grateful my aunt and uncle brought me to London, and I hope Mary can also come soon. I do not know if anything can be done for the rest of my sisters, nor am I certain how to work a change, even if they desired it.”

“I had an excellent example of marriage in my parents. My mother misses my father dreadfully, and they loved all of their children. I am so sorry your parents could not find a way to do the same,” Darcy said, reaching out to take her hand in his. “I hope to have the kind of marriage they had, the kind of marriage your aunt and uncle have. I want to love my wife, but more importantly, I want my wife to be a partner and to work with me for the benefit of our family. Can I confess that since I learned of this inheritance, I have had an image of you working alongside me? Of course, the image I have is the study at Pemberley, but I am certain it will still be applicable in whichever estate I am given.” Drawing a breath, he carefully approached the topic so close to his heart. “I am not asking you to marry me now as we have barely begun to court. However, I do want you to know that is what I want, and when you are ready, I will ask. Please do not assume I will know when you are ready, so feel free to nudge me. I merely wanted to speak to you about what I had learned from my mother.” He stopped and sighed, continuing: “I frightened you by broaching the topic before we were ready to speak. What I learned was such a surprise, and I wanted to share my change of circumstances with you. I know it will not alter your feelings toward me, though I would not want you to accept a barrister only to learn afterwards that I am instead a landed gentleman.”

Elizabeth nodded. “That shows me the respect you have for me. You are right; you needed to disclose the circumstances. While, in truth, none of this will influence the nascent sentiments I harbour, it does change the life I might expect when I accept you.” She noticed the beaming smile her statement elicited. “Yes, I said ‘when,’ you silly man. I believe I have come to agree with the rest of the family, who believe our union to be a certainty. Though, I would appreciate a day or two to wrap my head around the matter. I am only seventeen and honestly did not expect ever to marry. I have been told too often I have nothing to attract a man and that I am nothing to my sister. Despite other voices telling me otherwise, it is my mother’s voice I hear the strongest in my head.”

“Thank you, my dearest Elizabeth,” he said with a smile and a teasing smirk. “It warms my heart to discover your willingness to come around to my perspective after just a minor fuss. But I must clarify, even without meeting your sister, I cannot imagine her measuring up to you. You are everything lovely, and I struggled to speak to you that first night when I saw you—you were so stunningly lovely. And you have only grown lovelier in my eyes as I have come to know you better.”

She arched her eyebrow at him. “That is quite a leap, Fitzwilliam,” she retorted. “Perhaps you will be made to see things my way just as easily. And I believe it took both my uncle and my aunt speaking with both of us to resolve matters.”

“Actually, I believe it can all be attributed to your aunt,” he replied. “She managed your uncle as easily as I hope you will come to manage me one day.”

Elizabeth laughed despite herself, and Darcy soon followed. The Gardiners poked their heads in when they heard the merriment the couple were making. “Good, the two of you have worked things out. Let us go into dinner before it cools, and the cook gets upset. We have much to discuss,” Gardiner said to the young couple.
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The meal was spent in light-hearted conversation that directly contrasted the emotionally charged episode from earlier. Those topics that upset the couple earlier were only alluded to tangentially, although Elizabeth quickly grew comfortable with the matter. Her aunt knew this would be a charged topic for her niece and would have recommended the topic be addressed far more slowly, allowing Elizabeth time to consider matters quietly. Although her husband had his niece’s best interest at heart, he did not seem to realise that Elizabeth, more than most, needed time to come to terms with important matters. She would have responded better if they had planted the idea in her head and allowed her the time to rant and pace before facing Darcy. He would need to know this about her when they married, so perhaps it was best he learned it early on, Mrs. Gardiner thought with a wry smile.

Soon, they all retired to the dining room to discuss what had been revealed during the last day. Elizabeth felt more at peace with matters and could discuss the revelations shared earlier. The news Darcy would inherit an estate was very welcome. Although she cared for Darcy and would have been happy to live with him wherever he was, she would be much more comfortable living primarily in the country.

By the time they parted that evening, Elizabeth felt almost ready to give in to the inevitable and announce her engagement to Darcy. Now that the ball was in her court, she was unsure how to tell him of her changed attitude. As he prepared to depart, Elizabeth thought she would merely speak to her aunt again in the morning to ask her.

However, Darcy had other ideas and asked Elizabeth to escort him to the door. During their conversation after the meal, he had thought of a way that would allow Elizabeth to let him know when she was ready to accept his proposal.

“Elizabeth,” he said to her after the maid had given him his hat and coat, “Earlier, I said I would let you determine when you are ready for me to ask the question we discussed earlier, but I thought it might be difficult for you to let me know. I thought it might be difficult for you to come out and say it to me directly and thought of a way to hint that you are ready.”

“I admit, I was wondering how I would let you know when the time was right,” she acknowledged.

He smiled at her. “It just goes to show you how similarly our minds work, my dear,” he said, causing her to blush again at the endearment. Taking the velvet bag from his pocket, he pressed it into her hand. “When you are certain, Elizabeth, when you are ready for my question, wear this when you know you will see me. That will tell me it is time to ask.”

“How long will you wait for me to be ready?” she whispered.

“As long as it takes,” was the immediate reply.

* * *

Darcy spoke with his uncle the following morning to better understand his inheritance. His uncle also promised to talk with his son since Darcy’s marriage would cause the legacies to become known. As he did not relish the idea of his son going off to war again any time soon, he thought the incentive of inheriting an estate would encourage his younger son to find a wife and settle down.

The earl was less pleased with Darcy marrying a woman unknown amongst the ton because, with the estate, he would be considered a good catch. But Darcy was adamantly against selecting one of the society women who would have rejected him when he was ‘just a barrister’, only to willingly accept him when his status was ‘upgraded’ to a landowner and a member of the landed gentry. “I have not changed in essentials, sir, just in what I possess. Even as a barrister, I was still a gentleman and in line to inherit Pemberley if my brother did not marry and produce an heir. With the investments I have made, my income would have eventually been at least equal to what I will now earn from the estate, making me just as good a prospect as before. I am happy with my choice and will not be dissuaded.”

“Perhaps it is just as well, my boy, since you cannot inherit until you are married anyway. All those women who would have turned you down will be most upset to learn you were captured before you received the estate. I could have made a very advantageous match for you,” the earl cajoled.

“Advantageous for whom, Uncle?” Darcy asked. “Marrying Elizabeth will benefit me, as I will gain much in the form of a partner who will work by my side to make our estate prosperous. Marrying the daughter of one of your political cronies might have been advantageous for you, but it would not have made my life any better.”

“There is no question you are George Darcy’s son,” the earl replied. “I could never convince him of anything either. He was always determined to go it alone and did not want me to ‘interfere’ in his business. Your brother does not mind it nearly as much, as he has asked me to broker a match to add to the status of Pemberley. If things work as I hope, I will match him with a titled lady and see if we cannot persuade the Regent to reinstate the marquessate once held by a Darcy.”

“I am certain my father rejected that suggestion every time you made it,” Darcy protested. “It does not surprise me to learn George wishes to see it reinstated, as he thinks it will add to the prestige of Pemberley, and he hopes it will give him even more money for him to waste. He is my brother, and while I do care for him, I fear he will do more to ruin the so-called prestige of Pemberley than add to it.”

The earl guffawed. “You and your brother have never seen eye-to-eye on much. Your father often wished he could have passed over your brother and given you Pemberley, but the entail meant he could not. He always felt you would have done a great deal for the estate without attempting any ‘foolishness’ like trying to reinstate the title. Your father did not think much of the aristocracy, partly because he was so much richer than many and worked hard to keep and build that wealth.”

Darcy agreed, and the two spent the rest of the morning speaking of the late Mr. Darcy and the legacy he left. The earl admired his younger nephew and wished him well, asking him to bring his intended around to meet the family. When Darcy explained he was not yet engaged to the lady, his uncle laughed, telling him he would be soon. That led to the earl telling the story of how George Darcy had met Lady Anne Fitzwilliam and their whirlwind courtship that led to the altar less than two months later. It was love at first sight for George, and he had to work hard to persuade Lady Anne to accept him. George courted her relentlessly until she finally capitulated, realising he would not quit until she agreed. Admittedly, it had taken little convincing in the end since she fell in love with him nearly as quickly, though she did lead him on a merry chase for a fortnight. Their marriage had been a love match, and it was difficult for Anne to move on without him. This was her first visit to town since she left her mourning behind, and her brother hoped it was a positive sign she was recovering from her loss.

* * *

That same morning, Elizabeth and Mrs. Gardiner visited Darcy House to take tea with Lady Anne and Georgiana. Darcy House was a large townhouse located along Park Lane in Mayfair and was elegantly decorated. Lady Anne welcomed both women eagerly but made a particular effort to get to know Elizabeth.

“Miss Bennet, I am so very pleased to meet you and am thrilled Fitzwilliam has found you,” Lady Anne said. “He cares for you very much.”

Blushing furiously, Elizabeth struggled to reply, though she finally found the words. “I have enjoyed meeting Mr. Darcy and getting to know him. And I am very pleased to be here to meet you and Miss Darcy. It is quite a privilege to visit such a beautiful home.”

Lady Anne looked around. “I have always appreciated the quiet elegance of Darcy House. When I married my husband, there was little I needed to do to redecorate this home to make it my own. My husband was never one for ostentation, and I could tell he did not like Matlock House when he called on me. I made sure Darcy House remained elegant but comfortable. My sister, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, preferred the ostentation of my mother. Her home, Rosings, is very … ornate, but it is uncomfortable. Of course, my sister prefers people to be uncomfortable in her presence since she thinks that gives her an advantage over them.”

Elizabeth laughed. “I could picture my mother doing something like that if she had the money to do so,” she replied. “I always had to battle with her over the lace on my dresses. I despise lace, but she felt the more lace, the nicer the dress.”

Georgiana laughed at the jest. “I am glad I am not out yet and can still dress like this,” said the girl, indicating her simple dress. “And I am fortunate Mama has elegant but simple tastes in clothing as well.”

“Yes, you are,” Lady Anne laughed. “I had similar battles with my own mother when I was first out in society. The first set of clothing I ordered as Mrs. Darcy was far simpler than anything I had ever owned before, and I think George was somewhat surprised by the lack of frills. He had always wondered about my taste in clothing before then, and he got a good laugh when he learned I dressed the way I had as a compromise between what my mother thought necessary and what I wanted. Now,” she said, turning toward Elizabeth again, “Miss Bennet, I would like to introduce you to my modiste. I know my son has not proposed yet. However, it is just a matter of time. Fitzwilliam is very much like my husband George, and once he has made up his mind, there is no dissuading him from his course. George knew he wanted to marry me almost the moment he met me and courted me assiduously until I agreed, although it truly was not a difficult decision. Perhaps, like you, I worried about marrying someone I knew so little, but it seemed as though our hearts spoke to each other immediately. We were engaged within a fortnight of our meeting and married six weeks later. We would have both married sooner, but my mother insisted on a minimum of six weeks, although she argued for six months. George threatened to abduct me and take me to Scotland, and my father agreed to the six weeks.”

All the ladies laughed at this. “However, he would not have done so as he respected me too much to see our reputations ruined in society for something as silly as that. Papa knew that but went along with it, and even Mama was satisfied.”
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After this initial meeting, Mrs. Gardiner and Elizabeth were frequently in company with Lady Anne. Georgiana accompanied the others on a few shopping excursions but was left at Darcy House almost as often for her lessons. Lady Anne brought the girl to London with her governess to take advantage of the masters more easily found in town.

One morning, Elizabeth and her aunt arrived just in time to join Miss Darcy for a piano lesson, and the two enjoyed the camaraderie they were developing. Having left all her sisters behind in Hertfordshire, Elizabeth enjoyed the time with this new sister and took every opportunity to get to know her better.

In some capacity, she was in Mr. Darcy’s presence every evening. He frequently visited in the late afternoon, arriving toward the end of the polite calling hours, often staying for the evening meal. One evening, he escorted the Gardiners and Elizabeth to Darcy House for dinner, and toward the end of the week, he met them with his mother at Covent Garden for a musical performance.

Darcy was frustrated that evening as his mother insisted he escort her to the theatre. He wanted to escort Elizabeth, but his mother’s request had forced him to send word he would meet their party instead. Still feeling out of sorts because he had not seen Elizabeth that day, he struggled to maintain his composure while waiting for their arrival. He felt his mother pulling on his arm and looked down at her to hear her words. “Stop fidgeting, Fitzwilliam. We are early, and I do not doubt your Elizabeth will be here soon.”

As Darcy scanned the gathering crowd once more, he noted the Gardiners making their entrance. Elizabeth was a step or two behind them, and she had not allowed the footman to remove her cape just yet. Darcy guided his mother toward their guests and arrived just as Elizabeth reached up to untie the cape and let it slip from his shoulders. Every member of their party was surprised at the lovely emerald pendant hanging from an elegant silver chain. Lady Anne, of course, recognised the necklace and wondered if her son had something he needed to tell her. The Gardiners were likewise surprised, having not seen Elizabeth before she put on her cape, and had no idea where the jewel came from.

It took only a moment for Darcy to recover from his surprise and warmly greet Elizabeth. “Good evening, Gardiner, Mrs. Gardiner,” he said first before turning to Elizabeth. “You look lovely, Miss Bennet,” he greeted as he extended his arm. As she took it, she looked shyly up at him. “I see you are wearing the necklace,” he whispered for her alone to hear.

“Yes,” she replied breathlessly as they began to move toward their box, leaving their families behind. While neither spoke, both were highly aware of the other as everything else seemed to fade around them. If anyone spoke to them as they walked, neither heard it, as their every thought was on what the necklace signified.

The Gardiners looked at the couple and then at Lady Anne, who was wearing a broad smile. “Do you know the meaning of her necklace?” Mrs. Gardiner whispered to Lady Anne.

“I gave it to Fitzwilliam the night he told me about Elizabeth. He did not tell me he had presented it to her, but he asked me for something to give her as an engagement gift,” she told her friend.

“Neither of them has said anything of an engagement,” Mrs. Gardiner whispered. The three began to follow in the wake of the couple and watched them carefully.

“Did Mr. Darcy speak to you of Lizzy’s reaction when he first spoke of the idea of a marriage?” Mrs. Gardiner asked after a moment.

“No, he did not,” Lady Anne replied, her brow furrowed. “She did not refuse him, did she?”

“No,” Mrs. Gardiner was quick to reply. “She, well, she did get rather upset at the idea, but that is our Lizzy. She does not do well when big changes are sprung on her, and while she had grown to care about Mr. Darcy very much, she was surprised at his mentioning marriage as though it were already decided. He had just learned of the inheritance and spoken to you and my husband about it. It was a settled thing in his mind, but it was rather a shock to her. Lizzy does not react well to surprises, and had my husband informed me of the topic before letting them speak; I would have warned your son to go more slowly. Instead, he shocked her, and it led to quite a display of temper. She just needed the time to come to the conclusion herself. Perhaps the necklace is an indication of her decision.”

Lady Anne nodded slowly. “That would make sense,” she replied. “Either this indicates he has asked, and she has accepted, or she was to signal when she was ready to be asked. Either way, do you think we have given them enough time?”

Mr. Gardiner heard most of the whispered conversation while keeping his eye on his niece and her suitor. “They have scarcely spoken a word to each other and have their heads in the clouds. It is almost too bad we are in such a public setting, and they will not have a chance to be truly alone for quite a while,” he said.

“You suggested a licence, did you not, Mr. Gardiner?” Lady Anne asked. “Although, at this point, your niece has been in residence with you for nearly a month.”

“Yes, very nearly, and of course, Darcy is a resident. If he waits another week, we could begin having the banns called, or he could purchase a common licence. I have not heard much from Longbourn, though I still think it best Lizzy marry before we inform her parents and Jane,” Gardiner replied.

“Fitzwilliam shared a bit with me about her family,” Lady Anne mused. “I cannot understand how a rational person would not value Elizabeth. She is a wonderful person, so warm and intelligent. She is the perfect match for my son as she will encourage him to look beyond himself and his books, as is his tendency when left alone.”

“And his steadiness will be good for her,” Mrs. Gardiner replied. “They are well suited.”

“And Lady Anne, there is a flaw in what you said. You cannot understand how a ‘rational’ person could not value Elizabeth as we do; well, that is because my sister is not rational,” Mr. Gardiner countered. “At one point, I believed Bennet to be, but he has become less so as he has become more and more absorbed in his books. I wonder how Longbourn will survive without Elizabeth or Mary caring for the tenants, but it is unfair to either of them to insist they remain at that house where they were so unappreciated. I look forward to bringing Mary here and will insist Bennet give me her guardianship permanently.”

Their conversation came to an abrupt halt when Lady Anne heard her name. “Lady Anne,” came the shrill voice, “how lovely it is to see you again?”

Rolling her eyes at her guests, she turned to speak to the newcomer. “Lady Thornhill, how are you today? Might I introduce you to my companions?”

The lady glanced at the other couple before ungraciously acknowledging them. She was a tall, imposing lady of a similar age to Lady Anne. The Gardiners got the impression from their host’s reaction this lady was an inveterate gossip. “Certainly, Lady Anne,” she cooed.

As Lady Anne conducted the introduction, Lady Thornhill’s eyes wandered the room, clearly uninterested in the couple she deemed unimportant. After briefly acknowledging them, she turned her attention back to her quarry. “I thought I saw your handsome son with you here tonight. Was it your eldest son with you, or is he still rusticating in the country?” It was obvious that learning his location was the purpose of her approach.

“George is still at Pemberley and will remain there until the spring planting is completed. My younger son, Fitzwilliam, escorted me tonight,” Lady Anne replied.

“Oh,” replied a disappointed Lady Thornhill. “Your sons do look alike, do they not?”

“They share a few traits; they are both tall and have dark hair like their father,” Lady Anne agreed. “However, I think that is where the similarities end. Now, if you will excuse us, my son has likely already arrived in our box, as he was ahead of us. We need to join him and his young lady.”

“Oh, is he engaged?” Lady Thornhill inquired, suddenly curious.

“No announcement has been made at this time, Lady Thornhill,” Lady Anne replied.

Nodding, Lady Thornhill rushed off to share this latest on dit with her friends. Knowing this, Lady Anne sighed. “It will be all over the theatre before the evening is over, and undoubtedly, the story shared will be nothing close to the truth. I do not know if she will interpret that as an engagement is forthcoming or something else entirely.”

“Well, perhaps now we have given them enough time to come to some kind of understanding. They have been on their own for much longer than intended,” Mr. Gardiner stated.

The ladies agreed and quickly made their way to the box, where Darcy and Elizabeth stood together, lost in conversation. Judging from the smiles on their faces, things between them had been settled. As soon as they entered the box, Darcy turned and saw them and stepped immediately to Mr. Gardiner.

“Sir, might I speak with you for a moment?” he asked quietly.

“No need, son,” Gardiner answered just as quietly. “You know you have my support, and I have already concluded you and my niece have reached an understanding. So long as you tell me later about that lovely pendant, all will be well. Is it safe to assume you already have the settlements drafted?”

Darcy grinned. “Yes, although there are some details I need your help to fill in, especially regarding Elizabeth’s dowry. You mentioned twenty thousand pounds, but I was unsure of the exact figure. There are also other details related to the legacy from my grandfather I will need, but I thought we could probably add it later since I will not actually inherit until I am wed.”

“And how soon will that be?” Gardiner asked.

“Elizabeth suggested we marry in a fortnight,” Darcy replied. “She is also of the mind to keep the news from her parents until it is done. I know you said the same, but I am still amazed a family of five girls would not be pleased to see a daughter well settled.”

“But you see, if Jane knew about you, both your attractive person and now the estate, she would think she was entitled to your attention, not Lizzy,” Gardiner said, laughing lightly at his companion’s obvious embarrassment at his words. “It was taken for granted Jane would marry well and ‘save the family’ while Lizzy was told she would never marry since she could not attract or keep a man’s attention. I know Lizzy has said some of this to you, and while I know it is nonsensical, it is what both of them have been told their entire lives.”

* * *

When Darcy realised the rest of the party had been delayed, he knew he had been granted an opportunity to speak to Elizabeth privately. Hurrying them to the box, he escorted her inside, moving in a way that made it difficult for others to see them. Taking her hand in his, he quickly sought confirmation of her meaning in wearing the necklace.

“Dearest, do you recall what we spoke of when I gave you the necklace?” he asked.

She turned her beaming smile at him. “I do,” she replied.

“Then, Elizabeth, you must allow me to tell you how ardently I admire and love you. Please end my suffering and consent to be my wife,” he whispered. “I know we have not known each other long, but when I met you, my heart spoke, telling me you were the one I was meant to be with for the rest of my life. In this last fortnight, I have spent more time daydreaming than ever before, and I have been jealous of the time you have spent with anyone other than me. Ridiculous, I know, but I wanted all your time and attention. I know your aunt and uncle have been generous with the time we have been granted, but I wanted more. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, my dearest, loveliest, Elizabeth.”

Her breath catching, she responded, hesitantly at first but growing in confidence the longer she spoke. “Yes, Fitzwilliam, I would be honoured to become your wife. I have discovered I quite love you and desire to spend all my time with you. I have hated every moment we have not been together, and I confess I was rather agitated since I could not see you before this evening. I have missed you terribly.”

He brought her hands to his lips and kissed them. “You torment me, woman,” he breathed into her ear. “You could not have worn that necklace any of the afternoons I have visited you at your uncle’s house? Or the night we had dinner at Darcy House? At either of those locations, I could have sneaked away to steal a kiss, but here, half of London would see us if I did so.”

She laughed merrily. “If I promise to marry you in a fortnight, will that soothe your frustrations, Fitzwilliam?” she inquired.

He sighed and ran his hand down his face. “I believe it will do much to help, but all it does is lessen the length of time I will be in this state. I am not even escorting you home, as Mother insisted I escort her, and I will have to accompany her to Darcy House when the performance is over. At least we can hold hands during the performance. Might I speak to your uncle when he arrives?”

“Please do. I apologise it took me a bit longer to determine my feelings. Had I accepted you when you began to discuss marriage …”

He interrupted her. “You needed time to sort out your feelings, and I cannot fault you for that. I prefer you to be certain when we wed and not have any lingering concerns.”

“You are a very good man, Fitzwilliam,” she replied, caressing his cheek. “I look forward to spending my life with you.”

The two stepped apart when the curtain to the box opened, and Lady Anne and the Gardiners entered. Immediately, Fitzwilliam approached her uncle. The ladies went directly to Elizabeth.

“Well?” her aunt asked. “Are we to offer our congratulations?”

“We are engaged,” Elizabeth replied and was immediately pulled into her aunt’s embrace.

“Congratulations, dear,” Lady Anne said as she hugged her soon-to-be daughter next. “I welcome you to our family and am thrilled to gain another wonderful daughter. The Darcy women will outnumber the men in our family for a time, or at least until you give me a grandson.”

Elizabeth coloured at this thought. “Please, Lady Anne, might we marry before you speak of grandchildren?”

“Elizabeth,” Lady Anne began, taking a new level of familiarity for granted, “would you mind calling me Mother as my children do? For you are my daughter now, and although you are not yet wed, I intend to go ahead and adopt you as my own.”

“Thank you, Mother,” Elizabeth said hesitantly. Darcy approached just then and grinned widely at hearing the woman he loved referring to his mother in such intimate terms.

“Elizabeth has shared our news?” he inquired of the ladies.

“It was fairly obvious, but yes, she did. Congratulations, Mr. Darcy,” Mrs. Gardiner said. “We will begin making plans tomorrow; will you join us for dinner?”

Lady Anne interjected, “Perhaps you ladies will join me for tea in the morning. We can then begin shopping for Elizabeth’s trousseau.”

Elizabeth protested. “Have we not shopped enough yet, Mother? We have commissioned many dresses already; surely I do not need more.”

“You still need more items, particularly a wedding dress,” Mrs. Gardiner answered.

Elizabeth was saved from having to hear any more about plans for shopping by the bell signalling it was time to be seated. Once again, Darcy arranged the seats so he and Elizabeth could hold hands surreptitiously. It was slightly more difficult since the lights were not completely extinguished, but they hid their hands within her skirts, and the others merely smiled at the couple and turned a blind eye to the impropriety.

It was an enjoyable evening. When the performance ended, Lady Anne invited the Gardiners and Elizabeth to Darcy House for a late dinner. Darcy was pleased by this and managed to steal Elizabeth away from her chaperones for a moment to steal a kiss. They returned from this interlude slightly breathless and a little dreamy, and their relatives were amused at how often they both lost track of the conversation afterwards.


Eleven

Making Plans
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The time between the engagement and wedding alternately flew by and dragged. When Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth were together, time flew by. However, the time they were apart seemingly lasted forever. Unfortunately, it seemed they were apart during this time, and those times lasted much longer than either desired. The necessary business of planning a wedding, even a small one, in such a short time kept the couple apart frequently. When they were apart, it seemed to them those times lasted much longer than either could tolerate and made them wish the time away.

While Elizabeth spent many mornings shopping for her trousseau with her aunt and future mother-in-law, Fitzwilliam spent his time arranging for the marriage. One of the necessary tasks had been to arrange for Elizabeth’s marriage settlement. Elizabeth’s dowry was to remain in her control, and for the moment, it was invested in the five per cents. The income from this would be hers to spend as she saw fit, and she would receive a minimum of two hundred fifty pounds each quarter as her pin money. Of course, Darcy would supplement this if she needed more, but Elizabeth had already claimed the amount to be far too much since, at Longbourn, she had only received fifty pounds a year for her allowance. The settlement outlined other details, including financial arrangements for any future children. Elizabeth would retain the right to live in their estate during her lifetime, and their eldest son would inherit upon Fitzwilliam’s death, although it would remain in trust with Elizabeth until the child had reached his majority. Elizabeth was present with her uncle when the settlement was reviewed, again demonstrating Fitzwilliam’s desire for the two to be partners in life.

Fitzwilliam also met with Lord Matlock several mornings to discuss the legacy left to the younger man. Richard also joined several of these discussions since Lord Matlock had agreed his son deserved to know. Lord Matlock had also persuaded the rector at St. James’s Church in Mayfair to allow the couple to marry there after his wife and sister had suggested it. While it had not been what either Fitzwilliam or Elizabeth would have preferred, the news of Fitzwilliam’s engagement had spread quickly throughout the ton after Lady Thornhill had heard of it. This also delayed the wedding date by an entire week, as arrangements had to be made for a wedding breakfast to be hosted at Darcy House and to wait for the church to be available. It had taken Lord Matlock promising a substantial donation to the church to persuade the rector to allow the wedding since, technically, neither participant was a resident of the parish.

Despite all of these things, the couple were able to at least spend their evenings together in company with each other, most often at the Gardiners’ home. Still, they did have dinner at Darcy House three times during that period and once at Matlock House, where Elizabeth was introduced to others in Fitzwilliam’s extended family.

Elizabeth had met Darcy’s family, other than his aunt and cousin in Kent, and was well pleased with them. The earl had been standoffish, but he had gradually warmed to Elizabeth, and Lady Matlock was kind. The viscount, the earl’s eldest son, was something of a rake according to her intended but had been pleasant enough, and his younger brother, a major in the horse guards, was amusing. There was one Darcy relative, a great uncle, a retired judge who was just a touch eccentric now, and he had been at one of the dinners at Darcy House Elizabeth had attended during her engagement period. He was a kind and charming elderly man who had kept the party nearly in stitches with his comments during the meal.

Upon their first introduction, the Matlocks had been ambivalent toward the Gardiners, although the earl had been intrigued by Fitzwilliam’s account of his investments with the man. The funds Darcy had invested with Gardiner had grown by half, earning him an additional five thousand pounds over his initial investment of ten thousand pounds. However, Lord and Lady Matlock had liked Elizabeth well enough and, after learning her dowry was at least twenty thousand pounds, felt she was a good match for their nephew. Darcy was pleased they liked her; however, he would have preferred they liked her before they learned the amount of her dowry. It mattered little to Darcy since the estate he would inherit and its income would enable them to live well.

George Darcy seemed to like Elizabeth well enough when he met her during the second dinner at Darcy House, and his behaviour had frequently bordered on the flirtatious with her. This had caused his brother to bristle repeatedly during the meal, and it took some effort on Elizabeth’s behalf to calm his temper. She had not responded to the flirtations and instead had fixed Mr George Darcy with such a stern look he eventually quit these efforts. For some inexplicable reason, this had caused him to smile, his first genuine smile directed toward his brother’s fiance.

This resulted in a somewhat awkward conversation between the brothers. Fitzwilliam had escorted his intended and her relatives to their carriage and had sought out his brother when he returned to the house. George Darcy was sitting in his study, and George spoke before Fitzwilliam could speak. “I believe you have found an extraordinary lady, Fitz.”

Fitzwilliam hesitated to speak for a second, his anger not quite evaporating but at least tightly controlled. Seeing his brother’s face, George said again. “Do not think me arrogant, but I have seen women turn their interest from you onto me when they meet me. Bingley’s sister would not hesitate to respond to my overtures were I to appear interested in her and would throw you over in a heartbeat. Your Miss Bennet did not do that, and I believe I actually offended her this evening with my flirtatiousness. I did see your obvious anger pointed in my direction, and while I may not be an ideal brother in many ways, I did want to be assured your Miss Bennet had the right motive for pursuing you.”

For a moment, Fitzwilliam was taken aback by this knowledge. “While I appreciate you looking out for me, Brother, I could have told you the result without you making Elizabeth uncomfortable. Elizabeth is certainly not interested in me for social standing or anything of the sort. Although we have not known each other long, I know she truly loves me for the man I am and not for what I or my family might own. The fact that I am heir presumptive to Pemberley does not figure in at all to her desire to marry me.”

“Perhaps you would have been correct, but at least you can be assured of her faithfulness to you,” George retorted.

“That was never a question, George,” Fitzwilliam insisted. “I know the reason Elizabeth is marrying me, and it is for genuine love. Do you know she almost refused me when I spoke of marriage before she was ready? A woman seeking a fortune or connections would have leapt at the prospect regardless of how quickly it happened. A woman of Caroline Bingley’s ilk would not hesitate to accept you upon a first meeting, as she would see marriage as nothing more than a business venture. I know you have spoken to our uncle about brokering a match for you, as Mother has persuaded you it is time to marry, but that was never what I wanted. I am thrilled to have the chance to marry for love.”

“I would wager you learning you would inherit an estate upon marriage was not a deterrent to your decision,” George countered.

Fitzwilliam shook his head before replying. “I was unaware of the legacy until I decided to marry Elizabeth. Perhaps we would not have wed quite so quickly, but we would have wed. When I spoke to Mother about Elizabeth, she helped me realise I had already made up my mind and told me as a way to encourage me, I think.”

George had merely shaken his head at his brother, and the conversation had ended there.

* * *

The night before the wedding was the first time Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth had been afforded any time alone, and they took advantage of it. He had arrived at the Gardiner home a little early for dinner and had been permitted to speak with Elizabeth privately while the Gardiners tucked their children in. Fitzwilliam quickly embraced Elizabeth and engaged in several passionate kisses, but he ended these before things went too far. He held her as they spoke about a few matters related to the wedding.

“I believe I told you, dearest, that Mother offered us the cottage on Lake Windermere for our wedding trip,” he began. At Elizabeth’s nod, he continued. “My uncle also suggested we stop by both of the estates mentioned in my grandfather’s legacy on our way so we might decide which one we prefer. He has made arrangements so we might stay at each before deciding which we prefer. We can then decide what changes need to be made to the estate we choose, and those can at least begin to be made while we are away. Hopefully, when we return from our wedding trip, the house will be ready for us to settle there, and we can spend the rest of the year learning to manage the estate.”

“Will we stop at Pemberley as well? I know how much you love your family’s estate, and now that your brother is in town, I wondered if we could visit there briefly?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes, we will make our way first to Cheshire to visit Foxwood Hall, then over to Dovedale to Oakridge Manor, and finally to Pemberley before we make our way to the Lake District. It will take a fortnight to make our way to the cottage this way, but we will stay for a few nights at each estate. The housekeeper at each home has been notified of our intentions and approximate arrival dates and will be prepared for us,” Darcy replied.

“I had wondered, Fitzwilliam, do you … do you think it would be possible for us to stop at Longbourn as we make our way north? I am not suggesting we stay the night, but perhaps … we could drop in for tea? I hate the thought of completely cutting off all contact with my family. However, I supposed future connection with them should depend upon this visit and their reaction to our marriage,” Elizabeth haltingly asked.

Fitzwilliam drew in a deep breath. “Gardiner mentioned you had made a similar comment to him. I am happy to do it if it is your wish, dearest, but I will not tolerate your family insulting either of us, particularly you, while we are there. I will end the visit immediately if they do so,” he told her seriously.

“I do appreciate your willingness, as I know what you have heard about my family has been uniformly terrible. At my aunt’s suggestion, I have written letters to my family informing them of our wedding on the morrow and hinting at the possibility of us stopping there at some point. I have not posted the letters yet, as I intended to do so in the morning, so none of them can do anything about our wedding then. I intend to leave them with the impression you are still a barrister and will not mention your inheritance or my dowry to them unless it becomes necessary,” Elizabeth replied.

“When will you tell them I am a landed gentleman with an estate?” Fitzwilliam inquired, amused at her subterfuge.

“After we have chosen an estate, and perhaps we are settled there,” she teased, then spoke seriously. “However, my uncle believes it is best if my mother never learns of the actual amount of my dowry and suggests we say nothing about the dowry whatsoever. My father is aware his mother left the balance of her jointure to me in the care of my uncle, but he has never known how much it was, nor do I think he knows my uncle invested it on my behalf.”

“We will stay in London for a few days after our wedding. My uncle has opened the house left to him by his father-in-law, which had been leased until recently. He had offered to keep it open for us should we return to London for this or any other Season. When we are ready to begin our journey north, perhaps a sennight after we are wed, we will stop at Longbourn on our way. We can send an express the day before or the morning of our trip so they will know to expect us, and we will only remain as long as you are comfortable,” Fitzwilliam told her.

The Gardiners returned from tucking their children into their beds, and they all went into the meal. Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth shared the plans they had finalised for the days after their wedding, including the news of Lord Matlock offering a home for them to stay in while in London. Lady Anne and Lady Matlock would host a ball celebrating their wedding a sennight following the event, and the Gardiners were looking forward to it. Fitzwilliam also shared about meeting with his friend Mr Bingley, who had met Elizabeth and the Gardiners once. Given Miss Bingley’s attitude toward Elizabeth that night, Fitzwilliam had hinted rather directly to Bingley any invitations sent in the future would be for him alone and that Miss Bingley was not a welcome visitor in any house where Fitzwilliam was in residence. That included invitations to the wedding or the wedding ball. While he did not go so far as to say Miss Bingley would be turned away, it was made clear she was unwelcome.

Regarding the plans for informing Elizabeth’s family, she shared her intention of posting letters to her father, Jane, and Mary on the morrow to tell them of the wedding. The letters would arrive too late for any of the Bennets to come for the wedding, and they did not give the address of the house in town where Elizabeth would stay until the ball nor the address of any of the places the couple would stay on their wedding trip.

Gardiner also disclosed his plan to dispatch an express just before the wedding to Mr. Bennet, announcing the marriage. In the letter, he would remind his brother he had entrusted him with the guardianship of Elizabeth, and circumstances had made it more convenient for her to marry from town. He would mention in his letter that Elizabeth and her new husband intended to visit soon but would refrain from providing any details about the marriage settlement or Fitzwilliam’s change in status.

“Will your letter also request Papa send Mary to London now, or will you wait a bit before asking?” Elizabeth asked her uncle.

“I offered to send my carriage for Mary as soon as she would like to come, and, I confess, I made it seem as though we needed her rather urgently, hoping Bennet would not deny his permission. Given what he told me about being happy to have another daughter ‘off his hands’, I would not be surprised if I received a letter soon offering to let her stay with me. I hope she can come to London before you go to Longbourn,” Gardiner said. “I am afraid if she does not come before, Mrs Bennet will try to insist Jane come, either in addition to Mary or instead of her. If Mary is already here, it will be harder for Mrs Bennet to adjust the plan.”

Elizabeth nodded her agreement. “I doubt Mama will care so much about Mary’s being gone, but she might want you to introduce Jane to other men, similar to my Fitzwilliam,” she said with a sly smile at her intended. “Although she still believes you are a barrister, perhaps she will not. The fact that you are so handsome will be envied, but I will not be envied for marrying ‘no proper gentleman, as he must work to eke out a living’.”

“Has someone said that, Lizzy?” Mrs Gardiner asked.

“It was in the letter from Jane after I told her of meeting Fitzwilliam at the theatre. I have not mentioned him again in my letters to her and have only mentioned him in passing to Mary. I do hate keeping Mary in the dark, but I would not put it past Mama to demand to read any letter I send,” Elizabeth replied. “I have written more to my friend Charlotte Lucas and hinted to Mary she should visit Lucas Lodge. I encouraged Charlotte to find a way to quietly inform Mary of my plans while deflecting any questions Mama or Jane might ask. Charlotte was unsurprised at this request, which makes me wonder if she has seen what I had not.”

Mrs Gardiner patted her arm. “You love your sister, so of course, you looked for the best in her. It would not have occurred to you to look at Jane suspiciously.”

“Thank you, Aunt,” Elizabeth said. “I will be more careful in forming impressions of people in the future and will rely on Fitzwilliam to help guide me. I will also have Lady Anne and the two of you to assist me.”

* * *

The day of the wedding dawned bright and clear. A maid helped Elizabeth to bathe before Mrs. Gardiner joined her in her room. She was accompanied by a maid who carried a tray containing a pot of tea for the two of them and some toast. Mrs. Gardiner encouraged Elizabeth to eat what was brought, as it would likely be difficult for her to eat at the wedding breakfast. After the maid left, Mrs. Gardiner spoke with Elizabeth about what to expect that night. Although her aunt had approached the matter calmly and straightforwardly, Elizabeth was still blushing profusely when her aunt finished the explanation and asked her if she had any questions. She nodded to indicate she did not and then listened to her aunt’s parting words.

“Now, my dear, it is nothing to be afraid of, and you know Mr. Darcy loves you very much. He will try to ensure you find pleasure and seek to minimise the pain. There will be some, but only the first time, and you should try to relax and enjoy the marriage bed. Trust your husband, Lizzy, and be open about what you like. Do not listen to others who might claim the marriage bed is not to be enjoyed by the woman, for that is absolutely untrue. Now, get dressed, for you have a wedding to attend,” she concluded.

A kitchen maid came to retrieve the tray, and then Mrs. Gardiner’s personal ladies’ maid assisted Elizabeth with her hair and dress. Just an hour later and a little ahead of schedule, both women arrived downstairs, ready to depart to the church in Mayfair.


Twelve

A New Name
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The wedding went off without a hitch, and very soon, Elizabeth gave up the name Bennet and took up the name of Darcy. Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth were now wed and, after signing the register at the church, entered the carriage waiting outside to convey them to the wedding breakfast. Darcy House was only a short distance from the church, and the newly-minted Mr. and Mrs. Darcy were the first to leave but were somehow the last to arrive at the breakfast. Elizabeth was somewhat flushed, and her hair a bit mussed, as was Fitzwilliam’s, although no one remarked on their appearance, or at least not out loud. Fitzwilliam caught both his brother George and his cousin Richard smirking at him throughout the wedding breakfast, and it was that, as well as the anticipation of what was to come, making him anxious to depart his family and take his wife somewhere they could be truly alone.

“Fitz,” George called when he found his brother alone, “how are you holding up? You obviously enjoyed your new wife’s company in the carriage on the way here. Did your coachman lose his way? The family was all here a good quarter hour before you arrived. Where did you go?”

Fitzwilliam’s ears pinked, causing Richard and George to laugh. “I asked the coachman to take the long way to Darcy House so my wife and I might have a few minutes of privacy. Should either of you ever deign to marry, then you may find you wish for the same, although, George, if you continue as you have, you may not care about getting time alone with your wife. I still cannot believe you asked Uncle to broker a marriage.”

“Stop flogging a dead horse, Fitzy,” George replied, his annoyance evident in using a much-despised nickname. “I hope to revive the Marquessate of Kympton, and to do so, I will need a titled wife, preferably a wealthy one. Mother is aware of my intention, and while she may disapprove, she will not protest. She and Father had a good marriage, and while they may have managed to marry for love, I do not mind marrying so long as I can tolerate the woman. This conversation has been exhausted.”

While Fitzwilliam disagreed with his brother, he was determined not to show it in this instance. Instead, he simply clapped his brother on his shoulder. “I hope you find someone who makes you happy, George. We have not always seen eye to eye, but I am delighted with Elizabeth and hope someday you will find someone who makes you just as happy. Perhaps you will find this in an arranged marriage, but I am inclined to doubt it. I know Mother has told you often enough Pemberley needs an heir, but you should not sacrifice your happiness for an heir or for a title.”

“If I successfully reinstate the title before I produce said heir, then you will be in line for the title. Then, if you and Elizabeth manage to produce a son, and I do not, he will someday inherit,” George told him.

“But for my son to become the marquess after you means both you and I would have to die,” Fitzwilliam retorted. “As I have just married a beautiful young lady I love dearly, I would hate to think of leaving her so soon. Besides, I will have an estate and enough income to live well. Perhaps not as well as you at Pemberley, but I am determined to do all I can to make my new estate successful. My wife,”—he grinned as the words passed his lips—“my wife would be most upset at the direction of this conversation. She does not like to speak of my dying. She became quite upset when we discussed the marriage settlement.”

Richard interrupted. “This conversation has become much too serious for a wedding breakfast. Truly, William, find your wife, and I will distract our mothers so you might make your escape. I am frankly amazed you have lasted an hour here without at least attempting to leave.”

“If I thought I could abscond with my wife, I would,” Fitzwilliam replied. “However, if you are running interference …”

Although Richard and George attempted a distraction, it was unsuccessful. This was likely due to how obvious they were in their efforts and were caught out. However, after another hour at the breakfast, a few guests outside the family began to depart, and Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth were allowed to make their excuses. Lady Anne reminded them of the ball to be held at Darcy House in a sennight and informed the couple they were expected at dinner the night before the ball.

Finally, the couple were alone and rode the short distance to their borrowed home in silence, their lips too occupied for speaking. The carriage stopped in front of the townhouse, and the footman knocked on the door several times before being given permission to open it. When the couple emerged, laughing and embarrassed at how long it had taken them to become aware of their surroundings, they quickly entered the house. They were greeted by the housekeeper whom they had met the previous week when they toured the house and were informed of the arrangements that had been made. Fitzwilliam’s valet and Elizabeth’s new abigail were awaiting them in their dressing rooms, and a light meal would be delivered to the sitting room between their chambers in half an hour.

The housekeeper escorted them to their new chambers as they were unfamiliar enough with the house to find it themselves. Entering the sitting room, they looked around the chambers that would be theirs when in town and then at each other. “Is half an hour enough, dearest?” Fitzwilliam asked his wife.

“Yes,” she whispered. “How should I dress?”

“Nightclothes? I know it is early, but I would like to be comfortable,” he said, clearing his throat. “I … I am willing to proceed as slowly as you would like, Elizabeth, but, umm, I do not want to spend hours wandering the house waiting on … things. I want to be alone in our chambers with my wife, so I might kiss you whenever I like without worrying if there are any servants about who might be scandalised by our daring to enjoy each other. I merely want to be alone with you.”

