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    Part One – 1784 
 
      
 
    “Is it not gratifying to have the sound of music echoing about the house once more?” Lady Cat, as everyone called her, declared contentedly upon entering the morning parlor. She seated herself beside her eldest daughter and namesake, who was busily pursuing her work. “How wonderful it is to have Anne home once more.” 
 
      
 
    “She no longer considers Ecclestone Court her home, Mother,” Lady Catherine remarked. 
 
      
 
    Lady Cat might not have heard the comment, as she continued without regarding it. “Young Fitzwilliam has grown so fast, he seems not much the baby any longer. So very handsome, with such an astonishingly serious demeanor! The obvious intelligence with which he observes all that transpires about him might lead anyone to mistake him for a child twice his age.” 
 
      
 
    “He seems a very fine boy, but of course we are partial.” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense! Everyone who sees him declares him the most magnificent baby ever encountered.” 
 
      
 
    “One must wonder to what degree his being the future master of Pemberley influences that perception.” 
 
      
 
    “You seem rather cross this morning, Catherine,” her mother observed. “Are you not pleased to have your sister home?” 
 
      
 
    “Pemberley is now Anne’s home, Mother, and yes, of course I am pleased to have her with us again.” 
 
      
 
    “You do not seem terribly happy about it,” Lady Cat commented smugly, settling back into the cushions of the sofa. “I suppose her presence is a reminder of your yet unmarried state?” 
 
      
 
    “It need not be, would you cease mentioning it.” 
 
      
 
    “What elder sister would not resent a younger sister of better fortune?” Lady Cat queried, paying no mind to her daughter’s complaint. 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine put aside her work and looked seriously into her mother’s eyes. “I love my sister and my new nephew; you must know that, Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Even the deepest affection has never been a barrier to jealousy amongst sisters, and no one would blame you for such feelings. It is only natural when Anne has made such a gratifying match, though not a noble one, and produced such a fine heir so soon.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine stifled a retort, resuming her work instead of capitulating to her mother’s provocations. 
 
      
 
    “We gave you plenty of opportunity to find a match before bringing Anne out. If only you would endeavor to put yourself forward, I am certain you might have half of London at your feet.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine eyed her mother skeptically. “Half of London can only see my feet, I dwarf the gentlemen so.” She patted her unpowdered hair with a hint of self-consciousness. “If only such towering wigs were not the fashion, I might fare better.” 
 
      
 
    “Ridiculous! You are barely an inch taller than I was at your age, and my height proved no hindrance to making an excellent match. You must merely smile more and flirt a little with the gentlemen. It is not so very difficult.” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot perform for strangers, Mother,” she said, concentrating fixedly on her embroidery. “They must take me as I am.”  
 
      
 
    “A serious fault in your education! I suppose I must take responsibility for that. Mrs. Spencer tried her best with you, I am sure, or as well as she could with such an unyielding personality. Anne certainly prospered under her tutelage. A lady must perform for the world. It is expected of us. After you are married, you might command things as you choose, but until that time, I do wish you would endeavor to render yourself more pleasing.” She rose with a dramatic sigh and began pacing the room. “You might at least have been more diligent towards your instrument. If you had a talent to highlight your natural nobility, as Anne does, you would show better.” 
 
      
 
    “I could not tolerate the music master, as you well know.”  
 
      
 
    “Signor Abatescianni is the most sought after harpsichord instructor in London! Your father paid a vast sum to secure him for you girls, and see how you squandered the opportunity!” 
 
      
 
    “He pinched, Mother. It was intolerable.” 
 
      
 
    “You foolish girl! What is a little pinch or prod here and there? You can expect much worse from the gentlemen in town.” 
 
      
 
    “So I have learned,” Lady Catherine tersely replied, redoubling her concentration on her work as the multiple humiliations in the wandering hands of so-called gentlemen intruded upon her memory, “but I ought not suffer such treatment from a mere musician!” 
 
      
 
    “You are entirely too nice in your notions, Catherine! Senior Abatescianni knew better than to overstep the proper boundaries. Anne never complained of him.”  
 
      
 
    “Anne’s notable talent kept his attention focused elsewhere. My plodding performance was not so distracting.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Cat stopped her pacing and directed a piercing gaze upon her daughter. “Well, that is now beside the point. Signor Abatescianni has moved on to more promising students, and you remain unmarried. I have little power over the former situation, but I intend to do something about the latter.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine gazed up at her mother wearily. “And what would that be?” 
 