Elizabeth stood up on her tiptoes and kissed her husband lightly on his lips. “I do love you, Fitzwilliam. May I … may I ask you a somewhat silly question?” At his nod, she continued. “I noticed your brother calls you Fitz, and I think I heard your cousin refer to you as William once. Do you prefer either of those names to Fitzwilliam? Is there a name I could use for me alone?”

He grinned. “Richard calls me William only in the most serious of moments, but I would not object to you using that appellation, or perhaps you would prefer Will. Now, my dear, let us continue this discussion with both of us more comfortably attired. Then, we may talk privately for as long as you wish.”

Smiling, he playfully patted her behind and lightly pushed her toward her dressing room. “Go,” he said as she disappeared into the door.

* * *

It did not take the entire half hour for either to return to the sitting room, having dismissed their servants for the night. They were sitting together on the sofa, passionately kissing, when a knock sounded, and the servants’ door swung open to deliver their meal. A sound tore the couple apart, and a blushing maid placed the tray on the table in the corner of the room. She quickly curtseyed as she exited, followed by the footman who had accompanied her to help her carry the trays.

Finally, blissfully alone without any intention of being disrupted again, Fitzwilliam drew Elizabeth back into his arms. They remained engaged in this way for some time until breathing became absolutely necessary once again. “Dearest, are you hungry?” he asked, pressing his forehead to her shoulder as he attempted to catch his breath.

“Not for food,” came her reply.

“I, um, have no, uh, … practical experience in this, dearest, but I have read a great deal in preparation for tonight,” he said. “I will, um, try not to hurt you too badly, but I am afraid it cannot be prevented entirely.”

“Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth said, pulling away slightly so she could look him in the eye. When he looked up, she put her fingers to his lips. “While I am pleased to learn you have not engaged in these activities with anyone else and that we will learn together, I think this is a time when it is best to do and not speak.”

“What are you saying, my love?” he whispered.

“Take me to bed, Will,” she whispered back.

* * *

The sun shone brightly when Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth finally emerged from their chambers in search of food. At some point the previous night, they had risen from their bed in search of the repast laid out in their sitting room, and they fed each other the slices of fruit and cheese they found under the silver covers. They had engaged in these newly discovered activities for a third time in the sitting room before stumbling back to a bed. After sampling both beds in their suite, they found they preferred the one in Elizabeth’s chambers to his, and they remained there. Finally, however, hunger forced them to dress and seek the breakfast room, although it was approaching noon.

A pleased housekeeper arranged for a meal to be brought to the room, and after satisfying their hunger for food, they spent a brief amount of time wandering around the house. However, they soon discovered there were too many servants about, and, as Lord Matlock hired these servants, they were uncertain of their discretion and loyalty at present. Therefore, they decided to return to their chambers after asking the housekeeper to have a meal delivered to their sitting room around dinner time.

Knowing the couple were only recently married, the housekeeper offered to send up food that would keep no matter when they decided to eat. Red-faced, Mrs. Darcy had also requested the housekeeper inform all the servants to wait until they had an answer before they entered their chambers or any other room when the couple was alone. When the maid and footman had returned below stairs after delivering supper the night before and had reported to the housekeeper what they had seen upon entry, she had already issued such an order but reassured the new bride she would do as she asked.

* * *

Mr. and Mrs. Darcy remained this way until they were forced to emerge from their house the night before the ball. A few letters had arrived through Gracechurch Street for Elizabeth, and Darcy’s correspondence had also been forwarded there, but the newlyweds had ignored it all. They arrived at Darcy House just barely on time for the meal and were the recipients of amused looks as they refused to relinquish the connection between them. Defying propriety, they held hands as they sat on the settee for moments between their arrival and dinner being announced.

Since it was just a family party, they were permitted to remain together as they entered the dining room and sat next to each other, where they continued to hold hands, using the opposite hand to eat. The married couples and Lady Anne merely shook their heads at such behaviour and smiled indulgently, but George and Richard were well prepared with jabs for their brother and cousin once the ladies departed.

Fitzwilliam was unhappy when his wife parted from him, and all the men at the table quickly commented on it. Of course, the worst comments came from the unmarried and unattached gentlemen, but Fitzwilliam bore them all with a wry look. George and Richard pulled Darcy slightly away from Lord Matlock and Mr. Gardiner when it was time to join the ladies to ask why he appeared unaffected by their taunts.

“Because,” said he, “I have a charming wife at home, and I will go home with her when all this is over. You are merely jealous of my happiness. When the two of you enter the married state, I will be there to remind you of your taunts at that time. If you achieve the felicity in marriage I have found, perhaps they will not disturb you either.”

Both groaned in reply. “Fitz, we cannot even tease you now as all you do is look smug. Since you entered, you have had a grin on your face nearly the entire time, and it is worse when your wife is with you. The two of you can barely keep from touching,” George protested.

“Whatever will we do with him?” Richard asked.

“Well, I would prefer you release me so I might join my wife. Should you desire to join me in this state, you might discover yourself capable of such happiness,” Fitzwilliam replied.

Grumbling, the men released him and allowed him to join the others. It was not long before the couple made their excuses to return home, much to the family’s amusement.


Thirteen

A Wedding Ball
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Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth had not paid attention to any correspondence in the days following their wedding. Expecting some reaction from Longbourn, they decided to wait until the day of the ball to open the letters they had received. Fitzwilliam had also received several notes of congratulations following the announcement of their marriage in the paper, all forwarded from Darcy House since only a few knew the couple’s address in town.

Sitting together in their sitting room, they began looking through the accumulated letters, dividing them into piles based on their direction. By mutual consent, they set aside the letters from Longbourn for last, choosing instead to read the letters of congratulations. There were a number of those—mostly from friends and colleagues of Fitzwilliam, as well as some from family friends of the Darcy and Fitzwilliam families. Lady Catherine de Bourgh, sister of Lady Anne and the Earl of Matlock, had also written her terse congratulations. That lady was pleased to learn at least one of the nephews had finally ‘done their duty to the family and married’ and reminded him of her desire to see her daughter married to his brother. She did offer a mild criticism of Fitzwilliam for his choice of bride since ‘surely he could have married better’ but had been pleased to learn his bride had a reasonable dowry. This news she had obviously received from her brother, and Fitzwilliam merely rolled his eyes as he read the note to his wife.

“With luck, we will not have to encounter her very often, as she rarely leaves her estate in Kent. She attempted to convince my mother George is destined for her daughter, Anne, who is rather sickly. Anne is a nice enough girl, although my mother doubts she can provide Pemberley with an heir. My uncle has also suggested her as a potential bride for George since ‘uniting two such great estates as Pemberley and Rosings’ would surely convince the Regent to restore the marquessate. My uncle is just as determined to see that done as is George.” Fitzwilliam said to her after reading his aunt’s letter.

“I do hope to meet her at least, William, for she seems to be something of a character. Some might be offended by her letter, but I confess, I am diverted by her ‘condescension’ in writing as she phrases it,” Elizabeth laughed. “What is this about a cradle betrothal?”

Fitzwilliam rolled his eyes and groaned. “If one were to believe her, she and my mother made an arrangement when Anne and I were born within a few years of each other. My mother has told her several times since that she desired her children to marry as they would and hoped they would marry for love. I recall a rather heated conversation not long after my father passed, where Lady Anne flatly refused to require me or my brother to marry Anne, and nothing either had said while their children were in their cradles was binding. My mother loves her as they are sisters but prefers to limit the time they are in company.”

Several school friends of Fitzwilliam’s and colleagues from the bar wrote to congratulate the couple, and several issued invitations. Elizabeth set those aside to write refusals since they would be leaving town in a few days and unavailable for the invitations.

Finally, there was no more opportunity to delay reading the letters from Longbourn. Elizabeth sighed and snuggled into her husband’s embrace before she began to read these. “We might as well get it over with, my love,” Fitzwilliam said after she continued to sit there staring at the letters.

“You are right, of course, but I cannot help but imagine the worst. These letters could contain acceptance, but more likely, they contain my mother berating me for not coming home to marry, Jane’s insincere congratulations, and my father’s mocking. Mary’s letter will be sincere, and neither Kitty nor Lydia bothered, although they may have said something included in a letter from someone else, but neither is particularly diligent in writing. I am not surprised at not having a letter from them.”

“We should read Mary’s first, as you feel certain of what the letter will contain,” he suggested.

“Or we save it for last so we can wipe away the other comments from our minds,” Elizabeth countered. “Let us begin with Mama’s, as it will no doubt be the most mortifying, and then we can read Jane’s. I think Papa’s will be the least likely to make me blush. Can I confess how happy I am to have persuaded you to marry me without meeting the rest of my family, as the Gardiners are my best relations?”

“I love you, Elizabeth, and regardless of what your family may be like, it will not change that,” he told her. “Perhaps it is to our advantage the estate I have inherited is so far away from your family seat?”

She laughed as he had intended with his statement. “Yes, it is indeed a fortunate circumstance. Equally fortunate is we met in London, and you were inclined to think well of me when we met. Had you met my mother first, you may have found me merely tolerable and my family completely intolerable.”

“Dearest, you should not say such things,” he whispered, kissing her temple. “Now, let us stop speculating and read what your family says about our nuptials.”

With another sigh, Elizabeth did as he suggested and broke the seal on the letter from her mother. Its contents did not disappoint:

Elizabeth Bennet,

How dare you marry from London without your mother present! Even worse, you did not inform me until after the event had taken place, so I did not have the chance to tell my neighbours before they learned it for themselves. Although your father apparently was told of the event before it happened, I did not know until I received your letter, and that was on the same day the announcement appeared in the Times. All of my neighbours already knew of the wedding and expressed surprise at my not mentioning it before now. You mortified me before all my neighbours as I had no opportunity to speak of the event before it happened.

I cannot imagine your wedding was very fashionable, but as you married a barrister, I suppose that is quite alright. You also denied me the opportunity to help a daughter obtain her trousseau, nor can your marriage aid your sisters in meeting wealthy men. I suppose you considered only yourself when you planned your wedding, but I would expect little else from my most selfish daughter.

At least you will visit Longbourn, though I do not understand why you will not stay longer than a few hours. You and your husband should stay for a sennight at least so all our neighbours might celebrate the match you have made and meet your husband. Perhaps you are ashamed of him, or he is so ill-favoured you do not want your neighbours to meet him. Either way, I insist you remain at Longbourn a sennight, and you should come and see us as soon as may be. You will obey me in this, Lizzy, as I will not permit you to defy me.

Your mother,

Francine Bennet

Elizabeth finished reading the letter out loud to her husband and merely hung her head for a moment before he kissed her temple. “That was not so bad, was it?” he whispered.

She laughed at his understatement. “Perhaps not so bad, but I hope you know she is wrong in every particular. I am not ashamed of you, and you are clearly not ill-favoured,”—she blushed, as did he—“but nor do I desire to have you dragged around to meet all our neighbours in Hertfordshire so Mama might parade around her married daughter. We will not do as she demands and will remain at Longbourn long enough for you to meet my family, and then we will begin our journey north.”

“I would not mind staying longer, love, if you prefer it,” he answered.

“I do not prefer it,” Elizabeth insisted. “Staying at Longbourn for longer than a few hours is more than I can stand at present. Mama’s demands will not persuade me. She does not deserve such attention from us, and I do not want to start by immediately giving in to her demands. I am married now, and by necessity, our relationship must change. I no longer owe her my loyalty.”

Before he could say more, she read Jane’s letter. As she expected, it was full of insincere congratulations. She laughed in particular at one paragraph, which she read out loud to her new husband:

I congratulate you on managing to ensnare a husband, although I imagine you will outlive him by a great deal, and I can only hope your marriage settlement provides well for your future. You should not expect our parents to continue to support you, as you have chosen to marry away from home. Surely such an action has made you happy, since, as usual, you have thought only of what benefits you. I will continue to attempt to placate Mama, as she is most upset at the nature of your marriage. Should I also congratulate you on the child to follow? As Mama has frequently said, ‘The first child can come anytime after the marriage, all the rest take nine months.’ Do you have other news for us, my dear sister?

“Before I left for London, I would have never imagined my elder sister saying such a thing to me, but after Mary’s letter when they mocked the very idea of my having a suitor, my eyes have been more opened to her true character,” Elizabeth said quietly. “I believe by not telling her of my intentions ahead of time, she had been more open in revealing her true feelings toward me.”

Once again, Fitzwilliam reassured his wife before she opened the letter from her father. His letter was short, offering his congratulations on the match but little else. He did not seem distressed she married without his permission and had left his care. In truth, his letter seemed relieved Elizabeth had not yet requested the one hundred pounds per annum she was entitled to, as this would free up funds for the rest of his family. Elizabeth expressed to her husband he would likely spend the funds to purchase additional books for his library. For that reason, she was inclined to request it, for the simple fact doing so would require her father to be at least a little less indolent.

However, she had already told her husband she did not want the funds and was well provided for. “But you could arrange for those funds to aid Longbourn’s tenants, should you wish. I am certain we could find a way to make that happen,” Fitzwilliam offered.

“I will consider it,” she replied. “My Uncle Phillips is the solicitor in Meryton, and surely he would be able to help me establish a fund to ensure the tenants have what they need. Our housekeeper, or rather Longbourn’s housekeeper, could help by dispensing the funds as needed.”

“Does your father not employ a steward?” Fitzwilliam asked.

“He does, but he already has so many responsibilities. Perhaps he could take ten pounds a year for himself as payment for managing the funds,” Elizabeth suggested.

“We could speak to him and the housekeeper to see what they think would work best before speaking to your uncle to make the arrangements. If it would make it easier, we could spend one night at Longbourn, which might placate your mother while allowing us to make the arrangements we need to do,” he replied.

Elizabeth sighed. “We should not have to solve the problems of my father’s estate while we are on our honeymoon, but I do hate to leave the tenants of Longbourn without any assistance. Mary is already on her way to London—you will meet her at the ball tonight, although she will not dance and will spend most of the evening in your sister’s company. Without either of us at Longbourn, no one else in my family will do anything for the tenants. The steward has always done what he could, but this is the first time neither Mary nor I will be at home to ensure they have what they need.”

Fitzwilliam pulled Elizabeth more tightly into his embrace. “We will do what we can, love. And I am certain you will care for the tenants on our estate just as assiduously. Now, we have spent quite enough time this morning on correspondence, and you have one last letter to read. Finish it, my dear, and then we will retire to rest until it is time to prepare for the ball.”

“Will,” Elizabeth teased her husband, “since we have married, little rest occurs whenever you suggest we rest. Do you have a different definition of ‘rest’ than I do?”

He laughed and whispered a rather suggestive definition of rest into her ear. She quickly read Mary’s letter, sharing a few lines with her husband before he pulled her upstairs to their chambers to enact his suggestion.

* * *

It was the height of the season, and although Fitzwilliam’s inheritance was not yet known in the ton, the fact that the younger Darcy son had married and Lady Anne was hosting a ball brought many guests to Darcy House that evening. Since it was in their honour, Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth had to endure standing in the receiving line, and before it was over, Elizabeth’s dance card was nearly full. Fortunately, Fitzwilliam had already claimed the first, supper, and last dances, defying propriety by frequently dancing with his wife. His brother, cousin, and uncles had also claimed a dance with her, leaving only a few spots open. These were filled mainly by Fitzwilliam’s friends, meaning Elizabeth had only one dance with one who was truly a stranger.

This was also the only dance Fitzwilliam was genuinely uneasy about. Somehow, a former friend of Fitzwilliam’s had managed to approach Elizabeth when she was not with her husband and requested her only remaining set. George Wickham had maintained a friendship with the elder Darcy as children, but Fitzwilliam had never liked the man or boy. The two had been in school together when the patriarch had sent the young Wickham to school as a favour to his father, whom the entire Darcy family had respected. George Wickham may be a profligate and a rake, but where George Darcy merely played at these habits, Wickham had made a career of them.

Fitzwilliam and Wickham had shared a room their first year at Cambridge, and Wickham’s habits were so bad, with women coming into their rooms at all hours and his constantly violating the rules of the dorms, Fitzwilliam outright refused to room with him in subsequent years. His father had questioned this declaration, and when Fitzwilliam had explained his objections, the elder Darcy believed ‘young Wickham’ was merely ‘sowing his wild oats’ and would settle down soon enough.

Fitzwilliam and his father had never had another conversation about the man, and the following year, he had used his own allowance to clear up debts around their school at the end of each term. He did write to his father of these debts, and his father had replaced the funds, but Fitzwilliam was unaware if his father had ever said anything about the behaviour to either Wickham. However, the following year, Wickham’s debts had been cleared up without Fitzwilliam’s influence, leaving him to wonder if his father had arranged to cover any debts he acquired or if he had been commanded to stop such behaviours.

Elizabeth enjoyed the ball, especially the dances with her husband. The only dark spot in her evening had been the dance with Wickham, who requested a dance on the claim of a lifelong friendship with her husband. He had been overly bold and flirtatious during the dance and had, on several occasions, allowed his hand to linger too long on hers or on her waist. He made her uncomfortable with these touches and even his words on occasion. Elizabeth knew she had been sheltered much of her life, and while being married had made her more aware of certain things, Wickham’s words seemed almost lewd at times and undoubtedly improper.

It was late in the evening when the dance concluded, and only a few dances remained in the ball. Wickham deliberately directed Elizabeth away from her husband and toward the open balcony doors in the ballroom. Fitzwilliam saw this and began moving that way, eager to intercept his wife, as he did not trust Wickham whatsoever. Richard also noted this and started to move in the same direction, ending up closer to the pair when they left the dance floor. Richard arrived sooner than Fitzwilliam and overheard her protests.

“Mr. Wickham, where are you taking me?” she had whispered furiously at her escort. “My husband is in the opposite direction. Please unhand me.”

“No, my dear Elizabeth, you are overheated and do not know what you are saying,” Wickham said to Elizabeth. “Allow me to escort you to the balcony so I might aid you.”

“I do not need your assistance, Mr. Wickham. If I appear overheated, as you say, it is because I am angry at being manhandled by someone who refuses to release me despite my request for him to do so. I do not know why you believe you have the right to address me as informally as you have, but I am Mrs. Darcy and not your dear anything. Release me now!” Elizabeth stomped her foot in her anger, and if Wickham had not moved it quickly, she would have landed on his foot.

Richard arrived first and had heard quite enough. He stopped the pair with a heavy hand on Wickham’s shoulder, forcing him to release Elizabeth. “Wickham, are you attempting to abscond from the ball with my cousin’s wife? I have heard her ask you twice to release her, and I would have thought you would have learned some manners by now. I can assure you, if you need another lesson, my cousin and I would be happy to provide you with one.” He indicated Fitzwilliam, rapidly approaching the group, and George Darcy, not far behind.

George Darcy spoke first. “Why did my new sister look so uncomfortable during your dance with her, Wickham? I once believed you to be a friend to my family, but your actions of late have made me question your motives. I am uncertain how you even came to be at this ball since we stopped being in each other’s company some time ago.”

“I, uh, I received an invitation,” Wickham stuttered, his bravado fading in light of the four people glaring at him.

“I am certain you did not,” said Lady Anne as she approached the group. “I had believed George invited you since I knew you were not on my list, but if he was unaware of your attendance tonight, then surely that is not the case. Will you leave willingly, or will you require a footman to escort you out?”

Fitzwilliam was not content to allow the others to be the only ones to speak. “Never touch my wife again, Wickham. I am unsure what you intended to do when you began to drag my wife toward the balcony, but you would not have succeeded. Too many people were watching you to allow you to get away with it.”

Wickham was not truly afraid of Fitzwilliam, but the Major’s glare, combined with his hand slowly caressing the hilt of his sword, made him realise it was in his best interest to flee. He left the ball alone, but one of the footmen who followed him heard him mutter about one day getting the best of the Darcys and Matlocks. This was duly reported to the master of the house, which was shared with his cousin and brother.

The ball wrapped up not long after, and Elizabeth enjoyed dancing the last with her husband. Her new mother had called for a waltz in honour of the newlyweds, and they thoroughly enjoyed the opportunity to touch and hold each other tightly in plain sight. It was forgiven if they danced a little too closely since they had only been wed a week and could be expected to thumb their noses at propriety just a little.

“Dearest,” William whispered, holding his wife inappropriately close to him during the dance.

“Yes, Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth replied, his voice in his ear eliciting a frisson of excitement, causing her to shiver.

“Have I told you you are the loveliest woman here tonight?” he asked, delighting in her shiver.

She carefully stepped up on her tiptoes and quickly kissed his cheek, barely altering the movements of the dance.

“Have I told you how much I look forward to leaving this dance behind and returning to the privacy of our chambers?” she whispered in his ear.

It was his turn to shiver slightly at the emotion, or passion, her words wrought in him.

“Minx,” was his reply, and a tinkling laugh met his words.

“You make me happy, Fitzwilliam,” she replied. “Now, take me home.”


Fourteen

A Visit to Longbourn

[image: ]

Two days after the ball, the newlyweds departed their cosy little home and headed toward Longbourn. They had spoken with the Gardiners the day after the ball about the possibility of making permanent arrangements to aid the tenants. Mr. Gardiner thought arranging for the steward to access the annuity Elizabeth was owed by her father was a great way of ensuring their care while requiring her father to sacrifice something on their behalf. As Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam did not need it, it made sense for Elizabeth to use the funds for Longbourn’s tenants.

Mary was also settled in Elizabeth’s former bedroom at the Gardiners and had brought with her papers granting guardianship to her uncle. This pleased both girls as it was written so it could not be rescinded, and Mary would now have the care of attentive guardians and access to masters and tutors. Mary and Georgiana had gotten along well at the ball, and they arranged to share masters in some areas to further their friendship. Mary was sixteen, almost three years older than Georgiana, but they still had much in common, including a love of music.

Elizabeth also discussed with her aunt and uncle the letters she received from Longbourn. She knew it would be difficult to extricate themselves from her parent’s parlour when her mother was insistent on their staying, but Fitzwilliam and Gardiner discussed it in greater detail without the ladies present. Between the two, they ensured the Darcys’ departure could be arranged without any difficulties.

With these discussions fresh in their minds, the couple embarked on their journey in the newly acquired carriage, a generous wedding gift from the Gardiners. The carriage offered ample space, a welcomed change for Fitzwilliam, who was both tall and well-built and had seldom experienced such comfort during his travels. Gardiner had astutely observed the awkward positioning of Fitzwilliam’s legs during travel, which undoubtedly led to discomfort. Therefore, shortly after Fitzwilliam made Elizabeth’s acquaintance, he commissioned a carriage with an extended body to ensure Fitzwilliam’s comfort. This considerate gesture was deeply appreciated, especially given the time they would spend travelling in the carriage during their extended wedding trip.

Shortly before noon, the carriage reached Longbourn. Following Fitzwilliam’s directives, the horses were left harnessed, and the footman and carriage driver abstained from unloading any luggage. While not an ideal situation, this arrangement allowed the horses to rest while the couple visited Elizabeth’s family and prevented any undue delay in their departure.

The Bennet family greeted the newcomers on the front step. Mr. Bennet did greet his daughter warmly, and Kitty and Lydia seemed pleased to see her, although they were primarily concerned with what gifts she had brought them. Neither Mrs. Bennet nor Jane seemed particularly excited to see Elizabeth and were nearly aghast to see the fine carriage she arrived in. They were even more displeased when they saw the handsome man who descended from the carriage and helped out an elegant and well-dressed Elizabeth.

Finally, after a rather pointed glance from Fitzwilliam, those two ladies greeted their daughter and sister with stilted congratulations on her marriage. They asked for an introduction to “the gentleman who accompanied her.”

Elizabeth nearly laughed at their words since the lack of a chaperone should have indicated the gentleman was her husband if nothing else did, but she graciously performed the introductions. “Family, I would like to introduce you to my husband, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. Mr. Darcy, my parents, Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, my elder sister Jane, and my youngest sisters Catherine and Lydia.” Bows and curtseys were exchanged, and Mr. Bennet indicated they should move indoors.

“But Lizzy, why is your carriage not being unloaded?” Mrs. Bennet cried as they turned to enter the house. “I told you in my letter you must plan to stay at least a sennight, although I would not complain if you stayed longer. There are several entertainments planned in the next few days, quite in your honour, and you cannot leave until your marriage has been celebrated by all in the neighbourhood. I finally have a daughter married, and Lady Lucas still has none. You must allow the neighbours to greet your new husband.”

“Mama, I told you and Papa both in my first letter we could only visit for a few hours on this occasion. Mr. Darcy has appointments in the north that do not allow us to stay any longer than this afternoon,” Elizabeth said. “I did not receive your letter until yesterday and could not reply to your invitation, but I believed my first letter should have been sufficient. I am sorry to disappoint you, and I apologise you made plans on our behalf, but we cannot stay.”

“But Lizzy, I told you …” she cried again and was quickly cut off by Mr. Darcy.

“Madam, my wife informed you of our schedule, and you no longer have the right to place any demands on her schedule. Our plans are quite fixed for the next several weeks, and we cannot alter them,” he stated.

His rather direct manner caused the matron to falter, and she did not speak again until they were settled in the front sitting room. Mrs. Hill had brought in tea nearly as soon as they had entered, and after ensuring all had a cup, Mrs. Bennet began her inquisition. “Now, Mr. Darcy, tell us about yourself. You are a barrister, I understand. Do you earn a good living in such a profession? My brother Phillips is a solicitor, and he and my sister live well enough, I suppose, although they keep rather small rooms, and they are above his office in Meryton. But you are a barrister, not a solicitor, so surely you can afford a much better situation. Tell me, how much do you earn each year?”

Fitzwilliam was taken aback at the barrage of words on such a highly inappropriate topic as his income. Elizabeth stepped into the breach. “We will live well enough, Mama; you do no need to worry. Mr. Darcy’s uncle has a small house in town he will let us use for the present, and it is quite comfortable for the two of us.” She had no intention of letting her mother know exactly who her husband’s uncle was just yet or that the house was located in Mayfair, not far from Grosvenor Square. “Since my father assigned my guardianship to my uncle, he was the one who arranged for the settlement, and he and my husband have ensured I will be provided for in the future.”

“Oh, well, that was nice of your uncle to allow you to borrow his house. Do you hope to purchase it someday? Is it very small?” Mrs. Bennet snickered.

“It is unlikely, Mrs. Bennet, as my uncle will doubtless leave it to his second son. We hope to purchase one of our own before too long,” Fitzwilliam stated. The couple sat next to each other on a sofa and had their hands tightly gripping each other’s and hidden within Elizabeth’s voluminous skirts. Fitzwilliam was already struggling to control his temper while Elizabeth desperately tried not to show her mortification at her mother’s impolite questions.

Mr. Bennet seemed to recognise this as, just then, he attempted to redirect the conversation. “What business takes you to the north?” he inquired.

“My uncle has some business he asked me to look in on, which requires our immediate attention, but this is also our wedding trip,” Fitzwilliam explained. “My family owns a small cottage in the Lake District, and once this business with my uncle is done, we will travel there for a month and remain for a month before returning south.”

“A cottage? How quaint,” Jane cooed. “Lizzy, you have always wanted to visit the Lakes, and it is so good of your husband to indulge you in this.” A hint of bitterness crept into her voice as she continued. “I confess, I had expected an entirely different sort of man when you first mentioned a suitor. I am rather surprised you managed to capture the attention of such a handsome man, even if he is merely a barrister. Tell me, do you have other news for us, my dear Lizzy? Will you make our parents grandparents in eight months?”

The room was silent for a moment. Elizabeth’s face turned white in mortification, while Fitzwilliam’s was nearly purple in rage. Bennet also looked angry, but his anger was directed at Fitzwilliam, not Jane, while Kitty and Lydia merely whispered to each other and giggled. Mrs. Bennet appeared immediately faint, and her cry broke the dam of tension within the room.

Fitzwilliam stood and began to protest the accusation, while Bennet rose to attack his new son for taking advantage of his daughter. Mrs. Bennet continued to call loudly for her salts while Elizabeth attempted to ensure her husband and father did not come to blows. In the middle of this, Jane serenely watched the chaos around her and revelled in spoiling her sister’s homecoming.

Charlotte Lucas, a good friend to Elizabeth despite their age difference, was announced into the room at just this moment. So casual a friend, the housekeeper had not thought to check with the family before bringing the lady in, knowing she was there to visit with Elizabeth. Miss Lucas looked at the primary actors in the room and quickly deduced Jane had done something to cause this ruckus. Raising her voice, she managed to quiet the room while Mrs. Hill hovered behind her in trepidation.

“Welcome home, Eliza,” she said when she could be heard. “And congratulations on your recent marriage. This gentleman must be Mr. Darcy?”

Elizabeth nodded and performed the introduction before she turned to address the room.

“You should all know Jane’s supposition is entirely wrong,” she stated clearly. “There was no impropriety leading to my marriage, nor did I ‘capture’ my husband in any nefarious way. We met at my uncle’s house shortly after I arrived in London. We courted, which I told you about in my letters, and fell in love. We did marry quickly because it was convenient for my husband, who had business in the north. He did not want to leave me behind when he travelled. Charlotte, I apologise you walked into such a scene, but I hope you will speak the truth should anyone else seek to darken my reputation by spreading lies after we depart from Longbourn.”

“Of course, Eliza, and even had I not heard this directly from you, I already knew it from your letters. It was obvious from those that this was a love match, and it is written on both of your faces. Love has made you even more beautiful, my friend,” Charlotte exclaimed. The two ladies hugged tightly, and Charlotte invited the Darcys to visit Lucas Lodge before leaving the area.

“I doubt my husband will be willing to remain at Longbourn much longer after this scene,” Elizabeth whispered back.”I cannot promise a visit, but we will try. I will invite you to London or our estate once we are settled.”

Charlotte acknowledged her friend’s whispered words and then addressed the entire group again. “I did not mean to intrude on Eliza’s homecoming as I know it must, by necessity, be brief. I look forward to continuing to receive your letters, my friend, and I wish you every happiness in your marriage. Mr. Darcy, it was very nice to meet you, and I hope to encounter you again. But if not, I know dear Lizzy will write to me frequently.”

After those words of farewell, Charlotte made her way from the house, leaving its occupants sitting and staring at the visiting Darcys. Fitzwilliam still struggled to control his anger at his wife’s mother and sister. Seeing this, Elizabeth rose to her feet, and her husband rose with her. “Papa, Mama, it was pleasant to see you for a few minutes, but it is painfully obvious I am as unwelcome here as I always have been. Given the letters I received from my mother and elder sister, I hesitated to even bother with my planned visit since Jane had already mentioned such terrible allegations in her letter, along with offering her insincere congratulations on my marriage. I am still astonished the sister I once considered a friend could voice such grievous accusations. I can only hope her bitterness, stemming from my marriage, has not driven her to spread such lies in Meryton. Of course, when no babe arrives in eight months, it will become obvious it was a lie. However, it would still stain our reputations, especially were these suppositions to make their way to London, where my husband’s name is known.”

Mr. Bennet stared at his daughter, answering after a moment’s reflection. “As this is the first I have heard these allegations, I would hope they have not been spread beyond this parlour. I will do my best to counter any rumours mentioned in town if I hear of them,” he said diffidently.

“How will you do that, Papa, when you so rarely leave your study to venture into town?” Elizabeth countered, still upset at the callous treatment from her family. “What motivation does Jane or Mama have to keep quiet about this matter? I am fortunate it was Charlotte who visited, as I know she will not speak of what she heard, but what of the servants who may have heard Mama and Jane spouting this nonsense? What will keep Kitty or Lydia from sharing what they have heard with the neighbours?”

“Young lady,” Mr. Bennet began, drawing himself up in indignation at being addressed so by his daughter, “who do you think you are to speak to me in such a way.”

“I am Mrs. Darcy, sir, and I will not allow my husband’s name to be slandered and dragged through the mud by thoughtless speculation of jealous and bitter women,” she retorted before taking her husband’s hand and leading him toward the door. “By the way, now that I am married, I am entitled to receive one hundred pounds per annum during your lifetime. Please ensure my husband receives these funds each quarter. You can forward them to Mr. Gardiner when you send Mary’s portion to her, and he will ensure my husband receives his due.”

Mr. Bennet sputtered in his anger at being reminded of his obligation to his daughters, having already begun to make plans to use those funds for his own purposes. He had his eye on some books the bookseller in St Albans had managed to acquire but needed the funds from both Elizabeth’s and Mary’s portions to purchase them. To learn they were expected was a great disappointment to him. He wondered how he could avoid sending the funds but thought since his new son-in-law was a barrister, Darcy could make things difficult if he did not do as required. When his daughters were in London, he had never before sent funds for their care, but he suddenly remembered something about this in the papers he had signed regarding transferring Mary’s guardianship to the Gardiners. He would have to reread the copies his brother Phillips had given him.

While Charlotte had been in the room, Mrs. Bennet had not visibly reacted to anything said, but as soon as she realised her daughter and new son were leaving, she immediately rose to her feet. “You cannot leave, Lizzy,” she yelled at the couple’s backs as she followed them into the hallway. “You must remain so I may take you around on my visits. Your aunt has planned several teas and other gatherings so we might introduce your husband to the neighbourhood.”

Elizabeth turned from where she stood by the front door. A servant had already handed her and her husband their outerwear and were preparing to leave the house. “We have both told you we cannot stay for these events, Mama. And why would we stay where we are so clearly not wanted? You only want to parade me around to your friends and brag about having a daughter married, and neither my husband nor I desire such treatment. Perhaps we might come again after our wedding trip and could stay long enough for one evening’s entertainment, but I cannot be certain. My husband’s mother may have plans for us by then, as she hopes we return to town before the Season ends. Of course, our return hinges on my husband’s business in the north and how long that takes.”

“What is this mysterious ‘business’ preventing you from remaining here?” Mrs. Bennet probed. “You keep saying ‘business’ like it is something important. I do not see anything more important than visiting your family, especially when you were so unkind as to marry from London. I was not given any of the privileges I should have had as the mother-of-the-bride, as I was not even informed about the wedding until after it had occurred.” Her voice became increasingly petulant as she spoke and rose in volume. “You have no compassion on my poor nerves!”

“Madam, you were not included in the plans as you laughed at the very thought of my having a suitor when you were informed of it. When I wrote to tell you I was being courted, you failed to respond to such news, and my sisters told me of the frequent derogatory comments you made that it could not last as ‘I had little to attract or keep a man’s attention’. I wrote to you several times when I first went to London, and you never responded to a single letter until I sent the letter announcing my marriage. Then you wrote, but only to complain I did not allow you to plan the event or help me with my trousseau, and then insisted we change our plans entirely to suit your desires. You have shown little concern for me except when you can show me off now that I am married. Do you see anything wrong with the clothing my mother-in-law or aunt helped me to obtain? Have you ever known Aunt Gardiner to steer me wrong when you sent me to her to obtain clothing, as you did not want to bother arguing with me about the clothing I would choose?

“Yes, Mama, I have heard and seen those words you have written of me in the past. I know you regularly sent me to London to get me out of your sight when you were angry with me. I know how you banished me to the dower house to stay with my grandmother for the first six years of my life and how frequently I stayed all day with Grandmama before she passed to avoid your anger for some reason or another. Forgive me if I do not wish to subject myself to your insincere crowing over having a married daughter, especially when that daughter is the one you have always proclaimed as your least favourite.”

“Well, I never,” the matron exclaimed, sitting heavily in the chair in the hall and calling for the housekeeper to bring her the smelling salts.

“Exactly, Mama,” Elizabeth retorted before stepping out of the open door, “you never.”

Fitzwilliam watched his wife depart the house but could not resist getting the final word and showing this woman exactly what she had cast aside. “While my wife said she may be willing to return as a favour to you, her mother, who she honours simply because you bear that title, I owe you no such respect. I doubt we will return to Meryton at all, and I can assure you we will never spend a night in this house when my wife is treated in this way,” Fitzwilliam added. “Thus far, my wife has chosen not to reveal all to you, but I will so you might know exactly what your daughter has gained and recognise what you will never benefit from. We are travelling north to investigate two estates, one of which will become ours, as a part of a legacy from my grandfather, the former Earl of Matlock. The house we have in town is borrowed from my uncle, the current Earl of Matlock, and will be available for my use whenever we are in town, at least until we lease or purchase one of our own. My mother, Lady Anne Darcy, has been far more of a mother to my wife in the month since they met than you have ever been. If I have my way, we will never cross the threshold of this house again, but because my wife is such a kind and forgiving woman, I doubt I will be able to convince her of that. We may, therefore, return for a visit, but I will not relent on my decision to never sleep in this house. And I would not expect my wife ever to invite you to visit us at any of our homes, wherever they may be.”

Mrs. Bennet affected a slump as the force of these words struck her, but as it was evident from the flush on her cheeks, she was angry, not faint, Fitzwilliam ignored her behaviours and followed his wife out the door.


Fifteen

Revelations
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As the Darcys made their way to Longbourn, George Darcy began to learn what he could about his father’s godson and his former friend, George Wickham. He had been surprised to see the man at the ball in honour of his brother’s wedding and wondered how he had even gained entry to the house, as he had not gone through the receiving line, and the butler did not recall admitting him. He called his cousin Richard to help him in this endeavour.

“Richard, I have yet to discover how George Wickham managed to enter Darcy House the night of the wedding ball. He was most definitely not invited, nor does anyone recall seeing him enter. It seems he just appeared. There were so many people coming in and out of the servant’s entrances during and leading up to the ball that it is possible he was able to gain entry through one of those, but I hesitate to think how long he may have been in my home before he was discovered. Nor do I want to consider what he was attempting with Elizabeth,” George said upon seeing his cousin enter his study.

Richard scowled. “I had thought you and that profligate were still friends, so I am pleased to learn it is no longer the case. Might I ask what finally set you against him?”

“He and I were excessively close before my father’s passing, and I was well aware of my brother’s lack of fondness for him. Oddly enough, this knowledge drove me to spend even more time with Wickham, as I believed my brother to be too uptight to bother with. Being the elder son, set to inherit Pemberley, I resented it when Father involved my brother in discussions about estate matters, as it seemed unnecessary. Clearly, I now understand the purpose behind their decisions, just as your father did the same with you.” Richard nodded in agreement, having pondered this himself on numerous occasions.

“You know the family history, so I will not waste time explaining. When Father passed away, he left Wickham a small inheritance and suggested he be granted the living at Kympton when it became available. Wickham accompanied me on too many trips to the gambling dens and the brothels for me to consider it wise to do so. Therefore, when he inquired about the value of the living, I gave him an additional five thousand pounds on top of the one thousand pounds my father bequeathed to him outright. That was only two years ago. However, I declined his request when he approached me for more funds six months ago. Naturally, he was displeased, but he left willingly enough, or so I believed. Shortly after, I discovered he had taken a valuable piece of Mother’s jewellery from my desk. I was furious and informed the magistrate, but lacking evidence of the theft, there was little I could do. I had someone checking the pawn shops for its recovery and managed to retrieve it, though I could not connect it to Wickham.”

“However, once those funds were depleted, Wickham appeared to have taken it upon himself to accumulate debts in my name. When I returned from Pemberley after Fitz’s wedding, I found a stack of bills on my desk for items Wickham had purchased in my name. I have dispatched my man to settle these debts and inform the shop owners that Wickham is not affiliated with me. I have also spread the word in London to the best of my ability that I will not honour any debts I did not personally incur. I refuse to pay bills from establishments where I do not hold accounts, regardless of who vouches for the credit in my name. I spent yesterday in discussions with a magistrate who has issued a warrant on my behalf. He will be promptly sent to debtors’ prison, at least temporarily, if apprehended. He can be elusive, and capturing him might prove difficult. I have enlisted the Bow Street Runners to pursue him, but still…” He paused, unable to continue.

“Was anything taken the night of the ball? Do you think he intended to try to demand payment for not ruining Elizabeth’s reputation? Or to kidnap and ransom her? You need to do something to protect Lady Anne and Georgiana from anything he might do,” Richard demanded.

“Already done, Cousin,” George replied. “I have informed Lady Anne of the threat and have informed Georgiana she is not to leave the house without at least one footman, if not two, accompanying her. Mother wants to speak to Georgiana to tell her about Wickham’s misdeeds, but then again, Mother has never allowed Wickham anywhere near her daughter. I doubt Georgiana will leave the house without Mother accompanying her.”

“Your mother is formidable, as is mine. I would hate to get on the bad side of either lady as they might be more frightening than a camp full of Little Boney’s soldiers. I dare say if the ladies of the ton were planning the campaigns against the Corsican fiend, the war would have long ago been won,” Richard retorted. “Now, what do you need from me?”

The two men began to make their plans, which included a meeting with both of their mothers as they attempted to end the havoc wreaked upon them by Wickham.

* * *

After boarding the carriage, it departed and headed into Meryton, as neither Darcy was capable of issuing any further instructions. Instead, for the first several minutes, they merely held each other. Finally, Elizabeth broke the silence. “William, you will likely desire to begin our journey as quickly as possible after that scene. However, I would like to visit Charlotte at Lucas Lodge briefly, as she will be useful to counter any gossip my mother and sister might try to spread. I have already written her of our courtship and marriage, and she knows of your inheritance. However, if we visit there, her mother, Lady Lucas, will help ensure the correct story is shared, not whatever nonsense Mama will spew. I have little doubt she will be too upset to leave the house today, and Lady Lucas will already have begun to spread our version by then.”

Fitzwilliam laughed lightly. “It almost sounds as if you are weaponising gossip, my dear,” he teased, then sighed. “Part of me dreads another visit after what we just endured, but I will cede to your wisdom. When it comes to gossip, I know most ladies are far more knowledgeable than I.”

Elizabeth gave him a wary look. “Really, Fitzwilliam, you intend to mock me when what I am doing is attempting to limit the gossip that could darken your name, the name I have only recently claimed as my own?”

Fitzwilliam tickled her in response. “It was not mocking, my dear, but I know how much my mother and aunt have employed gossip over the years for various purposes. I also know others have used it to belittle and injure those she viewed as competition or who stood in her way. Women are entirely different creatures than men, and I am merely noting some of those differences come in the use of gossip rather than foils to express displeasure with a person.”

Elizabeth moved away from his hands while she laughed at his words. “Very well, now, do you not think we should give the coachman directions to Lucas Lodge? Although, perhaps a bit of shopping in town would not go amiss in helping counter anything Mama or Jane may say about us.”

“Is there a bookshop in town?” Fitzwilliam asked. “If there is, then I would be delighted to spend a half hour in town. We might depart from our carriage at the end furthest from the shop and stroll for all to see until we reach it.”

“You will be required to be introduced to quite a few people,” Elizabeth teased him. “Can you stand it?”

“As long as you are with me, my dear, I will have no objections to being introduced to as many people as you wish,” he replied. “Now, about those directions?” He used his walking stick to bang on the roof, signalling the coachman to stop. Elizabeth gave directions to Lucas Lodge, and they were soon back on their way.

The Darcys were greeted eagerly at Lucas Lodge. Sir William was especially pleased to meet the man who had married “the jewel of the county”, and the conversation centred upon the couple’s courtship and wedding. While Fitzwilliam was ordinarily reluctant to share so much of his personal business with strangers, with Elizabeth’s encouragement, he spoke of his family’s estate, the legacy from the old earl, and his connections to the nobility in the form of his uncle, the Earl of Matlock. Charlotte grinned at her friend throughout this conversation, knowing Elizabeth was only subjecting herself to such nosy questions to counter anything her mother might say about the marriage. Charlotte was aware of the neglect Elizabeth suffered from her parents and was far more aware of Jane’s true nature than Elizabeth. The realisation Elizabeth had come to about her sister while in town had been discussed between the two in letters and was only further cemented by the letter Jane had sent in reply to the wedding and her accusations again this morning. Once tea had been brought and everyone had drunk their fill, Charlotte decided it was time to change the direction of the conversation.

“I am afraid, Father and Mother, Eliza’s family is not as pleased by her marriage as one might have hoped,” Charlotte said. “You know how the Bennets have always treated our dear Eliza, especially in the first years of her life, when she was banished to the dower house to live with her grandmother. Over the years, you have seen and frequently commented on the poor treatment of Eliza by her mother, from merely ignoring her to outright abuse. I have heard all you have had to say about that, and while we might have hoped her marriage might do much to restore the relationship, it has not. If anything, I think it has made Jane finally show her true colours as she has accused her sister of forcing Mr. Darcy to marry her and alluded to a child born too early. You know Eliza too well to believe that to be the case, especially as I have shared my letters with you as she described her courtship with the gentleman. In fact, I believe I know Mr. Darcy quite well from reading Eliza’s letters about him, but I will not embarrass her by sharing all of what she wrote of the gentleman.”

Her words did cause Elizabeth to blush, and Fitzwilliam leaned down to whisper in her ear, “I would be very interested in reading these letters, my dear. What could you have said about me to make you blush so brightly?”

“Hush, Fitz,” she retorted, digging an elbow into his side as she spoke.

This aside was noted by the room’s occupants, who smiled at the obvious affection between the couple. Lady Lucas was the first to speak. “Then we will simply counter any gossip the Bennets may choose to attempt to spread about their daughter. I know you must be on your way, and I will begin a campaign to speak of your good fortune to all I meet this very afternoon. If your mother and sister do share anything negative, I will immediately contradict it and remind our neighbours of how they have always treated you. Your neighbours in Meryton will not believe anything so terrible of you as they know you too well to believe you could compromise a gentleman to force a marriage.”

“Thank you, Lady Lucas,” Elizabeth said. “I am grateful for your help. I know we will unlikely visit here very often, but I would not want my husband’s name to be darkened anywhere if I can prevent it. Meryton is close enough to London that some gossip could easily make its way there if we do not counter it quickly. I appreciate your willingness to act on our behalf.”

Fitzwilliam spoke as well. “I also appreciate your willingness to aid my wife and myself. You do not know me, but your belief in my wife’s goodness and the care she holds for you makes you a friend. I hope you will visit if you are in London when we are. I am sure Elizabeth will write to Miss Lucas frequently.”

The Lucases all smiled at the grave tone he adopted as he spoke, but they also noted the frequent touches between them. Soon, the Darcys took their leave as they intended to visit the bookshop before they left town. Sir William had praised this idea, as had Lady Lucas, who volunteered to accompany them to town so she could begin her campaign. Elizabeth happily accepted her offer, and the three boarded the Darcy carriage as soon as they could don their outerwear.

It was a quiet group who disembarked from the carriage in Meryton. All three had been lost in their thoughts during the short ride. However, as soon as Lady Lucas and Elizabeth stepped down with Fitzwilliam’s assistance, they began a lively conversation about London and, particularly, Elizabeth’s wedding. Fitzwilliam walked quietly beside his wife, her hand on his elbow, and listened as their courtship was shared. It occurred to him they were speaking rather loudly than usual, and it slowly dawned on him that this was intentionally done. He noticed the many eyes on their group as they walked down the street and pasted a grin on his face as was befitting for a newly married man. It was not difficult to do because he only had to think about his wife beside him, and he immediately smiled. He was unaware he looked besotted, but it would not have bothered them since it was true.

They did visit the bookshop, and Fitzwilliam found himself dragged into the milliner’s shop. Lady Lucas spoke in glowing terms of Elizabeth and her new husband in both stores and how thrilled they were with the marriage. Having done what she intended, Lady Lucas left the Darcys back at their carriage and made her way around town, quickly spreading the news of the visit from the happily married couple and their good fortune in finding each other.


Sixteen

Finding Home
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At Longbourn, the effects of the Darcys’ departure from Longbourn were immediate. As Fitzwilliam walked out the door, Mrs. Bennet rushed from the hallway and into the parlour where her family had remained. She immediately blurted out what she had just learned. “Mr. Darcy is not merely a barrister; he owns an estate or, perhaps, he will own an estate soon, and his uncle is an earl!” she cried.

“What!” Jane exclaimed, already annoyed that Elizabeth married before her and somehow managed to ensnare not only a very handsome man, who was much younger than she would have expected but apparently now a landowner.

“Just before he departed, he said he had inherited an estate from his grandfather, an earl, and the house where they stayed while in London was owned by his uncle, the Earl of … something,” Mrs. Bennet said, still agitated by the events of the morning. “Lizzy has married much better than we thought, although he says he will never invite any of us into his home. I will have to write to that girl immediately and demand she invite her sister to visit her for the Season in London. If Lizzy could ensnare such a handsome man and one with such exalted connections, surely my Jane could marry a peer. She is twice as pretty as her sister.”

“Mama, but you just said he will not invite us into his homes. Why would Lizzy want to invite Jane when she all but accused Lizzy of misbehaving? And did not the two of you not tell the milliner just a few days ago you would not be surprised if Lizzy were with child? Charlotte was here, and she and Lizzy have always kept in touch, so if any gossip is being spread in Meryton, then surely Lizzy will know who the culprit was.” Kitty questioned her mother.

Mrs. Bennet and Jane both sputtered. “I did no such thing, Kitty. How dare you accuse me of such?” Jane protested. “Lizzy has always treated me very kindly, and I am certain if I write and ask her for an invitation, she will invite me to London.”

“Do you know where to send your letters?” Lydia asked. “I thought I heard you and Mama complaining after the wedding you did not have any address other than the Gardiners. Mama was saying she did not know what kind of rooms a barrister would keep, and the two of you were laughing at the idea of Lizzy and her new husband sharing rooms in a boarding house somewhere on their wedding night.”

Jane looked aghast at her comments being repeated. “I said no such thing, Lydia, and repeating such nonsense will do you no good. When I am invited to London and marry much better than Lizzy, you will regret saying such things to me. Do not say another word,” she commanded her sister.

“But Jane …” Kitty began before her mother cut her off.

“Enough of this, both of you. Do not dare repeat anything you think you may have heard about Lizzy and her new husband. If you ever want to be invited to London when my Jane marries a wealthy man, do not say another word,” Mrs. Bennet demanded of her youngest daughters. “Now, Jane, we will visit all of our friends and neighbours tomorrow to tell them of Lizzy’s good fortune. Once Charlotte writes to Lizzy and tells her how well we think of her and her new husband, they will surely invite us. Perhaps you can discover Lizzy’s address from Charlotte—you can say you lost the paper Lizzy gave you with the address.”

“We should go this afternoon, Mama,” Jane persuaded, but her mother shook her head.

“No, Jane, we cannot,” the matron replied. “We must write letters to Lizzy immediately explaining our misunderstandings and convincing her she must invite you to town. If your new brother is the nephew of an earl, then they can introduce you to other titled men. You will marry extremely well, my dear child.”

So said, the two scurried from the room to write the proposed letters. Mr. Bennet rose to depart from the room, returning to his book room and quiet he found there, leaving Kitty and Lydia alone. They stared at each other, trying to figure out precisely what had happened.

“Lydia, I cannot imagine Lizzy doing as Mama and Jane believe she will. If nothing else, she will depart on her wedding trip and will not be in town for a month or more. Probably more since he said they intended to spend a week at his family’s house at the Lakes,” Kitty said thoughtfully. “Do you think we should write Lizzy a letter, telling her what was said after she left? If we give it to Charlotte, she will post it for us, even if she will not give us the address.”

Lydia agreed with this plan, although she preferred not to write if she did not have to. After some discussion, the two hurried upstairs to dress, having decided to go to Lucas Lodge and tell Charlotte what they had heard. This way, Charlotte would have to write the letter instead of their having to do it.

When they arrived at Lucas Lodge, it was just after the Darcy carriage had departed. The two girls watched it leave and noticed Lady Lucas was accompanying the couple in the equipage. Surprised, they knocked on the door and requested to visit with Charlotte and Maria Lucas for a few minutes. The two were soon shown into a sitting room with the others and quickly related the conversation after their sister departed. Charlotte merely shook her head at the audacity of Mrs. and Miss Bennet before assuring the girls Lady Lucas was taking care of any gossip about the couple. She also promised to write to Lizzy to tell her what had occurred at Longbourn after their departure. Charlotte thanked the girls for their information and left to write to her friend. The other two girls stayed longer, visiting with Maria before returning home.

* * *

The Darcys’ journey north took three days as the couple stopped regularly to view the sights. At least the first part of the journey was familiar to Fitzwilliam, as he had frequently travelled between Pemberley and London. On the last day, they began to head west toward Cheshire. Foxwood Hall sat near the River Dane, where Cheshire and Derbyshire met. It was in the Peak District, and Elizabeth was thrilled by the sights as they came into the region. They reached the manor house early in the afternoon and went to the stables after greeting the senior servants and changing from their travelling clothes into those suited for riding.

“You do remember I do not ride particularly well, do you not, Will?” Elizabeth asked her husband.

“That works well since I only asked for one horse to be saddled then,” he replied. “We will begin your lessons soon, love, but for now, I want to explore the estate, and the best way to see everything is on a horse. I would like you to accompany me, but if you would prefer to remain here, I will not require it of you.”

She looked down at her boots for a moment. “I would like to go, but, Will, I am not a particularly good rider. Papa did not keep horses suited for riding, and while I occasionally attempted it against advice, I was never particularly successful. I had a few disjointed lessons here and there, but …”

“I am a good rider, as my father ensured all of his children could ride well,” he told her. “And you will be with me, and I will never let harm come to you. I look forward to teaching you when you are ready, but for now, I only want to ride with you. You will not need to do a thing.”

They had reached the stables, where a groom waited with a large black stallion. Fitzwilliam assisted his wife in sitting across the saddle and then mounted behind her, instructing her to “Hold on” as he used his heels to signal the horse to move. Within moments, they were galloping across the field behind the house, and Elizabeth pressed her face into his chest as the wind tousled her hair, dislodging it from its pins. This was a new experience for her, and she relished every moment, only wishing the ride could have continued longer. After a while, he guided the horse to a halt, slowing it to a gentle walk. “What do you think, Elizabeth?” he whispered.

“It was wonderful, Fitzwilliam,” she said, turning in his arms to kiss him. “You must teach me to do this.”

He laughed at her enthusiasm. “I will, my love,” he replied. “Perhaps I can have the servants at Pemberley convey some horses to the cottage, and we can begin our lessons there. Riding is a necessary skill for the master and mistress of an estate and will make it easier for you to visit our tenants at whichever estate we choose.” He looked around him for a minute. “We have not seen Oakridge Manor, but this estate is stunning. We are near the Peak District, and Oakridge may be as well. I am unsure how we will choose between the two.”

“We must explore the house tomorrow, which may help us decide. You will need to review the books while I interview the servants. If both houses are equally beautiful, then perhaps we can decide based on how well we get along with the servants,” Elizabeth offered. “Otherwise, I do not know how we will decide. Perhaps on how comfortable the bed is?”

Fitzwilliam laughed. “That can be easily fixed, Elizabeth. Maybe we can decide based on the nursery or the stables.”

Elizabeth arched her eyebrow as she looked at him. “The nursery or the stables?” she inquired.

He shrugged. “Equally as nonsensical as deciding based upon the bed,” he replied. “Just as our hearts spoke to each other about when we met, perhaps our hearts will tell us which house to choose.”

She leaned into him and smiled. “That seems to be a far better way to make a decision,” she agreed. “Maybe when we see the other estate, we will just know, and the decision will be made for us.”

They returned to the house after riding a bit further and returned to the rooms assigned to them and freshened up before coming downstairs for dinner. The cook had prepared a delicious meal, and they relished every bite, sending their compliments down to the cook, who had no doubt made every effort to show off. After dinner, they wandered around the rooms on the first floor, discovering the library, music room, and several sitting rooms. There was a game room setup, complete with a billiards table. Elizabeth asked about the game, and Fitzwilliam showed her how to play, but soon, they elected to continue their play in the chambers.

* * *

After three days of exploring this estate, the Darcys left to visit the second. Oakridge Manor was in Dovedale, the Peak District and the park and manor were as lovely as Foxwood. Similar to that estate, Oakridge Manor boasted beautiful parklands and an elegant manor house. The manor was strategically positioned on a ridge, offering a stunning view of the surrounding Peaks and was backed by a large grove of Oak trees, giving the house its name.

While exploring this estate, Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth diligently observed any necessary improvements, just as they had with the other property. Nevertheless, the library in this house stood out, influencing the couple’s final decision. Fitzwilliam noted the library in this house was nearly as expansive as the one at Pemberley and boasted a comparable collection of books.

“Give me a year or two, my love, and I will make sure it rivals the collection at Pemberley. In the years since I finished school, I have collected quite a few books of my own, and as George is not as fond of the written word, he has not made as many purchases. The next time we are in London, we will visit every bookseller and second-hand shop we can discover so we might fill in a few of the empty shelves. We can move some of the older books to the second story and keep our purchases at a more convenient distance,” Fitzwilliam teased. “Now, does this room speak to your heart?”

She laughed. “Indeed it does, William,” she replied, kissing her husband on his chin, which was as far as she could reach on her tall husband, even on her tiptoes.

Their decision made, Fitzwilliam wrote a letter to his uncle to inform him of it so his uncle could begin the transfer of the estate into his name. The couple ensured the door to the library was locked before celebrating their new home in the way common to newlyweds.

* * *

They remained a fortnight at Oakridge Manor before heading north. Having spent longer than intended at Oakridge, the Darcys decided to delay their visit to Pemberley until after the Lakes. He had written to his brother to ask for two horses to be sent on from Pemberley to Darcy Cottage, and George had handled the arrangements, so when they arrived, they found the horses there waiting for them. The horse selected for Elizabeth was a gentle chestnut mare named Miranda, and Fitzwilliam thought her perfect for his bride. His brother had chosen for him a big black stallion whom he deemed Ferdinand, causing Fitzwilliam to laugh uproariously when he read the note accompanying the horses. George had considered these an appropriate gift for the couple and named them after the main characters from The Tempests.

Elizabeth became a rather adept rider during the month they spent at Darcy Cottage. Their lessons had been a delightful time for the couple as they had learned much about each other in the endeavour. Elizabeth could be stubborn and, at times, did not take direction well, leading to the couple’s first argument. Fitzwilliam had refused to allow Elizabeth to ride until she was willing to take his direction, claiming he was doing so for her safety. Unused to someone being concerned about her safety, Elizabeth took some time in their chambers to contemplate their argument and, after writing a letter to her aunt where she complained about her husband’s high-handed ways, soon came to the realisation she was a fool. Once again, she acted precipitously and eventually threw her letter into the fire and sought out her husband, pacing in the home’s library.

“I am sorry, Will,” Elizabeth whispered when he turned at the slight noise she made as she entered. “I should have been willing to listen to you in this: I am afraid I am far too used to being left to my own devices.”

He quickly strode to her and brought her to him in a tight embrace. “I love you too much to allow you to come to harm. While I realise you are a quick learner and have become a good rider in the last fortnight, you are not yet ready to jump fences. Allow me to protect you, my dear, and know I would never deny you anything if I can help it. However, I have realised I could have explained my reasoning better, and perhaps you would not have gotten so angry with me.”

She shook her head where it was lodged against his chest. Pulling back, she moved a hand from where it rested around his waist to caress his cheek. “I was too angry to listen to explanations and acted like a spoiled child. I doubt you could have done anything in this instance that would have caused me to react differently. You have not married a child, Fitzwilliam, that I promise you. I will not change overnight, but I will strive to do better in the future.”

They continued to hold each other as they both allowed the emotions of their argument to settle.


Seventeen

The Bennets find out
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Five weeks after leaving Oakridge Manor, the Darcys returned to their estate. Several letters had been exchanged between the couple and their families during their wedding trip; however, they were unsurprised by the sheer amount of correspondence awaiting them at Oakridge Manor. Only their closest family members had their direction at Lake Windermere; the rest of their correspondence had been forwarded here from London. Charlotte had refused to give Mrs. Bennet or Jane the direction to Elizabeth’s new estate, insisting she did not have one for them yet. This was not a lie, although Charlotte was at least aware of the location of both estates, but knew Elizabeth had asked her to wait to write until she could send the direction once they had decided on which estate to accept. Before they left Oakridge, Elizabeth wrote to her friend with the news, but by this time, Mrs. Bennet had been told by Sir William and Lady Lucas she would not be allowed to continue to harass their daughter.

Although she had not given up, she had decided to send her letters to her brother in London, hoping he would forward them. She had written him a letter to complain of many things: his allowing Elizabeth to marry without her being present, his not telling Mr. Bennet of the young man’s prospects, his inviting Mary to town instead of Jane, their having never introduced Jane to eligible gentlemen as they had with Elizabeth and a whole litany of other perceived slights. Such a letter was not likely to induce the Gardiners to invite Jane to London, especially after Elizabeth made them aware of what occurred at Longbourn when they visited and what happened after.

Lucas Lodge was the second house Mrs. Bennet and Jane called upon the day after Elizabeth left, and the visit had been tense. The Bennets had visited after their visit to Mrs. Phillips, sister of Mrs. Bennet, where they had learned Elizabeth had been seen in Meryton the day before. They had been the picture of the happily married couple and spoke to many townspeople.

“I was so pleased to see Eliza in town yesterday, Mrs. Bennet, Jane,” Lady Lucas said as soon as her guests entered. “She and Mr. Darcy look so happy together, and I know you are both pleased by her felicity in her marriage. They are a very handsome couple.”

Mrs. Bennet was unprepared for this opening. “Yes, we are very pleased by the match,” she replied, uncertain how to proceed. She had not intended to begin speaking of her daughter so quickly in the visit, as she had intended to speak of other things first, building up the news of Elizabeth’s visit and planning to rub it the fact she had a daughter married and at just seventeen years of age.

“And so well settled,” Lady Lucas continued. “Why she has written Charlotte of her new husband’s connections and the legacy from his grandfather. Why, he is to inherit an estate somewhere near his family’s ancestral estate in Derbyshire. Knowing how much Eliza loves the outdoors, she will be delighted in the Peak District. And this wedding trip to the Lakes, well, I am certain Eliza will enjoy it very much. They will soon be quite well settled at their estate. Eliza said they have no intention of returning to town this Season, although she thinks her new mother-in-law might try to persuade her to return in June following their wedding trip.”

Mrs. Bennet had not fully comprehended all the words her daughter’s new husband had spoken to her while she feigned a faint in the hallway following Elizabeth’s departure. Lady Lucas’s words brought much of it back. “His uncle is an earl,” she said quietly.

“Yes, he is the Earl of Matlock and has a large estate in Derbyshire, although the Darcy family itself is very well off,” Lady Lucas confirmed. “The Darcys are not titled, although Eliza mentioned they could be. Mr. Darcy’s elder brother inherited the ancestral estate, which is called Pemberley, and it once was a marquessate. The elder Mr. Darcy is seeking to restore the title, so not only would Eliza be connected to an earl but also to a marquess. I am not certain of all the details, as apparently the present Mr. Darcy’s father had not cared for titles and had not made the application, but the current master seeks to have it reinstated.”

“Would that make Lizzy a lady?” Mrs. Bennet asked, forgetting she was meant to pretend she knew all this already. She had not wanted to let Lady Lucas realise she had spoken more to Lizzy than her mother.

“No, not unless something were to happen to the elder Mr. Darcy and your daughter’s husband were to inherit the title once it has been awarded,” Lady Lucas told her, smirking at her eagerness.

Mrs. Bennet deflated somewhat with this news. “Is the elder brother married?” she asked. Jane perked up at this idea as she thought of ways to force the gentleman to marry her, regardless of his preference. She was brought back from her contemplations when Lady Lucas spoke again.

“No, but surely Eliza has told you he has asked his uncle to help him find a titled bride,” Lady Lucas replied smugly.

“Oh,” Mrs. Bennet sat flatly, her dream of connecting her daughter to this man falling. “However, if I were to persuade Lizzy to let Jane stay with them, she might meet this elder brother and make him fall in love with her. Jane is far prettier and would make a wonderful marchioness,” she thought. Out loud, she spoke again. “We were very pleased to see Lizzy and her new husband and were disappointed they could not stay. Lizzy hopes to return sometime after her wedding trip.”

“Yes, she mentioned that was your wish, but as they do not intend to return south, she was rather uncertain about it happening. She and her husband preferred the country to town and were very pleased to learn of the estate. Unless Lady Anne, her husband’s mother, convinces them to return, they will remain in the north as they learn the management of their new estate. I imagine she will need to do some redecoration, and she was hopeful her mother-in-law and aunt would visit when the Season was over.”

Mrs. Bennet fumed inwardly at Lady Lucas’s words. If anyone should be helping Elizabeth redecorate her new home, it should be her mother, not her mother-in-law. Struggling to conceal her anger, she soon took her leave.

Jane was equally displeased but shared a private word with Charlotte before they departed. “Charlotte, I have misplaced Lizzy’s new direction. Can you write it down for me?”

“I do not know how you could have misplaced it when she does not have the direction yet and has asked her friends to direct their letters to the Gardiners for the present,” Charlotte said, pretending to act surprised at this request. “As they are on their wedding trip, they intended for the Gardiners to collect their post until they are more settled. If something is urgent, the Gardiners will inform them via express. Surely, if you were on your wedding trip, you would not want to be bothered by others’ petty concerns. No, Eliza and her new husband intended to be very selfish and enjoy only the company of themselves for this next month or perhaps a little longer.”

Unhappy, Jane acknowledged Charlotte’s words. “I will send my letters to the Gardiners,” she replied and then took their leave.

Not satisfied with their visit, the Bennet ladies went into town and loudly complained about Elizabeth’s unwillingness to follow their plans. So far, nothing they had planned, from the visits Mrs. Bennet had planned for her married daughter to Jane’s own plan of making Elizabeth unhappy but turning her husband’s attention toward herself. Not only that, but the Lucases believed Elizabeth had no intention of returning to London, which meant she could not be used to introduce Jane to wealthy and titled men. Hearing of the elder Darcy, Mrs. Bennet and Jane felt confident they could manage to trap him, but they could do nothing as long as they could not force Elizabeth to do what they wished.

“Whatever will we do, Jane?” Mrs. Bennet asked her daughter. “If Lizzy remains in the north, she cannot invite you to London and introduce you to other men. Mary is with the Gardiners, but they do not have the same connections as Lizzy’s husband. Although they did introduce Lizzy to Mr. Darcy, perhaps they could introduce you to Mr. Darcy’s family and Lizzy’s new mother, Lady Anne, could introduce you around. We must write to the Gardiners and insist they take you to Mayfair.”

Several heard this as they did not lower their voices as they browsed in the milliner’s shop. Several of those who overheard this conversation tittered at these machinations, as they were well aware of Elizabeth’s unwillingness to invite her Bennet family, particularly her mother and eldest sister, anywhere. The residents of Meryton were tired of the matron’s insistence her oldest daughter was the loveliest girl in town and how she always pushed her and her daughter forward whenever anyone new visited the town. She had frequently slighted all their daughters, and while she might be the wife of the largest landholder in their corner of the county, most of the families in town remembered how Miss Bennet had been born not long after the Bennets’ marriage or how Mrs. Bennet had once been Frannie Gardiner, the biggest flirt in the county. It had been quite the surprise when Thomas Bennet had married Miss Gardiner not long after her seventeenth birthday and an even greater shock when she had entered her confinement a mere six months later. However, few were surprised when Jane Bennet was the very image of Frannie Gardiner and did not possess a single feature of Thomas Bennet.

On the other hand, Elizabeth Bennet had taken after her father, and many wondered if that was why her mother had so soundly rejected her long after she should have gotten over her not being a boy. The fact that the Bennets’ second daughter had resided in the dower house with her grandmother for the first six years of her life had not escaped anyone’s notice. As the girl grew up and became the kind and generous child she was, no one wanted to injure her family by openly speaking against them. With Elizabeth married and no longer a Bennet and Mary settled into the Gardiner house in London, this no longer was as much of a concern for the people of Meryton.

As the Bennet ladies grew louder, so did the audience. Suddenly, the two ladies were surrounded by several women. “Do you honestly believe Mrs. Darcy will ever invite you into her home or allow you to impose on her new family, given how you have treated her? Mrs. Bennet, you have done little to hide your dislike for your second daughter her entire life. It was only out of respect for the elder Mrs. Bennet first, and then for Miss Elizabeth herself, that we have not cut you and your insipid eldest daughter,” Mrs. Goulding asked, upset at how Mrs. Bennet spoke of using her least favourite daughter’s connections to further her interests.

Another lady spoke up. “Have you never wondered why men call on you once or twice and then stop visiting, Miss Bennet? It is because you have nothing other than your looks to recommend you. You do not play, you do not read, or visit the poor—you have no conversation and only seem to be able to smile at them. And, quite frankly, were any of these gentlemen to hear how you speak of your sister, they would want nothing to do with you.”

Jane was horrified by the idea. “There is nothing wrong with me. Mama has always told me I am far prettier than any girl in Meryton, and I deserve a wealthy man who would care for me and provide for Mama when my father passes. With the estate entailed away from the female line, it was my duty to marry well, and since I am so beautiful, surely a man will offer for me.”

A male voice cut through the crowd. “But few men will marry a woman for her appearance alone. Perhaps it would be enough if you were beautiful and had a fortune, but you have nothing to tempt a man other than your smiles. Once they have sat with you for a half hour, they realise you have nothing else.” The voice belonged to the gentleman who had called on Jane once or twice but had just as quickly stopped. His name was Andrew Livesay, and he owned a modest estate near the small town of Blackburn in Lancashire County in northwestern England.

“I will make a match much higher than you,” Jane turned to hiss at her former suitor. “My sister may be married to the nephew of an earl, but I will make a far more spectacular match, regardless of what you say.”

“Yes, I heard your sister married Fitzwilliam Darcy,” Mr. Livesay replied. “He is an extraordinarily good man, and your sister is lovely. Not only is she beautiful, but she is also an excellent conversationalist. They are an ideal match, and I do not doubt he will make quite a success of his estate. Your sister will be the darling of the ton if she can persuade Darcy to remain there long enough to manage it. Fortunately, he did not inherit Pemberley, as he would have hated the attention he would draw as the master of that great estate. It was reported Pemberley earned more than ten thousand pounds a year when his father was alive; I do not doubt he would have made it even greater. He has always had the Midas touch with his investments, and I understand he nearly doubled what he inherited when his father died. And now he has an estate on top of that.”

The more Jane heard, the angrier she grew and the more determined she became to do whatever she could to replace her sister as Mrs. Darcy. “I was the one who was supposed to save the family by making a spectacular match, not Lizzy,” she inwardly fumed. “I will find a way to destroy her marriage and take what is hers as my own.”

Jane did not successfully hide these thoughts, as her anger was written across her face. Mr. Livesay has been a year ahead of Fitzwilliam Darcy at Cambridge. The two had rarely conversed, but Darcy had quite a studious reputation and had finished school almost a semester earlier than most of his peers. He had managed to do that by studying when most of his peers had been sowing their wild oats, a pastime neither Darcy nor Livesay had partaken in. Livesay’s father passed away not long after he finished school, and it had taken him a year or two to learn everything required to run his estate well. This visit to Netherfield with a friend leasing the estate had been his first time away from his estate since then, and Miss Bennet was the first woman he saw who attracted his interest, at least until he spoke to her.

Mr. Livesay considered it might be a good idea to warn his former schoolmate about this jealous harpy but was uncertain where to address a letter. He did know a few people to ask, and when he returned to Netherfield, he sent several notes by the next post to see what he could learn. One of these was Darcy’s cousin and a classmate of Livesay’s, Major Richard Fitzwilliam.

Two nights later, the residents of Netherfield were invited to a dinner at Lucas Lodge. The Bennets had very noticeably not been invited. As Mr. Livesay circulated the room, he heard several discussing that family and began a conversation with Miss Lucas, a woman he had not paid attention to before now.

“Miss Lucas, what do you know of the newly married Darcys,” he asked his host’s daughter. “Darcy was a classmate of mine; well, he was a year behind me, but I knew him by reputation, and we occasionally spoke. I have spent most of the last few years at my estate immersed in business there. I participated in a conversation yesterday in town that worried me. Miss Bennet seemed rather angry, unreasonably so and was vocal in expressing her belief she was entitled to more than her sister. I truly could not understand her attitude, but she seemed so certain. I wrote several letters to friends in London to see what I could discover about where the Darcys might be.”

“They are on their wedding trip, but I do have their direction, or I will soon. Is it important enough to send an express, or do you think the news will keep until they return to their estate? They have yet to select an estate—his grandfather left two for the potential second sons of his children—and they will decide on travelling to the Lake District. After a month at Darcy Cottage, they will return to their estate as neither particularly wants to return to town.”

The two conversed further about the Darcys, with Charlotte revealing more about Elizabeth and Livesay sharing what information he had about Darcy. Gradually, the conversation transitioned from the Darcys to discussions about themselves. Before the evening concluded, he requested permission to visit her, and he soon felt regretful that he was obliged to depart for his estate via London, where he had several commitments to attend to as the Season ended.


Eighteen

Settling In
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Upon their arrival at Oakridge Manor, the letters awaiting the Darcys encouraged them to return to London for the last month of the Season. Now that Fitzwilliam was an estate owner, he needed to have a presence in town and spending June in London was one way to establish both himself and his wife in their new position. This argument proved far more challenging to contradict than they might have liked. Additionally, there were some items to obtain to decorate the home more easily obtained in London—specifically at Gardiner Exports—and so armed with lists of what was required, they made their way toward the Capital.

They arrived at Darcy House on the first day of June. Although they did have their own residence, Lady Anne had asked them to stay with her for their first sennight in town to allow her to instruct Elizabeth on a few of her responsibilities as a hostess. Elizabeth was pleased to further the relationship between herself and her new mother. She adored her new sister and enjoyed the opportunity this gave her to get to know Georgiana better, but she missed the privacy of sharing a home with only her husband.

During the week they were in residence at Darcy House, Elizabeth heard many stories of a young Fitzwilliam Darcy as he pilfered biscuits from the cook, harassed the stable boys in his attempts to sneak a ride on one of the horses, and frustrated the gamekeepers when he let loose the hounds. These stories amused Elizabeth while embarrassing her husband, and she again regretted their lack of privacy as she could not soothe him as she wished. However, the time with her mother-in-law was beneficial, as she spent her days attending a kind of accelerated finishing school to teach her the niceties of entertaining in town.

“Dearest,” Fitzwilliam appealed to his wife one evening in their rooms after they had returned from a dinner party at the Matlocks, “do you mind removing to our townhome soon? Mother asked us to stay at Darcy House for a sennight, but it has now been ten days, and, I admit, I am missing the privacy we had on our wedding trip. It … it is difficult to be newly married and staying down the hall from my mother, brother, and sister. Mother will keep finding reasons for us to remain if we do not insist upon departing.”

Elizabeth chuckled. “I was thinking the same, Fitzwilliam. As much as I appreciate your mother’s willingness to help me prepare for my entree into the ton, I miss the freedom of our honeymoon. I would prefer dining alone with you in our sitting room, perhaps not every night, but at least having the option to do so.”

“Not to mention, Mother seems to control our schedule while we are here,” he said. “At least in our own home, we can refuse to attend these events if we desire to do so.”

“Are you certain of that?” Elizabeth laughed. “I have a feeling your mother would show up on our front step and demand we accompany her if we did not show up somewhere when she expected us.”

Fitzwilliam groaned. “You are correct, my dear, but nonetheless, I want to go to our home tomorrow or the next day. Mother might object, but I will insist. We are still newlywed and deserve our privacy.”

“How will you convey this to your mother without mortifying you or me, Will?” Elizabeth teased him.

“Perhaps we should just sneak out our trunks and say nothing,” Fitzwilliam proposed, causing Elizabeth to laugh loudly. He silenced her by pulling her to him. “Hush, love,” he whispered. “We mustn’t give ourselves away.”

They retired soon after this and continued planning to depart as they fell asleep in each other’s arms.

* * *

Three days later, their trunks and personal servants left Darcy House and travelled the three blocks to their borrowed home. Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth arrived several hours later, as Lady Anne had determined her new daughter needed additional instruction in managing the house while putting her son to work copying down the events the couple were expected to attend. As much as they both adored Lady Anne, they were feeling rather put out with the lady when they were finally able to leave her home full of admonitions not to be late to escort her to the theatre that night.

“Finally,” Fitzwilliam huffed as he slumped against the squabs of their carriage. “Mother has made this difficult at every turn, and I believe, had we not insisted, she would have continued to make excuses for why we could not leave her house. I have not lived under the same roof as my mother for more than a sennight since I came of age, and I am uncertain why she thought I should now that I am married.”

Elizabeth patted his arm. “I hope it is because she enjoyed our company,” she reassured him. “She is pleased you are happy and wants to be a part of your happiness.”

“I am delighted with my wife but do not want to remain under my mother’s roof. She repeatedly tells me how much she looks forward to grandchildren but did not seem to recognize sharing her home makes that more difficult to accomplish,” he blurted, causing them both to blush furiously. It took a few minutes for them both to recover, and they arrived home without another word.

As he helped Elizabeth down from the carriage, he whispered an apology in her ear. They mounted the steps, and at the top, Fitzwilliam scooped Elizabeth into his arms to carry her across the threshold, causing her to laugh. “You have done that in every home we have entered except for Darcy House. Presumably, it is because we were not master and mistress there.”

“I am not certain what the impetus was each time,” he replied, a sly smile tugging at his lips. “But I must admit, having the excuse to hold you close whenever possible is a privilege I relish.”

Finally, in their own home, Fitzwilliam’s words hung in the air, filled with delightful anticipation. “So,” he mused, “we finally find ourselves alone in our home, at least until we must attend the theatre. What, my dearest, shall we do to occupy our time until then?”

A playful glint danced in Elizabeth’s eyes as she pondered his questions and expressed her thoughts flirtatiously. “I dare say our trunks have been unpacked by now. Perhaps we should examine the changes we requested in our bedchamber?” Her voice held a flirtatious undertone she had only learned in recent months.

Fitzwilliam’s grin widened, an echo of mischief dancing across his features. “Ah, yes, we should go and view the redecoration of our chambers,” he echoed, his tone rich with excitement and affection. “A splendid idea, my love. Shall we pay a visit to our apartment? To see the changes?” He stretched his hand toward hers, and she took it, leading her upstairs.

* * *

Entirely too soon, his valet disturbed their solitude with the news it was time to dress for the theatre. They reluctantly rose from their bed and separated to go into the dressing rooms to allow their servants to help them dress. This was a luxury they each were still getting used to, as Fitzwilliam had forgone such a person in his rented rooms as a barrister, although he did have a manservant who was occasionally pressed into service when necessary. For Elizabeth, it was a novelty to have one servant dedicated to her service, as at Longbourn, she had shared a maid with her sisters, and more often than not, she had still dressed herself. Mary occasionally helped her, and the Gardiners had a maid who would assist Elizabeth, particularly when they would go out in the evening.

That night, her maid helped her bathe and then dress in one of the gowns she had purchased on one of the shopping trips she had taken with her mother-in-law before the wedding. It was a splendid dress made of a rich emerald green silk with a translucent overlay. It made Elizabeth’s eyes shine even more brilliantly than usual, and when he saw her, Fitzwilliam was momentarily struck dumb. In his hand, he carried a box that was nearly forgotten as he watched his wife descend the stairs toward him.

“You are lovely, my darling,” he whispered when he found his voice. He reached out to take her hand but was stopped by the box he held. “Oh,” he said, looking down at it.

“What do you have there, William?” she asked.

“Mother gave me this to give to you tonight. Did she know what you intended to wear?” he asked.

Elizabeth laughed, her musical laugh causing Fitzwilliam to close his eyes momentarily as her voice washed over him. “She looked through my closet yesterday before my things were packed and all but demanded I wear this dress.”

He grinned. “She has a touch of Machiavelli in her, it would seem. She pulled me aside before we left this morning, pressed this box into my hands, and told me to surprise you with it,” he said as he handed her the box. “Open it.”

Elizabeth gasped when she saw what the box contained—an emerald pendant on a delicate gold chain. It was a large stone, but it was the exact same colour as the ring she wore. Next to the necklace was a bracelet of diamonds and emeralds, set in gold, and a pair of drop earrings featuring a large emerald surrounded by diamonds. “William, this is entirely too much,” she exclaimed.

“I believe it is a loan from the Darcy family jewels, my dear,” Fitzwilliam informed her. “You can ask Mother about them tonight, but if I am not mistaken, there is a portrait of some ancient Darcy wearing this set or something similar. Mother has had a few of the older pieces reset to update them in recent years.”

“Still, it is too much,” she said. “I have never worn anything so beautiful.”

“They merely enhance your natural beauty, my dear,” Fitzwilliam told her. “You are stunning already, but these jewels will make you shine brighter. Now, allow me to assist.” He took the necklace from the box she held and clasped it around her neck before doing the same with the bracelet. “I will not attempt to put the earrings on you.”

She picked up one and then the other, attaching them to her ears. “I have never felt so lovely as I do in this dress and with these jewels. I can scarcely believe it is truly me in the looking glass,” she said as she moved to stand in front of the mirror in the hallway. “Thank you, Fitzwilliam.”

“It is all you, my dear,” he said, kissing her hand. “I did not do anything besides give you the jewels.”

“No, I mean, thank you for loving me, for allowing me to be a part of your family. Your mother is wonderful, and I have never been as happy since I met you. I am so happy to be your wife,” she replied, tears gathering.

“Why are you crying, dearest?” he asked as his arms immediately encircled her.

“I am not truly crying, Fitzwilliam; I am merely happy. You have made me so very happy,” she said, leaning into his embrace. Taking a deep breath, she wiped away the tears in the corners of her eyes. “We will be late if we do not depart now. Your mother will send a servant to fetch us soon.”

After putting on their outerwear, they entered the carriage and quickly travelled to Park Lane to retrieve Lady Anne. Elizabeth spoke of a letter she received as they went through the streets. “I know we are just settling into our home and prefer to be alone, but I would like to invite my friend Charlotte to spend a few days with us soon. She is now courting a gentleman staying at Netherfield Park this spring, but as he had to come to town, Charlotte has been unable to see him frequently. Her father has permitted the two of them to exchange letters, but she asked to come to London for a sennight so she might see him again before he has to depart for his estate in Lancashire County.”

“I knew a man at Cambridge from that county. What is his name?” Fitzwilliam asked.

“Andrew Livesay,” Elizabeth said. “Charlotte says he knew you, and he inherited his estate soon after graduating and has not been in town often since.”

“I remember him,” Fitzwilliam replied thoughtfully. “He was studious, like me, and we saw each other most often in the library. I have never heard anything negative about him, and I believe many considered him a prude. Since I had a similar reputation, I always thought it spoke well of him. Perhaps if your friend Miss Lucas comes to stay, I can also meet with him again.”

She smiled, but Lady Anne entered the carriage before she could speak. “You are late,” she said to them both. “I had hoped we could enter the theatre before the rest of London arrived, but I am afraid the lobby will be rather crowded now.”

“It will be fine, Mother,” Fitzwilliam said. “We will not be so late; you merely wanted to arrive very early.”

Lady Anne grinned at her son. “You know me well, Fitzwilliam,” she said. “Now, what was this I overheard about you inviting a guest? After your insistence on leaving Darcy House for your own home, I am surprised to learn you want to invite someone to stay with you.”

“My friend, Charlotte Lucas, wrote hinting for an invitation so she might see the man she is courting, Mr. Andrew Livesay. He was staying in my home county, and after a few visits with my sister, he moved on to my friend Charlotte and asked to court her after knowing her for a few weeks. Unfortunately, business called him to town, and Sir William allowed the couple to exchange letters. Still, Charlotte would like to see him again before he must travel to his estate in Lancashire County,” Elizabeth explained.

“Yes, that is quite the distance from Hertfordshire,” Lady Anne said, then suggested. “If you were to invite Charlotte to visit you at Oakridge, she would be much closer to her beau.”

Elizabeth looked at Fitzwilliam, who nodded. “I will invite her to visit us in London in a fortnight, and she may stay until it is time for us to remove to Derbyshire. We intend to return home at the beginning of July, as we have much work to do before the harvest,” Elizabeth said.

“Oh, no, you must stay in town longer than that, my dear,” Lady Anne objected. “We will not depart for Pemberley until the end of July and had hoped you would stay until then.”

“You mentioned visiting us on your way to Pemberley, and we will need time to make sure things are ready for you,” Elizabeth insisted. “Besides, a month in London is more than enough for both of us.”

Lady Anne pulled a face but reluctantly agreed with their plan. “I do not suppose I can persuade you to change your mind,” she replied. “Now tell me about your friend Charlotte. I seem to recall an Andrew Livesay among your friends, Fitzwilliam.”

The two told her what they knew about the couple, and they discussed their plans to help bring the two together. Charlotte had shared more in her letter, but Elizabeth wanted to wait until later to share those details with her husband.


Nineteen

Threats and Plans
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“Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth began the following morning as they laid about in their bed, “I need to speak to you of more that Charlotte said in her letters to me. I received several while we were on our trip, and she mentioned that Mr. Livesay would likely be writing to you as well.”

He sighed. “I noticed a letter from him on my desk but had not had a chance to read it yet. Should I be concerned about what it contains?”

“I am not certain,” she admitted. “I do not know exactly what he wrote, but Charlotte said Jane is becoming more desperate, going so far as to threaten to ‘take what is mine’. I cannot imagine what she might mean or how she thinks she might have access to harm either of us. She is not reasonable, which is no surprise, but I cannot understand her.”

Fitzwilliam considered this for a moment. “Would the Gardiners invite Jane to town?” At the shake of Elizabeth’s head, he continued. “What could she do unless we are in Hertfordshire? That is the only way she could do anything, and she has no connections that would enable her to come to town. Perhaps we should send an investigator to Hertfordshire to see if he can learn anything, but I imagine this is mostly bluster.”

“The Bennets, well, mostly Mama and Jane, are being shunned in Meryton for their actions after our visit. Lady Lucas did as she promised and spread the truth of our marriage before Jane could spread word of a compromise or an early babe. Our appearance in Meryton aided that, and the break between my family and myself was revealed. There was a very public setdown when Mama tried to claim a closer connection with us. Jane attempted to claim she was pleased with the match but then revealed her true self when she insisted very publicly she would marry better. She did not appreciate your true status being revealed and is very focused on the fact that you are the nephew of an Earl. I worry that she is becoming unhinged,” Elizabeth admitted. “I doubt she can do any true damage, but I begin to worry about her mental state. She has heard too often from Mama that she ‘could not be so beautiful for nothing’ and puts a great emphasis on her looks.”

“Perhaps we should send a physician to Longbourn to evaluate both her and your mother?” Fitzwilliam asked. “While a few men would accept an insipid woman as a wife, most would not unless the lady in question also possessed a significant dowry. No man would want a wife who brings nothing, as your sister appears to do.”

Elizabeth sighed and snuggled deeper into his embrace. “There is little she could do, as she would not be invited in our home here or to Darcy House, and I cannot imagine she could manage to travel to either Oakridge Manor or Pemberley. It is such a long distance to travel and an expensive journey—not one my father could or would be willing to fund. With us leaving London before long, I do not think there is cause to worry.”