      
 
    “Your father has invited Sir Lewis de Bourgh to stay with us after Anne and Darcy depart.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine betrayed not a trace of emotion at this announcement, returning her attention to her embroidery before replying, “I have never heard of him.” 
 
      
 
    “He is recently returned to England after several years abroad and is interested in finding an appropriate match and settling down.” 
 
      
 
    “And what is that to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Do not be impossible! You know we mean him for you! He has seen your portrait and expressed interest in making you an offer.” 
 
      
 
    If Lady Catherine nearly dropped a stitch at this announcement, no one could have detected it, so determined was her sangfroid. “I know not how he can have formed such a notion without ever having met me.” 
 
      
 
    “He has purchased an estate in Kent, Rosings Park, of great potential. The land is good, but the house is in need of improvement, and a handsome dowry would go far towards its refurbishment.”  
 
      
 
    “Ah,” Catherine replied, still without looking up. “That is his only property, I presume?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Then not a baronet.” 
 
      
 
    “He was knighted for diplomatic services performed for the crown while in Spain.” 
 
      
 
    She finally returned her eyes to her mother’s imperious face. “So you intend for me to wed a knight of poor estate? I suppose you really have lost all hope of anything better if this is to be my fate.” 
 
      
 
    “You have had ample opportunity to do better yourself, yet you have squandered it. Now, while Anne is still with us, she will tutor you in the performance of at least one, preferably two pieces with competence on the harpsichord that you might entertain Sir Lewis in the evenings. You recite well, so prepare some flowery pieces for his amusement. You are to put your best foot forward, my girl! I will not have you ruin yet another good prospect with your haughty ways. If Sir Lewis wishes to talk with you, you will smile and flirt with him. If he requests your company in the garden, you are to walk with him, and if his hands should wander to your person, well, it is only to be expected that he would want to inspect what he is buying before finalizing the purchase.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother!” Her composure finally rattled, Lady Catherine’s cheeks flushed at this suggestion.  
 
      
 
    Lady Cat smirked, pleased to have finally unnerved her daughter. “It is well past time you recognized the world for what is it, Catherine. Do you think you might remain aloof and distant in the marriage bed? The sooner you resign yourself to overcoming this intolerable prudery, the better for us all.”  
 
      
 
    “I cannot believe you have not pride enough to be repulsed by such notions,” Lady Catherine exclaimed. “Am I not an earl’s daughter? Ought the descendent of noble blood on both sides allow herself to be subjected to the disrespectful advances of a common man?” 
 
      
 
    “You think entirely too much of yourself, my girl, and Sir Lewis is not so common as you suggest. The family is of Norman descent and can trace their ancestry farther back than we can. His cousin, the Earl of Clanricarde, is extremely influential.” 
 
      
 
    Catherine sneered. “An Irish peer?” 
 
      
 
    “One with whom an alliance would well benefit your father!” Lady Cat threw up her hands in frustration and began pacing once more. “I do not know how else to get through to you other than promise you, Catherine, that you are not too old or proud to suffer a thorough beating should my will be thwarted in this. Do not test me! The alliance is a desirable one, and when you think on it further, you will see the advantages in marrying a man whose estate is his to dispose of as he will. You are not getting any younger. Do not spoil your chances of being properly settled in life. Now, I suggest you retire to your room to consider the matter properly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Mother,” replied Lady Catherine coldly, summoning all her poise to raise gracefully and calmly exit the room. She maintained her reserved pace and demeanor as she passed through the halls, nodding in acknowledgement to the servants who curtseyed and bowed to her along the way, until she reached the sanctuary of her own rooms, where she promptly burst into tears.  
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Over the next several weeks, Lady Catherine was forced to practice the harpsichord for several hours daily, eat a special diet of cold meats, bathe in pigeon-water, and squeeze into a new and excruciating corset. She bore it all without complaint, though her brain was in a constant state of rebellion. She was certain she would loathe Sir Lewis, though she was determined, nonetheless, to charm him. She would not tolerate again being accused of shirking her daughterly duties, nor was she willing to bear any more of her mother’s increasingly tyrannical methods of marrying her off. If Sir Lewis proved at all tolerable, or even better, pliant, she would have him. To finally be her own mistress had become the all-consuming goal. 
 