He hugged her more tightly and assured her that her safety was his first priority. “Regardless, dearest, I think we should discover all the information we can so we are prepared for any situation that might arise. Does Charlotte say if your sister knows her courtship with the gentleman she had hoped for?”

“The Lucases and Bennets are not exactly on speaking terms of late. Sir William, Charlotte’s father, objected rather strenuously to my mother and Jane’s insistence that Charlotte give them the address to locate me. My mother protested, leading to a break between the two families. Most of Meryton recalls how Mama always treated me and sided with the Lucases. I am uncertain if the news of the courtship has made its way to Longbourn since Kitty and Lydia are also prohibited from visiting Lucas Lodge. They have met with Maria Lucas occasionally, but it has been difficult for them to converse. I will ask Charlotte to encourage them to write me and find a way to pass it on to one of the Lucases,” Elizabeth said.

“When will you ask Miss Lucas to arrive? Will we need to send a carriage for her?” Fitzwilliam asked.

“I will suggest she arrive in a fortnight, perhaps three weeks, and then accompany us to Dovedale for at least a month. I will offer to send a carriage, but I expect Sir Lucas to refuse. Since Charlotte is also writing to her suitor, she may know of his plans and want to adjust them based on his availability. Perhaps we should rise and break our fasts so you might read your letter from Mr. Livesay, and I might write mine inviting Charlotte to visit,” Elizabeth suggested.

“Soon,” was his reply. “For now, let us enjoy the quiet and solitude of our chambers. Too soon, we will be disturbed by something or another. While I love my mother, she has been so pleased to have a son married and is determined to be far too involved in our lives at present. At least at Oakridge, we will be free from her interference for a time.”

Laughing, Elizabeth swatted at her husband playfully. “Your mother is delightful, but, yes, a bit intense. She is thrilled to have a daughter-in-law and someone she can shepherd through the Season and the rest. Georgiana is too young, and you and George have been too stubborn to allow her to do as she likes. I enjoy the novelty of having a caring mother, although I am pleased to have the distance between us now.”

Fitzwilliam laughed in reply, lightly pinning her down as he threatened her. “I will tell Mother what you said about her, and then we will see if you still think she is delightful.” Before she could open her mouth to answer, he bent to kiss her, and the two remained in bed and did not rise until some time later.

When they finally appeared downstairs, they ordered tea and a small meal to be delivered to the study. They sat there together, sorting through their correspondence together. Several letters had been directed to their borrowed home, and Fitzwilliam had not gone through them until now. The first he found was the one from his old friend Andrew Livesay, and he quickly broke the seal and began to read.

When he was done, he turned to his wife, “His letter is a little different from your friend’s, a bit more explicit in some details. He was rather direct with Miss Bennet and told her in painful detail that besides her beauty, she had little to recommend herself. He called at Longbourn a few times but found little to admire there and quit visiting and told your sister as much when they were overheard speaking ill of you in Meryton. He told her, and I quote, ‘You have nothing to tempt a man other than your smiles,’ she took umbrage at the statement. She informed him that she would marry much higher than you had, but when she walked away, Livesay heard her threaten to destroy our marriage and take what is yours. I believe that is similar to what Miss Lucas told you.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “It is,” she agreed. “Will you send a note to send an investigator to Meryton? He should seek out Sir William first to gain information, but the Hills at Longbourn would also be useful. Could he, do you think the investigator would be able to deliver a note to the housekeeper from me? I did not have a chance to speak with Mrs. Hill before we departed, but she always looked out for me as a child.”

“I think it could be arranged, my dear, but I will write to a man I know who has done this sort of work in the past. As a barrister, these connections were useful, but I did not think I would need them as a gentleman of means in this new life. However, I am glad to have them,” Fitzwilliam replied.

Both began to work on answering their letters, and most of the morning was spent in this occupation. Several hours passed before the butler appeared to announce a visitor. “Mr. George Darcy is here to see you, Mr. Darcy,” he stated.

Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth looked at each other in surprise at their visitor. While George and Fitzwilliam had not always gotten along in recent years, things improved following Fitzwilliam’s engagement and wedding. They asked the butler to escort their guest into a sitting room, and after checking their appearances, they made their way there. “Welcome, George,” his brother began.

“Would you care for refreshments?” Elizabeth asked. “I can call for tea or something stronger if you prefer.”

“Tea would be good,” George replied, surprising the couple again. Elizabeth rang the bell, and the housekeeper quickly appeared. After making the request, the housekeeper departed, and Elizabeth moved to sit next to her husband.

“Is everything well, George?” Fitzwilliam asked.

“Richard and I have been looking into Wickham since he appeared at your wedding ball,” George stated without preamble. “We … have had a falling out, and he showed up at the house that night hoping to take something of value. I would guess from his actions he was hoping to take Mrs. Darcy, perhaps for a ransom or perhaps for another purpose—maybe he wanted to steal the necklace she was wearing that night.”

Elizabeth gasped at this suggestion, and Fitzwilliam placed his arm around her shoulders and drew her tightly to himself. “Is he desperate enough to take my wife to ransom her? That would be extremely risky.”

“Yes, you would have killed him as you have likely wanted to do since Father made him his godson. He and I played around, always getting into trouble, and you were always there to clean up the mess. You hated it when Father sent him to school with you, and it made you so angry to have to clean up after his mess,” George replied.

“I did,” Fitzwilliam replied, his anger evident. “You and he were always causing trouble and mocked me for not wanting to participate with you. Yet, when I did what you asked, you made me your scapegoat and would pin it on me when you got caught. Of course, I hated it when Father sent Wickham to school with me because he made my life Hell, George. Do you know what I put up with in that first year when he roomed with me? How often I was nearly sent down from school for something Wickham did and attempted to blame me. I detested Wickham and was angry at you and Father for forcing me to spend time with him. I hated how the two of you mocked me for wanting to be something different from what you were.

“I know you thought you were attempting to help, but the night you met Elizabeth, you attempted to charm her to see if she would toss me aside for you instead of asking me about the woman I had chosen as my wife. Are you certain you did not invite Wickham to the ball to see what trouble he could stir up?”

“I do apologise, Fitz,” George said. “If Elizabeth had ‘thrown you over,’ she would not be the first woman to have done so; you know that. You have frequently commented on how Caroline Bingley was only interested in you because it got her closer to Pemberley, and you refused to introduce the two of us for that very reason.”

“I refuse to introduce you to Miss Bingley because I do not want her as a sister, and I am terrified of what she might do to Pemberley were she to become its mistress,” Fitzwilliam said. “If she could capture you, she would not hesitate to do whatever it might take, including affecting a compromise. Pemberley is the pinnacle of her dreams. Well, the wealth associated with Pemberley and, I suppose, the Darcy name. She would have settled for me if she thought she could not get you.”

“We have gotten away from what I came here to say,” George began again. “I came to warn you that Wickham is not done with the Darcy family. He will seek a way to harm us if he can, particularly you, including your wife. I know she is estranged from her family, but Wickham could also strike at them. Is she in contact with them at all?”

“Not right now, and how could he strike at you through my family?” Elizabeth interrupted, the gentlemen having nearly forgotten her presence.

George had nearly forgotten she was there up until that point. “He could ruin your sisters or kidnap one to demand a ransom paid by the Darcys. Richard discovered he left London about the time the two of you arrived.”

“Mary is well protected with the Gardiners. Kitty and Lydia should be too young to be in danger from a rake, although I suppose they are not too young to be kidnapped. Jane would be the obvious target, but she would not do anything that would endanger her reputation with a man as poor as Mr. Wickham,” Elizabeth ruminated out loud.

“Compromise or an elopement is more his style, but he is very convincing when he wants to be. He could play up his connection to the Darcys and Pemberley, perhaps even pretend to be George, and convince your sister to run away with him. She is ambitious enough and wants to be ‘above’ you, so she would leap at the chance to marry George Darcy, only to end up trapped with George Wickham,” Fitzwilliam replied.

“If she is as you say, it would almost be poetic justice for Miss Bennet to end up with George Wickham thinking he was me, would it not?” George suggested.

“Yes, but Wickham would not marry her and would leave her and the entire Bennet family ruined. While Miss Bennet might deserve recompense for her actions, I am not certain putting Miss Bennet and George Wickham together would benefit anyone in the long run. Neither would be happy with the other, and they would repeatedly seek out the Darcys for money or whatever else they might think they ‘deserve’. I cannot imagine them being anything less than a trial,” Fitzwilliam responded.

Sighing, they continued to speak for some time as they pondered different options to end the dual threats of George Wickham and Jane Bennet.


Twenty

Charlotte Arrives
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Charlotte arrived in London less than a fortnight later carrying news from Lucas Lodge and Longbourn. After receiving Elizabeth’s last letter, Charlotte encouraged her younger sister to help her meet with the youngest Bennets to speak of the situation there. Mr. Bennet was as he ever was, but Mrs. Bennet was still upset by her second daughter’s marriage—mainly because it did not benefit her. Although Elizabeth married well, the estrangement between them meant Elizabeth would not introduce her other daughters to wealthy men. It was unfathomable to her that the daughter she liked the least managed to marry not only a wealthy gentleman but one who was connected to no less than an earl.

Jane continued displaying a haughty demeanour, firmly convinced of her superiority. She often spoke about the exceptional match she believed she would find upon her arrival in London. Upon hearing about Charlotte’s courtship with Mr. Livesay, Jane initially reacted angrily. Still, she quickly dismissed it by asserting that Mr. Livesay did not deserve her in the first place. Both Charlotte and Mr. Livesay shared a laugh at this remark, as it was well known that Jane had shown a keen interest in him before he became involved with Charlotte.

Charlotte shared this with Elizabeth soon after her arrival. Though Elizabeth was not terribly surprised by this news, she wondered a little what trouble Jane might attempt to cause. She would unlikely come to London, as she had managed to ostracize her former friends in Meryton.

The day after Charlotte arrived, Elizabeth took her shopping for new clothes for her stay in London and their trip north. The modiste promised a few dresses could be obtained quickly and the rest would be ready in a fortnight before they were to leave for Derbyshire.

Accompanied by the Darcys, Mr. Livesay escorted Charlotte to several events upon her arrival in town. The two gentlemen found they enjoyed each other’s company, although they readily admitted preferring the company of their particular lady. Together, they attended the theatre twice and dinners with friends. Lady Anne hosted the couples one evening and the Gardiners another. At the end of their fortnight in London, Mr. Livesay seriously considered proposing to Charlotte and spoke to Fitzwilliam one afternoon in the latter’s study.

“How long did you know Mrs. Darcy before you proposed?” his friend asked.

“I only knew her a few days before I was convinced she was the one for me,” Fitzwilliam admitted. “The Gardiners spoke of her often, so I knew much about her even before we met. It was … almost like lightning struck my heart when I first saw her. I cannot say it was love from that first moment, but it was something akin to it. The first time I spoke of marriage … I believe we knew each other less than a fortnight at that point; however, I did not propose then and merely discussed our marriage as an inevitability. Elizabeth was upset at first”—here Fitzwilliam chuckled—“I likely frightened her as her mother had convinced her she was nearly unmarriageable. I do not understand her parents—I know you’ve also met them—but that mother…” Fitzwilliam took a deep breath to calm his rising anger at the mention of his wife’s mother. “Well, you met her and know what she is like. My Elizabeth put up with that for most of her life, at least whenever her grandmother or the Gardiners could not shield her from that woman’s vitriol. If I have my way, we’ll never return to Hertfordshire.”

“Would you be willing to return to the area for my wedding to Miss Lucas?” Mr. Livesay asked, a little hesitant after that declaration. “My friend still has the lease on Netherfield until Michaelmas, so perhaps we could arrange for your family and mine to stay for a time.”

Fitzwilliam scowled as he considered this. “Elizabeth will likely want to attend her friend’s wedding, and the Bennets are unlikely to be invited. I suppose we could avoid them easily enough.” He paused as he continued to think. “When do you intend to propose? We all intended to head north to Oakridge soon.”

“Yes, well, I thought about taking a page from your book. If I propose before leaving town, we could stay at Netherfield while the banns are read. Then we can head north as a married couple.”

“Have you already spoken with Sir William?” Fitzwilliam asked.

Mr. Livesay grinned. “I sent him a letter a few days ago. I hope to speak to Charlotte privately this afternoon.”

Fitzwilliam laughed. “Yes, I think we could arrange that. Perhaps a common license would be better than waiting for the banns to be called? We would not have to remain at Netherfield as long that way.”

“That depends on Miss Lucas, I am afraid,” Mr. Livesay replied. “I would not want to rush her into a wedding if she prefers something different.”

“I suppose not every woman is like my wife; it was she who suggested we marry a fortnight after I proposed. Granted, it ended up being longer than that, but that was because of my mother’s insistence,” Fitzwilliam shared. “Although my wife and Miss Lucas have many things in common, so perhaps …”

“But you are forgetting the mother’s influence,” Mr. Livesay relied. “From what I know of Lady Lucas, she will not be happy with a mere week to plan. She may try to insist on a much longer period, but I hope I can convince Charlotte to make it a short engagement.”

Fitzwilliam laughed at his friend. “Good luck with that,” he said. “Let us join the ladies, and I will see what I can do to help you find that time alone to propose.”

* * *

Elizabeth was pleased to leave her friend alone with her suitor for a few minutes. Upon their return, Fitzwilliam whispered what Mr. Livesay requested in her ear, and she quickly invented a reason for the two to leave the room. The Darcys stood in the hallway just outside while Fitzwilliam shared their discussion regarding a possible wedding with her.

“Oh, Fitzwilliam,” she whispered. “I am so happy for Charlotte. I hope she can be persuaded to have the wedding quickly though, as I would not like to stay in Hertfordshire long. I am certain Mama will try to pretend a relationship exists between us, and I do not like the idea of you being that close to Jane for any length of time.”

“Would Miss Lucas agree to a short engagement?” he asked.

“She will, but Lady Lucas will not acquiesce,” Elizabeth sighed. “She will want to make it a big celebration and will likely want to rub it in Mama’s face. Perhaps, though, we can convince her that we can only remain in town for a short time and use that to encourage a quicker wedding.”

Hiding his face in her shoulder, Elizabeth felt more than heard his laugh. “What is so funny about that?” she demanded.

“I imagine your mother and Lady Lucas battling it out. I can imagine the two of them trading barbs as they attempt to get the advantage over the other,” Fitzwilliam teased. “Can you imagine what would happen if one of her daughters were to marry her son? That would be a wedding to remember.”

Elizabeth chuckled quietly at the image his words created. “They would perpetually be trying to outdo the other, and the wishes of the children in question would be ignored entirely. It would be a cacophony of sights and sounds.”

Fitzwilliam leaned down and kissed her for a long moment. When he released her, her eyes slowly opened, and she stared at her husband momentarily. “Not that I do not appreciate that, my dear Fitzwilliam, but what was that for?”

“I am inordinately pleased to have found you, my love, and more so that you have married me. I love your wit and wisdom—you are my perfect match,” he whispered huskily.

She sighed into his arms. “Fitzwilliam, as much as I would love to continue this, I believe we have left my friend alone with her suitor long enough. Should we return and allow them to share their news so we might send them all away?”

He laughed, loud enough this time to be heard in the room. This noise was enough to break the new couple apart, and when the Darcys entered, Charlotte and Mr. Livesay separated, and their happiness was clearly written on their faces.

“So, what have the two of you concluded?” Elizabeth asked as they entered the room.


Twenty One

The Youngest Bennets
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As always seems to be the case, “The best laid schemes o’ Mice an’ Men, Gang aft agley.”

The Darcys intended departure from London took an additional week to manage, but soon, they were prepared to depart. Arrangements had been made for Mr. Livesay and the Darcys to stay at Netherfield, and a few other friends of Mr. Livesay would accompany them. Several of these gentlemen would stay at Netherfield even after the wedding, hoping to take advantage of the cooler weather of the country to engage in sport.

Letters had been carried between London and Lucas Lodge, announcing the engagement and requesting that the wedding occur within a few weeks. After another visit to the modiste, Charlotte returned to Lucas Lodge to work with her mother on the plans for the wedding and wedding breakfast, while the entire Darcy family, including George Darcy, Lady Anne, Georgiana, and the newlyweds, would travel to Netherfield the week before the wedding would take place. Mr. Livesay would travel to Lucas Lodge with Charlotte at first, returning to finalise details related to the wedding settlement and their wedding tour.

Unbeknownst to the Darcy family, George Wickham had already arrived in Hertfordshire. Upon discovering the residence of the newlywed Mrs. Darcy’s family, he journeyed there and initiated his mission to tarnish the Darcy family’s reputation in the village. This campaign began once he learned that the Fitzwilliam Darcys had returned to London. Regrettably, the only individuals receptive to his allegations were the Bennets, particularly Mrs. and Miss Bennet, who took pleasure in entertaining unfavourable opinions about Elizabeth’s new family. Wickham was pleased with how effortlessly he could persuade these two individuals to view the entire Darcy family negatively.

Meryton was such a small village, and its inhabitants so enamoured of gossip, it had only taken Wickham a brief time to discover all there was to know about the Bennets. The break between that family and nearly all the others in Meryton was frequently discussed at the pub, and Wickham quickly learned all he could about the family. Learning the eldest daughter was jealous of the new Mrs. Darcy made it easy for Wickham to determine his path.

One evening, just before dinner was to be announced, a knock was heard on the front door of Longbourn. A dusty and weary gentleman stood there, requesting assistance from the household. He claimed to have been thrown from his horse and left stranded some ways away and that he had walked until spotting this house after what felt like hours. After speaking with Mr. Bennet, several servants were sent out to search for the wayward horse, as the gentleman expressed concern that the horse may have been injured when he was startled and bolted.

“Well, sir, I am pleased to offer whatever aid I might,” Mr. Bennet said. “Would you care to join the family for dinner? It is nothing fancy, but I dare say that any food will taste good after all your exercise.”

Wickham smiled. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate the assistance and the offer of a meal. Will your family mind my rather dusty appearance?” He asked.

“Here, let me call my man,” Bennet offered. “He can brush your coat and help you wipe some of that dirt from your breeches. But first, I supposed I should introduce myself. My name is Thomas Bennet, and I am the master of Longbourn.”

“George Wickham, sir,” Wickham said with a bow. “Lately of London, but originally from Derbyshire.”

“Derbyshire, eh?” Mr. Bennet asked. “My second daughter just married a man from that county. Perhaps you know the family. She married a man named Darcy.”

“Darcy,” Wickham cried in pretend surprise. “I am very familiar with the name, as the late Mr. Darcy was my godfather. His sons, George and Fitzwilliam, are well known to me, although we have not been in company lately. George Darcy is a rather dissolute gentleman, although his younger brother, Fitzwilliam, is often lauded as respectable. But who is to know what such a man is truly like, as it is rather easy to pretend to be respectable.”

Mr. Bennet frowned. “Are you saying my new son-in-law is not respectable?”

Wickham held up his hand. “I am not saying anything of the sort, sir,” he protested. “I am merely saying that it is easy to appear one way. I attended school with Fitzwilliam Darcy, and we roomed together for one year, but then his father separated us in subsequent years. I have rarely been in his company since, but I know what kind of man his elder brother is.”

Mr. Bennet’s brow remained furrowed. “My brother is well acquainted with my son-in-law; I have only met him once, and he quickly took my daughter away after my wife …” he trailed off in thought before shaking himself and recalling their purpose. “Come, let me call my man to assist you with your clothing and then we can all have supper. I can arrange for my carriage to take you into town after the meal.”

So saying, Mr. Bennet pulled the bell cord. Mr. Hill, who acted as the man of all work for the Bennets, serving as both butler and valet as needed, escorted his guest to a side room and assisted him in brushing his coat and pants to remove the dirt and dust. Something about the man unsettled Mr. Hill; however, he did as asked and showed him into the family parlour when he was done.

Mr. Bennet looked up when Mr. Wickham was shown in. “Mrs. Bennet, daughters, let me introduce you to Mr. Wickham. His horse unceremoniously deposited him on the doorstep, and he will join us for dinner. Mr. Wickham, my wife, and my daughters, Jane, the eldest, and then Catherine and Lydia.”

“And did you not say you had one other daughter married to a Darcy?” Wickham asked after acknowledging the introductions, watching the eyes of the three girls as their sister was mentioned.

The eldest looked piqued while the younger two narrowed their eyes at the question. Something about the way he asked made them wonder about his intentions.

“Yes, our second daughter married Fitzwilliam Darcy in the spring,” Mrs. Bennet answered. “And we have another daughter in London with my brother and his wife.”

“I believe I met your daughter in London,” Wickham replied. “I danced with her at the ball celebrating her wedding to my old friend.”

“You are friends with the Darcys?” Jane asked.

“I am not certain friends is the correct term,” he replied carefully. Other than at his wedding ball, we have had very little time together recently. And since university, we have found we have few things in common. After Fitzwilliam became a barrister, we went our separate ways.”

“So what do you do now, Mr. Wickham?” Mrs. Bennet asked.

“I was destined for a career in the church, but when my godfather passed away, his son denied my rightful claim to the church living,” Wickham falsely claimed. While the late Mr. Darcy had indeed recommended Wickham for a church living, Wickham refused it and accepted compensation in return. Even now, if the living were offered, Wickham would not have taken it as he had no desire to spend his life catering to old women or listening to the complaints of others.

“Who was your godfather?” Lydia asked.

“Mr. George Darcy,” Wickham replied. Just then, the housekeeper, Mrs. Hill, entered the room to announce that dinner was ready to be served.

The entire family started making their way toward the dining room, but Kitty and Lydia lingered in the parlour for a moment after the rest had departed. In a hushed tone, Lydia remarked, “There’s something not quite right about that man. I don’t trust him.”

“Neither do I,” Kitty whispered back. “He seems far too interested in the connection to the Darcys.”

“What should we do?” Lydia replied.

“We should speak to Maria the next time we see her,” Kitty suggested. “Perhaps she can mention something to Charlotte in her next letter. Charlotte can speak to Lizzy about him—he claims to have met her at the wedding ball hosted by the Darcy family.”

Just then, Mrs. Hill poked her head back into the room. “Best hurry up, girls, or your Mama will not be happy with the two of you.”

They agreed and followed the housekeeper out of the room to join the rest of the family.

* * *

Wickham was invited to stay the night, and both Lydia and Kitty watched him carefully as he appeared to cosy up to Jane. Mrs. Bennet looked on happily, convinced Jane’s beauty was again doing its magic with a gentleman.

Wickham posed numerous questions regarding the Bennet family, some of which were overly intrusive to Kitty and Lydia. However, neither of them was inclined to voice their reservations about the gentleman in the presence of their mother and elder sister. In addition, he subtly sowed seeds of discontent in the minds of Mrs. Bennet and Jane, especially concerning the Darcy family, particularly related to the character of Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy. His remarks were always artfully framed to avoid being overtly negative, yet they contained enough insinuation to foster doubt in the mind of anyone susceptible to negative perceptions of the gentleman. They considered speaking to their father privately about their impressions; however, they were uncertain how Mr. Bennet might react.

In due course, the entire family retired for the night. While Kitty and Lydia each had their own rooms, they shared Kitty’s room this evening. Their decision stemmed from their apprehension regarding their houseguest and their desire to strategise on how they might expose the gentleman they suspected to be a fraud.


Twenty Two

Trouble Brewing
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Although Wickham departed from Longbourn the following morning, he gathered as much information as possible about the recently married daughter. Jane found it irritating that Wickham consistently redirected the conversation toward her sister though he showered her with enough compliments, she soon forgot her annoyance and was charmed by his attention.

Wickham claimed to have business taking him to London for a day or two, although he promised to return soon. Kitty and Lydia noticed when asked he spoke of a denied living and did not mention specifics of this mysterious “business” taking him to town. When he departed from Longbourn, lingering beyond the noon hour and, in Kitty and Lydia’s opinion, making a pest of himself, the two girls walked into town, though their real destination was Lucas Lodge.

While none of the Bennet girls were supposed to visit Lucas Lodge, the youngest two found their way around these restrictions, as they usually did. They worked with Maria to develop a signal to alert her to their arrival, and she met them outside so they could speak.

“Maria, we need you to write to Charlotte,” Lydia began. “There is a man in Meryton who claims an acquaintance with Lizzy’s new family. Neither Kitty nor I trust him; we do not believe he is telling the truth. He claims that the elder Mr. Darcy denied him a church living, yet there is something disingenuous about him when he says it.”

“He is a sycophant,” Kitty cried. “He reminds me of that gentleman who visited Meryton some time ago and fawned over and flattered everyone. He constantly praises Jane and Mama, and they delight in his behaviour.”

“How did you meet him?” Maria asked curiously.

Lydia laughed. “That is another thing—he claimed to have been thrown from his horse and walked to our house from the road. He was not dressed for riding, however, and he did not act like a man who had been thrown from his horse. Servants were sent to look for his mount, and none was found. He also remained at our house well past noon today and never again mentioned his lost horse.”

Maria looked surprised at this. “I cannot imagine a gentleman not being terribly upset at the loss of a horse unless he were very wealthy. Do you think he is rich?”

Kitty and Lydia exchanged glances and pondered this. “I do not believe so,” Lydia remarked. “While he did have nice attire, it was not as nicely made as Mr. Darcy’s, nor was it of such fine quality. I would venture to say he wishes to give the impression of wealth, although he probably is not as well-off as he appears. Moreover, he mentioned he was initially destined for the church but did not mention possessing a church living anywhere. In fact, he never did say what he did.”

“What should I say to Charlotte?” Maria asked after the three girls looked at each other for several minutes.

Quickly, the two girls told Maria all they knew of the gentleman: his name, a description, and what he said to them while at Longbourn.

* * *

Charlotte was travelling to Lucas Lodge when the letter arrived in London. Not wanting to open her friend’s letter, Elizabeth kept it until she saw her friend, believing Maria would tell her sister about what was in the letter when she arrived home. In the excitement of Charlotte’s arrival and the subsequent wedding plans, however, the news of the visitor to Longbourn was forgotten.

Wickham had remained in Meryton a day or two after his initial visit to Longbourn, and during this time, there was no news regarding his missing horse while he remained in the vicinity. Curiously, it appeared only Kitty and Lydia were aware of this, and how he arrived at Longbourn remained a mystery to everyone except those to whom he had initially recounted the story on his first night there. He did call at Longbourn once more before departing for London.

Kitty and Lydia were still in Meryton when Wickham departed, keeping a close eye on him while he lingered in the area. When he arrived to bid farewell to the Bennets—a gesture that appeared somewhat excessive for such a limited acquaintance—he arrived on foot. He stated his coach would arrive shortly to transport him to London. Nevertheless, Kitty and Lydia decided to accompany him to Meryton under the pretence of needing to visit a shop. They discreetly observed him from the vantage point of a store window as he boarded the mail coach.

“We should visit Lucas Lodge to see what Elizabeth said about our visitor,” Kitty suggested. “We have not spoken to Maria since Charlotte returned.”

“Jane is displeased with Charlotte’s engagement,” Lydia remarked. “Both she and Mama were distressed when they heard about it from Mr. Wickham, who heard it in town. Do you suppose Lizzy will attend the wedding? While I would dearly love to see her again, I am uncertain how we could arrange it without Mama and Papa discovering our intention.”

“Papa will not care what we do,” Kitty retorted. “It is Mama and Jane who will be affected by her visit. They are already being treated poorly in town because of their treatment of Lizzy, and if she were to come here without visiting Longbourn, I am uncertain what people would say.”

Lydia scoffed. “Jane has lost all her friends in Meryton. Since Lizzy’s marriage, her attitude has driven everyone away; nobody wants to associate with her. Mama might try to reconcile with Lizzy, although I cannot imagine Lizzy being receptive, and her husband seems even less likely to entertain the idea.”

“True,” Kitty replied reflectively. “Come, let us go to Lucas Lodge and see what we can discover.” The two set off, happy to be able to report that Wickham had departed. They wondered if the man would return when he said he would, as he told Jane he would return in a few days.

Utilising their signal, they summoned Maria. The three girls spoke for several minutes before Maria returned inside to get Charlotte.

“Charlotte, did you receive my last letter to you in London? The one about the visitor to Longbourn?” Maria asked her elder sister.

Charlotte furrowed her brow in thought. “I do not believe so. When did you send it?”

After further discussion, Charlotte realised the letter was posted the day before she departed from London, and it likely arrived too late. “What did the letter contain? Why would you write to me about a visitor to Longbourn?”

“He appeared out of nowhere and was far too interested in the Bennets,” Lydia blurted out. She told Charlotte what Maria had written and explained what they had learned about Wickham from his additional visit to Longbourn and his time in town.

Charlotte contemplated this for a few moments. “I shall write to Eliza without delay. The Darcys are scheduled to arrive in Hertfordshire in a matter of days, and they intend to stay at Netherfield with my intended until the wedding. Although I have little knowledge of this man, considering his claims of acquaintance with the Darcys and his unfavourable opinion of them, it seems prudent to alert them to his presence.”

After asking a few more questions, Charlotte returned to the house and wrote to Elizabeth what she knew about one George Wickham and his venture into Hertfordshire.

* * *

In London, the Fitzwilliams Darcys were in their home preparing to depart for Hertfordshire and, even more anticipated, their return home to Oakridge Manor. They had spent such a short time there and were looking forward to settling in there as master and mistress of their estate.

The arrival of an express from Hertfordshire filled Elizabeth with apprehension. Upon recognising Charlotte’s handwriting, she promptly opened the letter and hastily read it before seeking out her husband. Elizabeth encountered Fitzwilliam on the stairwell, as he had been apprised of the arrival of the express moments after Elizabeth received it.

“Is everything well, my love?” he inquired.

“Your former friend Mr. Wickham was in Hertfordshire,” she said, handing the letter to him. Fitzwilliam looked startled at the mention of Wickham and quickly began to read the missive.

“What is this?” he asked, disbelief written across his face.

“Your brother warned us he might seek out my family, and it seems he has. Charlotte writes my youngest sisters did not trust his ‘appearance of goodness’ and immediately contacted Maria about writing a letter,” Elizabeth responded. “For now, he has departed Meryton, though he did not leave without speaking ill of the Darcy family to Mama and Jane.”

Fitzwilliam growled low in his throat. “Let us leave the packing to the servants so we might visit my brother. He needs to know where Wickham has been, and we should also speak to Richard. I wonder if Richard might join us in Meryton…” he trailed off as he continued to think of additional precautions to take as they travelled.

“Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth snapped, “what on earth are you thinking to make you scowl in such a way?”

“Oh, Elizabeth,” he responded, returning from his thoughts, “I was contemplating measures to ensure your safety. I am aware of your penchant for exploring the countryside, but during our stay at Netherfield, you shall refrain from doing so. You must have protection if you venture outside and shall not roam alone.”

“I shall, shall I,” Elizabeth retorted. “We are not to discuss things now; you are to tell me what I ‘must’ do.”

“Elizabeth, I am your husband and want to keep you safe,” Fitzwilliam replied. “I will do everything I can to protect you from harm, particularly from Wickham. Unfortunately, I know him and what he is capable of too well.”

“And it did not occur to you to speak to me about the dangers instead of merely commanding me to remain indoors,” Elizabeth replied tartly.

Fitzwilliam gazed at her in silence, and Elizabeth returned his gaze. In that brief moment, neither of them uttered a word. Then, comprehension illuminated Fitzwilliam’s countenance.

“My dearest, I apologise for not discussing this matter with you. My sole concern was your safety,” he admitted. “Of course, I shall share my plans with you, but I hope you understand the necessity of staying close to the house if Wickham is nearby. I will still need to discuss this development with George and Richard, but rest assured, dearest, I will keep you informed of the details.”

He pulled her into his arms and explained his fears for her and his history with Wickham, including some of that man’s escapades with women during university. “Wickham is not an honourable man, nor is he even a good man. He is a rake of the worst kind and does not care if the women he uses are willing. I fear for you, my love. I am uncertain exactly how angry he is with George, and he has never liked me. Even though my father frequently took his side over mine, perhaps because of it, he has always sought to take what was mine. I want you safe, my love,” he confessed.

“I apologise for getting angry when you only meant to protect me,” Elizabeth replied, snuggling deeper into his embrace. “I must learn to trust you more than my reaction just now demonstrated. Of course, you would only act in my best interest.” She leaned her head back in a signal for him to kiss her, and he obliged her with a passionate kiss.

A sudden noise made the couple realise this entire conversation had taken place in the stairwell, and before their passions could run away with them, they removed to her chambers, where they proceeded to express their love. Some hours later, they finally departed for Darcy House to share their knowledge with their relations.


Twenty Three

Arrival at Netherfield
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As they departed for Darcy House, Fitzwilliam sent a message to Richard at his barracks requesting his assistance. Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth were just able to acquaint George with their news when Richard arrived. After exchanging greetings, Fitzwilliam repeated what had been said about Wickham’s visit to Meryton.

“What the devil?” Richard exclaimed immediately upon hearing this news.

“Richard,” Darcy reprimanded, while Elizabeth merely giggled at the outraged look on her husband’s face.

Fitzwilliam rolled his eyes at his wife as he pulled her to his side. “Richard, can you join us at Netherfield for Livesay’s wedding? We will be there less than a sennight, and I would feel better knowing Elizabeth was well-protected. I hope you can suggest some former soldiers I could hire to act as a guard for a few days. George, is that miniature of Wickham still somewhere in Father’s old room?”

“We must ask Mother since she still resides in her old chambers. As far as I know, nothing has been touched in that room,” George replied. “Father’s things were moved from the study into his chambers after he passed, as I did need to use that room.”

“A miniature of the blackguard would make it easier for the guards to be on the lookout for him,” Richard replied. “There are a few men, formerly under my command, who would appreciate the chance to work for you, even for as short as you propose. I will contact them tonight and bring them to you in the morning. When are you to depart?”

“We were scheduled to leave the day after tomorrow,” Elizabeth answered. “Meryton is only about a four-hour carriage ride, and we intended to leave mid-morning. Is that enough time to make the necessary arrangements?”

Richard looked at her and nodded. “I believe so. How many men do you need, Fitz?”

“At least two, although four would be better. We need to speak to Mr. Livesay about this and see what can be done once we arrive to protect Elizabeth’s younger sisters,” Fitzwilliam answered.

“That is unless we can manage to rid Meryton of Wickham,” Richard retorted. “Do we have anything to use against the scoundrel?”

“I do hold some of his debts, but it is insufficient to land him in debtor’s prison for long,” George responded. “I settled many of his debts in Lambton after realising he had exploited our friendship. I am certain Father cleared many, though he did not retain the receipts as far as I have found.”

“Perhaps I could arrange to have him pressed into service with the Navy. I have a Captain who owes me a favour, and I could see what could be arranged with him,” Richard suggested. “It would mean my remaining in London another day or two after you depart. However, I might be able to discover what our old friend has been up to, that is, if he is in London.”

Elizabeth listened to the gentleman’s plans, and while she occasionally asked a question, she had little to add to the general discussion. However, the questions she asked were good and caused the men to consider some ideas that had not occurred to them. It was nearly dinner time when their conference ended, and Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam made to depart.

“Elizabeth, Fitzwilliam,” Lady Anne called out when they stepped into the hallway outside the master’s study. “I was only just informed that you have been in the house most of the afternoon. Is aught amiss?”

“Mother,” Fitzwilliam greeted his mother with a kiss on the cheek. “We needed to speak to George about a letter we received today.”

George stepped into the hallway behind them. “Mother, I need to ask you about something that belonged to Father. Would you care to step into my study for a moment?”

Elizabeth stood on her tiptoes to whisper into her husband’s ear. “Your mother needs to know about Mr. Wickham and his threats. She and Georgiana could also be at risk if he merely intends to strike at the Darcy family in some way.”

Fitzwilliam started at her words. “You are right, my dear,” he whispered back. Louder, he spoke for all to hear. “George, I believe you should discuss with Mother what we were just speaking of, and Richard, we may need twice as many men as I suggested earlier.”

“Whatever are you speaking of, Fitzwilliam?” Lady Anne asked.

“Why?” George inquired.

Elizabeth spoke. “We should all return to the study. There is more to consider here. But Lady Anne needs to know what we know.”

Everyone returned to the study, and Fitzwilliam shut the door behind him. Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam sat beside each other and silently held hands while George grudgingly explained Wickham’s threat and subsequent actions.

Lady Anne was surprised at the actions of her husband’s godson. She had never cared for the boy and knew Fitzwilliam had refused to room with him at university after that first year, but not the reasons. To discover that George Wickham was a profligate and a scoundrel came as little surprise, but knowing her son had followed his example for a time came as a shock. “George!” she reprimanded her son. “You knew better than to behave in that manner.”

“I was never as bad as Wickham and am now attempting to improve. I was never as bad as some of my companions—other first sons—and Father’s passing meant I could not participate as often as I would have liked. It forced me to behave more responsibly than I might have without the weight of Pemberley on me. I have wished for Fitz’s luck in being a second son many times,” George replied.

“Still, I know your father and I taught you to be a better man than this, although, perhaps not, since Wickham also ended up as he did. Fitzwilliam always knew he would have to make his own way. While he inherited an estate upon marriage, he spent several years learning a career. Instead of wasting the funds he inherited from his father, he invested them.” She turned to smile at her son and daughter-in-law. “His investments have turned out very well for him since they also helped him to obtain a wife,” she teased.

Elizabeth blushed. “I am very thankful that my uncle was able to introduce me to Fitzwilliam,” she replied. “His investments with my uncle worked out well for all of us, I think.” She laid her head on his shoulder, and he smiled down fondly at her.

George and Richard groaned. “Enough, you two,” Richard complained. “You are miserably happy, we know, and you make us all miserable when you put those besotted looks on your faces.”

Fitzwilliam laughed. “Miserably happy?” he questioned. “I am not certain I have ever heard those two words used in such close proximity. I am happy, yes, and will even admit to being besotted. But miserable—not at all.” He smiled affectionately at his wife again, evoking yet another groan from the gentlemen.

“Enough,” George said again. “Mother, Richard will help us hire a few men to accompany us to Hertfordshire. Elizabeth has agreed”—he looked to his brother to confirm this—“to curtail her tendency to walk alone, and I ask that if you and Georgiana leave the house for any reason, you take at least two of these men with you. Richard will hire at least six, although eight or even ten would be preferable. That would allow for two protectors for each lady, and their presence should be enough to deter Wickham from attempting anything. Do you know where the miniature of Wickham is? At one point, it was in Father’s study along with his miniatures of me and Fitzwilliam. I do not believe he ever had one of Georgiana, at least not here in London.”

“It may be in his former chambers,” Lady Anne replied. “I begin to believe it is time I clean out your father’s chambers—he has been gone for more than two years, and it is time you took your rightful place both here and at Pemberley.”

“That is unnecessary, Mother,” George protested. “Perhaps when I decided to marry, but even then, I am not certain I would want to force you to give up the rooms you shared with Father. While it may be good for you to go through Father’s things, do not do so because you believe I need the master suite.”

Lady Anne merely nodded, determined to continue this conversation later, perhaps after they returned to Pemberley. She had been clinging to her husband’s memory, but it was time for her to move forward. However, right now, they had more important things to concern them as they travelled to Netherfield and then on to Pemberley.

“If things are not settled with Wickham when we depart from Hertfordshire, do you intend to retain these men to protect us?” she asked.

The men all looked at each other. “Yes,” Fitzwilliam answered. “At least, I will. I know, Elizabeth, that you would not like to have your movement restricted, but I do hope you know that protecting you is the most important thing to me. If, for some reason, we do not resolve the situation with Wickham before we leave for Oakridge, we will need to continue to employ two or three of these men to continue to protect you.” Elizabeth nodded her agreement.

George also nodded. “I will do the same. We are all travelling together to Oakridge, as neither Mother nor I have seen your estate yet, but when we return to Pemberley, I will want several men to accompany us. Wickham is familiar with our estate, and I want to ensure Mother and Georgiana are safe from whatever Wickham might attempt.”

Lady Anne agreed with her sons. “My brother may have the means to assist in locating someone to address the issue of Wickham’s impressment. It would be prudent for you to speak with him this evening, Richard,” she suggested. “The earl never held Wickham in high esteem and disapproved of my husband’s partiality towards him. I, too, had reservations, but my ability to express them was limited, given my husband’s deep respect for the elder Mr. Wickham. However, since Wickham poses a threat to our family, we must take every possible measure to ensure he cannot harm any of us, including safeguarding Elizabeth’s family in Hertfordshire.”

Lady Anne invited their guests to join them for dinner, though all declined. Elizabeth considered agreeing but did not want to put her housekeeper and cook out as they planned to eat at home that night. Richard would contact George and Fitzwilliam the next day once he found men for them to hire and would follow the rest of the Darcy family to Hertfordshire a day or two after they departed.

* * *

It felt odd to Elizabeth to arrive at Netherfield, so close to Longbourn, without the intention of visiting or staying at her childhood home. When they disembarked from their carriage, they were greeted by Mr. Livesay and two of his friends. Viscount Travis, whom Elizabeth had met before her marriage, was to stand up with the groom while the other came to get away from London for a few days. Several members of Mr. Livesay’s family, his mother and his married sister, would arrive in the days leading up to the wedding.

While in the area, there were places Elizabeth longed to revisit, and she hoped to convince her husband to accompany her to a few. She had not been in Hertfordshire for months, and even then, Hertfordshire had barely felt like home after her grandmother died. She would like to visit the dower house where she lived once more and, of course, to visit Oakham Mount.

That incline was the highest point near her home, and she loved to walk there in the mornings to watch the sun rise over the countryside. There were far better places to watch the sunrise in Dovedale, and she had explored a few with her husband in the short weeks they had stayed at Oakridge. Learning to ride made these expeditions easier, though she still hoped to spend at least one morning at Oakham Mount to say a final goodbye to her childhood.

Fitzwilliam knew of her desire and intended to make it happen. However, he worried doing so would make it easy for Wickham to find them and made plans to ensure the men they hired would accompany them. Elizabeth agreed to ride rather than walk, and they were to make the journey the first morning at Netherfield.

Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam arose early and, attired in comfortable clothing, made their way to the stables where their horses had already been readied. The previous night, they had arranged for a picnic breakfast to be packed into saddlebags secured behind the saddle on Fitzwilliam’s horse. Horses for their guards had also been prepared, complete with water and a flask of coffee.

The guards maintained a discreet distance behind the couple, though Elizabeth could not help but be keenly aware of their presence. She regretted that such precautions were necessary, as she hoped for a more private introduction to these cherished places. Nevertheless, she consoled herself with the thought that she could still savour these moments one last time and appreciated her husband’s efforts to make them happen.

Finally arriving at the base of the mount, Elizabeth brought her horse to a stop. “We should dismount here, my love,” she told him.

He did as she suggested and moved to help her down. His hands lingered on her waist as they were somewhat hidden from the guards where they stood. Leaning down, he kissed first her lips, then her nose. “If not for the guards, I would enjoy loving you here,” he whispered. “Perhaps once we arrive home, we will be able to find some isolated locations for the purpose.”

Fitzwilliam was delighted when she blushed brightly at his words. “Come, dearest, you are not still bashful with me, are you now?”

“Outside, Will?” she asked. ‘Are you certain you would wish it?”

“Yes, dearest,” he replied. “If we were at Pemberley, I can think of several places I would like to take you, which are very private and secluded. At Oakridge, well, I am unfamiliar with the estate and will have to seek out places of privacy. But, yes, dearest, outside.”