      
 
    There was another matter that checked her mutinous impulses. If in nothing else, Lady Cat was correct on one point: Lady Catherine hated having her sister so well-established while she, the eldest, remained on the shelf. It was a terrible blow to her notable pride to yield to Anne in precedence. Sir Lewis might not be noble, but his rank was high enough to ensure that proper order was restored. A title was worth something, no matter how lowly. The world would always value a Sir above a mere Mister, no matter how great an estate he owned.  
 
      
 
    When Sir Lewis finally made his eagerly awaited appearance at the earl’s table, Lady Catherine found him more to her liking than she had imagined. Certainly, he was shorter than she, and his frame was small enough that she felt much like an Amazon beside him, but he had a good figure, carried himself with grace and dignity, and showed every symptom of infatuation with the young lady of the house. Many a more stalwart woman had capitulated to such sincere flattery as that with which the young knight daily plied her. She was, furthermore, much relieved to find that he had not the disrespectful and ambling hands her mother had ordered her to indulge. She was, therefore, perfectly at ease entertaining him in the garden on several occasions, knowing she was not in danger of molestation. Her mother’s words, on the other hand, were almost as invasive. 
 
      
 
    “He sets you up like a Juno to worship on a throne,” Lady Cat gloated one evening, perhaps under the influence of too much of the earl’s best wine. “You appear an amusing enough couple, with him being so slight beside you, but I have heard of gentlemen who quite thrive on the notion of conquering large, indomitable women like yourself. Once you are married, you might find he has unusual tastes in bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother!” admonished her scandalized daughter. “He has not yet declared his feelings for me in any way. Such talk is entirely premature, as well as offensive. Sir Lewis has been a thorough gentleman in all our interactions.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, I can see that he has been, or your embarrassment by such talk would have eased by now. You young people are so puritanical in your notions. What a very dull world we shall have when you are in charge! With any luck, I will have seen you all married, greeted my grandchildren, and moved on before that sad day.” 
 
      
 
    The anticipated proposal took place the day before Sir Lewis’s departure. Having followed form by soliciting the earl’s permission, he proposed in the arbor, where the two often strolled. He was accepted graciously, and if the bride were not in raptures, her satisfied smile provided sufficient gratification to the young knight’s sensibilities. As his carriage lumbered away the following morning, the combined promise of an elevated marriage and bountiful dowry saw him both complacent and sanguine about his prospects.          
 
      
 
    As for the future bride, she refused to allow herself any reservations regarding the change coming upon her in a few months’ time. The prospect of being mistress of her own home, the renovation of which Sir Lewis had promised to allow her the direction, was diverting enough to keep her mind from any sense of discontent. Further, the attention her engagement garnered from her friends was pleasing. Lady Anne sent an enthusiastic letter, complete with visions of their children playing together in the years to come. What having said children might entail was banished from Lady Catherine’s mind; she would contend with such unpleasantness when the need arose.  
 
      
 
    In the meantime, Lady Cat had mercifully left off tormenting her daughter, as her mind was more happily engaged in buying clothes and planning the wedding breakfast. Catherine let her mother have her own way in all such matters, so happily did they keep her occupied. It was left to her only to complacently accept congratulations, receive presents, and count the days until she was her own mistress and could forge herself a place in the world. She would be a wife but Lady Catherine still, and the permanence of that title and identity swathed her in an immutable sense of security, one she could carry with her into the future, always and forever. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part Two – 1786-1787 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your gracious advice, Lady Catherine. I will certainly do as you suggest.” 
 
      
 
    “Soapy water has wrought a great improvement on my mother’s rose garden, and I have seen strong results from its application at Rosings. I am certain you will find it just as efficacious.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes! If it worked on the countess’s roses, mine will certainly feel the honor,” the woman replied with becoming deference, curtseying deeply. 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine smiled benevolently on her grateful tenant, climbed into her waiting chaise, and nodded her head in complacent recognition as the cottage’s entire family crowded into the garden to wave her on her way. 
 
      
 
    Two years had passed since her marriage to Sir Lewis, and the mistress of Rosings found her situation most comfortable. As promised, the entire renovation of Rosings Park was subject to her direction. Sir Lewis paid the bills while Lady Catherine made all the decisions. This arrangement suited her perfectly, and she discovered refurbishment was a task very much to her liking. Upon the project’s completion, she turned her knowing eye to the homes of her many tenants and the local parishioners. Though the style and elegance of the accommodations at Rosings were inappropriate for such humble abodes, she was pleased to discover that many of her smaller innovations were enthusiastically welcomed by those she condescended to advise. The neighborhood as a whole took pride in the new family at Rosings, their noble connections, and the great improvements they had enacted. It was not long before Lady Catherine came to consider such deference to her opinion her due. Though with time the novelty of the new couple wore off, the pressing question of when an eagerly awaited heir for the estate might appear continued to keep the neighborhood’s attention focused on their well-being. The acquisition of a Sir Lewis and Lady Catherine was a great asset to the local gossips. 
 