Her cheeks were flushed, along with her throat and chest, yet Fitzwilliam discerned a glint in her eyes that conveyed it was embarrassment rather than an objection to the proposition.

The couple ascended the hill, where they enjoyed the spectacle of the rising sun. Their guards maintained a distance and observed no signs of anyone nearby. While the Darcys made a concerted effort to conceal their affection for each other, the guards spent much of their time facing outward, away from where the couple stood. They quickly learned to avert their gaze when the couple embraced and smiled knowingly at their frequent displays of affection.

After leading him to the bench Longbourn’s steward had built for her use, Elizabeth told Fitzwilliam stories of her childhood as they watched the sunrise and ate. “Many times, I thought my mother would faint when I would return from one of my walks. As a girl, I frequently climbed trees and played with the boys from the neighbourhood and would come home with my dresses torn and covered in mud. Although my grandmother would assist me in cleaning my dresses and teaching me to mend the inevitable tears, Mama would sometimes see me and complain about my wild ways,” she laughed.

“I was decreed a hoyden at the age of seven—I had to ask my grandmother what that meant. My grandmother told me to delight in the title, though by the time I was thirteen, she had begun to teach me to act like a lady and how to tamp down on my natural impulses. I was an active child, and she taught me to use that energy constructively. She was the one who taught me so many things about what it means to be a gentlewoman and the mistress of an estate. She, along with my uncle, were the ones who taught me what it truly meant to love someone else.”

“I wish I could have met her,” Fitzwilliam replied quietly.

“I do, too,” she replied, her voice soft. “I miss her.”

“My father’s father died when I was a baby, and my grandmother lived on the estate until I was ten. My mother’s parents were alive when I was born, but both passed before my fifth birthday. I have vague memories of them and a few more concrete memories of my grandmother, but not like you have,” Fitzwilliam replied.

“Grandmother was more my mother than a grandparent,” Elizabeth said. “Without her, I would not have survived childhood long beyond birth. Mama wanted nothing to do with me except when it benefited her.”

Darcy pulled her into him. “I love you, Elizabeth, and I am grateful your grandmother saved your life and helped form you into the exceptional woman you have become.”

“Thank you, Will,” she replied. “We have been here long enough, do you agree? Let us return to Netherfield.”


Twenty Four

Discovering Wickham’s Plot
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Charlotte visited Netherfield that afternoon. “Eliza, I am so happy to see you,” she said after greeting Lady Anne. “Not that I am not thrilled you came, Lady Anne, but I have missed my friend. While my mother is wonderful in most cases, at this moment, I am struggling to tolerate her excitement.”

Lady Anne laughed at this before excusing herself, leaving the girls to talk privately.

“Your mother can be excitable, but she is pleased to have a daughter married,” Elizabeth replied. “I am certain that were it Jane to wed, especially a gentleman of means, my mother would have a fit of nerves hourly.”

Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I encountered your mother yesterday in Meryton,” she told her friend. “I was shopping for some items needed for my trousseau, and she publicly accused me of stealing Jane’s beau. Of course, we know that is false, but your mother …” Charlotte trailed off. “Andrew told Jane some time ago he called on her once or twice and quit calling on her because she had nothing to recommend herself other than her looks.”

Elizabeth chuckled at that statement. “I cannot imagine Jane took that well.”

“She did not. That is when she swore she would marry better than you. She is not going to like learning you are in town with your husband and may try to do or say something,” Charlotte warned.

“The Darcys have hired men to protect us while we are here,” Elizabeth replied. “While they are more worried about Mr. Wickham, they know about Jane’s threats. I doubt she will act aggressively, though she may be giving information to Mr. Wickham since they are friendly. Have you heard anything else from Kitty and Lydia?”

“They are not permitted to visit Lucas Lodge. However, they have worked out a system with Maria that enables her to know when they are coming so they can talk and plan,” Charlotte told her. “If you want to get word to them, let me know, and I will do what I can.”

“I would like to see them,” Elizabeth replied. “I do not care about seeing Mama or Jane, and I doubt Papa would care about seeing me. I am pleased that Mary is with the Gardiners, so now we only need to figure out how to get Kitty and Lydia away from Longbourn.”

“I think your visit to Longbourn and your marriage has opened their eyes to the reality of life there,” Charlotte replied. “They have matured a little since you left home. Seeing Jane for who she truly is challenged them to see things differently. If you were to approach your father about taking them to your estate … perhaps he would be willing to allow it.”

Elizabeth sighed deeply. “There is still so much I must learn about my new home. We have scarcely been there since our marriage. I worry I will be unable to give my sisters the attention they deserve and that Fitzwilliam and I will not be the parental figures they need. I suppose we could hire a governess, but would that not be treating them like my parents always have? Still relying on someone else to take care of them?”

Charlotte nodded. “I see your point; however, it is unfair to you to expect you to take on the responsibility for your younger sisters when you are just starting in your marriage.”

“It should be my parents’ responsibility, but they have abdicated it to others. Kitty and Lydia could not visit so easily with your sister if someone were monitoring their behaviour. They should still be in the schoolroom—they are of a similar age as Georgiana, and she still has a governess.” Elizabeth paused as she considered things. “Georgiana will go to school soon; perhaps I could persuade Papa to send Kitty and Lydia with her? I need to speak to Fitzwilliam about this.”

Elizabeth shook away these thoughts. “This is not why you came, Charlotte. You are to be married shortly. Tell me what plans have been made and why your mother is driving you to distraction.”

The two discussed the wedding until they were interrupted by the gentlemen returning from their ride. Both Darcy men had accompanied Mr. Livesay around the area as they spoke of the situation regarding Wickham. George had not wanted to share this outside of the family, but Fitzwilliam insisted their host be aware of the threat while they were staying with him. Together with two men hired to protect the Darcy women, they scouted locations where someone might hide if they wanted to harm the family.

“Do you truly believe he might act to hurt your family?” Mr. Livesay asked.

George simply shrugged while Fitzwilliam glared. “He threatened to take revenge on our family, and the night of our wedding ball, he was leading Elizabeth toward the balcony and refused to release her arm when she asked. I prefer to be prepared,” Fitzwilliam replied.

“He’s resentful because I terminated our friendship once it became evident he was taking advantage of me,” George added. “He had grown accustomed to expecting support from first Father and then me and his disdain for Fitzwilliam has always been apparent. If he believes he can inflict harm upon us in any manner, I think he will attempt it. Richard certainly views him as a potential threat, and his proximity to Elizabeth’s family has raised our concerns.”

“Livesay, you heard Miss Bennet claim that she would marry better than her sister, and she threatened to destroy our marriage. If she has been speaking with Wickham, the two may have hatched some plot together,” Fitzwilliam added.

Livesay nodded. “I had almost forgotten that day,” he replied thoughtfully. “What do you think he is likely to do?”

“I am not certain,” Fitzwilliam replied gravely. “At the ball, we wondered what his intention was—it could have been theft, kidnapping, or something far worse. We do not know his intention, which concerns me.”

Again, Livesay nodded. “Well, then, we will do all we can to prevent him from acting.” The men accompanying them agreed and offered suggestions for protecting the family over the next few days.

The three gentlemen entered the drawing room after quickly washing and changing clothes from their ride. It was apparent to Elizabeth what the topic of conversation had been when she saw the look on her husband’s face. He immediately came to sit beside her and kissed her tenderly, ignoring the others in the room. “I love you, dearest,” he whispered.

She bestowed a warm smile upon him and gently touched his cheek. Her cheeks flushed with a blush as she heard a discreet cough, prompting her to turn and greet the others who had entered the room alongside her husband.

“How was your ride, gentlemen?” she inquired to lighten the mood.

Her volley fell flat. “There are many places where an individual could hide,” Fitzwilliam said darkly. “Do I need to remind you of your promise not to leave the house alone?”

“No, Fitzwilliam, you do not,” Elizabeth replied, attempting not to be annoyed with the reminder. He had mentioned it a dozen times since they arrived yesterday.

“I apologise, dearest,” he whispered, seeing the look that crossed her face. She merely shook her head and smiled at him.

Once again, Elizabeth was fed up with dealing with difficult topics. “There are simply too many difficult topics to discuss, so perhaps we should focus on a far pleasanter one,” Elizabeth suggested. “Mr. Livesay, what can you tell us of your wedding trip?”

This elicited a mild chuckle from everyone present, and the ensuing conversation remained light-hearted, centred around the impending journeys of all those gathered. The newlywed Livesays planned to embark on a leisurely tour northward, savouring the scenery as they made their way toward their home in Lancashire. Their route paralleled the Darcy family’s, though the Darcys intended to travel at a swifter pace. The entire family would journey to Oakridge, where they would remain for a day or two before George, Lady Anne, and Georgiana would leave for Pemberley.

Later that afternoon, Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam sat in their sitting room together. “Charlotte suggested Kitty and Lydia come to live with us, but I confess, I would prefer not to ask. I think Papa would allow them to go, if for no reason other than making it easier for him, but we both have so much to learn about running the estate. We have spent little time there since we wed, and there is much to do,” Elizabeth said. She then continued to share her thoughts about the impossibility of them living with the Gardiners and even the idea Charlotte had shared about them going to school. “I would like to do what I can to help my sisters, Fitzwilliam; though part of me is angry I even need to consider it. My parents should be responsible for educating them and ensuring they are prepared to enter society, but I doubt they are capable.”

“What if Mother invited them to Pemberley for a visit? Georgiana’s governess could teach your sisters and mine, and they would all benefit from each other’s society. Georgie has always been far too isolated; Mother would be willing. We would need to discuss the idea with her and your father,” Fitzwilliam suggested.

With that decided, the two snuggled together as they talked about Wickham and Jane. “We should wait until Richard arrives to tell us what he has learned about Wickham. Do we even know if he is in Meryton?”

Darcy sighed against Elizabeth’s hair. “We do not,” he replied. “My mind is conjuring up all these scenarios, which involve you being seriously injured, and I confess, I am terrified. I do not want to lose you, Elizabeth.” He pulled her tightly into his embrace and proceeded to show her how much.

* * *

Richard arrived at Netherfield two days later. “I have news of Wickham,” he said nearly as soon as he entered the house and was settled into the billiards room with the other gentlemen.

“What?” Fitzwilliam demanded.

“He is no longer in London—my man believes he departed for Hertfordshire shortly before I did. I am unsure of his exact intention, but he visited several apothecaries in London, mostly around Seven Dials,” Richard informed the group. “He purchased belladonna. Most apothecaries will only sell it in small amounts to avoid accidental poisoning, but he likely has enough for a lethal dose by purchasing it from several different places.

“So he intends to poison someone?” George asked, incredulous. “How would he get it inside the house?”

Richard grimaced. “That I do not know, but we will need to speak to my aunt—and probably Elizabeth as well—about who to speak to in the staff about the threat.”

Fitzwilliam nodded his agreement. “I have noticed Elizabeth knows many members of the staff from her time living here. Many belong to families she has known all her life, and in many cases, she or her grandmother assisted them in some way.”

They agreed to find Lady Anne and Elizabeth and share this information. However, Richard pulled Fitzwilliam aside. “One of my men did get close enough to overhear that the target is likely Elizabeth. Your old friend does not like that you found someone to make you happy, and your wife’s sister is awfully jealous of you. Wickham seems to feel it would serve you right to lose your wife, and the shrew does not seem to realise if something were to happen to Elizabeth, you could not marry her. Wickham was heard laughing about it.”

“Do you think Jane intends to be the one to poison my wife? In some act of bitter vengeance for marrying better than her? Livesay and Miss Lucas heard her ranting about how she would take back what rightfully belonged to her,” Fitzwilliam asked.

“Is she mad?” Richard asked. “I am not jesting—if she truly believes that, she may be out of her mind.”

“Well, what can we do about her?” Fitzwilliam asked.

“I am uncertain,” his cousin replied. “Perhaps she will be well enough if we deal with Wickham. Although it may be for the best if you and your wife do not return to the area.”

“That is easy enough to arrange,” he replied. “We would not have returned if not for her friend’s wedding.”

George stuck his head back into the hall. “Are you two coming?” he asked. The two shared a glance and then entered the drawing room, where everyone waited. After Richard told the ladies what he knew, they discussed precautions. Once that conversation was ended, Richard was shown a bedchamber, and Fitzwilliam requested Elizabeth accompany him on a walk in the gardens.

One of the guards walked behind the pair in the gardens at the side of the house. Fitzwilliam acquainted his wife with what Richard said privately and encouraged his wife to take additional precautions, including not drinking anything she did not see prepared.

Fitzwilliam was surprised at his wife’s emotional reaction to this news. He had rarely seen her cry in the four months of their marriage. He expected a reaction, but the nearly inconsolable tears were a surprise. When her tears continued for some minutes, he took her into his arms and carried her inside to a small, rarely used, sitting room. He sat them down on the settee and pulled her into his lap, rubbing his hands up and down her back as he sought to console her.

“Elizabeth, dearest, are you well?” he asked when her tears finally began to wane.

It took her another minute or two to articulate her thoughts. “I think I am, but I never anticipated that Jane would be so…” She paused, searching for a word to describe her feelings. “I am astonished Jane would contemplate causing me irreparable harm, let alone aiding someone to do so. Before I departed for London, I regarded Jane as a friend and a beloved sister. It was not until I met you that I realised our relationship’s inequity.”

“My cousin wonders if she is mad,” Fitzwilliam said softly.

Elizabeth responded with a bitter laugh. “I, too, entertain such concerns,” she replied. “Is it possible that Mama’s frequent praise has gone to her head?”

Fitzwilliam held her tighter. “Your mother was wrong about both of you, dearest. Please know that.”

Elizabeth shook her head. “I want to believe you, Fitzwilliam. It is difficult to overcome years of her slights and insults.”

“I will spend the rest of my life convincing you of your worth, my love,” he countered. “Replace her voice with mine, telling you how exceptional you are.”

“I am trying, Will,” she whispered just before he kissed her.


Twenty Five

The Plot is Revealed
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It was a subdued group who gathered for supper. The cook, a woman who had found this position with the help of Elizabeth’s grandmother, had been warned of the threat to the family, particularly Elizabeth. She was determined to ensure that everything served in her kitchen was safe to eat, and the party took comfort in that, but there was still much to discover.

Richard brought several additional men with him tasked with finding and tracking Wickham. Their first assignment was to discover where he was staying and then to keep an eye on him. Another man was charged with seeing what he could discover about Jane Bennet, which was slightly more complicated. She rarely left her house, and her meetings with Wickham most often occurred in the drawing room, in plain sight of the Bennet family. No one knew how to learn more about Jane and Wickham’s plans, as there was no way to get anyone else inside the house.

“We could speak to Mrs. Hill,” Elizabeth suggested once she recovered from her tears and joined Lady Anne and the gentleman. “She is the housekeeper and would let us know if she hears anything. She could encourage the maids to eavesdrop and report anything they hear.”

The gentlemen looked at each other for a moment and shrugged. “It could not hurt to try it,” Richard replied. “You cannot visit Longbourn; however, if you give me a note, I will ensure it gets to her. She can keep a secret?”

“Yes, extraordinarily well,” Elizabeth laughed, her first real laugh since that afternoon. “Mrs. Hill was always a great help to me when I would try to avoid Mama’s anger and worked with me to circumvent Mama’s threats. She was the one who would help me escape the house when I needed to.”

“Does she want a new position?” Fitzwilliam asked. “You know we will need to replace the housekeeper at Oakridge soon. The one we have there presently wants to retire soon, if you recall.”

Elizabeth considered this and informed her husband that Mr. Hill would also need a position. They decided to consider that idea soon, as right now, they needed to focus on ensuring the safety of their family.

Georgiana joined the family for dinner, and the conversation remained focused on lighter subjects for her sake.

After dinner, the entire party moved into a drawing room where the ladies entertained them with music. The gentlemen talked quietly together, though Fitzwilliam remained near the ladies, particularly his wife.

Finally, Lady Anne told her daughter it was time for bed, so mother and daughter retired to their chambers with Elizabeth following behind. “I am tired, Fitzwilliam; however, do not feel you must join me immediately. I know you want to speak to the gentlemen,” she whispered.

Reluctantly, he sent his wife upstairs ahead of him. “I will not be long, my love,” he said, kissing her before releasing her hand.

Richard and George laughed at the look on his face as his wife exited the room. “You are utterly lost, Fitz,” Richard teased his cousin. “You will never find me looking like that over a woman.”

Darcy scowled at his cousin. “I am delighted with my wife, Richard. You do not know what you are missing.”

Richard scoffed, and the topic turned to more serious matters. “What should we do about Wickham? My men are ready to grab him and deliver him to the press gang, or do you want to see what he will do first?”

“Take him now,” Fitzwilliam stated. “Make sure he still has the belladonna and capture him. I prefer that he not endanger my wife.”

“But if we wait until he acts, we can have him arrested and hung,” George replied. “He apparently has no qualms about murdering someone.”

“Under no circumstances will we use my wife as bait,” Fitzwilliam protested.

“I am not suggesting we do so,” George retorted. “I am merely suggesting we allow him to get caught in the act. We have people watching him; he cannot do anything we do not know about. The Hills at Longbourn are keeping an eye on things there and have already given us an account of a meeting between Wickham and Miss Bennet.”

“What?” Fitzwilliam barked. “Why have I not been told of this before?”

“Because we just learned of it after dinner,” Richard replied calmly.

“Learned what exactly?” Fitzwilliam demanded.

“Wickham’s plan,” Richard said.

“How do you know his plan already?” Fitzwilliam asked again.

“He and Miss Bennet were discussing it right before Mrs. Hill. They either did not realize she was present or assumed she could not hear them,” Richard chuckled. “Wickham has never been particularly observant.” Quietly, Richard proceeded to brief both Darcys about what was overheard, and they deliberated strategies for apprehending the duo in the act.

* * *

Two nights later, there was an assembly in Meryton. The Darcy party originally planned not to go, but Richard convinced them this was the best way to encounter Miss Bennet and Wickham, allowing both groups to implement their plans.

Unsurprisingly, it was Elizabeth and Lady Anne who finally convinced Fitzwilliam to allow them to put this plan into motion. When Fitzwilliam apprised his wife of Richard’s intentions, he was adamantly against allowing Elizabeth to put herself in harm’s way. However, she had dismissed all his objections, promising to be careful and reminding him that he, George, Richard, and the guards would all be there to ensure Elizabeth was not hurt. She would not eat or drink apart from the food they brought to the event themselves, and several people would be watching Jane and Wickham both before and during the event.

Fitzwilliam was unhappy, and his face had transformed into a stone mask as they travelled to the assembly hall. It was one Elizabeth had seen on occasion before they wed, though rarely since, and she recognized it as a reflection of his discomfort in this situation. He was concerned for his wife, and Elizabeth was determined to force him out of his doldrums before they left their carriage.

“If I had to judge based on the face you are presently making, I would guess you had been forced to marry me and were most displeased by it,” she whispered, not wanting to disturb the other occupants of the vehicle.

Her words had the desired effect as he looked down at her, startled. “Never displeased, dearest,” he whispered back. “I love you so very much.”

“Then you must demonstrate it, darling. That scowl you wear gives the impression you are not madly in love. Smile at me; stare at me if you must—but smile!” she commanded.

He emitted a soft chuckle, audible only to her. “I worry for your well-being. My cousin and brother have assured me everything will be well, and they are closely monitoring the situation,” he sighed deeply. “They have made it clear my sole duty tonight is to ensure you have an enjoyable evening. I must admit, I find it challenging to assume the role of jester rather than being granted the opportunity to safeguard you.”

Elizabeth laughed. “You are hardly a jester, dearest Fitzwilliam,” she cajoled. “And you are safeguarding me. You will be by my side all evening; our role is as important as the rest. We must lull them into feeling safe so they will act, and Richard and his men will ensure Wickham will never harm another.”

“But you run the risk of being harmed,” he insisted.

“I do not,” Elizabeth replied. “We have been over this.”

“I do not like it,” he stated.

“I know, but all will be well,” she told him. “Now, let us go into the assembly hall. I want to dance.”

Fitzwilliam struggled to adjust his visage to contentment, and Elizabeth laughed at his effort. Hearing her, he smiled softly as the carriage halted. “I must remember that sound any time I am tempted to frown. You will have to repeat it often to bolster my spirits this evening,” he remarked as he disembarked from the carriage after his mother and brother and turned to assist her. As she placed her hand in his, he promptly kissed it, and his countenance underwent another transformation, now radiating his profound love for his wife.

“That is the expression I hope to witness for the remainder of our lives, Fitzwilliam. When you look at me that way, it will make convincing everyone of our happiness quite effortless,” Elizabeth replied in a soft tone. “Now, ‘once more into the breach’,” she declared with a carefree air.

Entering the assembly hall, Elizabeth was quickly inundated with old friends. She spoke to them all, introducing them to her husband and his family. George and Lady Anne were personable and friendly, while her husband greeted everyone seriously, allowing his wife to speak and charm them. After some time, both Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam observed the arrival of the Bennets, and a palpable tension filled the air between the two groups.

“Will they approach, do you think?” Elizabeth whispered to her husband. “I cannot see them for the crowd.”

“They seem to be discussing it,” Fitzwilliam replied, equally as quiet as his wife. “They are looking this way and gesticulating.” Elizabeth spoke to another former neighbour, and after a moment, Fitzwilliam spoke again: “Ahh, they are beginning to move this way. Your mother is leading the charge.”

“Smile, Fitzwilliam,” she hissed. “We are happy, and they can do nothing about it.”

“Lizzy!” her mother exclaimed as she drew near, her initial warm tone swiftly transitioning into a reproachful one. “I must say, I was utterly astonished to see you here tonight. I am astounded you arrived in Meryton without notifying your family of your presence. Why on earth have you not come to visit us?”

“Mama, you insulted me and my husband when we visited Longbourn after our marriage. You sent me away, asking the Gardiners to be responsible for me since you did not want the bother, and now that I am married, you still think you can order me to come and go as you desire. If you did not want to bother with me when I was living in your home, now that I am living with my husband, why would I want to bother with you?” Elizabeth replied in a voice so low that her mother had to lean in to hear it.

Mrs. Bennet was not as circumspect. “You always were an ungrateful girl,” she said shrilly. “How can you treat your mother in this infamous way? You were an unnatural child, and I am certain your husband will quickly see you are not worth his time. He will set you aside, and then he will be sorry he did not choose my most beautiful daughter. He will be sorry he did not choose Jane.”

“Madam, you are grievously mistaken if you still hold that belief to be true. I shall never forsake my wife; I did, in fact, wed your most beautiful daughter. Regrettably, she happened to be the one you never wanted and could never see past your animosity to appreciate her. You have imbued your eldest daughter with the notion that she is entitled to the finest, but that is a fallacy,” Fitzwilliam hissed, lowering his voice so others could not overhear. “As I understand it, she has been repeatedly reminded that such an attitude can render even the most beautiful woman unattractive. She is entitled to nothing; without accomplishments, she has nothing to offer any man beyond her looks. Few men would settle for a woman devoid of wit, accomplishments, or dowry.”

Mrs. Bennet scoffed. “You are a fool,” she hissed, lowering her voice to match his. “You will regret not marrying my Jane. Lizzy is worthless, always doing the wrong thing, and you will regret it when she cannot give you the son you desire. She is good for nothing, and with her luck, she will only produce girls.”

“My estate is not entailed and may be inherited by any child. Whether we are blessed with sons or daughters, we shall cherish them all. If my wife does not bear me a child, I shall find contentment in spending my life with her. You, madam, are the one in error. It is high time we conclude this conversation,” Fitzwilliam declared, much to his mother-in-law’s chagrin. Nevertheless, she had no further remarks to offer, and upon noticing her neighbours casting disdainful glances her way, she chose to withdraw.

“That was not wholly unexpected, although I did not expect her to attack so quickly. Jane was quiet,” Elizabeth whispered.

“Too quiet,” replied Fitzwilliam. “She still believes she is better than you; it was written in her face.”

“It will be well, Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth reiterated, trusting the more she said it, the more she would convince herself. While she harboured some concerns about the plan, she understood revealing them might prompt her husband to summon the carriage and swiftly return her home instead of allowing events to play out.

Finally, the first strains of the music were heard, and the Darcys moved toward the dance floor. Elizabeth took a moment to take a drink of tea handed to her by Lady Anne, as her throat was dry from speaking to so many people. Soon, they were standing in opposite lines, watching as others stood around them. Elizabeth noted Jane’s position in the line—there was only one person between the sisters, Charlotte. Elizabeth smiled at her friend, momentarily reaching to clasp and squeeze her hand.

As the couples progressed through the line, Elizabeth alternated her gaze between her husband and the surrounding crowd. She noticed her brother and mother-in-law observing and even spotted Richard and the guards discreetly positioned throughout the gathering. Despite being aware of Wickham’s presence in Meryton, Elizabeth still felt taken aback when she finally spotted him near the refreshment table and began to scrutinize him intently.

“I see him as well,” Fitzwilliam murmured as they passed each other in the line. He continued when they found another brief moment, “Richard is standing nearby, along with the others. They are keeping a close watch on him. My love, you should cease staring, or you may inadvertently reveal their presence.”

Elizabeth was startled by this reminder, prompting her to turn her attention to her husband. “Thank you for the reminder, my dear,” she whispered. “I was momentarily taken aback when I saw him here.”

“Be prepared to take whatever Jane offers you when the dance ends. George and I will ensure you do not drink it,” he said as he stood beside her as they waited for their turn. “Are you ready for your performance?”

She laughed lightly. “I am,” she replied. “I have always enjoyed play acting, and now I have a reason to do so.”

All too soon, the dance concluded, and the Darcys started approaching Lady Anne. However, Jane intercepted them before they could reach her, carrying a glass. “Dear sister,” she feigned, “You appeared positively wretched as you concluded that dance, so I thought I would fetch you a drink to ascertain if it might revive you.”

Elizabeth raised an eyebrow at her sister’s gesture and the insult it contained. “Thank you, Jane,” she responded, accepting the drink and ignoring her comment. However, as she brought it closer, an unfamiliar scent assailed her senses, triggering a visceral reaction. Her stomach churned, and she turned her face away.

Fitzwilliam regarded her with deep concern, as this was not part of their plan. “Are you feeling well, dearest?” he inquired, his worry evident.

“I am not entirely sure, Fitzwilliam,” she replied, betraying her unease. “It is strange—I caught a scent that turned my stomach. I do not believe it was the wine, but a strong odour lingers. Perhaps a man’s cologne?”

Jane observed her sister cautiously. “It could not be the wine,” she remarked abruptly. “You have had it many times before without any issues.”

“I do not believe it is the wine,” Elizabeth affirmed gravely.

Lady Anne and George joined them, their expressions mirroring concern. “Are you feeling all right, Elizabeth?” Lady Anne inquired.

“I think so, Mother. A noxious odour briefly overcame me, but I am improving now. It just struck me so suddenly,” Elizabeth replied, laughing at herself.

To the astonishment of her sons and daughter, Lady Anne appeared almost pleased by this revelation. “Is this the first time such a thing has occurred?” she asked.

Elizabeth pondered for a moment. “My stomach has been unusually unsettled recently, especially upon rising,” she admitted.

Lady Anne patted her hand reassuringly. “We shall discuss this further tomorrow, though I am confident you are perfectly well. Do not fret, Fitzwilliam,” she assured them both.

Jane stood there, observing their interactions, and for a brief moment, experienced a twinge of… something. It might have been wistfulness for a family like the one before her. However, that sentiment vanished almost as swiftly as it had surfaced.

“Here, Lizzy,” she offered again. “Perhaps the wine will help.”

Stepping in to act his part, George reached forward. “Since Elizabeth is unwell, I will take the drink in her stead,” he offered. “May I?”

“Umm,” Jane hesitated, her gaze flickering towards the refreshment table where Wickham lurked in the shadows. Upon receiving his subtle nod, she extended the drink towards the gentleman, concern about the alteration apparent in her eyes. “Here, I hope you find it to your liking.”

“I am certain I will,” George replied, taking the drink she offered. “Thank you, Miss Bennet.”


Twenty Six

Comeuppance
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George took a small sip from the glass he held, and everyone standing there took a breath, almost as if they were waiting to see what would happen. As planned, George did not react to the drink but continued as if nothing was unusual. The others did the same. “We have not been introduced,” he said to Jane. “From what I have overheard, I assume you are Miss Bennet, Elizabeth’s elder sister?”

“I am,” Jane replied with a soft, demure smile directed at the gentlemen, fluttering her eyelashes in what she believed was an appealing manner.

With a subtle eye-roll directed at her husband, Elizabeth took the initiative to introduce her sister to her new family. “Oh, I apologize, Jane. This is my husband’s brother, Mr. George Darcy of Pemberley in Derbyshire. And this is his mother, Lady Anne Darcy,” Elizabeth added, belatedly offering the proper introductions.

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Darcy,” Jane cooed, attempting to ingratiate herself with the wealthy gentleman she had just handed a glass containing a potentially lethal dose of poison.

“Would you care to dance, Miss Bennet?” he asked, handing the drink to his brother as he bowed to the lady. At her nod, he reached and took her hand to escort her to the dance floor. Jane smiled beatifically at being asked to dance by the Master of Pemberley, knowing that he was wealthier than Elizabeth’s husband and believing this meant he favoured her.

As they glided across the dance floor, Jane and George Darcy engaged in light conversation.

“Miss Bennet,” George began, “you appear to be in splendid spirits this evening.”

Jane’s simpering smile broadened, and her eyes sparkled with delight as she responded, “Indeed, Mr. Darcy, I am. It is an honour to dance with a gentleman of your extraordinary stature. Your dancing skills are unparalleled, and your presence here tonight has brought immense joy to the entire assembly.”

George Darcy acknowledged her flattery with a gracious smile. “Thank you, Miss Bennet. I must admit that dancing with you has been the highlight of my evening.”

As the dance continued, Jane maintained her simpering demeanour, basking in the belief that the Master of Pemberley held her in the highest regard, much like all gentlemen of worth in her eyes. While gracefully moving to the music, she cast several discreet glances towards her sister and the members of the local society who had previously snubbed her following her conflict with her sister.

While George danced with Miss Bennet, Fitzwilliam went to his cousin, hidden in the shadows, and handed off the glass. “George did not drink enough to do anything more than to make him a little sleepy,” Richard whispered.

“I noticed that,” Fitzwilliam replied, frowning as he considered what had happened. “Elizabeth said she suddenly felt ill from some smell just as Miss Bennet handed her the glass, and George used that as an excuse to take the drink. What will happen next?”

“My men already have Wickham in custody, having observed him pouring the contents of this vial into George’s drink. We also saw him nod at your sister-in-law to approve the alteration of the recipient, and it was clear that Miss Bennet was unsure. She was unsettled about the switch since her intended target was your wife, and he had assured her no one else would be harmed. It would not benefit Miss Bennet if the poison were to kill George, and she appears unaware of how much it would take to cause injury. Your wife would have been affected by less, but George, well, George can tolerate a much larger dose.”

Fitzwilliam grimaced at the thought. “George barely wet his lips with what was in the glass. We are certain Wickham had it all in his possession?”

Richard nodded. “He did, and we now have it in our custody. We used a dose on him to ensure he sleeps for some time.”

“When will George put on his performance for Miss Bennet?” Fitzwilliam asked but was interrupted when a noise caused them to turn to look toward the dancing couples. George had begun to stumble, and Fitzwilliam and Richard watched as other dancers got out of his way. Jane, in particular, was staring at him aghast while Elizabeth and Lady Anne played their parts.

“George,” Lady Anne cried as she rushed to her son. “What is wrong?”

“I do not know,” he replied, his words stumbling forth. “I suddenly felt ill. Is there, do you still have that wine Miss Bennet gave me?”

“I did not give you wine,” Miss Bennet hastily claimed. “That was my sister’s glass.”

“Regardless, you were the one who brought it,” Fitzwilliam stated. “Come with us as we get my brother settled. Perhaps you can tell us something about where you obtained the wine.”

Elizabeth and Lady Anne were on either side of Jane and assisted her as they moved her from the room with George. Several people turned to look, and while they were surprised to see the sisters together, they thought little of it.

Once they found themselves in a small room adjacent to the assembly hall, Elizabeth turned to face her sister squarely. Her voice was composed but tinged with anger as she inquired, “Tell me, sister, what exactly did you put into the wine you attempted to offer me? What consequences do you anticipate for my brother George, who consumed it instead of me? And what, pray tell, did you intend to occur to me?”

“Whatever do you mean?” Jane asked innocently.

“Miss Bennet, at the moment, George Wickham is in custody for attempted murder. Would you prefer to rely solely on his capacity to tell the truth, which, I must caution you, is not particularly reliable, or would you like to present your own account?” Richard asked.

“Who … who are you?” Jane asked uncertainly.

“Major Richard Fitzwilliam, cousin to the Darcys, at your service,” he replied with a bow.

“Why do you have Mr. Wickham in custody?” Jane asked, attempting to change the topic.

“Because I witnessed him pouring a tincture of belladonna into a drink intended for Mrs. Darcy, and I overheard the two of you plotting to ensure she consumed it,” Richard replied with unwavering certainty. “If my recollection serves me right, once your sister had met her demise, you planned to insinuate yourself into my cousin’s life under the delusion that you could supplant his dearly beloved wife. Let me assure you, you would have found yourself sorely disappointed. My cousin would go to the ends of the earth to exact retribution upon anyone who dared to harm his wife.”

Jane seemed to finally recognize the trouble she was in, and she blanched. Her knees weakened, and she did not fall only because George, standing behind her, caught her by the shoulders. Mrs. Bennet came in just in time to see him grab her daughter by the shoulders, and she attempted to proclaim a compromise.

“There will be no compromise, madam,” George Darcy declared before a word could leave her mouth. “Your daughter is accused of plotting to murder my sister and of attempting to murder me, the nephew of an earl, by giving me a glass of wine laced with poison. A considerable amount of poison, as had I drunk the beverage, I would likely be deathly ill. Fortunately, both she and her accomplice are fools who are oblivious to others around them and their words were overheard.”

Mrs. Bennet followed her daughter’s example and paled as her knees weakened. She and Jane were aided to sit as their options were shared.

“I will arrive at Longbourn tomorrow to speak to your husband about the events of this evening,” Richard said. “For the time being, we would prefer to avoid involving the magistrate as we seek to avoid the publicity of a public trial. However, should you choose not to cooperate, rest assured we possess the means to ensure that you and your entire family face utter ruin due to your actions. I want to remind your husband that, by law, he is accountable for the conduct of the females within his household. This could result in all three of you being incarcerated in Newgate due to your actions.

“Madam,” he addressed Mrs. Bennet, “I consider you an accomplice. Your injudicious words convinced your daughter she was entitled to any gentleman she fancied. You instilled in your eldest daughter the belief that she was extraordinary without providing her with any meaningful accomplishments or qualities that might render her appealing to a man. Your words led her to believe she was superior to her sister, who diligently cultivated her talents and blossomed into a beautiful, vivacious, and witty woman. Elizabeth is the daughter you should be proud of, not one whose only purpose is to be an ornament on some man’s arm. She possesses no qualities to captivate a gentleman and has only demonstrated herself to be a vengeful shrew willing to plot her sister’s demise in pursuit of her own selfish aims.”

Mrs. Bennet, who did not understand half of what was said, focused on the last statement. “My Jane is worth so much more than ‘Elizabeth.’ I have said it before, and despite what he says now, Mr. Darcy will regret marrying that hoyden and will set her aside. I will not welcome her back to Longbourn, I assure you,” she nearly yelled angrily.

“Richard, there is no point in continuing,” Fitzwilliam interrupted her tirade. “Mrs. Bennet obviously cannot see past the nose on her face, and Miss Bennet is a murderess. For now, we should ensure they arrive home and use some of our guards to keep them there until we can discuss with Mr. Bennet what has happened tonight. Perhaps he can do something about these termagants, but I sincerely doubt it. Newgate may be the best option.”

“Or perhaps some time in residence at Bedlam might be in order,” George retorted. “It appears that one or both of these ladies subscribe to the notion that repetition can shape reality. Persisting in ignorance despite correction is often considered a sign of insanity, is it not?”

Richard smiled wryly at his elder cousin. “It does appear so,” he replied. “It is something I will discuss with Mr. Bennet on the morrow. For now, we should get these ladies home. There is nothing for them here.”

“But my daughter was compromised by that man,” Mrs. Bennet said, pointing at George Darcy. “He must marry her.”

“I will not,” George replied. “I did nothing but prevent her from falling, and trust me, my reputation will not be ruined if you mention this to anyone out there. I believe I would be applauded by those in attendance here were I to refuse to marry your daughter on your suggestion of a compromise.”

Mrs. Bennet could not reply to that, and Richard took advantage of her silence to escort her and Miss Bennet to the waiting carriage. Richard and the guards escorted them home.

* * *

The Darcys remained at the assembly for a while longer, but before the dance was over, both Elizabeth and Lady Anne declared themselves too tired to remain. After making their excuses, they returned to Netherfield, leaving Mr. Livesay behind, as he wished to dance again with his intended.

“Dearest, are you well?” Fitzwilliam asked once he and his wife were settled together in their bed. “You were ill tonight, and you are never ill. I am shocked you agreed with Mother to depart early.”

“I am fatigued, my dear,” she responded. “I am well, or at least I will be. Your mother mentioned something to me earlier that prompted me to reflect—I have only experienced my courses once since our marriage. I believe I am expecting a child, though I cannot confirm it now. Mother has asked to talk with me tomorrow, and I suspect she shares my suspicions.”

Fitzwilliam stared at his wife. Elizabeth began to worry that he was displeased when he did not speak. “Fitzwilliam?” she inquired, and it seemed her words brought him back to the present.

“A child, my dearest Elizabeth,” he whispered reverently.

“It is not certain yet, Fitzwilliam,” she replied. “I cannot know for sure until I feel the quickening. I know a little, but Mother can tell me more about what to expect tomorrow.”

Before she could complete her sentence, her husband drew her close, enfolding her tightly. He pressed kisses to her forehead, her eyes, her cheeks, and her nose, each gesture declaring his love for her. Finally, his lips met hers, and they shared a lingering kiss, during which he poured out his affection. Afterwards, he gently threw off the covers and, lifting her nightgown, peppered kisses on her belly, where their unborn child was quietly growing, even though still invisible and imperceptible to the touch.

Elizabeth laughed. “You are pleased, dear husband?”

“Yes, inordinately pleased, dear wife,” he replied as he moved back up her body and kissed her lips again. “So very pleased, Elizabeth.”


Twenty Seven

Just Punishments
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Richard departed Netherfield early the following morning to visit Mr. Bennet. During one of several late-night conversations, the gentlemen discussed that the youngest Bennet girls would be adversely affected if it became known that the eldest had attempted to murder her sister. Therefore, Richard was prepared to present several options to Mr. Bennet regarding the consequences of Miss Bennet’s part in the attempted murder. While it was technically too early for a formal call, Major Fitzwilliam was in the uniform of His Majesty’s Army; it was unlikely he would be turned away.

When he arrived, Mrs. Hill graciously welcomed him into the house and promptly filled him in on the previous night’s events. “My mistress has not yet stirred from her bed, and I doubt she’ll leave her rooms today as she suffered a fit of nerves last night upon their return. Miss Jane remains in bed as well. However, the younger girls have already come down for breakfast. Mr. Bennet is already in his book room and was asleep when the ladies returned from the assembly. Either he did not hear or chose to ignore his wife’s hysterics.”

“Thank you for that information, Mrs. Hill,” Richard replied, extending a note to the housekeeper from Mrs. Darcy. She accepted it with a smile, and he continued, “Would you kindly announce my arrival to Mr. Bennet?”

Mrs. Hill was delighted to receive a note from her favourite of the Bennet daughters. Miss Lizzy, as she was affectionately known among the servants, had always shown kindness, a trait she had inherited from her late grandmother, who taught her to value those who served the family. Mrs. Hill was pleased the young lady found a husband who appreciated her for who she was, and she secretly relished the fact that Miss Lizzy’s marriage caused discontentment for Mrs. and Miss Bennet.

Feeling this way about the family she served was unwise. They had a good position, and finding a new one at their age would be challenging. While their current situation was not perfect, it was better than many. Mrs. Bennet depended on her housekeeper more than necessary, but there were worse positions.

After introducing Major Fitzwilliam to Mr. Bennet, she read the letter, surprised and pleased at the offer of a position at Oakridge Manor. She tucked the note into the bodice of her dress, where it remained until that evening when she could discuss it with her husband.

In the study, Mr. Bennet was surprised at the announcement of a soldier into his bookroom. “Major Fitzwilliam, what can I do for you?” he asked.

“Are you aware that your eldest daughter has been plotting with a scoundrel and a rake to murder your second daughter?” he said without preamble.

Mr. Bennet peered at Major Fitzwilliam with a mixture of surprise and alarm. “Murder? That is quite an accusation. I find it hard to believe that any of my daughters—particularly my eldest—would engage in such a plot,” he replied, his voice full of scepticism.

Richard Fitzwilliam’s expression remained stern as he summarised the previous night’s events. “Miss Jane Bennet, your eldest daughter, attempted to poison Mrs. Elizabeth Darcy during a gathering at the Meryton Assembly. Fortunately, her scheme was thwarted, and her accomplice, George Wickham, is in custody. He will be dealt with quickly, as he has been a scourge upon both Derbyshire and London for years, but this has been his final act against the Darcys. However, your daughter’s actions are troubling. She conspired with Wickham here in this house to plot Mrs. Darcy’s demise under the misguided belief that she could claim her sister’s husband after her sister’s death. It appears she is not well-versed in the laws regarding siblings marrying.”

Mr. Bennet’s brows furrowed deeply as he absorbed this shocking information. “This is preposterous! Jane would never commit such a vile act nor consort with a scoundrel. I have met George Wickham; he is an amiable gentleman and has never given me a moment’s concern.” His initial disbelief was gradually giving way to complacency.

Richard chuckled. “How much time were you in the room when Wickham visited? According to those I have spoken with, Miss Bennet met with Wickham in the parlour while Mrs. Bennet sat across the room. Wickham, I must say, is a master of pretence. He masquerades as a gentleman, but in reality, he possesses neither wealth nor property and has a bleak future ahead. He can offer nothing of substance, only empty words and flattery.” He paused, observing the emotions flitting across Mr. Bennet’s face, which prompted him to adopt a gentler tone. “I understand that this may be difficult for you to accept, but the evidence against your daughter is compelling. We have witnesses and concrete evidence to support our claims, and she herself has admitted her involvement in this plot. Wickham was more than ready to let her take the fall, for he is and always will be a coward.”

Mr. Bennet’s face turned ashen as the gravity of the situation sank in. “What will become of Jane? You say Wickham will be punished?” he inquired, his voice trembling.

“Yes, whether he likes it or not, George Wickham has chosen to enlist in the Navy, and he will be sent to sea; I sincerely doubt he will survive for long. As for Miss Bennet, we are considering options for her punishment. Personally, I would like to see her jailed and tried. Fortunately for the two, their attempt was unsuccessful and could not have been, as they chose the wrong poison. Belladonna would take several doses to kill, and the amount they poured into Mrs. Darcy’s glass would have allowed her a good night’s sleep but little else,” Richard informed the gentleman.

Mr. Bennet sighed in relief, but this weight hung heavily around him as he contemplated potential consequences for his family. “Will she be tried?” he asked, his voice small.

“My cousins are deeply concerned about the potential repercussions for the Gardiners and the younger Bennet girls if Miss Bennet were to face a public trial for her involvement in this plot,” Richard replied, his tone hardening. “However, even if we were to avoid that, it would not entirely resolve the underlying issue. The crux of the matter, sir, lies with your wife. She has convinced her eldest daughter that she is the only one worthy of attention and that her beauty entitles her to anything she desires. She desires a wealthy suitor, and given my cousins’ considerable estates, she has set her sights on them, regardless of the collateral damage. She was willing to go as far as attempting to murder her own sister, all in the misguided belief that she could take her place. Frankly, that delusional thinking suggests someone who has lost touch with reality and perhaps should be in a place like Bedlam.”

“Bedlam?” Mr. Bennet gasped. “Surely not that awful place.”

“Your daughter’s intention last night, Mr. Bennet, was to kill Mrs. Darcy,” Richard stated firmly. “Had she been more intelligent or chosen a more capable accomplice, she might not have hesitated to go through with murdering her sister. Miss Bennet handed Mrs. Darcy a glass of wine, fully aware that Wickham had laced it with poison. She did not know that the poison would not work as intended. And when Mrs. Darcy declined the glass, she willingly allowed my cousin to drink from it. She did not object or utter a word to prevent him.”

Mr. Bennet paled considerably. “I … I cannot believe it. And you say my wife is likewise to blame?” he replied, his voice small and unsteady.

“Do you not know what happens in your household, sir?” Richard demanded angrily. He was growing frustrated with this weak man and was ready to throw him into Bedlam along with the ladies.

Mr. Bennet laughed bitterly. “Apparently not,” he replied. “What would you have me do?”

Richard blinked at the man’s sudden acquiescence. “Have you ever met your successor?” he asked.

“Mr. Collins?” Bennet inquired, his expression blank, curious about the abrupt change of subject.

“Yes,” was the succinct reply.

“The Mr. Collins I knew passed away a year or two ago. His son, last I heard, was finishing his studies at Oxford,” Mr. Bennet responded.

“He is a solicitor in London, a good one, diligent in his dealings. My cousin, your son-in-law, knows him well, having worked with him on several occasions when he was a barrister,” Richard said. “You obviously care little for your estate, and your wife and eldest daughter no longer deserve to live as gentlewomen. My father has a small cottage in Scotland where Mrs. and Miss Bennet could live, along with a servant or two, but with very little company. Miss Bennet would likely never marry, and the two could live on the income from Mrs. Bennet’s portion. You could remain here in the dower’s cottage or accompany your wife and daughter.”

“What of the younger girls?” Mr. Bennet asked.

“As I understand it,” Richard continued, “you have already entrusted Miss Mary Bennet to the care of the Gardiners, and the youngest two will be invited to Pemberley with my youngest cousin. Georgiana Darcy is of a similar age to Miss Catherine and Miss Lydia, and the three could greatly benefit from each other’s company. Georgiana has a governess, and your youngest daughters would join her in lessons, ensuring they receive a proper education instead of remaining as they presently are. They have shown remarkable initiative in this situation, and their warnings alerted my family to the plot against them. My cousins wish to reward them by offering them an education and broader opportunities than they would find here. It is clear that your wife has been an indifferent teacher, sir.”

“If I were to go to Scotland with my wife, what would become of the estate?” Mr. Bennet asked.

“Mr. Collins could come here and begin learning how to run it,” Richard replied. “As easily as he learned his trade, he would no doubt have an easy time learning to master the estate, and he could hire a steward to assist him. I will warn you, sir, that regardless of your choice, my family will take steps to ensure Mr. Collins is granted this estate sooner. We will not allow you to continue as you are. If you would like to remain here and help instruct your cousin on running the estate, I dare say that could work well for everyone, but I am determined to see you surrender its control.”

Mr. Bennet felt a sense of gravity in the Major’s words, and even someone as detached as he could discern the unwavering determination in the Major’s demeanour. Richard Fitzwilliam was not a man one would want to challenge, and certainly not Mrs. Bennet.

“Do as you must; I shall not object,” Mr. Bennet replied. “Who will be the bearer of this news to my wife and eldest daughter?”

“The responsibility falls to a man, so I doubt you are suited for the task,” Richard snapped. “I will handle it, and my men will maintain their places outside your home to ensure no one departs without our knowledge. Your wife and daughter will not evade these consequences.”

Mr. Bennet simply nodded his acquiescence. The major silently exited the room and conferred with Mrs. Hill and his men before departing from the estate. Mrs. Hill would notify them when the women descended from their rooms, and a carriage would arrive later to convey the younger girls to Netherfield for an afternoon visit. Elizabeth wished to have a conversation with them, extending the invitation to Pemberley and discussing the family’s plans.

* * *

Early that same morning, Wickham was conveyed to London with two guards riding alongside him. He was given the option of Newgate or a Navy ship, and the fool chose a life at sea. Unfortunately for him, the captain he was assigned to was well known to Richard and had been given strict orders to ensure he did not leave his quarters until they were well out to sea. Given Wickham’s propensities to take what was not his to take, Richard had discussed with his friend that England would be well served were Wickham to meet with a watery grave. Neither man felt the least guilty over this, as both were military men familiar with military justice. Nor did Richard want to subject the Darcy family to the notoriety that would accompany a trial—Hertfordshire was much too close to Town that the attempted murder of such a well-connected gentleman would surely garner much publicity.

Wickham had not gone quietly. He had vociferously protested and railed against what he considered an injustice until the men accompanying him finally resorted to silencing him by using his own, rather soiled, cravat as a gag. Not another word escaped his lips until they reached London. He kicked and struggled throughout the journey, from being forcibly carried onto the ship until he was unceremoniously thrown into the brig, where the door was locked shut. There he remained for a week until one night, he was encouraged to “escape” from the brig when his food was delivered, only to find himself on the deck of a ship. He never even saw what had struck him, hurling him into the unforgiving waters somewhere in the heart of the Atlantic Ocean. His absence went unnoticed by the rest of the sailors for several days, as he had stubbornly persisted in his complaints about his treatment and had refused to join the men in their duties.


Twenty Eight

Oh, Jane

[image: ]

Richard’s report of Mr. Bennet’s continued indolence was no surprise to anyone at Netherfield, especially concerning his reluctance to communicate the consequences to his wife and daughter for their actions. It was evident to all that Elizabeth could not—nor should she—bear the burden of delivering such news to women who clearly detested her. Once again, the responsibility fell upon Richard, but this time, he would be accompanied by Lady Anne and George Darcy. The family believed that the presence of a titled lady and a wealthy landowner might aid in enlightening these women about the folly of their opinions regarding their worth.

The meeting proved to be challenging. Jane welcomed her guests into the room with a saccharine tone as they were ushered in. After the obligatory introductions and initial pleasantries were exchanged, she inquired with feigned sweetness, “How may I be of assistance to all of you today?”

The major was the first to speak. “We will wait on your mother. I know the housekeeper sent for her, but we need to speak to you both.”

Jane looked suspiciously at the rugged man dressed in uniform and pondered his presence in the room. Opting to disregard him, she turned her attention to Mr. Darcy instead. With a facade of innocence, she inquired, “Has my sister managed to cause any trouble for your family? I wouldn’t be surprised; she has always been quite headstrong. It’s fortunate for you that your mother can still be the hostess of your home, sparing you from having to depend on her. I assume you will seek a wife soon, someone who can follow in your dear mother’s footsteps.” She attempted a coquettish flutter of her eyelashes, believing it to make her more appealing to the gentlemen.

He barely restrained a chuckle. “My brother could not have chosen a more perfect wife for himself. Both my mother and I have been very impressed with Mrs. Darcy, and I know my brother has no complaints about his choice.”

The major joined in. “I have rarely seen my cousin so happy,” he laughed. “He is far more open and content being out in society with his lovely wife by his side.”

Jane scowled at this compliment to her sister but honed in on the major’s connection to the Darcys. “I did not realise that you were related to the Darcys, Major Fitzwilliam,” she said.

“Yes, Lady Anne is my aunt; she is my father’s sister,” Richard confirmed.

“Lady Anne’s brother— he holds an earldom, does he not?” she inquired. Her guests nodded in response. Realising she was hosting an earl’s son, she shifted her attention toward that gentleman. “So, you are also a member of the first circles? Well then, surely you agree that Mrs. Darcy is unfitting to be in such high company.”

“Not at all, Miss Bennet,” Richard replied. “Had I met her first, I would have been tempted to marry her myself. She is extraordinarily lovely, charming, witty, intelligent, and will make any man an excellent wife. When I learned of her dowry, I cursed my cousin’s good luck in finding her first. Of course, she would likely have never looked at another—as I understand it, Cupid struck them both at first sight.”

“Her dowry!” Jane exclaimed, her voice becoming shrill. “What dowry? My sisters and I each have one thousand pounds upon my mother’s death. How would Lizzy have gained additional funds?”

Her guests exchanged puzzled glances before Lady Anne finally spoke up. “I have not been privy to the particulars of her dowry, but I understood her grandmother left her a legacy,” she replied after a moment.

Jane was furious at this revelation and began to rant about her sister’s negative traits and the unfairness of others preferring her.

“My grandmother should have left that money to me as the eldest,” she ranted. “I should have been the one to have a dowry. I will make her rue the day she was born.”

“I believe she already does rue the day she was born into this particular family,” Richard said dryly. “Although she did have an excellent grandmother, her uncle and aunt in London are also admirable. It is just her immediate family that leaves much to be desired.”

“As I understand it, her younger sisters have some redeeming qualities,” Lady Anne rejoined. “And as Elizabeth is discussing their coming to Pemberley to share in Georgiana’s lessons, those qualities can be improved and added to.”

“My sisters are going to Pemberley?” Jane exclaimed. “Why?”

“Because they need instruction and attention, something they are not getting in this home. They needed parents who cared enough about them to teach them how to be proper ladies with accomplishments and perhaps even a touch of humility, which is not taught in this household,” Lady Anne answered calmly.

“If anyone should go to Pemberley, it should be me,” Jane stated, her face contorted into a rather unattractive pout.

“I realise we are still waiting on your mother, and we have not yet spoken of our reason for calling, but I can assure you, madam, that after handing me a glass filled with poison intended for my brother’s wife, you will never come to Pemberley. You are fortunate that your attempt was so ill-advised and ill-concealed that no one was harmed and that your punishment, compared to the crime, will be light.”

“Punishment,” she asked, her voice rising in volume and pitch.

At that moment, Mrs. Bennet joined the guests in the sitting room. “What is this about a punishment? Have you decided that your son’s marriage to my daughter is a punishment and will encourage him to set her aside for my Jane? Perhaps, though, it would simply be better for the elder to marry my Jane; then she can ensure that Lizzy is kept under control, and there will be no need for punishment.”

Richard and George shook their heads in disbelief. “How often will you need to be told, madam, that my brother will never set aside his wife? He loves her dearly and would never choose to be parted from her,” George stated.

Lady Anne stood, causing everyone else to stand with her. “Boys, I think it is time you paid a call upon Mr. Bennet for a time,” she said. “I will speak with my dear Elizabeth’s family and inform them of our plans. Please ask Mrs. Hill to send in tea.”

Mrs. Bennet looked unhappy at this stranger directing her household. “I realise you hold a title, Lady Anne, but this is still my house and my servants, and you should not be ordering anyone about.”

Lady Anne laughed derisively. “Not for much longer, madam. You should sit while I tell you about the changes that are about to occur in your life and household.”

Although unhappy about this lady taking control, something in her voice made Mrs. Bennet do precisely as she was told. She sat and listened as Lady Anne explained what she and her daughter did to deserve a punishment and listened impatiently as that punishment was outlined. Mrs. Bennet attempted to protest a few times, but Lady Anne commanded her silence with a glare, proving just where her younger son learned that action and, after some time, finished explaining.

“But, madam, my husband is yet living; how can you say he must give up his estate to the heir and take us to live in Scotland? It is not to be borne,” Mrs. Bennet said when Lady Anne finished.

“Your husband has abdicated his role as master of this estate and, in truth, has done so for years. My son knows this Mr. Collins and intends to write to him about taking over the estate now and hiring a steward to help him as he learns to run it. As long as your husband lives, he will receive a small portion of the estate’s profits. Some will, of course, be set aside for your youngest three daughters as a dowry one day,” Lady Anne replied, but Mrs. Bennet cut her off.

“Why will my Jane not receive funds toward her dowry?” she demanded.

“Why? She is lucky not to be tried and hanged for attempted murder—she will not marry now. I hope to make your youngest two into girls I can introduce to society, and they will need a dowry to make a match there. Of course, it will take a lot of work to train them from the wild creatures they are now, but with some care and discipline, I believe they will turn out well enough.”

“There is nothing wrong with my daughters,” Mrs. Bennet insisted.

“Believe that if you will, but if you refuse to do as we say, your daughter’s trial and subsequent hanging will ruin the rest of them. Then, when Mr. Collins takes the estate anyway—did you know that the father can be made to answer for the crime of an unmarried daughter?—you will have three daughters to support, along with yourself, and no one will aid you,” Lady Anne said. While this might not have been wholly true, Mrs. Bennet was unlikely to know the difference, and the Darcy family wanted to protect the youngest daughters and offer them a chance at success. She hoped appealing to what little sense Mrs. Bennet possessed would help her make the correct decision.

“So, my husband and I, along with Jane, will be sent to live in Scotland, living off the income from my portion and whatever amount Mr. Collins can be persuaded to send us?” Mrs. Bennet clarified. “Otherwise, Jane will be hanged, and my daughters and I will be thrown to the hedgerows. What a poor choice for me. Jane, how could you have fallen so far as to believe that man? This is your father’s fault—he brought that Mr. Wickham to our door. I knew he was no gentleman. Jane would not have acted this way otherwise. And, of course, Lizzy stole Jane’s opportunity to marry. None of this would have happened had she not gone to London.”

Mrs. Bennet began to moan and complain, blaming anyone and everyone for the problems in her life. Lady Anne was grateful that Mrs. Bennet would no longer bother her or her family once she was in Scotland.

Jane sat quietly through all of this. She was concerned about the idea of being hanged, but she was unwilling to meekly accept this punishment as it was explained to her. Indeed, there was something she could do to create a better life for herself. But she had yet to figure out how to take Elizabeth’s happiness for herself.

The gentlemen heard Mrs. Bennet’s complaints and stepped into the drawing room to see what progress had been made. Jane thought she would make one more attempt to ingratiate herself with George Darcy, but this effort proved as unsuccessful as her previous ones. Soon, the Netherfield party departed, and Jane concluded that one way to make her sister miserable was to steal her husband’s affections. Jane began plotting how to enter Netherfield that night and sneak into the younger Mr. Darcy’s bedroom to seduce him. Convinced of her superior beauty, she believed her plan could not possibly fail.

* * *

Sneaking into Netherfield at night was far more challenging than she realised. She was not the walker her sister was, and the three miles that separated the two estates took Jane several hours to traverse. When she finally arrived, she was surprised to find the front door locked and eventually made her way around to the servants’ entrance, which was also locked. Fortunately for her, she did manage to find a window that was barely open and, with significant effort, managed to slide it open enough to allow her entrance.

Finding her brother’s room was the next challenge, and at this, Jane began to realise that her plan was poorly formed. She had no idea where to find her target, and there were several wings on the second floor, each containing several bedchambers. Jane tried a few but became frustrated at her lack of success. Several doors were locked, and those that were not locked were empty. In addition to bedrooms, some doors opened into sitting rooms, but those doors were almost always locked.

Entering the hallway after examining several doors off one elegantly appointed room, she saw a light moving down the hall. She peered into the darkness, trying to determine who was approaching, hoping it was her intended target.

All the men residing at Netherfield were of considerable height, but her sister’s husband stood out as the tallest among them. While George Darcy possessed a lean frame, which showed signs of his years of over-indulgence, Major Fitzwilliam possessed a stocky, well-built physique, the result of his rigorous military training. Even Mr. Livesay, the smallest of the group, was taller than most men in Meryton. As the figure approached her, Jane soon recognised from the breadth of his shoulders that Major Fitzwilliam was coming toward her.

She tried to hide herself in a dark nook of the hallway but was unsuccessful. “Miss Bennet,” the deep voice of the major called out, “what on earth are you doing at Netherfield in the middle of the night? Are you here to complete what you started, or are you attempting to steal from your sister or her family?”

“I … I wanted to see my sister,” she stammered.

Richard regarded her with scepticism. “In the middle of the night?” he asked, disbelief evident. After a moment of silence, he continued, “I sincerely doubt you intended to visit your sister. If that were the case, you would have knocked on the front door and been escorted to your sister’s room by a servant. The fact that you are wandering the halls, peeking into rooms in the middle of the night, suggests otherwise. How did you gain entry into the house?”

He fixed her with a hard stare that he used on recruits. It worked the same on Miss Bennet as on those green boys. “A window,” she said in a whisper. “It was open slightly, and I was able to push it the rest of the way up and enter. I was looking for my sister’s room.”

“Whatever you say, Miss Bennet,” Richard replied, his voice hard. As they talked, servants appeared, the same ones who alerted him to the noise in the hallways. Turning to them, he stated, “I have found our intruder. I believe it is likely she is alone, but please continue to check the house. Please wake a maid and send her here so she might act as a witness that Miss Bennet is left undisturbed all night. I will escort her to her father’s house in the morning.”

The servants promptly complied with the instructions, leaving Richard and Jane alone in the hallway. Jane’s gaze seethed with hatred, directed at the man who once again thwarted her vengeful intentions—they remained that way for several minutes before a maid arrived. She received Richard’s instructions regarding Miss Bennet’s overnight accommodation and led the woman to a rather plain bedchamber. Despite Jane’s attempts to dismiss her, the maid remained undeterred by the guest’s wishes.

Eventually, tired of arguing with the maid and frustrated at her plans being thwarted yet again, Jane collapsed onto the bed, her tears flowing freely. The idea of moving to Scotland, something she didn’t want, seemed increasingly likely with each setback.


Twenty Nine

Changes
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All of the residents of Netherfield Park were early risers, so when everyone gathered for breakfast, Richard told the story of their midnight visitor.

Fitzwilliam was astonished. “What did she intend to do?” he asked incredulously.

“She claimed she wanted to see Elizabeth,” Richard replied. “I think she was out to compromise someone. She was searching bedchambers, and had she found you or George alone, she would have attempted to take advantage. While she could not force you to marry her, she likely thought she could come between you and Elizabeth.”

Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth looked at each other and grinned, as Jane would definitely not have found Fitzwilliam alone. Depending on the time of her arrival at the door, she may have seen them sleeping or engaged in other nocturnal activities, either of which would result in an awkward scene. Richard noticed the exchanged glances and discreetly kicked Fitzwilliam under the table, which caused both him and his wife to blush deeply.

“Well, it is fortunate that a servant heard her opening and closing doors and alerted you and some other servants to the intruder,” George said, having also noted the exchange. Momentarily, he felt a pang of desire to experience what his brother had found. However, his uncle had written that he discovered a titled heiress willing to marry him, though she wanted to see if he could convince the Regent to award the marquessate to the Darcys sooner rather than waiting until after the marriage. George supposed that was because she could still withdraw from the engagement if his petition were denied, something she could not do if they were already married.

“Shall we all escort Miss Bennet to Netherfield?” George asked the group. “Perhaps bring a few maids to begin packing and send the lot to Scotland. After last night, I am tempted to put her on the same boat as George Wickham.”

Richard nodded his agreement. “It is tempting, but a woman aboard a ship like that would not fare well. I am not willing to condemn a woman, any woman, to that life.”

“Nonetheless, we need to ensure that Miss Bennet will not be able to return to England. Since we will unlikely return to Hertfordshire, I sincerely doubt she could find either Pemberley or Oakridge. She will not have the funds she would need to hire a carriage,” George replied.

“Richard, does the Earl still own that hunting lodge in the Outer Hebrides? Or was it the Orkney Islands?” Fitzwilliam asked.

“I had forgotten about his lodge there. It is near Kirkwall in the Orkney Islands. It is not overly fancy but surely sufficient for the Bennet family. Perhaps we can find a boat in London to take them north; it would make the journey easier in many ways,” Richard replied.

“Who will accompany them?” Fitzwilliam asked. “How can we be certain they will arrive?”

“My men will accompany them,” Richard replied. “We can hire a few to accompany them all the way there and then ensure they arrive at the lodge safely. They can also arrange for a servant or two and for their funds to be distributed appropriately.”

“The female contingent will not be happy about such a remote location. Bennet will not mind as long as he still has access to some books,” George stated.

“But it will make it nearly impossible for them to leave. We can circulate the story that they are there for their health, which might dissuade the residents from trying to reach them, especially if they believe they are unbalanced. If our men hire and we arrange to pay the servants, we can have them send us updates in case of any changes,” Fitzwilliam replied. “Richard, do you have any men who would want to live in Scotland? Perhaps a married man whose wife would be willing to be a housekeeper and cook for the family.”

Richard seemed to consider this. “I will ask, but I am not certain. It would be good to know that whoever is in the house is someone we can trust. After Miss Bennet’s escapade last night, I am even less inclined to trust her. I wonder what her parents will think of her actions.”

That question was answered when the entire Darcy and Fitzwilliam families arrived at Longbourn. The house was in an uproar—Jane was missing, Mr. Hill had notified Mr. Bennet that he and his wife would leave for another position in a month, and Kitty and Lydia were excited about their upcoming visit to Pemberley. Jane’s absence did not seem to bother the two youngest girls, given her recent behaviour, and they even wondered if she had run away with that Wickham character hanging around Longbourn.

“La, what a good joke,” Lydia chortled at the breakfast table to Kitty when Mrs. Hill came in with the news.

Not long after, their guests arrived, bringing Jane with them. When Mrs. Hill saw Jane in the party, she could not hide her surprise, and she glared at the girl darkly, wondering what mischief she had been up to. “Miss Bennet, there you are? I must let Mr. Hill know you have been found and to stop searching for you. There was quite an uproar when the family realised you were not in your room and nowhere to be found,” she scolded.

Jane scowled at the housekeeper, but there was nothing she could say. Major Fitzwilliam quietly asked to be shown into the parlour and for Mr. and Mrs. Bennet to join them. With a curtsey, she rushed to do as she was bid.

The Darcy family and Richard settled themselves around the room. Jane was encouraged to sit in an armchair, and Richard sat on one side and George on the other. Both moved the chairs slightly away from Jane’s, as they were there to keep watch on her, not to show any interest in her. Lady Anne sat next to her eldest son, again in a way so she could watch the young lady and continued to examine her closely. She saw the way her eyes followed Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam and wondered what exactly the look in her eyes represented.

Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam had been inseparable since breakfast. Even before the night of the assembly, the couple were rarely apart, but now, there was an added closeness between them. Lady Anne had wanted to speak to Elizabeth about her concerns regarding her momentary illness the other night, but she felt that Elizabeth had already drawn her own conclusions. It could explain their heightened closeness if the young couple had discussed those suspicions. Moreover, the recent attempt on Elizabeth’s life would bring them closer together.

Regardless of that, Lady Anne watched Jane’s reaction to their closeness. They seated themselves on a settee somewhat closer than propriety would allow. While a casual observer might not have noticed, to Lady Anne—and likely to Jane as well—it was apparent they were holding hands underneath Elizabeth’s skirt. Lady Anne was pleased to see her son so obviously in love with his wife, but Jane, well, Lady Anne was not sure what the look on her face meant.

Mr. Bennet entered the room a moment later, and Mrs. Bennet came in looking harried a few minutes later. “My darling Jane,” the matron cried when she entered, “where have you been? We were so worried about you. I was certain you had gone to marry that nice Mr. Wickham, but Mr. Bennet said it was impossible. Though”—she stopped and noticed the other in the room and looked at her daughter sitting between two gentlemen—“perhaps you have other news. Do you have an attachment to one of these gentlemen?”

Jane opened her mouth to speak but was immediately stopped. “Stop now,” Richard barked. “Whatever you are thinking of saying, I suggest you not even attempt it. No one in this room would ever marry you, and you can make whatever claim you like, but neither your father nor mother could force my cousin or me to marry a girl like you. Even if you were a lady, I would certainly not fold in these circumstances, and I dare say my cousin would act the same way.”

“What is this?” Mrs. Bennet cried. “My daughter is a gentlewoman and should be treated with the respect due to her.”

“She has done nothing to deserve my respect, madam,” Richard retorted. “Do you know where your daughter was last night? Because she was not in her bed. She sneaked into Netherfield late at night and had anyone discovered her, she would have been ruined. This is the second time her actions have nearly ruined your family, Mr. Bennet, and you have done absolutely nothing to censor her. She still believes she is deserving of the best. She was peeking into bedchambers at Netherfield, and only locked doors prevented her from attempting to seduce one of the three bachelors or one married man in residence. What would she have done had she made her way into an occupied room, sir? What will you do?”

Mr. Bennet sat there in shock and could not say a word.

Richard sighed in exasperation. “Mr. Bennet, yesterday I suggested you accompany your wife and daughter to Scotland. I no longer think it is optional—you most certainly should accompany your wife and daughter. Perhaps with fewer … distractions, you would find a way to pay more attention to what your family is doing. With some time and attention, you might be able to persuade them to be more reasonable in their expectations, but if not, at least you will be aware of what they are doing.

“You should all begin packing—we have asked Mrs. Hill to bring down trunks for the three of you. You will travel as soon as arrangements can be made for a boat to transport you to Kirkwall, in the Orkney Islands in Scotland. Take your warmest things. I do not know for certain, but I would estimate that you can take no more than two trunks each. I suggest you think carefully about what you pack. Mr. Bennet, as far as I am concerned, the books are the estate’s property. My cousin has already sent a letter to Mr. Collins, asking him to come here to transfer the ownership to him. If he can arrive before you depart, perhaps he would be willing to allow you to take a few, but you will not be able to keep many.”

Richard continued explaining details about their travel, although many details had yet to be arranged, and what they could expect once they arrived at their new home. Lady Anne and Elizabeth both watched the women’s reactions to this news. Mrs. Bennet looked aghast, while Jane merely looked resigned to it. They were both clearly unhappy, but Elizabeth continued to wonder exactly what they were thinking.

Finally, Richard was done, and Mrs. Bennet immediately began. “Lizzy, how can you allow your new family to treat us this way?”

“I do not know why you should be surprised, madam,” Elizabeth replied, drawing on her husband’s strength. “My entire life, you told me how worthless I am, and I have yet to hear you apologise for that. Your only reaction to my sister’s attempt to poison me was to comment that it was unsuccessful, and I sincerely doubt you said anything to Jane about it. You are lucky my family is not vengeful. Would you prefer Jane tried and hanged for her part? It is not too late. Madam, my sister is being punished far less than she deserves.”

“You could stop this if you wished,” she tried again.

“I could not and would not have intervened; Jane’s actions are a direct result of the lessons you’ve imparted,” Elizabeth retorted. “You raised her to believe in her superiority over not only me but also our other sisters, instilling in her the belief that she could have anything she desired. However, she is now confronted with the reality that such a notion is far from the truth. As for me, once I leave Hertfordshire, I shall consider myself an orphan. My sole concern will be safeguarding my sisters from your misguided influence and my father’s indifference. I am determined to secure them the education they should have, and eventually, they will find suitable matches. I will do all I can to support them in their endeavours.”

Mrs. Bennet opened her mouth to protest again, but her husband cut her off. “Mrs. Bennet, that is enough from you,” he said tiredly. “The decision has been made, and there is nothing we can do to reverse it now. The three of us will be in forced proximity for the rest of our lives with only ourselves for company, so we should learn to live with each other now. Let us allow our daughter and her family to depart as we prepare for our journey.”

As Mr. Bennet spoke, the men in the room observed him closely. His words lacked conviction and held a tone of resignation. It left them wondering whether this stemmed from being compelled to abandon his beloved books or from the prospect of living in such proximity to his wife and eldest daughter.

“Mr. Bennet,” Richard said as the rest stood, “if I might have a moment of your time, there is one additional thing I would like to say to you.” The two stepped into the bookroom and had a short conversation. The rest of the party was still preparing to depart, and Elizabeth was farewelling the housekeeper. Mrs. and Miss Bennet had already gone above stairs.

Kitty and Lydia ran boisterously down the stairs just as Mr. Bennet and Richard finished their conversation. They rushed to hug their sister. “Lizzy, I am so happy to see you again, and we are so pleased at the prospect of travelling to Pemberley with you,” Kitty cried.

Elizabeth hugged her sisters back. “Well, I will go as far as Oakridge with you, but then you will continue with Georgiana. Have you already spoken to Papa?”

“What does Papa care?” Lydia laughed. “He will be pleased to have fewer people and more quiet in the house so he can read his books.”

“So you do not know that Papa has decided to take our mother and sister to Scotland for their health? And that Mr. Collins will take over the estate?” Elizabeth asked.

“Oh, was that what Mama was crying about? What a good joke?” Lydia laughed again. “It serves Jane right—she has become very bitter now that no one in town will speak to her. Perhaps she will behave better in Scotland. Oh, what a long journey they will have.”

Elizabeth shook her head at her silly sister. “I do hope, Lydia, you will be sure to listen to Georgiana’s governess and will learn to conduct yourself more properly. I will see you often, I am sure, but you will need to write to me about your progress.”

“La, Lizzy, I do not like to write letters. Kitty can write you, or perhaps Georgiana will, but I do not care to apply myself that way,” Lydia protested.

“You must learn,” Elizabeth told her, sighing at her sister’s lack of care about her education. “I have heard from Mary recently, and she is learning a lot from our aunt. She has a music master and a drawing master, although she does not care for that, and she has language tutors coming to help her and our cousins with their languages. There is still much you need to learn, girls, before you will be ready, and Lady Anne will not allow you out into society as early as our mother did, and certainly not without accomplishments. It would be best if you remembered that. Perhaps, Lady Anne, it would be better to remove them from Longbourn sooner rather than waiting until after the wedding.”

Lady Anne nodded as she, too, was concerned about what the girls might hear while still at Longbourn. “I will speak to Mr. Livesay and see what we can arrange. Perhaps they can come this afternoon?” she suggested.

Lydia and Kitty were pleased with that idea, and Mr. Bennet, who stood in the hall, merely waved his hand. It seemed he no longer cared what happened to his girls.


Thirty

New Beginnings
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That same afternoon, Kitty and Lydia arrived at Netherfield Park, where they were introduced to Georgiana and her governess. That lady was charged to include the two new girls in all lessons and let Lady Anne know if additional help was required.

Kitty welcomed this change, relishing the newfound attention and her opportunity to learn. She could not help but feel a hint of jealousy when Elizabeth had mentioned that Mary had a drawing master, especially because she would have embraced the opportunity, while Mary merely seemed to tolerate it. In time, she hoped she would benefit from a master in that area as well but intended to ask Miss Darcy’s governess if she might teach her what she could.

Miss Darcy’s governess, Miss Fairchild, was kind yet strict and quick to inform her new charges of her expectations and rules. Their schedule was relaxed while visiting Netherfield, and the girls would have lessons each morning. Once in Derbyshire, Lady Anne would take them to the modiste to obtain more suitable clothing for wards of the Darcy family and for young girls who were not out. Despite their ages, they were not dressed as young girls should.

Lydia was less happy with these changes. She was used to doing as she wished, and while she looked forward to shopping for finer things, she did not like the idea of lessons and someone monitoring her actions.

One surprising revelation, which startled the governess and Lady Anne and Elizabeth once they were informed, was that both girls, particularly Lydia, were nearly illiterate. The reason they had not wanted to write to Elizabeth stemmed more from a lack of ability than a lack of desire to do so. They did know their letters and could read and write basic words, though little beyond what one would expect of a small child. It was a startling realisation for Elizabeth, who recalled that her grandmother had attempted to teach the girls when they were younger, but apparently, no one had continued that instruction when she became sick and later died.

Elizabeth had spent the months that followed mourning her loss, spending more and more time outside and with the tenants than in Longbourn. Her lack of welcome at home had kept her away, and she had been determined to find ways to be useful. She had frequently invited all her sisters to join her as she visited the tenants, but only Mary had ever come along. Elizabeth had not spent time with her younger sisters since they preferred indoor pursuits. She had often passed them over as young and silly instead of trying to befriend and help them.

As soon as Lady Anne realised her daughter was blaming herself for her sisters’ lack, she immediately pulled her aside to speak to her. “I know what you are thinking, my dear, but you should not. Your sisters’ lack is not your fault but your parents’ fault for not ensuring they received the proper instruction.”

“I should have realised,” Elizabeth began, but Lady Anne stopped her.

“How?” she asked. “Why was it your responsibility at all? As I understand it, you spent little time at Longbourn. Your parents were responsible for ensuring your sisters were given a good education and, as they have in so many other ways, have failed their children even in this.”

Elizabeth reflected for a moment. “Once Papa realised my desire to learn, he often invited me into his bookroom. He encouraged me to read, and as I grew older, he often engaged me in discussions about what I was reading. At the same time, I had my grandmother to encourage and instruct me. My sisters only rarely visited my grandmother, and they were never invited into Papa’s sacred chambers,” she said pensively. “I benefited from the attention of both individuals. My mother mostly influenced my sisters. I know that grandmother attempted to encourage the others to seek her out, but they stayed with Mama.”

“You were doing your best for your situation,” Lady Anne tried to reassure her. “You were the unwanted daughter, and spending time away from your mother’s influence was in your best interest. How many times have you told me that during those years, when you did encounter your mother, she would berate and mock you?”

Sighing heavily, Elizabeth nodded. “Well, whatever my parents’ faults, perhaps that exile to Scotland will help them, but if not, at least my younger sisters will no longer be influenced by them. Kitty and Lydia will learn and become proper ladies or at least be encouraged to do so. Whether or not they choose to become so will be up to them, and I worry that Miss Fairchild will find herself with much more than she bargained for. Perhaps Fitzwilliam and I should send out inquiries for a second governess for Lydia? Then Lydia could stay with us and be separated from Kitty for a time.”

Lady Anne laughed lightly. “Leave your sisters to me. Miss Fairchild is capable of a firm hand, and I daresay we will have Miss Lydia under control a fortnight after arriving at Pemberley.”

* * *

After the last confrontation at Longbourn, the guards initially hired to protect Elizabeth from Wickham’s plot were reassigned to safeguard Longbourn, ensuring no further attempts at sneaking out occurred. While there was little expectation that Mr.or Mrs. Bennet would attempt to escape, there was a slim chance Jane might make another endeavour, although her silence during the discussion at Longbourn had surprised everyone. Elizabeth hoped this silence meant that Jane might finally have realised her errors and perhaps even repented of them somewhat. The gentlemen believed she was simply so mortified at being caught that she could think of nothing to say in her defence.

The truth was somewhere in the middle. While completely mortified at being caught sneaking into Netherfield, she finally heard what others were saying. She still struggled to believe what her mother taught her had been wrong, and she still thought herself the prettiest of her sisters. However, she did recognise that Elizabeth was far more interesting than she was. Gentlemen and ladies were always intrigued by Elizabeth, and she seemed to know what to say in every situation. Jane had always just smiled and had little to contribute to a conversation. More often, she asked gentlemen questions about themselves, but when those questions were returned, Jane found she had little to say. She certainly did not read as Elizabeth had, mainly because her mother had disdained the practice.

As she prepared to depart with her parents for Scotland, she began to think about someone other than herself for the first time.

* * *

Mrs. Bennet’s reflections were far less sanguine. She was still amazed that her least ladylike daughter had managed to find a match and was frankly annoyed that her brother had chosen to introduce the wealthy Mr. Darcy to that daughter instead of Jane. Jane should have married first; she was the more beautiful daughter. And now, because her brother had chosen to introduce the wrong daughter to a suitor, she and her daughter were banished to Scotland. It was unfair.

* * *

In the adjoining room, Mr. Bennet reflected on what this move would mean for him. The most upsetting fact was that his books would have to be left behind. A number he had purchased did not technically belong to the estate; in fact, he had identified a significant number to someday leave to Elizabeth. He would have to figure out how to pack as many as he would be allowed, and perhaps he could find a way to pack some in crates that could be shipped later. He did not have an address for where they would go and wondered if he could convince the postman to store several crates for him that he could send when Mr. Bennet wrote him with an address for shipping them. Surely he would need something to do when alone in a cottage with just Mrs. Bennet and Jane for company …

This prospect was something he had never considered before. Since his daughters came, he spent more and more time in his bookroom and less time with his family. Even his estate was neglected— for the last several years, he had left its management entirely to the steward and his daughter. Without a doubt, Elizabeth knew far more about Longbourn than he did. Like his eldest daughter, this thought made him reflect on his choices in recent years, and he began to think about why he had acted the way he had.

* * *

While the residents of Longbourn were contemplating the circumstances that led them to this point, Richard and George were planning their travel to Scotland. A ship was hired to convey them from London to Kirkwall, and a former soldier and his wife would travel with them. The Darcy family would pay these to ensure their loyalty to that family. They were charged with writing monthly letters about the family, keeping them apprised of the comings and goings of the Bennets. The Bennets could hire another servant or two, but that decision would be up to them based on their available funds. A week after the Darcys left Longbourn, the remaining Bennet family left it for the last time and began their journey to Scotland.


Thirty One

A Wedding at Lucas Lodge
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While all the commotion unfolded between Netherfield and Longbourn, Charlotte Lucas was busy finalising the details for her upcoming wedding to Mr. Livesay and packing her belongings for her journey to distant Lancashire. Mr. Livesay conscientiously kept Charlotte informed of the developments concerning the Bennet family and matters at Netherfield, and she, in turn, discreetly shared the necessary information with her parents. They were cautious not to gossip about the family, although some speculation was unavoidable. Nevertheless, most of Meryton’s residents were relieved to hear that Mr. Bennet was taking his wife and eldest daughter away “for their health,” leaving the care of the three youngest to others.

The tenants at Longbourn, in particular, welcomed this news with enthusiasm. It was common knowledge that Mary had followed, at least to some extent, in the footsteps of Elizabeth, but with neither girl at home, the tenants at Longbourn had wondered about their future. The announcement that Mr. Collins would assume responsibility for the estate and that Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy had confidence in his character greatly relieved many. The fact that their beloved “Miss Lizzy” would offer guidance to the new master pleased them even more, and they hoped that Mr. Collins would soon find an equally kind young lady to marry and make the mistress of the estate.

For the time being, however, the town of Meryton was abuzz with excitement over Charlotte Lucas’s impending wedding. Mr. Livesay had already been well-liked during his previous visits, and his performance at the assembly had only reinforced that view.

“Welcome, welcome,” Sir William loudly proclaimed the morning before the wedding when Mr. Livesay arrived to visit his bride-to-be.

“Good morning, sir,” Livesay responded to the genial man. “How is your family this morning?”

They exchanged pleasantries for several minutes before Sir William shuffled him into the small family sitting room where the family worked on wedding preparations. Charlotte stood, rushed to greet her intended, and gratefully accepted his request to accompany him on a walk.

When they were outside, they began to speak of what had transpired. “Well, my dear,” Livesay began, “Mr. Collins arrives today, and Darcy and his wife will take him to view Longbourn. The Bennets are all prepared to depart, and immediately after our wedding breakfast, the major will escort them to London to board the ship to Scotland. Mr. Bennet and Miss Bennet seem resigned to this; however, Mrs. Bennet has not ceased her complaints. She alternatively blames her husband, the Darcys, particularly Mrs. Darcy, and occasionally blames Mr. Wickham. I fear that her meeting with Mr. Collins will not be pleasant, although Mr. Bennet intends to confine her to her room for his visit this afternoon. We will see if he remains strong enough to do so.”

Charlotte could not help but laugh at the thought. “I cannot fathom Mr. Bennet ever compelling his wife to do something against her will, and I can well imagine her subjecting Mr. Collins to quite the tongue-lashing for having the audacity to be born the heir. She is precisely the sort of woman who would blame anyone for anything she does not care for.” She sighed. “How are the younger girls adjusting?”

It was Livesay’s turn to chuckle. “Miss Fairchild has her work cut out for her with Miss Lydia. She has been challenging, but Lady Anne has taken her in hand. The girl has never been disciplined before, and Lady Anne is taking advantage of her love for ribbons and other ‘pretties’ to keep her under control,” he replied. “She is convinced that within a week or two of arriving at Pemberley, she will have Miss Lydia fully under control.”

“I think Lydia has always desired attention and praise. She had it from her mother, though it was for all the wrong reasons; she will seek that same praise and learn to act appropriately to gain it,” Charlotte said.

“Miss Darcy and Miss Kitty have become friends rather quickly, and Miss Lydia’s behaviour leaves her on the outside,” Livesay told her. “Miss Lydia does not like it, which also forces her to change her behaviour to fit in with them.”

“Well, that is good,” Charlotte commented. “Unfortunately, they will not remain in the area; they would be good company for Maria. She will need a friend with me, and all the Bennet girls gone away.”

The conversation drifted to the wedding and the wedding trip that would follow. Both Charlotte and Mr. Livesay were looking forward to leaving Hertfordshire, especially with all the drama that ensued over the last few days. They were looking forward to leaving all of this behind for the peace of Blackburn.

* * *

Mr. Collins arrived at Netherfield Park shortly after noon. He was of average height, neither tall nor short, and his appearance was similarly middling, not particularly striking but not unattractive either. He was—in a word—average. Nevertheless, after a brief conversation, Elizabeth swiftly understood why her husband favoured the gentleman.

“Mr. Collins, although it is not our estate, we are pleased to welcome you to Netherfield. My parents will depart from Longbourn tomorrow, so we invite you to stay here tonight,” Elizabeth welcomed the gentleman after her husband had greeted him and performed the introductions.

“Thank you, Mrs. Darcy, and I am genuinely delighted to make your acquaintance. I happened to cross paths with your husband several times after he first met you, and I was regaled with tales of ‘Miss Elizabeth’ on each occasion,” he replied with a mischievous glint in his eye and a wink directed at her husband. Fitzwilliam’s face turned a vivid shade of crimson at his words, and he shot an indignant glare at Mr. Collins.

“To think I recommended you to take over Longbourn before you were entitled to do so,” Fitzwilliam retorted. “Mr. Bennet is not gone, and I could encourage my father-in-law to remain. I doubt he would mind.”

Elizabeth shot a look at her husband. “It is best for all concerned that Mr. Collins begin now, Fitzwilliam, regardless of him teasing you.” She turned toward Mr. Collins and said lightly, “Although, I would very much like to discuss what you heard about me before we wed. I know not much time passed between our meeting and our marriage, but I would like to know what my dear Fitzwilliam was thinking.”

Mr. Collins laughed. “He was besotted,” he replied. “And very distracted. I had never seen Darcy so anxious to quickly complete his tasks and depart.”

Fitzwilliam shot a stern look at the laughing pair. “Could we please return to the matter we are here to discuss?” he inquired, his tone tinged with impatience.

“I apologize for teasing you, darling,” she said, leaning over to lightly kiss his cheek, causing them both to blush slightly at their forwardness. They clasped hands and did not hide their affectionate gesture from their company.

Mr. Collins felt a mixture of embarrassment and contentment at the evident affection between the couple. It gave him hope that he, too, might one day experience such warmth with his future wife. After a brief pause, he discreetly cleared his throat to regain their focus on him.

“Tell me about Longbourn,” he requested, prompting an hour-long discussion between the three regarding the estate and their shared concerns. Shortly after, they climbed into a carriage to transport them to Longbourn.