      
 
    Their continuing lack of an heir was the one matter of discontent for Lady Catherine. She had no particularly strong maternal yearnings, but she knew it was her duty to produce a child. She had succeeded in twice becoming impregnated, but neither went to term. For someone who felt no strong desire for children, those losses hit her with surprising force. Lady Catherine was not one to wallow in sorrow, but the termination of her pregnancies had proved to be an intensely painful and messy business which filled her with a hitherto unknown sense of despair, coupled with disconcerting fears of inadequacy. Such sensations lessened with time, and her determination to have a child grew rather than diminished. She consulted a famous London doctor on the subject and strictly followed his prescribed diet and exercise recommendations, as yet to no avail. Each month she anxiously looked for the telltale signs of success and was always met with disappointment.  
 
      
 
    Mercifully, Lady Cat’s prediction of bedroom perversions had not materialized; Sir Lewis’s courtly manner remained the same in private as in public. Lady Cat was of the opinion that if their activities in that regard were more thorough, they would yield better results, a notion which she never failed to mention in her letters, punctually arriving once a week.  
 
      
 
    As the chaise bowled along towards Hunsford, the small parish bordering Rosings Park, Lady Catherine removed the latest of these missives from her pocket. She had not yet read it in its entirety, being fairly certain it contained the customary contents. A quick scan had revealed the typical accounts of household affairs and raptures over the countess’s three grandsons, a subject that inevitably led to the exhortations that she and Sir Lewis increase this brood. Yet it must be replied to, so it likewise must be fully read. What Lady Catherine discovered within its lines was not happy news. The earl was ill, a subject snuck into the letter’s closing. Though the countess made little of it, it was clear that he was quite unwell, having taken to his bed some days previously with a respiratory ailment. Before the carriage arrived at its next destination, Lady Catherine had already formulated a plan to visit her parents and undertake his care herself.  
 
      
 
    Alighting at the parsonage, she was warmly greeted by the rector: a middle-aged, single man of gentlemanly manners and good sense, who had proved to be a great aid in learning the names and needs of his parishioners. Lady Catherine valued Mr. Weatherspoon’s guidance, though she sometimes felt he was a trifle too at ease providing it. A greater display of deference for her position would perfect the man. At least asking her in to tea would be appreciated before he pursued his parishioners’ concerns, which he immediately delved into on this occasion. 
 
      
 
    “Lady Catherine! A pleasure to see you on this fine day, ma’am. May I presume you come from the Colbert farm? A sad business, Mr. Colbert’s state. What shall we do for him?” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine frowned. “I did not know he was ill. I come from Swanson Cottage. The family there said nothing of Mr. Colbert.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Weatherspoon bestowed upon her one of his indulgent smiles that grated on her nerves, as they appeared so heavily laden with condescension. “No, they would not have. Mrs. Swanson is forever more concerned with her garden than the events of the broader neighborhood. Visit any other house hereabouts, and you would have already heard about this morning’s accident. Mr. Colbert’s left leg was crushed beneath the new millstone the men were installing. The apothecary tells me it is broken in two places.” 
 
      
 
    “The poor man! I will go to him upon leaving here and see what can be done for him and his family.” 
 
      
 
    “I was certain you would take an interest in his plight. His wife and children will be much consoled by your attentions. But where are my manners? I ought not keep you here standing in the drive. Do come in and join me for tea.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine allowed herself to be belatedly ushered into the parsonage, which she never entered without lamenting its state. Here was one house within her purview that might benefit from some of the more elegant improvements implemented at Rosings, but Mr. Weatherspoon would not heed a word of her advice on the matter, insisting he was an old bachelor, set in his ways, quite comfortable as presently situated, and not to be burdened with even the slightest innovation. 
 
      
 
    “Is there any other family requiring my attention today?” she asked after being seated and offered refreshment. “I plan to depart shortly for a visit to my family’s seat. The arrangements have not yet been made, but I may be gone for some time. I should like to attend to anyone in need before my departure.” 
 