As Elizabeth neared Longbourn, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease. The last time she had been there, she had primarily remained silent but had keenly sensed the burden of her parents’ shortcomings. She was worried about what her mother might do and say, as, by all accounts, she remained bitter about her banishment. While there was no reason for her to encounter Mrs. Bennet or Jane on this visit, she could not help but worry about it.

It turned out she should not have worried. Mr. Bennet had done as he promised and kept Mrs. Bennet and Miss Bennet in their rooms. Mr. Collins was shown the estate books and had given Mr. Bennet approval to take what books he liked, so long as he left all the books about running an estate there. He was an educated man but not one to read for pleasure. He preferred reading books to help him learn to manage the estate better. Mr. Bennet was pleased by this, which prompted a reminder of what he was allowed to pack. He scowled at the reminder, but then he encouraged Elizabeth to choose a few books she might like as reminders of Longbourn. She spent a few minutes looking around the room and chose several, and then Fitzwilliam prompted her to take a few others as well. The couple grinned at each other as it reminded them of a conversation in their library at Oakridge.

Several hours passed as they delved into discussions about the estate, with the steward summoned to join them after approximately an hour. While Elizabeth could address numerous inquiries, there were some for which she lacked answers, and that’s where the steward’s expertise came into play. On the other hand, Fitzwilliam could engage in intelligent discourse regarding estate matters in a broader sense but found himself less involved in the specific discussions about Longbourn. Instead, he leaned back, admiring his wife’s intellect and once again appreciating how well they would collaborate as they embarked on the journey of managing their estate together.

He could not help feeling profoundly fortunate to have found her, and he recognized his grandfather’s wisdom in leaving an estate for a second son of one of his children. He had been blessed with his choice of wife, and now they would be parents sometime in the new year. He had never felt so content.

* * *

Charlotte’s wedding day dawned bright and clear. Elizabeth left Netherfield early to go to Lucas Lodge, where she would assist her friend in the preparations. The evening prior, during a dinner party hosted by Lady Anne to celebrate the impending wedding, Charlotte made a special request. She asked Elizabeth to be with her as she got ready, given that tradition dictated the bride’s attendant must be unmarried, and that role was to be fulfilled by Maria, who was relatively young for the task. Consequently, Elizabeth dedicated herself to assisting Charlotte as much as possible before the wedding festivities commenced.

Before long, it was time for the family to make their way to the church. Elizabeth shared the carriage with Charlotte, Maria, and Sir William, while Lady Lucas and the rest of the Lucas family had already travelled to the church in a hired carriage. Fitzwilliam waited at the church to meet the carriage containing Elizabeth and gallantly assisted her as she disembarked, taking her arm to escort her into the church. They found their seats in the pew just behind the bride’s family. Lady Anne and George Darcy had chosen to sit on the groom’s side, as they had developed a close friendship with Mr. Livesay, and only a few of his own family had been able to journey to Hertfordshire for the wedding. While some other friends also attended the ceremony, the bride’s side of the church clearly outnumbered the groom’s.

Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth clasped hands while they listened to their friends exchange their vows, evoking memories of their wedding day. It had been a little over four months since they had become husband and wife, and in that short span, they had already shared numerous significant experiences. Attending the wedding of another heightened their desire to go home and finally have the chance to make this new estate theirs.


Thirty Two

Into Oblivion
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Immediately after the wedding, Richard Fitzwilliam returned to Longbourn to escort the Bennet family to London. Mrs. Bennet was still protesting this action, loudly and vociferously, as her trunks were loaded on the cart that morning and had not ceased when the major arrived with the carriage that would convey them south.

“Mrs. Bennet, I suggest you cease this racket at once, as I will not put up with it for the journey to London,” the major commanded. It was a commanding voice and one not even Mrs. Bennet could fail to listen to, and that woman immediately fell silent.

The family boarded the carriage. Richard had intended to ride inside; however, at the last moment, he chose to ride his horse instead. It was unlikely that Mrs. Bennet would remain cowed during the entire four-hour ride to London.

It did not take long following the carriage’s departure that he heard the complaints begin once again. He wished he had brought some of that belladonna or some other sedative he could have given the women. He felt sympathy for her husband for a moment before recalling that his inaction had caused this. Suddenly, he thought that listening to his wife’s complaints was an appropriate punishment for his indifference.

When the carriage reached its destination at the docks of London some hours later, Richard was more than happy to dismount. The cart carrying the Bennets’ trunks was unloaded, and Richard could see the last of the trunks being brought onto the ship. He escorted the Bennets on board and watched the ship as it made its way down the Thames, headed east toward the North Sea. Travelling this way would take at least a week, but sailing was slightly less arduous than travelling over land. The servants hired to accompany the Bennets were well used to sailing and were paid extra to ensure the comfort of their charges in case of seasickness or the like. Once they arrived at their destination, the two would take on some of the more demanding tasks, but all three Bennets were expected to take on some of the responsibilities unless they used their funds to pay for additional servants.

It had been decided that Collins would augment Mrs. Bennet’s annual income of 250 pounds, coming from the interest on her jointure, with an additional 150 pounds. Jane would continue to receive her hundred pounds as well. Lastly, Mr. Bennet would receive an additional 150 pounds, bringing the family’s total annual income to 650 pounds. This sum was granted to the family in exchange for relinquishing their claim to Longbourn during Mr. Bennet’s lifetime. While it was sufficient to maintain a reasonably comfortable standard of living, it could not match the affluence they enjoyed at Longbourn. Mrs. Bennet would need to adapt to a more frugal lifestyle with fewer opportunities for entertainment. Their servants spread the word that they were residing there for Mrs. Bennet’s health, subtly alluding to her mental instability, making it unlikely they would host social gatherings frequently.

Mrs. Bennet was nearly as displeased with the journey by ship as she had been in the carriage. More than one sailor threatened to gag the lady or to throw her overboard, which had merely garnered a laugh from the lady’s husband. This caused a sailor to hint at throwing the gentleman overboard and then taking the “pretty but dim” girl for his enjoyment. Mr. Bennet could not laugh at this, and he went so far as to glare at the man and report his insolence to the captain.

“I cannae say I disagree with my men about your mistress, sir,” the captain responded gruffly. “She’s been a challenge to endure with her ceaseless prattle. If’n you keep her in check, fewer souls will be eager to toss her overboard. As it stands, we’re makin’ good headway and hope to make landfall in Kirkwall a day ahead of our reckonin’.”

There was little Mr. Bennet could say in response to this, but he did speak to his wife about the threats to her person. She was, naturally, affronted at their threats and her husband’s inability to do anything about them. Still, she did manage to confine herself to her quarters for the remainder of the voyage.

Arriving at Kirkwall was a disappointment to Mrs. Bennet. Her expectations had leaned toward a sizeable town akin to London, yet it presented itself as more of a village. Though larger than Meryton, it resembled the scale of a town like Saint Albans, likely accommodating a few thousand residents. Here, the local populace was primarily involved in various trades, starkly contrasting to Hertfordshire, where farmers dominated the landscape. On the Mainland of the Orkney Islands, the pulse of the community revolved around maritime occupations.

Much like the residents of Meryton, the inhabitants of Kirkwall held a certain wariness toward newcomers, which, perhaps, was heightened due to the town’s isolated location. The servants accompanying the Bennet family made arrangements for their transportation, and soon, their luggage was being loaded onto a cart. Afterwards, the Bennets were assisted into a somewhat cramped but functional carriage. Their journey led them south of the harbour until they reached a modest lodge set at a distance from the town.

The lodge was not lavish but well-maintained and sturdy, offering functionality over extravagance. Though not opulent, it did provide sufficient room for each family member to have their own private chamber, allowing for some privacy in their new surroundings. The servants’ quarters were situated on the second floor, and while not as roomy as the family’s chambers, they were adequately spacious to comfortably accommodate the two servants who had accompanied the Bennet family. Unfortunately, there was no room for additional servants to live in the home.

“This will never do,” Mrs. Bennet loudly complained. “We must find a better place to live—perhaps in the town.”

“Mrs. Bennet,” Mr. Bennet responded with a hint of impatience, “no funds are available for additional lodgings. We reside here without expense, and our limited funds must be allocated for essential needs. Our primary concern is to ensure we have an ample supply of provisions. While it is only the first of August, we must soon prepare for the winter. The climate here is somewhat less predictable than what you are accustomed to, but it is not as severe as in other northern regions due to the ocean’s moderating influence. We must also obtain some form of transportation, although it will differ from what we are used to. Our standard of living will need to adjust accordingly, and you will have to adapt to these changes.”

“Why?” she demanded.

Mr. Bennet struggled mightily at his wife’s continued ignorance. “Are you this foolish, madam? Do you truly not understand that our entire life has changed? We allowed our daughter to believe that she was entitled to anything she desired, and because of that, she attempted to kill the nephew of a peer. Only through our daughter’s and her family’s kindness were we not subjected to a public trial and have been allowed to continue to live our lives, albeit in reduced circumstances. Until you can face the reality of our new situation, you should remain in your room. And there is no Mrs. Hill to attend to you—whatever you need, you must fetch for yourself.”

Sighing, Mr. Bennet turned on his heel and left his wife standing outside their new home.

* * *

In the following weeks, the Bennet family adjusted to their new circumstances. Mrs. Bennet continued to complain about her nerves and despised their new home. She did use some of her funds to hire an additional maid or two, as she was unwilling to fetch and carry as required to help the household run. Mr. Bennet explained to her that meant less funds for new clothing and other fripperies. He did allow his wife and daughter to purchase some warmer clothing—he had brought with him an additional five hundred pounds that would be used to acquire the things they needed for their new life. These funds had been obtained by selling some of his rarer books to the bookseller in Meryton and his new son-in-law. Indeed, most had come from Fitzwilliam Darcy as the bookseller in town did not have the kind of ready coin that Mr. Bennet required.

They successfully acquired a compact carriage and a trusty horse for purchase. Conveniently, the lodge featured a small stable attached to it, which offered promising prospects for their future. Come springtime, their plans included procuring additional livestock and engaging the services of a dedicated gardener and a stable boy to maintain the property. In the interim, the former soldier engaged by Major Fitzwilliam assumed the dual roles of groom and coachman and his other responsibilities around the house. Mr. Bennet himself also took up the tasks of tending to the horses and maintaining the carriage. These were skills he had acquired as a young man but had set aside in favour of his books in recent years. Now, he was reviving those abilities in this new setting, recognising their practical value in their changed circumstances.

Mr. Bennet found a friendship with Jane as well during this time. With little else to do, Jane had come to her father for suggestions about a book to read to occupy her time. Soon, the two spent time each afternoon with Mr. Bennet reading out loud while Jane sewed or embroidered. Mrs. Bennet disdained this time, choosing to spend more and more time in her room to avoid the rest of her family. The maid she hired spent most of her time attending to the matriarch, which pleased everyone, as the rest of her family was tired of her constant complaints. Only the maid was not particularly happy with this arrangement, and she looked forward to her day off each week.

During this time, Mr. Bennet and Jane grew closer and frequently spoke of life at Longbourn. That gentleman had brought several of his favourite texts, including works by Voltaire, Swift, Coleridge, Gibbon, and, of course, Shakespeare’s complete works. As they read and discussed these, Jane slowly realised that her mother had been wholly wrong in praising Jane’s beauty.

One afternoon, several months after they had begun to read and talk together before Mr. Bennet started to read, Jane asked a question she had been pondering. “Papa, will we ever leave here?” she asked. “Since our arrival, we have rarely ventured into town, and I have noticed how the residents treat us. They think us all a little mad and are very wary of us.”

“We are ‘Sassenach’ here,” he remarked. “Strangers, and to make matters worse, Englishmen. It is improbable that we will ever gain complete acceptance, and to be quite candid, I must admit that I find contentment in this life. I am more active now than ever at Longbourn, taking on a greater role in providing for our well-being and actively engaging with my family. This experience has opened my eyes to the shortcomings of my past behaviour, especially now that most of my family has been uprooted from their familiar surroundings.”

He continued, “I have come to appreciate the time we have spent together, Jane, and, for the first time, feel as though I am genuinely getting to know one of my children on a deeper level. Even when I claimed that Lizzy was my favourite, it was primarily because of what she could do for me. She actively sought knowledge from me, making it easier to impart what I knew. I yielded to her curiosity because it was simpler to teach her than to resist, much like I did with her mother.”

Sighing deeply, “I apologise to you, Jane. We would not be in this situation if not for my indolence. I doubt you will ever meet a man here to marry, and because of the stigma of madness that accompanied us, no man will ever desire to know you more than as a pretty face. I wonder if we will ever find friends here or if we will always be isolated.”

“I do not mind, Papa,” Jane replied. “I feel that an isolated life is what I deserve. I misbehaved and treated Lizzy and, well, everyone we know terribly. Like you, I pretended to care for Lizzy when it benefited me and ignored her when it did not. When she married and married so well, I was upset that she had what I felt I deserved. I was a fool.”

“We both have been, and your mother is the greatest of all of us. At least, I hope that you and I are improving, but your mother, well, your mother will never change, I am afraid,” he said, patting her hand. “Perhaps, when we have been here long enough, we will make some friends, and you and I will know how to behave should we do so.”


Thirty Three

Home
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As the Bennets were settling into their new life in Kirkwall, Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth found themselves settling into their new home in Oakridge. The day after the wedding, they embarked on their journey accompanied by nearly the entire family, who were en route to Pemberley and intended to spend a few days in Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam’s new home.

Following Elizabeth’s wedding in early April, the Gardiners had changed their summer plans, opting for a journey to Derbyshire instead of their original seaside destination. On the initial evening of their trip, they met the Darcy party at the inn to continue their journey with the rest of the group. Despite their regular correspondence with their niece, Elizabeth had much to tell them regarding the occurrences at Longbourn over the last fortnight, as several things that had occurred were best not to be written down.

She shared these happenings with her aunt and uncle as they gathered in a private room at the inn. None were genuinely taken aback by the actions of Mrs. Bennet and Jane nor by Mr. Bennet’s characteristic inaction. What had been surprising was his willingness to surrender his estate and travel to Scotland.

“He did not have much of a choice,” Fitzwilliam replied to a question from Mr. Gardiner. “My cousin was rather convincing when he recounted what would happen if he chose not to agree.”

“And the younger girls will remain with your mother at Pemberley?” he clarified.

“Yes, they will join Georgiana’s lessons and perhaps even go to school with her for a year or two. They will have opportunities Jane and I did not. Lady Anne has already begun to tame Lydia’s wildness, though we were all amazed to learn exactly how much her education had been neglected,” Elizabeth sighed.

This conversation soon shifted to another. According to Elizabeth’s calculations, the Darcys would anticipate the arrival of their first child sometime in early March. Although it was still too premature to confirm her pregnancy—Elizabeth had missed her courses twice and was experiencing occasional morning sickness, yet had not felt the quickening. She had finally had the opportunity to speak to her mother-in-law about her suspicions the morning after the wedding when she had cast up her accounts after a foul smell accosted her during breakfast.

Lady Anne had offered her assurance and encouragement, advising Elizabeth to take it easy and rest as needed. The first day of travel had been difficult for Elizabeth during this time, and the couple had stopped more frequently than the others in their party, taking longer to arrive at their final destination for the night than the rest of their party. Mrs. Gardiner also answered Elizabeth’s questions about her niece’s concerns and offered similar advice to her niece.

* * *

The families celebrated Elizabeth’s birthday on the twelfth of August, three days after they arrived at Oakridge. That evening, they convened for an elegant dinner featuring many of Elizabeth’s favourite dishes, followed by a joyous round of dancing. Fitzwilliam had thoughtfully arranged for musicians to serenade them with music, providing the perfect backdrop for the intimate gathering. He eagerly looked forward to taking full advantage of the company and dancing with his beloved wife as often as the occasion allowed.

As the clock struck midnight, the dancing ceased, and they ventured outside to witness a breathtaking fireworks display meticulously organized by Fitzwilliam in honour of his cherished wife’s special day. Elizabeth, who had never seen fireworks before, was entranced, thanking her husband exuberantly for his efforts to make her day special.

Only a day or two after this, their guests departed, leaving Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth finally alone at Oakridge. For the next several months, the couple learned more about their new estate and each other as they learned more about being married.

This should not suggest that their life was flawless. Even two individuals as deeply in love as they were could not coexist for months without the occasional disagreement. Most of these conflicts were quickly settled, but a handful posed genuine challenges to their marital bond, pushing one or both of them to evolve as individuals and as a united couple.

One such argument occurred shortly after their family left Oakridge. Elizabeth had not yet felt the quickening, and Lady Anne had spoken to her about what she could and could not do while carrying a child. With that in mind, Elizabeth approached her husband one morning and suggested they take a short ride around the estate.

“Fitzwilliam,” she began at breakfast, “I would like to take a slow ride around the estate with you this morning.”

Fitzwilliam looked at her incredulously. “Absolutely not!” he stated but did not continue beyond that brief proclamation.

“Why not?” Elizabeth demanded.

“You are with child, Elizabeth,” he stated, then held up his hand when it appeared she intended to speak. “I know that it is not yet confirmed, but surely you know that riding is dangerous when enceinte. I cannot agree to you risking your health or our child’s.”

“The child is well protected, and I have yet to fall from a horse. I am not suggesting a gallop across the fields, just an amble with you,” she insisted. “Your mother said she continued riding during the early days of her pregnancies.”

“No, Elizabeth, under no circumstances can I condone you riding in your condition. Mother rode because she rode frequently even before she was with child. You are still a novice and do not have years of experience behind you. Too much can happen when riding sidesaddle,” he declared. “I am doing this to protect you, my dear. I will take you on a ride in a pony cart or a phaeton if you would like.”

“I wanted to go for a ride—you ride every day, and you have told me there are places you would like to take me that a cart could never reach,” she tried again.

“And when you have recovered from giving birth, I will gladly take you to these places, but not now. That is my final word, Elizabeth, and nothing you say will persuade me otherwise.”

A petulant Elizabeth shot a sharp look at her husband, abruptly rose from the table, and moved away from him, her frustration evident. Fitzwilliam observed her departure, convinced of the correctness of his stance in this situation and equally confident that she would eventually comprehend his reasoning.

He did not count on her going to the stable herself and demanding one of the grooms saddle a horse for her. She was not dressed in a riding habit, having gone straight from the breakfast room to the stables, and the groom looked at her in concern. However, he hesitated to refuse the mistress’s order and found the stable master to ask him.

“Oi, sir, what be I to do?” the groom inquired, his tone hushed and bewildered. “She’s gone and told me to saddle up a horse, she has, but the master ain’t by her side, and she ain’t in her riding attire, no sir. She ain’t ridden since she been here, so I reckon I ain’t the wiser on which horse she oughta be takin’, sir!”

“Work slowly and saddle a docile mare for her, one of the older ones, and I’ll send a boy up to the house to ask the master,” the stable master replied.

Fitzwilliam was in his study, where he had gone after his wife had left him. He was surprised when a boy from the stable came running into his office, not even knocking to tell him that the stable master had a question for him about what horse his wife should ride. He stood and nearly ran from the room with the stable boy behind him.

“Elizabeth,” he demanded when he entered, “what the devil do you think you are doing here? I told you that you should not be riding in your condition.”

“We are not even certain I am in any particular condition, sir, and what right do you have to prevent me from doing what I want,” she asked defiantly.

“The right of your husband and as the master of this estate,” he retorted. “Smith,” he called out, and the stable master was immediately before him. “Mrs. Darcy is not to ride any horse without my express permission. Do not saddle a horse for her unless I am with her, do you understand?”

Smith nodded, as did any other grooms or boys in evidence in the stables. Seeing the looks passing between the master and mistress, they quickly rushed to find somewhere else to be.

“Mrs. Darcy, what are you thinking?” he asked, his voice quiet and calm, which would have alerted a less petulant person to his anger and frustration.

“I was going to go for a ride,” she insisted. “I do not appreciate how you spoke to me or demanded the grooms to disobey me in the future.”

“Elizabeth, I do this for your own good. I am your husband, and it was only a few months ago that you promised to obey me,” he said.

Elizabeth scowled at him. “I am not your chattel, sir,” she bit out. “You do not have the right to command me.”

“But I do, Elizabeth; I am your husband, and while I have never viewed you as chattel, I do not believe you are acting reasonably in this matter. At Netherfield, you allowed me to restrict your movements when we thought you would be in danger. This is the same—although, in this case, it seems I need to protect you from yourself,” Fitzwilliam replied.

Once again, Elizabeth turned and stomped away from her husband, not even bothering to respond. She went directly to her rooms, where she had spent little time, and sat on one of the chairs in front of the fireplace. “Why does that man think he can command me?” she stewed. “He is not the man I thought he was.”

As she sat there, she began reflecting on their courtship and the first months of their marriage and was reminded of a conversation between her and her aunt early on in her relationship with her now husband.

“Dear Elizabeth, you must attempt to remember Mr. Darcy cares for you and, unlike your father, will not allow you to do whatever you want,” Mrs. Gardiner said one morning after Mr. Darcy had left. “He may seek to limit your actions because he knows what you do not—remember, he is older than you and has much more experience.”

“But if he cares for me as you say, he will listen to my opinions and not simply restrict me because he can,” Elizabeth replied.

“That may be correct, but you must also listen to him and not get angry without considering his point of view. Your father has allowed you freedom—at times, too much freedom—because it was easier for him to let his daughters do as they wished. He educated you because you would not let him do otherwise, but for the most part, he did not concern himself with anything you did. I do not believe Mr. Darcy will do the same. He will want to protect you and, at times, may ask you to do as he asks merely because he is asking,” Mrs. Gardiner explained. “There have been times in my own marriage that I have had to obey Mr. Gardiner, not because I wanted to necessarily, but because I knew that he had my best interests in mind. He was the worst when I was with child—he was so overprotective, and I thought I would go mad, but he acted out of love.”

Elizabeth began to cry as she remembered this conversation and how poorly she treated her husband that day. He had explained his reasoning—concern for her health—and while he may not have expressed it well, he acted out of love. As the tears turned to sobs, she struggled to convince herself she had not ruined everything.

Fitzwilliam found her this way a short time later. She had fallen asleep in the chair, but the evidence of tears was still on her face. Carefully, he picked her up and carried her into their shared bedroom, and after divesting her of her restricting clothing, laid her on the bed. He removed his boots, coats, and cravat and lay beside her to watch her.

He had been surprised she had not woken when he carried her to bed or undressed her, but she had been sleeping more than usual of late. Part of him wanted to worry about her, but he recalled what he had been told regarding the need for pregnant women to sleep more than usual. Lost in these thoughts, he barely noticed when she stirred next to him.

“Fitzwilliam,” a soft voice called, “I am so sorry. I behaved as a child earlier.”

“It is well, dearest,” he whispered back, pulling her into his arms and wiping away the traces of tears. “It is well.”

* * *

George Darcy had left ahead of the rest, as Lord Matlock sent a letter about the petition to award the marquessate that needed immediate attention. The Regent had questions that needed to be addressed immediately, and George rushed home to take care of them.

Lord Matlock also had news on George’s proposed marriage—the lady was ready to go through with it but was now insisting on a rushed affair to occur within the month. After George obtained the information he needed, he was to travel to London to meet with the lady and her father regarding the wedding preparations and marriage settlement.

Upon his arrival in London, George Darcy received two significant pieces of news that would profoundly affect his future. First, he learned the Regent had granted his petition to elevate his title to the Marquessate of Kympton. Second, he discovered the lady who would become his wife, Lady Arabella, the third daughter of a powerful duke, was with child.

While there were no formal contracts binding him to this marriage yet, George was well aware that his agreement to marry Lady Arabella had played a significant role in securing the Regent’s approval of his petition for the marquessate. This knowledge presented him with a moral dilemma. On one hand, he could choose to withdraw from the verbal agreement, given that the arrangements had not been finalised. On the other hand, he could not ignore the political and social implications of reneging on his commitment, considering the delicate web of connections and obligations that came with his newfound title.

After careful consideration, George decided to honour his commitment and proceed with the wedding. George prayed earnestly that the child his future wife carried would be a girl and swore that he would never touch her before or after the child was born. If the child were a girl, that would mean that eventually, his brother or his brother’s child could inherit the title and the estate, and he would ensure his wife kept what she brought into the marriage.

George had begun to believe that women resembling his sister-in-law were exceptions to the rule. Many women seemed driven by avarice and self-interest in the social circles he frequented. He could not help but recognize that, with his newly acquired title, he might not have the liberty to pursue a woman akin to his brother’s choice. His sister-in-law Elizabeth possessed qualities that reminded him of his mother, making her a rare find among the women he had encountered. In his estimation, she held far greater value than most others he had crossed paths with, and he would be a fool to hold out for one like her.

With that in mind, he worked with his solicitor and the duke and wrote a marriage settlement mutually beneficial to both husband and wife. Lady Arabella would bear the Darcy name, and if the child were a female, she would be recognized as Miss Darcy, but a male child would be sent to live with the duke and be raised as his ward and not recognized as a Darcy. George Darcy was willing to marry her but not to claim her son as his heir, a point he made very clear during the discussions. The only other condition that George held fast to was that, as he would never touch her and they would live most of their married life apart, she should not expect to bear another child. Should that happen, George retained the right to divorce her and keep her dowry for himself.

George briefly pondered how his brother, Fitzwilliam, would respond to this revelation. Fitzwilliam had never aspired toward a title and had found contentment in his ascension to a landowner. Before inheriting the estate, he had led a fulfilling life as a barrister and would have gladly continued on that path if not for the shocking news of his inheritance upon his marriage. However, depending on the circumstances with Lady Arabella, there was still a possibility that Fitzwilliam might eventually succeed to the title and Pemberley. Otherwise, the inheritance might pass to Fitzwilliam’s son. Guided by the laws of primogeniture, it was improbable that George’s child would inherit, as he had no intentions of bequeathing his estate to another’s illegitimate offspring.

The duke reluctantly agreed to the conditions set forth by George, having little choice in the matter, and after discussing matters with Lady Arabella, the marriage settlements were signed, and a week later, the marriage was solemnized in the church. The new Marquess and Marchioness of Kympton travelled to Pemberley, forgoing a wedding trip due to the circumstances of the marriage. There, the newly minted marquess retained the master’s chambers while his wife was assigned a suite in another wing of the house.

Lady Anne was far from pleased with these developments. Having observed her during the last two seasons, she held no particular affection for the so-called lady, and the idea of yielding her position did not sit well with her. The fact that the newly-married couple were already separated and the lady was already with child signalled to Lady Anne that her son had entered into a marriage that diverged from the type of union she shared with her husband or the one her younger son enjoyed with his wife.

In a relatively short period, Lady Anne relocated herself and her daughters to the dower house. Since they had relocated to Pemberley, Lady Anne had decided to ‘adopt’ the youngest Bennet girls into her family and considered them her own. Like Elizabeth, Kitty and Lydia considered themselves orphans since their parents wanted little to do with them now that they were no longer at Longbourn.

Darcy Cottage—a name that was scarcely deserved, given its size—provided ample space to accommodate the matron and the three girls and the governess and tutors required for their education. Some of the household staff transferred from the main house, and it took significant persuasion to convince Mrs. Reynolds, the housekeeper, to remain at the main house rather than moving to the dower house with Lady Anne.

“Mrs. Reynolds, I am afraid that the new mistress will need you to remain to ensure the house is taken care of,” Lady Anne had said to her longtime housekeeper. “As much as I would like you to join me at the dower house, I am afraid it is best that you remain at the main house. Please, feel free to still come to me if there is anything I can do.”

With this, Mrs. Reynolds had reluctantly agreed to stay. While pleased with her new title, Lady Arabella Darcy, Marchioness of Kympton, was not particularly interested in running the household due to her overall sickness from her pregnancy. The lady rarely stirred from her rooms and felt ill most of the day. It did not take long for Mrs. Reynolds to realize her former mistress had been correct—Pemberley needed her there.


Thirty Four

Lady Anne’s Grandchildren
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Christmas was celebrated by the Darcy and Matlock families at Pemberley. The carriage ride took its toll on Elizabeth, who had been uncomfortable on the four-hour journey, but she soon recovered. She had entered her seventh month of pregnancy, and her belly was growing rapidly. Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam joked about her size, but both hid their worry from their spouse; neither was willing to voice their thoughts and concerns.

Upon their arrival, they were immediately shown to the suite of rooms they would occupy during their stay, where they could rest and refresh. It was not until just before the evening meal that they met their new sister. Lady Kympton was also obviously pregnant, which they had expected, but that lady appeared to be even further along than Elizabeth.

Lady Anne, Georgiana, Kitty, and Lydia joined them in the drawing room before the evening meal. Elizabeth was pleased with the changes in her sisters, although she had heard from them frequently in the last few months. Both Bennet girls were significantly improved and were dressed nearly as demurely as Georgiana, whom they affectionately referred to as the sixth Bennet sister. Lady Anne privately referred to the three girls as sisters and secretly hoped to eventually persuade them to take the name Darcy rather than Bennet.

Since the mistress had not met their guests when they arrived, that was quickly accomplished upon that lady’s entry to the drawing room. She seemed displeased, though Elizabeth understood that feeling, as she was equally uncomfortable with her present size and shape. Elizabeth hoped that discomfort was the cause of Lady Kympton’s apparent lack of interest in her guests. However, given the letters she received from her mother-in-law, she doubted that was the case.

Dinner proceeded pleasantly enough, given that seven of the eight present were pleased for the opportunity to spend time together. Although much of their news had been conveyed through letters, they enjoyed discussing it further and being reminded of things that had occurred during the last several months. The meal lasted for several hours as Mrs. Reynolds sought to make the first evening with the family a special event.

The Matlock family arrived the following day, on Christmas Eve. After dinner that night, the family lit the Yule log before settling in to play Snapdragon, Spillkins, and other games they enjoyed as children. Georgiana, Kitty, and Lydia were delighted with these and, as the party’s youngest members, were thrilled they were permitted to participate. Shortly before midnight, the entire party boarded carriages to travel into Kympton for the midnight mass. The next day passed in a similar fashion, with the addition of small presents shared between various members of the family.

Only Lady Kympton was displeased by the informality between those gathered in her home. Her dissatisfaction was further exacerbated by the fact that she had made little effort to organise amusements or diversions for the family. However, her discontent lay in the near-constant pain she was enduring. When she could no longer bear it, Arabella, as she had finally asked her family to call her, confided in her mother-in-law and aunt by marriage.

“My dear,” Lady Anne said calmly after listening to the lady, “I believe you are labouring. When did you first discover you were with child?”

Arabella told the ladies what she believed, and they quickly decided it was time to call the midwife. These might have been only the false pains women sometimes experienced, but they still felt it best to consult someone knowledgeable.

While the older ladies escorted Arabella upstairs, the rest of the party moved to the music room while waiting for news. Despite having brokered the marriage for his nephew, Lord Matlock had been unhappy about the result. He wanted his nephew to receive the title but had begged him not to follow through with the marriage when it was discovered the lady was with child, especially as she had been caught in flagrante with a footman. When his nephew insisted on going forward with the match, he had encouraged George to immediately retreat to Pemberley and make arrangements with the duke about what to do with the child if it were a boy.

George’s concern for his wife stemmed from the simple fact that she was his wife. Despite their apparent dissimilarities, he had taken the time to sit with her for a few hours each afternoon over the past several months and, in doing so, had grown to understand her more intimately. Her frequent illness confined her to her quarters, so he had decided to join her for tea in the afternoons to make an effort to know her better. It was only right to do so, given that they were irrevocably yoked together.

The midwife arrived shortly after she was called. Not long after her arrival, she requested they call for the local physician. When the gentlemen learned this, Lord Matlock took both Darcy men and the major to the billiards room to drink port and play a game while Elizabeth kept the three younger girls occupied.

As the evening wore on, Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam decided to take the younger girls to the dower house for the night. Their servants packed a few things for the couple to stay the night while the rest of the party remained at the main house.

In the morning, Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam returned to the main house, leaving the girls with their governess until they knew what had happened overnight. They were greeted at the main house by a sombre Lord Matlock. “Arabella gave birth a little after midnight to a girl. She was early and tiny—the midwife and doctor are unsure if she will survive. Arabella seemed to be well immediately after, but this morning, she became feverish. They found a tenant who recently gave birth and is feeding the child, and the midwife is doing all she can to help her. The physician is tending to Arabella, but he is uncertain how to help her. Right now, they are attempting to keep her cool and give her willow bark tea, but she is not well and has not been well for some time. That worries the physician more than anything else, as she may not have the will to recover,” he said.

Elizabeth grabbed Fitzwilliam’s hand and held it tightly. He adjusted her hold and attempted to provide what comfort he could. “George said she was weak—since they married, she has rarely left her rooms. At first, he believed it was the journey, but she never truly recovered. He did not know her before they married, so he could not say if she was that way before she got with child.”

Recognising his attempt to ease her worries, she nodded and leaned into him slightly. “Does the doctor believe either will survive?” she asked.

“It remains uncertain,” Lord Matlock conveyed to them. “I suspect he is apprehensive about both, though his primary concern is for his wife. She has yet to regain consciousness since she succumbed to the fever. The babe is well, although very small.”

Nodding, they inquired after the rest of the family. Typically, on Boxing Day, the servants would have time to themselves while the family made do with minimal assistance. The tenants and servants would receive their Christmas boxes filled with gifts from the family—food items, yarn, and other necessary items, along with some indulgences the families could not afford. Additionally, the boxes usually contained a few coins. Elizabeth had prepared these for their servants and tenants at Oakridge, and Fitzwilliam had arranged their delivery by the steward and housekeeper. Those servants would receive their own box along with a substantial bonus for their excellent service over the last half a year.

After ensuring things were in hand, Elizabeth sought out her mother-in-law to inquire after Arabella. Little had changed with that lady’s condition as she was still feverish and had not regained consciousness. The longer this lasted, the less convinced the doctor was that she would survive.

* * *

A sennight later, the late marchioness was interred in the ground near the church at Kympton. Her father, the duke, had been informed of her illness nearly immediately after her collapse. He arrived late the following day and sat with his daughter for a while. After she roused enough to speak briefly to his daughter the next morning, he finally met his granddaughter.

The duke and George met that morning and spoke about the child’s future—legally, she would be recognised as George’s child, but she did not share his blood. However, the duke felt he was too old to bear the responsibility of one so young, especially given how he seemed to have failed his daughter.

Hence, with input from Lord and Lady Matlock, Lady Anne, and the duke, George decided that the child would continue to reside at Pemberley. Her mother’s dowry of forty thousand pounds would be allocated to the child, who would bear the name Lady Grace Arabella Rose Darcy. While she would be acknowledged as George’s child, Lady Anne, along with suitable nannies and nursemaids, would be entrusted with her upbringing. To make this possible, Lady Anne and the girls would move into the main house to be closer to the child.

Following the funeral of the former marchioness, the Pemberley guests gradually departed. Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth were among the last to leave, and there had been discussions about whether they should stay until Elizabeth’s time for her confinement. Although Lady Anne would have preferred her daughter-in-law to give birth at Pemberley, Elizabeth expressed her desire to have the child at her own home. Before their departure, they received reassurances about the survival prospects of the newborn Lady Grace, although she would still face certain risks as she grew.

The journey back to Oakridge, which was supposed to take four hours, took nearly twice as long. Elizabeth required frequent stops for walking and resting. As her pregnancy progressed, it made it increasingly uncomfortable for her to sit for extended periods. They had extended their stay at Pemberley beyond their original plan, and as a result, Elizabeth’s physical condition had made the journey home more challenging.

Once more, the couple resumed their routine while at home. Elizabeth continued to require frequent rest and often slept in or took naps during the day. It was common to find her dozing on the sofa while Fitzwilliam worked in their shared study.

In late February, Elizabeth started to experience increasing discomfort. Unaware of the exact cause, Fitzwilliam, deeply affected by his sister’s experience, decided to err on the side of caution. He promptly summoned the midwife from the nearby town of Dovedale and called for the physician, just in case. The fear of his wife enduring a situation similar to his sister’s weighed heavily on his mind. While they were aware of the impact of Arabella’s poor health during childbirth, Fitzwilliam felt it was wiser to be seen as an anxious new father than jeopardising his wife’s life by not seeking necessary assistance.

The midwife arrived shortly after the messengers had been dispatched, but the note was left with the physician as he was attending to another patient. After a thorough examination of Elizabeth, the midwife delivered surprising news. “My dear,” she said to the parents after listening closely to Elizabeth’s bare belly, “I reckon you’ve got two bairns in there. I’m near certain I can hear two heartbeats.”

This revelation took Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam aback, and Fitzwilliam turned ashen. The midwife observed his reaction but proceeded with her explanation as she continued to speak about what she observed. Finally, she concluded: “These be likely the early stages of her labouring. It could be a few days ere she actually delivers, and ‘tis common for twins to come early. Since I have no other expectant mothers to tend to at this moment, I can stay at the manor if ‘tis your wish.”

Nodding, Elizabeth agreed to the lady’s suggestion as her husband was still too surprised to speak. Elizabeth called for a servant to show Mrs. Smythe to a room and to provide her with the materials necessary to send a note requesting her family send her what she needed for a short stay. When she departed, Elizabeth turned to her husband and spoke to him. “Are you well, Fitzwilliam?” she inquired softly.

“Two babes?” he inquired in disbelief.

She laughed. “It seems that way, although it is not certain. You heard Mrs. Smythe explain that it was uncertain, and we would not know definitely until a second child is born,” she tried to reassure her husband.

“But, still, two children born at once,” he stuttered. “Does that place you at a greater risk?”

“Cease your fretting, Fitzwilliam,” she said, “and send a messenger to your mother. If I am indeed in the early stages of labour, I would appreciate having your mother here for support. It might still be days, and you must keep yourself composed so you can be by my side.”

He paced a few steps away and then came back. Sighing deeply, he nodded and stalked off to his office to do as she suggested. Elizabeth only laughed at her adorably discomposed husband.


Thirty Five

Changes
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Nearly a fortnight later, on the sixth of March of the year 1810, Elizabeth gave birth to twin boys. Not wanting to burden another child with the name Fitzwilliam, they elected to call the elder William Andrew and the younger Nathaniel David.

Surprisingly, when it began in earnest, Elizabeth’s lying-in concluded swiftly. Things started in the middle of the night when Elizabeth awakened to a sensation of dampness, suspecting her waters had broken. It took some effort to wake her husband, and several additional minutes were needed to ensure he was awake enough to summon the servants and seek assistance.

Before long, Elizabeth had been changed into a dry nightgown and transferred to another bedchamber, where the labour began to progress in earnest. By the time the sun ascended in the eastern sky, one child had already been delivered, and the second was well on his way.

True to his word, Fitzwilliam remained with her through the entire process. When the birthing was done, and the new mother and children dressed in clean attire, the new family sat together on their bed, staring at the children they held in their arms. “They are beautiful, sweetheart,” Fitzwilliam said as he kissed her forehead. “You did wonderfully.”

“You did well also, Fitzwilliam,” Elizabeth teased. “Mrs. Smythe was convinced several times she would have to pick you up off the floor, but you did not swoon.”

“Elizabeth,” he chided with feigned sternness, “men, particularly Darcy men, do not swoon. William, Nathaniel, you must not listen to your mama when she teases me this way.”

She laughed wholeheartedly, but the sudden noise and movement startled both boys. In unison, they gently rocked the babies they were holding to soothe them, sharing a smile when they noticed their synchronised actions. “You would have our sons not believe a word I say, and they are not even a day old,” she jested. “I am seriously outnumbered here. We must have a girl or two next.”

“You speak of the next? Already?” Fitzwilliam asked incredulously.

Elizabeth shrugged. “It will be some time before we can resume our… intimate activities,” she replied. “And your mother informed me nursing the children myself can help prevent another pregnancy for a year or so. That is one reason I was so insistent upon it, and your mother does support the idea, especially as long as we remain in the countryside. But since we will not be going to London for the season this year, there is no reason why I cannot nurse the boys. We may still need a wet nurse since there are twice as many to feed…” She trailed off when she noticed her husband’s expression. “What is wrong, Fitzwilliam?”

“But if you nurse the children, we cannot be intimate. I am not sure I am willing to forgo that for such a long time,” he replied softly.

“It does not, my love,” Elizabeth told him gently. “We can resume once I am well—the midwife said a month to six weeks—but my nursing does not change anything about our relations.”

Relieved, Fitzwilliam used his free arm to draw his wife closer. The idea of an extended period without marital intimacy concerned him, but he was unwilling to reject her request outright. Their discussion had brought him to a place of understanding regarding its importance to her. They continued talking for several minutes, but Fitzwilliam noticed his wife’s responses growing slower, realising she was drifting off. Content to watch his wife and sons sleep, he allowed her to rest. About an hour later, Lady Anne gently entered the room to check on the new family. She found them snuggled together, peacefully asleep. Carefully, she took one child and the other from their parents’ arms, allowing the new parents to enjoy some much-needed rest while she watched over her grandsons.

* * *

Lady Anne extended her stay at Oakridge for another fortnight. Once she was confident Elizabeth, along with the nursemaids and the wet nurse who had been hired, could manage the care of the twins, she bid her farewells and returned to her residence.

Once at Pemberley, Lady Anne spent her days overseeing the girls’ progress in their studies and dedicating a significant amount of her time to baby Grace. Although Grace wasn’t her biological grandchild, Lady Anne cherished her from the moment she was born. In passing, she contemplated the idea that perhaps one day, young William might marry his “cousin,” which could ensure Pemberley’s enduring presence within the Darcy family and provide Grace with the opportunity to remain in her home throughout her life. However, Lady Anne was adamant in her belief no one should be compelled into a marriage against their will, as she had cherished her husband deeply. She mourned her son’s decision to arrange a marriage with a woman he did not even like.

His marriage embittered George, although he also felt he deserved the life he had due to his intemperate youth. He was father in name only to a child who did not carry his blood but was, fortunately, female. To obtain a title, he had married a woman he barely knew and certainly did not love, although, by the time she had died, he had liked the woman. Perhaps, had she survived, they might have become friends, but she had not lived long enough to find out.

Due to his wife’s confinement and subsequent passing, George abstained from participating in parliament this year. Despite his apprehensions about returning to London, he was well aware the responsibility of the marquessate loomed ahead. It was an obligation he had embraced when he accepted the peerage, and he knew he would need to address it, but he decided to postpone his return until autumn.

When autumn arrived, he journeyed to London, bidding farewell to Lady Anne, his sisters, and his daughter at Pemberley. Lady Anne respected his choice, yet she could not help but express her concern, urging her brother and his wife to watch over her son. He remained in mourning for several months, adamant in his vow to never remarry. His mother found this decision regrettable, believing he had not yet experienced the true depths of love and his cynicism towards society was influencing his perspective. She attributed his aversion to marriage to his observation of the deep and genuine love between his brother and his wife, which left him unwilling to settle for another typical marriage of the ton.

George threw himself into his duties as a member of parliament. He found himself championing various causes close to his heart and those significant to his family. Even before Elizabeth and Fitzwilliam came to London, he spent much time with the Gardiners, a couple he had grown to respect deeply. Through this association, George’s perspective on many issues evolved significantly, and he developed a heightened sensitivity to the economic challenges London grappled with. Gardiner’s insights opened his eyes to the real struggles faced by people in various strata of society, and this understanding drove him to work fervently to address these concerns as a Member of Parliament.

The two men often debated the pressing issues of their era, delving deep into topics ranging from the escalating problems with Luddites in the northern regions to the pervasive social unrest in the heart of London. As their discussions unfolded, George genuinely appreciated Mrs. Gardiner’s insights into the plight of the poor and orphaned populations in the city. She painted a vivid picture of the dire circumstances they faced, their struggles to secure necessities, and the dearth of opportunities available to them, something George had never really observed and had certainly never experienced. He began to realise his life had been relatively insular in the years he focused mainly on his own amusement.

Her heartfelt descriptions and first-hand accounts of the challenges these vulnerable communities confronted profoundly impacted George. He realised the issues they discussed were not mere abstractions but were stark, immediate realities for many Londoners. Mrs. Gardiner’s stories underscored the urgent need for meaningful reforms and drove his determination to use his position in parliament to advocate for change.

* * *

In the spring of 1811, the Fitzwilliam Darcys embarked on a journey to London for the season. Their entourage included Lady Anne, her daughters, and the youngest addition, Lady Grace. This travel experience was marked by three energetic toddlers, making the journey more eventful and requiring additional time compared to their usual trips. Thankfully, with a caravan of carriages and plenty of young aunts, the children were entertained, and the responsibilities were shared among several individuals. Fitzwilliam might have grumbled on occasion, but he found solace in taking breaks from the confines of the carriage and enjoying some time on horseback when needed.

Upon their arrival at Darcy House, they were taken aback by the transformation in George. The carefree man they had known almost two years ago had given way to a much more serious man. Lady Anne’s initial concern for her eldest son quickly gave way to understanding what caused this transformation as they spoke. The bitterness and melancholy casting a shadow over him at Pemberley seemed to have dissipated, replaced by a newfound determination. Included was a previously unknown attempt to know his daughter. Lady Anne was pleased when she watched him play with his daughter and begin to know her.

George remained resolute about not pursuing another marriage. His experiences with Lady Arabella had undoubtedly left their mark, but what had a more profound impact was his exposure to the materialistic and self-serving women of the ton during his time in London. George held a deep affection for his mother and recognised her exceptional qualities, but witnessing the love between his brother and Elizabeth made it abundantly clear he aspired to a marriage of genuine affection and compatibility.

As the Master of Pemberley and now a marquess, George found himself pursued more aggressively than ever. Eager mothers who sought to match their daughters with his title and wealth frequently orchestrated attempts to ensnare him. There were even instances where he had to deftly evade young ladies who seemed to stumble or were surreptitiously pushed into his path, all part of a scheme to compromise him. Regardless of the age of these prospective brides, At 33, George had little interest in entering into a union with someone barely out of girlhood at 17, regardless of her status as ‘out’. His determination to protect his heart and find a love like his brother’s remained resolute despite the matchmaking mothers who sought to change his mind.

During their time in town, Lady Anne and all her daughters, including Elizabeth, frequently met with Mrs. Gardiner and Mary to work on their charitable pursuits. Elizabeth had assisted her aunt when she was in town before her marriage but had not spent enough time in town in the last year to do much. However, she did much for the tenants of their estate by sewing clothes and brought with her quite a few things she had prepared to share with the poor in London.

The younger girls had engaged in some sewing projects for the benefit of the less fortunate near Pemberley. However, this marked the first occasion when they were permitted to accompany their mother and elder sister on visits to some of the poorer sections of London. Since Mary had relocated to town with her aunt and uncle, she had frequently participated in such charitable endeavours with her aunt. Now, at the age of 18, she was able to take on an even more significant role. In approaching her seventeenth birthday, Kitty was afforded more responsibility compared to the two youngest girls, who were merely 15 years old and, on occasion, were left behind while the others ventured out.

George occasionally visited these places with the ladies to gain insight into his pet project. He hoped to introduce legislation to alleviate some of his concerns, and he and his mother often spoke to others about their charitable work to gain donations or assistance for their projects.

At one of these orphanages, George often found himself in the company of a woman he generally enjoyed speaking with. She was known as Mrs. Hannah, the name the residents used to address her. She was typically dressed in black, hinting at her possible widowhood or perhaps a perpetual state of mourning. Despite her cultured accent marking her as a gentlewoman, Mrs. Hannah never flaunted her social standing. Though of good quality, her attire was modest, avoiding any ostentatious display of wealth. His mother and sisters adhered to a similar practice, opting for older, less fashionable clothing to downplay their affluence and status when they visited. George estimated she was in her late twenties and found her enchanting but thought her too low for the wife of a marquess.

One afternoon, George stood in the dimly lit common room of the orphanage, surrounded by a group of children of various ages. The air was filled with laughter and the echoing sounds of youthful voices as the orphans played together with a few worn-out toys. As he observed the scene, Mrs. Hannah approached him.

“My Lord,” she began, her kind eyes meeting his, “is it not remarkable how these children find joy in such simplicity.”

He nodded with a warm smile. “Indeed, Mrs. Hannah. Their resilience and ability to cherish small moments are truly inspiring.”

The room buzzed with the children’s energy, and George couldn’t help but be drawn into their world. He bent down to talk to a girl with tousled hair playing with a ragged doll. “What’s your name, dear?”

She looked up at him, her eyes wide with curiosity. “Lily, m’lord.”

“Lily, that is a beautiful name,” he said kindly. “My name is George, and I have a daughter a mite younger than you. Do you like playing with your doll?”

Lily’s face lit up. “Oh, yes! She’s my best friend. I made ‘er a new dress, see?” She proudly showed him a small piece of cloth she had fashioned into a makeshift dress for the doll.

“Very impressive, Lily,” George praised her. “Your sewing skills are remarkable.”

As the orphans continued their games and laughter, Mrs. Hannah and George strolled to a quieter corner of the room.

“My Lord,” she began, “I applaud your efforts on behalf of this orphanage, but what are you doing to aid these efforts outside of your occasional visits? As a Member of Parliament, you have a significant opportunity to make changes to benefit these children. There are too many children who are out on the streets because we do not have enough places like this to house them.”

“I am well aware, madam,” George responded with a degree of formality at the unexpected censure. “My mother and sisters are quite active in soliciting donations, visiting the poor, and even sewing clothing for those in need. As for myself, I am diligently working to rally support in parliament for our cause. Unfortunately, too many Lords are preoccupied with self-preservation rather than aiding those who are less fortunate. It is truly disheartening. Yet, I have held my title for a short time, and there are limits to what one can achieve in such a brief period.”

Mrs. Hannah sniffed. “We need significant changes. It is ‘fashionable’ for women to do as the women of your family do, but those small endeavours are not enough. We need more orphanages for the children on the street, ways to provide food and education for them, and so many other things that cannot be done with such insignificant efforts.”

“Madam, as I have said, I am doing what I can,” he said, his voice now icy. “These ‘insignificant efforts’ are making some small difference, and while I wish it were more, it is what we can do now. Do you recommend the members of parliament all turn over their houses to these people?”

“It would be something and would prevent many children from dying on the streets,” she countered.

“I must respectfully disagree,” George responded. “Although there is always room for improvement, my family’s efforts, in the grand scheme of things, may be perceived as modest by some.” His mother signalled for him to join her. “Mrs. Hannah, as always, conversing with you has been a pleasure. Good day.” With a courteous bow, he left her side and moved on to join Lady Anne by the door, and he escorted her and the rest of his family outside to their carriage.

The Darcy family continued to support this orphanage and others. George and Fitzwilliam made investments with Gardiner that would provide funds to support several orphanages and established a second fund to solicit donations from others to build or purchase additional land to build orphanages outside of town. Gardiner identified several potential properties that could be used as schools though they would need work to make them homes for these children.

Soon, summer came, and it was time for the Darcys to depart to their estates. Mary was to go with Elizabeth to spend some time in the country, and the Gardiners would collect her in August. Elizabeth had shared the happy news she was expecting again by the end of the year, which made Fitzwilliam push for an earlier departure from town.

At the end of the year, she and Fitzwilliam welcomed a baby girl into the world, whom they named Anne Elizabeth Darcy after her mother and grandmother.


Thirty Six

Happy Ever After
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In the spring of 1813, the Fitzwilliam Darcys yet again ventured into town, this time accompanied by three-year-old twin boys and a girl who was a little over a year of age. Elizabeth had recently begun to believe she was with child again, although it was early, and she only barely suspected it.

However, being in London again allowed Elizabeth to view the interactions between George and Mrs. Hannah again. Despite the slightly contentious relationship between the two, Elizabeth had noticed both were intrigued by the other. As a marquess, George Darcy was not used to women who challenged and fought with him. Likewise, Mrs. Hannah was not used to men who listened to her and did not immediately dismiss her beliefs. Since they first met two years ago, she had seen the steps he and his family had taken to provide for the orphanage where they met and others scattered throughout London.

Likewise, it had taken most of the last two years for the plans the Darcy brothers and Gardiner had made in arranging for an orphanage outside of London. They purchased an estate foreclosed on by the bank, which enabled them to obtain the property cheaply. The house had required renovations to fit it for their purpose, but the large home was easily arranged to create separate wings for boys and girls. A housekeeper was hired to run the house, and a steward was hired to run the estate. The estate’s profits would be used to maintain the house and pay the staff, with the remainder reinvested to provide for its future.

By the end of the season, approximately 75 orphaned children living on the harsh streets of London had been relocated to the new facility. Most of these children were relatively young, typically around 5 or 6 years of age, although a few older ones were also allowed to join them. These received the same training and education but also helped supervise the younger ones. The primary aim was to provide these children with a basic education, teaching them to read and write, and eventually, they would receive training in a worthwhile trade. Once they secured employment, they would be provided with fifty pounds to help them start their new lives after completing their training.

Mrs. Hannah was genuinely impressed when she learned of this undertaking. Her awareness of the initiative was sparked when she realised several children from the orphanage seemingly disappeared overnight. Puzzled, she inquired about their whereabouts and soon discovered they were transferred to this new orphanage outside the city. She was even more surprised when she learned the project was funded through the generosity of the Darcy family and other donors.

The next time Mrs. Hannah encountered George Darcy, she began to offer praise for his work. “My Lord, I have recently learned of the orphanage you and your brother established outside of town. Let me congratulate you on your success,” she said.

“Thank you, but truly, I have had little to do with it. Most of the work is being done by others,” George demurred. He did not care for praise and particularly did not want to hear such words from this woman. He would like her approbation, but not on this matter.

“But you have enabled it to be done,” she insisted.

“Several people have enabled it to be done,” he replied. “Mr. Gardiner, my sister-in-law’s uncle, has done much of the work. I have merely helped with the funds and encouraged others to contribute.”

Sensing his reluctance to continue this conversation, she turned the conversation to another topic. When they first met, she had been prejudiced against him because of his wealth and position. Her first marriage was to a man similar to George in both position and appearance, and she had been sure he was the same sort of man. However, the more she saw of him, the more she began to doubt it.

Her widow’s weeds were intended to put off any potential suitors. She still possessed an adequate fortune from her dowry and the settlement her father insisted upon. Her husband’s death in a duel has stirred a scandal preventing her from returning home but left her in possession of the townhouse she shared with her husband. She sold it, using the funds to purchase a smaller home in a less pretentious area of London. She rarely participated in society now, spending her time and funds helping those in need. Along with the orphanage, she did much to support women, especially those escaping from marriages similar to hers.

Another reason she eschewed the idea of remarriage because she believed she could never mother a child. During her marriage, she miscarried twice—both times following some abuse from her husband, who had been angry over some perceived slight. The last time, she bled heavily, and the midwife informed her it was unlikely she would ever be able to have a child again. When her husband died a few months later, she was pleased since it meant she would never again have to willingly submit to a man.

The feelings she had toward George Darcy were unsettling. She knew he was highly sought after in the ton and, at 35, was not an old man, but he appeared no more interested in marriage than she did. Lady Anne shared the story of his first marriage with Mrs. Hannah one afternoon, although she did not initially realise why the lady did so. It appeared Lady Anne recognised the interest both shared.

Several weeks later, Mrs. Hannah told Lady Anne about her marriage. For the first time in years, she shared with another her real name. “Lady Anne, I want you to know who I truly am as you have always been so kind and accepted me. My full name is Hannah Thompson, and I was married to Lord David Thompson, a baron. He was killed in a duel over a courtesan several years ago, which caused a terrible scandal. My parents refused to let me return home, so I sold the townhouse in Mayfair and moved into a modest townhouse further away from the fashionable area. I have spoken to few members of the ton since, and I have hidden my true identity from most people I meet.”

Lady Anne thought for a moment. “I believe I vaguely recall Lord Thompson and do not recall any scandal related to his name. Most scandals die out before too much time passes, and it is possible few would remember the name now,” she replied. “Now that you are comfortable with my family, you would come to dinner at Darcy House. We would limit the guest list to just a few family members if it would make you more comfortable. My children and the Gardiners, perhaps?”

Mrs. Hannah agreed and asked Lady Anne to inform the rest of the family of her full name. She preferred to remain known as Mrs. Hannah as she had come to hate her surname since her marriage, which was another reason she preferred to go by her Christian name.

Several nights later, Mrs. Hannah arrived at the event. In stark contrast to her attire at the orphanage, she was now dressed in a lavender evening gown made from exquisite silk. Her ensemble was equally as elegant as the other guests at the party. She was introduced to several gentlemen whom she had not previously met. Mary attended the gathering with her intended, a gentleman from Lancashire she met while visiting Charlotte. Mr. Pattinson, a young man, was the heir to an estate near the Livesays’. His parents were still living and were in town for the season as they prepared for the wedding. They greatly liked Mary and held her in high regard, especially when they learned of her charitable work.

Georgiana and Lydia, both 17, were making their debut in society, marking their first season. Kitty, at 19, was participating in her second. They had attracted many suitors, but none had yet captured their hearts. Too many gentlemen pursued them for their perceived wealth and connections, not for themselves. They were all determined to make a love match, and George, Fitzwilliam, and Richard all kept careful watch on their sisters and cousins. Richard, now a colonel, recently found his heiress to marry. She was the daughter of his former general, and the two admired each other for some time, although neither knew of the other’s interest. Their courtship had been interesting, but they married the previous autumn and began their life together at Foxwood Hall.

All these family members were present at the dinner, and Mrs. Hannah was warmly embraced into the family gathering. George frequently remained near her, although their conversations were limited, which amused Lady Anne. She noticed her son’s interest in their guest but sensed his hesitance to approach her. In a subtle conversation, Lady Anne hinted at Mrs. Hannah’s past marriage, and the memory of her husband’s name and the scandal surrounding his death added to George’s reservations, making him grapple with his growing attraction to her.

After that evening, Mrs. Hannah continued participating in the Darcy family’s social events. She was still discreet in her interactions with society, yet she attended several more dinners with the family and accompanied them on outings to museums, Kensington Gardens, and a night at the theatre. On these occasions, she often stayed close to Lady Anne and was rarely seen in the company of George, as they both wished to avoid attracting the attention of the ton. However, as his initial hesitation waned, he found himself drawn to her more frequently, and their paths continued to cross at the orphanage. She also visited Lady Anne at Darcy House several times and had developed a relationship with his precocious three-year-old daughter Grace.

When summer arrived, the families left London again for their respective estates. Elizabeth felt the quickening of the child she suspected was on the way in early June. On the other hand, George experienced a growing sense of ennui upon arriving at Pemberley, feeling as though something—or someone—was conspicuously absent from his life.

* * *

Not one to rush to London to attend to his duties in Parliament, this autumn found George leaving Pemberley much sooner than usual. He dreaded the thought of months without his daughter, who, as she grew, became far more interesting to her father, but he knew his mother would bring her and the other girls to town around Christmas after Elizabeth’s confinement. She expected this new child in November, and Lady Anne was reluctant to leave Derbyshire until after the birth.

Without his women with him, George had fewer reasons to visit the orphanage. Lady Anne gave him a note, allowing him to call on the lady at her home. Upon arriving, he greeted her and, his nerves getting the best of him, quickly expressed his desire: “Mrs. Hannah, would you consider, well, I mean, I would like to pay my respects to you, truly, to court you, to see if we are compatible. If… if you would be amenable to it.” His nervousness caused him to blurt out his request with less grace than he intended.

His request took her aback. “You… what?” Her face paled as she continued, “No, I could never marry again. Courting would serve little purpose, surely you understand,” her voice quivering with a hint of desperation.

“I thought, well, I hoped perhaps I might be able to persuade you to think differently of marriage. We have known each other for several years, and you must know I am nothing like your former husband,” George implored.

“No, no, there are no circumstances where I can envision submitting to a man’s authority again. It does not matter what kind of man he is; I cannot go through that again,” she responded, her voice pleading. “Please, sir, try to understand.”

George nodded, but, having already made his request, he had little more to say. Stiffly, he took his leave and left the house. He was glad he rode his horse there as he turned his mount toward the outskirts of town to a field he often used when he needed a gallop.

At her house, Mrs. Hannah sat in shock for several minutes. A servant brought the tea she requested when George arrived, but he had left too quickly for it to arrive.

Sighing, she poured herself a cup of tea and sat down to read the letter from Lady Anne. It did not take long before she sat up straighter, as she was shocked by what the lady had written.

My dear, I understand your fear of marriage, considering your past with your late husband and his treatment of you. Nonetheless, I implore you not to allow his memory to perpetually haunt you and to reject a man who would cherish and adore you.

This line was the only hint at her son’s intentions, and she wondered whether he had discussed it with his mother or if she had merely deduced it. She reflected on her friend’s words and questioned whether she had been too hasty in her outright rejection.

Over the next several weeks, Mrs. Hannah noticed George rarely visited the orphanage and rarely when she was there. Believing he was avoiding her, she wondered what she could do to create another chance to speak to him. Realising she had not yet responded to Lady Anne’s letter, she wondered what she might write to her to encourage George to call again.

She sat down immediately to write to Lady Anne and poured out her heart to the lady, finding she could not be as subtle as she originally intended. The letter was a mess, and she expressed so many thoughts she had never before shared with another, but before she could change her mind, she sanded and sealed the letter and gave it to a servant to post.

* * *

A month after sending her letter, near the end of December, Mrs. Hannah ran into Lady Anne at the orphanage. “How are you, my dear,” she asked her friend. “I was afraid when I did not hear from you following my letter, you were determined to completely cut the connection with my family. I do hope George did not upset you too terribly.”

“You … you never received my letter in reply?” Mrs. Hannah stammered.

“No, dear, did you send one?” Lady Anne asked in concern.

“I did, but it was several weeks after it was delivered,” she admitted. “It … it took a few weeks before I was ready to write, but I do not know why you did not receive it.”

“Elizabeth gave birth to another daughter in November, so I was with her most of the month. I have only recently arrived in town. It may have never been forwarded from Pemberley,” Lady Anne explained.

“Oh,” was all Mrs. Hannah could say in reply. “How is Elizabeth? And her new daughter? What is her name?”

“They named her Sophia Claire,” Lady Anne replied broadly. “Both she and Elizabeth are well—Elizabeth did develop a slight fever, but she recovered more quickly than Fitzwilliam. He was terribly upset when she was sick for a day or two.”

The two ladies laughed as they thought of the gentleman and how much he cared for his wife. “Would you like to come to tea one day soon?” Lady Anne asked. “If you prefer, we can schedule it when George is not home. I … I know you turned down his request for courtship.”

“I wrote to you because I wanted to see him again. Ever since we last spoke, I have thought of the line in your letter where you encouraged me not to allow the memory of my late husband to haunt me. The idea of ever being married again is terrifying, but if your son is still willing to court me, I think I would like to try again.”

“Good, then come tomorrow morning, and I will ensure George is home when you visit,” Lady Anne replied. The two returned to their work and chatted a few more times, though they both looked forward to the following day.


Thirty Seven

Finding Redemption

[image: ]

In Scotland, the Bennets were finally settling into their new life there. Mrs Bennet remained bitter but eventually stopped spending so much time above stairs. The maid she hired to attend to her had left, stating no amount of wages would force her to continue to listen to the whinging of such a bitter woman.

At one point, Mr Bennet had been sufficiently fed up with Mrs Bennet’s complaints he demanded she stop. “Mrs Bennet, I have had enough of your complaints. Our foolishness led us to this point, not the fault of your daughter, her husband, or anyone else. You raised Jane to believe so well of herself that she attempted to murder her sister so she might steal her husband, which, by the way, would have been prevented by law. I allowed you to behave in this fashion and ignore the rest of our children’s education. We are the reason we are here—our inaction and poor decisions have led us to this point. I will not listen to you speak another word on this matter.”

Mrs Bennet had been shocked into silence, but her husband’s outburst had the desired effect. She stopped complaining about her other daughters and the circumstances that led them to where they were, at least within Mr Bennet’s hearing.

Jane discovered contentment in reading alongside her father during their years in Scotland. They would sit together, her father reading aloud while she worked on her sewing. These reading sessions provided fertile ground for discussions, and they often delved into the books they explored together.

Soon, Jane developed a yearning to make a difference in the lives of others. She ventured into charitable activities, collaborating with local ladies to assist the underprivileged in the community. This engagement opened doors to forge meaningful connections with women she had initially kept at a distance when they first relocated.

The local population consisted mainly of shopkeepers and sailors, far removed from the landed gentry she was accustomed to. In her previous life, she might have hesitated to associate with those she considered beneath her social class, much like the reluctance she initially felt when assisting her younger sister with the tenants.

Jane underwent a remarkable transformation through the expanded education she received from her father and the profound loss she experienced, having been separated from her home and sisters. This transformation prompted her to look back at her previous self with regret. Jane worked diligently to find common ground with her new acquaintances, drawing on their wisdom to learn effective household management despite limited resources.

On days she intended to spend time with these women, Mrs Bennet would wail and complain of her nerves to stop her daughter from leaving. Mr Bennet had learned to prevent these complaints with a firm tone and wondered why he had never attempted this when they still lived at Longbourn. Jane had likewise learned to ignore her mother’s objections, as she had also learned by choosing not to give in to them she would cease complaining.

Recognising the need to fill his time, Mr Bennet immersed himself in writing a novel. His work evolved into a moralistic tale, exploring the consequences of indolence, and it drew inspiration from his own life experiences. Though the characters were fictionalised, the novel conveyed the profound lesson he had only recently understood and wished he had learned far sooner.

Upon completing the book, three years into his Scottish sojourn, Mr Bennet sent the manuscript to Mr Gardiner. He sought his brother-in-law’s assistance in using his connections to publish the work under a pen name. Despite not having contacted his brother since his exile to Scotland, he believed Mr Gardiner, with his resourcefulness, might be the one to help him realise his plans.

To his great astonishment, six months later, Mr. Gardiner found a way to publish the work and inquired about Mr. Bennet’s intentions regarding the profits. At this point, Mr. Bennet was nearing the completion of a second book, which proved to be a more straightforward task, having done it once before. In his response to Mr Gardiner, he proposed his brother-in-law act as his agent, offering him a ten per cent share of the proceeds. The remaining funds were to be invested for the benefit of his daughters.

Mr Gardiner diligently fulfilled his role, allocating the funds into various accounts that steadily grew. This growth stemmed from the successful sales of additional books penned by Mr. Bennet and the flourishing investments.

Shortly after publishing his second book, a sorrowful event transpired—Mrs Bennet passed away. This occurred during their fourth winter in Scotland, as what initially appeared to be a minor cold developed into a severe ailment. The sadness and worry from the loss of his wife were compounded by two significant pieces of news they had received shortly before her illness.

First, Jane had become engaged to a shopkeeper from Kirkwall, a delightful but not particularly wealthy man. Second, Mary had accepted a marriage proposal from a landed gentleman whose estate in Lancashire yielded an annual income of three thousand pounds. This gentleman was deeply devoted to Mary, which had prompted her to accept his proposal when they met during a visit to Charlotte Livesay. However, it was the fact of his wealth that greatly troubled Mrs. Bennet.

In her mind, it was profoundly unfair when her second daughter married a man with an income of over five thousand pounds and had relations to the peerage. Now, her third daughter, the plainest of them all in her mind, was marrying a gentleman with an income of three thousand pounds, while her Jane had to settle for a shopkeeper who had less than a thousand a year. Jane was the one who looked the most like her and was supposed to do better, not worse, than those plain girls she had given birth to. “It was not fair! “ she thought.

Determined to stop Jane from making a horrible mistake, she rushed to the village to speak to her disobedient daughter, forgetting her coat. It did not take her long to become damp in the misty air, and when she returned to the house later, damp and cold, she went straight to bed. The next morning, she told her family she had developed ‘a trifling cold’ and demanded assistance from her family.

Overwhelmed by her frustration, she crumbled under the weight of it all; her already fragile mental health could not bear the added strain. Her physical condition deteriorated rapidly, and despite earnest efforts to nurse her back to health, her decline persisted. It was not the illness that took her life but the profound sense of mistreatment and the unbearable burden of grief it wrought. She yielded to the relentless force of her emotions and declining health in a relatively short span.

Mr Bennet and Jane were the only ones to mourn her. Yet they did not mourn the person she had become, but what she might have been had she listened to anyone else and for what they once were. Both were exceptionally grateful for the second chance they had not deserved.

In the letter Mr Bennet sent to Gardiner, notifying him of his sister’s passing, he requested Gardiner oversee the distribution of Mrs Bennet’s dowry as initially intended. However, the four sisters had decided to allocate the full amount to Jane long before. They had chosen to completely disassociate from their mother, not wishing to benefit from her death in any way.

As for the three youngest sisters, they were already well provided for. Gardiner and the Darcys had established accounts for them many years ago when they came to reside with their relatives. Each of these sisters possessed a dowry worth surpassing their mother’s five thousand pounds, and this sum continued to grow thanks to the ongoing profits generated by Mr. Bennet’s literary works.

Letters between Scotland and their relations in England had been rare, but a few had been exchanged over the years. It was a little over a year after their banishment that the first was received. Mr Bennet and Jane had each written to Elizabeth first, begging her forgiveness and sharing their realisations about their poor behaviour in recent years. Since then, a few other letters had been received, and finally, Elizabeth had reluctantly agreed to send a letter in reply. In it, she accepted their apologies but had said little else. After their mother died, she wrote a letter expressing her sympathy for their loss—she could not feel the loss of a woman who had despised her so entirely.

Elizabeth extended her warm congratulations on Jane’s engagement and upcoming marriage in her letter to her sister. She also took the opportunity to share her family news—the birth of the twins, followed by a baby girl at the end of 1811. At the time she wrote this, she was also expecting another child.

Given the slow pace of postal services between the remote areas of Scotland and Derbyshire or London, there was a delay in exchanging news, but this did not bother them much. They were content with the gradual flow of information as they re-established communication between the families.


Thirty Eight

Epilogue
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More Than Ten Years Later

In the early autumn of 1824, the Darcy clan, encompassing the adopted members of their family, assembled at Pemberley to bid farewell to its matriarch—Lady Anne Darcy. Over the past half year, her health had gradually declined, yet she had outlived many of her contemporaries, having reached the age of 70. The Marquess and Marchioness received their guests sombrely, flanked by their daughters: the fourteen-year-old Lady Grace and the six-year-old Lady Hope.

The marchioness was the former Hannah Thompson, who had needed nearly a year of courting before she would even consider entering into an understanding with the marquess. She realised she loved him early on, but her experiences with her late husband had made her resist. When she finally agreed to his proposal around Christmas the following year, they had chosen to skip reading the banns and married with a common license on the first day of 1815.

Lady Hannah, who had married the marquess with the belief she would never bear children, had been blessed with a pregnancy only two years after their union. It had been an unexpected and challenging journey, but Lady Anne had stood by her side, offering her unwavering support during the difficult birth. The midwife had forewarned her that after this childbirth, the likelihood of another pregnancy was minimal, and now, at 42, she expected that was true.

Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth Darcy arrived at Pemberley as the first guests. They had made frequent visits during Lady Anne’s illness, allowing all six of their children to bid a fond farewell to their grandmama. The twins were now fourteen, Anne was on the cusp of her twelfth birthday, and Sophia was nearing her tenth.

Elizabeth was surprised when she found herself with child in the autumn of 1818 after no children for several years. The subsequent spring brought the birth of a baby boy. This new addition, named Thomas, had just celebrated his fifth birthday. Another son, Joshua, joined the family in 1822, who had only recently turned two. With such a spirited combination of their parents’ personalities in all of their children, Oakridge Manor was a place of perpetual activity and chatter and was rarely quiet. The couple, who were now 39 and 33, hoped their family was complete, though Elizabeth sometimes secretly hoped for at least one more daughter to make things even.

Next to arrive was Georgiana with her husband, Viscount Sutton, and their two small children. Georgiana had married him following her third season. This young man had taken an interest in her during her first season when they danced together at several balls, though he had hesitated to approach her further that year. Despite his title, his inherited estate was crippled by the financial mismanagement of his father, leaving him mired in debt. Determined to emerge from this predicament through his efforts, he lived frugally for three years, diligently saving every coin.

Long before approaching Georgiana, he spoke to Fitzwilliam about his intentions toward the man’s sister. With admirable candour, he expressed his intention to learn more about Georgiana and revealed his desire to achieve financial stability before pursuing her. Impressed by the young man’s sincerity and resolve to restore his family’s estate, Fitzwilliam introduced him to Gardiner and encouraged him to explore various investment opportunities, enabling him to speak to Georgiana much sooner.

Two seasons later, Georgiana remained unattached, even though she had garnered the interest of several suitors. Her curiosity was piqued by the young man she had danced with during her first season, and she could not help but wonder why he had not approached her then. It took him a considerable effort to persuade her to consider entering into any understanding with him since she resisted his initial overtures out of sheer obstinacy.

As she had done with Mrs. Hannah before she became the marchioness, Lady Anne had stepped in to speak to her daughter as she recognised the connection between the young couple. She felt Georgiana was stubbornly refusing his efforts to win her heart out of hurt feelings, which she explained to her daughter was a terrible reason to ignore such a steadfast suitor. Fitzwilliam had even spoken to her about the reason for the delay, which the viscount had not wanted to reveal, and these conversations led to Georgiana finally admitting her feelings for her suitor. Soon after, the viscount proposed and the two were married.

Kitty Bennet Darcy, upon entering society, chose to adopt the Darcy name, sparing herself from the constant inquiries about her ties to the Darcys. This decision received Lady Anne’s wholehearted support, as she had always considered Kitty her daughter and was overjoyed when Kitty embraced their family name.

Following her second season, Kitty returned home to Pemberley, where she met a local landowner at one of the assemblies in Lambton. The two courted for several months before he proposed, and they married just before Christmas. His home, which was closer in size to Longbourn than Pemberley, was perfect for Kitty, and she adored her cosy little home.

Kitty and her two daughters visited Lady Anne almost daily when she began to decline, spending as much time with her as they could. She also kept her other family informed about Lady Anne’s illness, ensuring all her siblings could visit their beloved matriarch before her passing.

Lydia had been the last of her sisters to marry. She decided against adopting the Darcy surname, guided by a persistent sense of loyalty to her original family. She did not mind the sometimes-impertinent questions this choice prompted. Lydia had not lost a bit of her lively nature, though she had learned to channel it in much better ways. Much like her sister Elizabeth, she possessed the skill of countering impertinence with her own brand of wit, delivered in a way making it hard to take offence.

Like Elizabeth, Lydia had developed a deep appreciation for reading and learning despite arriving at Pemberley nearly illiterate. Her active involvement in the Darcy-sponsored orphanage had further cultivated her compassion for the less fortunate and ignited a strong desire to aid those in need.

Lydia encountered the local vicar during one of her visits to the orphanage near St. Albans in Hertfordshire. Their mutual desire to aid others became evident as they spoke while tending to the orphans. When Lydia’s connection to the Darcy family was revealed, the young vicar was taken aback and became more reserved in his conversation.

Lydia met Mr.Sampson at the orphanage two or three times after that, and she soon found herself extremely interested in him. Those who had known Lydia before her time with the Darcys would have been surprised to learn of her interest in a vicar, as, at 12, she declared she would only marry an officer. Both George and Fitzwilliam Darcy had him investigated, and when the living at Kympton became vacant a year later, George offered Mr.Sampson the position, which he joyfully accepted.

Despite his hesitations due to her status in one of Derbyshire’s most prominent families, Lydia was determined. She actively sought him out and volunteered at the tenant school, where she knew she would find him.

Lady Anne once again intervened to assist the couple. Under the pretence of discussing some business matters with the rector, she spoke about Lydia’s background and status as an adopted daughter of the family. Her carefully chosen words and hints conveyed the idea the family was open to the match, which bolstered Mr.Sampson’s confidence. Soon after, he began earnestly courting Lydia and swiftly proposed. The couple married the following month and welcomed two children into their family over the next six years, a boy and a girl.

Lady Anne’s funeral was the first time in nearly five years the entire Darcy family had gathered at Pemberley, and the house was overrun with both adults and children. Kitty and Lydia were not staying at the mansion, but they and their children visited nearly from sun up to sundown for the fortnight they were all in residence. Richard Fitzwilliam and his wife and the Gardiners had also come for the funeral and stayed for several days, as they had been absorbed into the extended Darcy clan long ago.

The Darcy matriarch was commemorated with countless toasts and celebrations throughout the family’s stay at their ancestral estate. Each family member cherished and shared fond recollections of her profound influence on their lives, reflecting on how she had steered them towards self-discovery and deepened their understanding of themselves and their partners. Many of these reflections revealed how her sage guidance had played a pivotal role in creating lasting bonds within the family and beyond. Lady Anne’s nurturing presence had masterfully woven the hearts of the family into an unbreakable tapestry, a testament to her enduring impact. Her wisdom had been the unifying thread that bound multiple generations of Darcys, leaving an irreplaceable void in her absence.

* * *

Ten years after that

Once again, the entire Darcy clan convened at Pemberley, this time to celebrate a joyous occasion: the wedding of young William Darcy to his cousin, Lady Hope. Their union brought immense happiness to many within the family. As the eldest son and designated heir of a respected estate, William had been relentlessly pursued since he entered society shortly after his eighteenth birthday. Fortunately, his attendance at such events had been infrequent over the next few years, with most of his time devoted to his studies at Cambridge and the family estate in Dovedale. During his stays in the countryside, he often journeyed to Pemberley, where his uncle imparted the responsibilities that would one day be his as the estate’s future master. These visits frequently brought him into the company of Lady Grace and Lady Hope, and while both were beautiful, he had always shared a special bond with his younger cousin.

Young William’s father, by rights, should have been the rightful heir to Pemberley and the marquessate. However, he had staunchly declined both the title and the estate. Instead, he insisted he and Elizabeth had established their residence at Oakridge over two decades ago, where they had achieved remarkable success. Their prudent management included acquiring additional land to expand their holdings and making wise investments along with Uncle Gardiner. The six Darcy children who had arrived at Pemberley for Lady Anne’s funeral had since grown to nine, including another set of twins—girls—which had brought immense joy to their mother. The last child, a delightful surprise, had joined their family while the older twins were concluding their studies at Cambridge and was now a lively three-year-old. All nine of their children were assured of a secure future, and William’s father had no inclination to assume the responsibilities of managing Pemberley upon his brother’s eventual passing. Nor did he harbour any desire to bear the title, with all its associated ceremonial obligations.

Therefore, when it became apparent George would not have a son, Fitzwilliam encouraged his brother to petition the king, William the Fourth, to allow the title to bypass him and go directly to his son. It had taken two years, but by the time William finished Cambridge, he was officially named his uncle’s heir and would receive the title and the property.

William had been even more pursued after this became known amongst the ton. Like his father, he had not cared for the attention, and his brother, now receiving more attention as the recognised heir of Oakridge, stalked the sidelines of balls and other events they attended, earning a reputation for being rather proud.

When his cousin, Lady Hope, made her official debut into society near her seventeenth birthday, both boys were assigned the duty by their father and uncle to be her protectors and escorts. They were frequently joined by her elder sister, Lady Grace, who had married Charlotte Livesay’s son several years earlier, or one of the elder Darcy sisters.

Hope had always been a companion to the Darcy twins, frequently joining in their youthful escapades and games during their visits to Pemberley. Although Grace was of a similar age to William and his twin brother, Nathaniel, her interests diverged significantly from the typical pastimes of boys. On the other hand, Hope had always held her male cousins in high regard, especially considering the number of them, and had consistently sought to participate in whatever adventures they were engaged in. They were always mindful of her age, as she was nearly seven years their junior, but they allowed her to accompany them, just as they did with their younger sisters, often considering her just another sister.

However, accompanying Lady Hope through town stirred feelings in William that were far from brotherly. He had not spent much time with her recently, as she had been in London preparing for her season while he was still in the countryside. That night, dressed in a gown signalling her transition into womanhood, she appeared utterly enchanting. Her beauty was striking, and William found it challenging not to stare at her.

It is often said “we are all fools in love,” and while he might not have been in love yet, William certainly acted like a fool, especially that evening. He was so taken aback by his cousin’s transformation and his own turbulent emotions regarding the change he refused to dance with her and made a rude comment about her appearance. She stood close enough to hear him when he described her as “tolerable” and stormed off angrily at her cousin’s hateful words. Hope had been heading toward her cousins to request their help in diverting an unwanted suitor, and she was deeply hurt to hear her cousins speaking ill of her in such a hurtful manner. She had always held William in high regard, and to hear him, in particular, dismiss her so thoughtlessly was heartbreaking.

William heard the flutter of silk and turned to see her departing and quickly realised he had been overheard. He pursued her into the hallway, where he stumbled through an apology and asked her to dance. However, after his insult, she refused, claiming a headache and a desire to go home. Instead of dancing with her, he found her sister, who escorted her home.

The next morning, he visited her and again offered his heartfelt apology. William had a conversation with his father the previous evening, who, after sharing a good laugh over the situation, recounted his first encounter with Elizabeth. “While I did not make quite the muddle of it you did,” he began, “I was struck nearly speechless the first time I laid eyes on your mother. I started talking about marriage way too soon, and it frightened her. I knew what I felt for her, but catching up took her longer. From nearly the first moment, it was as if our hearts were inexplicably intertwined. Although you have known Hope for much longer than I knew your mother, seeing a grown-up Hope for the first time is a different experience from knowing the child Hope. You may find yourself apologising once more—Darcy women, whether by blood or marriage, tend to be rather stubborn. Take your time to show Hope your true feelings. Let your connection flourish and see if what you share is a love that can endure.”

What they had between them did endure, and William courted Hope most assiduously during the season. As his father warned, it took Hope a little longer to reach the conclusion William reached almost immediately, but in June, she accepted his proposal and the two planned to marry at Pemberley in the autumn.

Just after Michaelmas and the Harvest celebrations, the family began to arrive at Pemberley. Over the summer months, Hope and her mother had worked to renovate the dower house, as George had offered it to the young couple. They could have resided in Pemberley, but both felt more comfortable with the idea of maintaining their own residence after their marriage. William planned a trip to the Lake District, where his father had taken his bride more than twenty-five years before.

The family had expanded considerably since their last gathering, and Pemberley was bustling with activity. Fortunately, only a few of Lady Anne’s grandchildren were married, and a few were still attending school, which kept them from attending the wedding. Nevertheless, Pemberley’s accommodations were filled with the three Darcy children, the four Bennet sisters and their offspring, Charlotte Livesay and her four children, and Richard Fitzwilliam with his six, occupying every available bedchamber. The newlyweds had graciously permitted several family members to stay in the dower house when there was no more room at the main house.

A few days after the last guest arrived, William and Hope married in Pemberley’s chapel. It was a beautiful wedding, and the mother of the bride and groom both cried. Both already had married a child or two off, but for each, this was their firstborns pledging themselves to each other.

Elizabeth adored Pemberley, and while she would not have minded living there, she did prefer the home she made with her husband at Oakridge. “Perhaps, in another life, I would have lived here,” she thought, “though I would have been happy had Fitzwilliam remained a barrister.” Regardless of her thoughts on the estate, she was ecstatic that her son would live there and would one day inherit. He was a wonderful son and would do well in his uncle’s position, although she did hope her brother would live several years longer so her son would not inherit too early.

Her husband’s touch shook her away from these thoughts. “Did I ever tell you about my conversation with your son after he first saw Hope at a dance?” he whispered.

She glanced sideways in his direction. “Is now, in the middle of our son’s wedding, the best time to tell me?” she asked impertinently.

Fitzwilliam brought her hands to his lips for a soft kiss. “It is, dearest. He was struck dumb the moment he saw her and then managed to insult her in his confusion. It is a wonder they could come to an understanding, although, just like I was when I saw you, I felt a sense of the inevitable when I first gazed at you.”

Elizabeth smiled tenderly at him. “You are the dearest man,” she whispered, leaning her head against his shoulder. “I knew when I saw you, too, though such an unknown sensation terrified me. I knew our hearts were irretrievably entwined from the moment I first saw you.”

The End
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Responsibility and Resentment

A conversation that changes everything …

What if Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy spoke honestly to each other in Kent and clarified any misconceptions prior to his making his proposal? What would happen if Mr Bennet made an ill-fated attempt to resolve the issue of the entail only to create a much bigger problem for his family and Mrs Bennet were even more of a shrew than in canon? What if Mr Bennet had a secret reason to encourage the couple to marry quickly and before returning home? Will they ever be able to overcome the resentment that results from Mr Bennet’s manipulations or from Mrs Bennet’s subsequent behaviours?

Join Our Dear Couple as they find happiness together sooner than in canon, but still have to fight against outside influences that seek to destroy it before and after their wedding. A story where responsibility is accepted by some and shirked by others, leading to resentment that requires effort to overcome. Will it be enough?
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A Different Impression

What if Darcy had been distracted by an act of kindness and never uttered his insult at the assembly? What if Mr Bennet became aware of his youngest daughter’s behaviour, and did something about it, and left his book room for a time? What if Caroline Bingley were revealed as a shrew much sooner? What if Darcy was less arrogant and came to realize his attraction to Elizabeth much, much sooner?

Join Elizabeth and Darcy as they pursue their happily ever after. There are still villains at work in this story who desire to see the couple separate, but they are much more easily defeated when our dear couple are working together, without so much pride or prejudice getting in their way.
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The Accidental Letter

A short, angst-free novella that occurs in the months after Hunsford. Darcy, realizing his mistakes, confesses his misdeeds to Bingley earlier, even before Elizabeth has the chance to visit Pemberley. As a result, Bingley returns to Hertfordshire in June, while Darcy retreats to Pemberley to reflect on his actions. Meanwhile, Elizabeth, who has discovered her love for Darcy, writes a heartfelt letter expressing her newfound feelings. However, she unintentionally loses the letter, which she had intended not to post, but just as a way to express what she felt.

Unexpectedly, Bingley stumbles upon the misplaced letter and, assuming it was Elizabeth’s intention to have him deliver it, promptly sends it to Darcy. Although Bingley is aware that there has been a disagreement between Darcy and Elizabeth, he remains unaware of the details. Upon receiving the letter, Darcy is filled with a mix of emotions and promptly makes his way to Hertfordshire to seek clarification and resolve their misunderstandings.

This is a short novella of around 25,000 words and is written with minimal angst, ensuring that our dear couple, Mr Darcy and Elizabeth Bennet, ultimately find their happily ever after.
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What Happened After Lambton

Darcy and Elizabeth meet at Pemberley months after the disastrous proposal in Kent. A frank conversation and several apologies lead to the couple getting engaged much sooner than in canon.

After Kent, Darcy had confessed all to his cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam, including Wickham’s presence in the militia in Meryton. Fitzwilliam keeps an eye on Wickham and prevents the elopement, meaning that Elizabeth’s stay in Derbyshire is not interrupted. That does not keep Wickham from creating problems for the couple, even after Wickham is tried for desertion. Mr Bennet is unhappy about the engagement, and Jane is … too easily led by those who do not have her best interests at heart. Mrs Bennet and Lydia are foolish and remain so.
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