      
 
    “I trust all is well with the earl and countess?” he asked with sincere concern. “This seems a rather sudden journey.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so. Lady Cat’s latest missive includes indications that the earl is unwell. I should be comforted to assess the situation myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Always busy on behalf of others! You take too much upon yourself, though I am sure your mother will be pleased with your company. I do hope you find the earl much recovered by the time of your arrival.” 
 
      
 
    “If I do, I will not linger in Derbyshire. My presence is more valued here.” 
 
      
 
    “And we are quite grateful for it. Now then, let me see … the Crandles' youngest child is sick, Mr. Mason’s rheumatism is acting up, and old Mrs. Johnson is similarly afflicted.”  
 
      
 
    “I will visit the Crandles upon departing the Colberts’ cottage. They are a worthy family, hardworking and diligent. As for Mrs. Johnson, I will send a basket should I not have time to visit personally, but Mr. Mason …” 
 
      
 
    “He is not a gracious man, I know,” Mr. Weatherspoon interjected, “and you get little thanks for any kindness bestowed upon him, but he is, nevertheless, a member of my flock and suffering. I do hope you will give him as much sympathy as you spare to any other.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine’s back stiffened. Upon her last visit to Mr. Mason, he refused to bow to her and was most inhospitable, even surly in his demeanor. “I am unaccustomed to brooking such treatment as Mr. Mason has seen fit to bestow upon me. I see no reason to reward his behavior by even the slightest attention. To do so only encourages similar insolence in others.” 
 
      
 
    “My dear Lady Catherine, I ask you to recall the words from Deuteronomy, ‘Thou shalt open thine hand wide unto him, and shalt surely lend him sufficient for his need.’ Who better to set the example of true benevolence in the neighborhood than you?” 
 
      
 
    It was precisely such preachy exhortations from Mr. Weatherspoon that irritated Lady Catherine. She felt it was beyond his sphere to so lecture her, yet she would not be found wanting in her position, by him or anyone else, so she reluctantly conceded, “I will see that he receives a bottle of cod-liver oil.”  
 
      
 
    “A joint of ham and a wholesome jelly would also serve him well.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine nodded in seeming acquiescence to this suggestion though verbally confirmed nothing. She would send the cod-liver oil and perhaps some dried pork, if her housekeeper’s supplies were plentiful. “I must be on my way if I am to visit both the Crandles and Colberts before needed back at Rosings,” she said as she rose. “I must write to the countess and inform her to expect me by week’s end.” 
 
      
 
    “I will keep the earl in my thoughts. May you find him well-recovered.” 
 
      
 
    “I sincerely hope so, Mr. Weatherspoon. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Three days later, Sir Lewis and Lady Catherine were ensconced in a guest suite at Ecclestone Court. The earl’s health had improved from its initial deterioration, though the attending physician remained concerned by continued inflammation in his lungs. As suspected, Lady Cat had not done full justice to the severity of his condition. Lady Catherine quickly undertook the supervision of his recovery, spending the bulk of her days by his side. She had always been more comfortable in her father’s company than her mother’s. Not that theirs was a particularly warm relationship, but the comfortable silence in which they often sat over the years was much more to her liking than the regular lectures doled out by Lady Cat. Now, he often took her hand and held it, and the sense that her presence and care brought him solace made her feel appreciated in a way she was unaccustomed to experiencing in her childhood home. 
 
      
 
    The De Bourghs spent three weeks in Derbyshire, during which the earl’s health made only slight progress. By then autumn was advancing, and Sir Lewis wished to return to Rosings to oversee preparations for the harvest. Shortly before their departure, the couple spent a fine afternoon strolling the arbor in which their courtship had evolved. 
 
      
 
    “If you wish to remain here to care for your father, I perfectly understand.” 
 
      
 
    “I think not. While my concern for his health remains, Lady Cat would surely not approve of our separation at this time.” 
 
      
 
    “She continues to hound you for grandchildren?” He smiled. 
 
      
 
    She could not return the expression. “Every time she finds me alone.” 
 
      
 
    “You know I do not blame you at all. ‘Tis but the natural course of things. We will be blessed in time, or not. What will be will be.” 
 
      
 
    “You are very philosophical.” 
 
      
 
    “My estate is unencumbered by an entail, so it matters little.” 
 
      
 
    She stopped walking to face him. “How can you say that? Surely your intention for Rosings is to leave it to the next generation.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you not read that new poem by the Scottish bard, Robert Burns? There is, I think, a great deal of truth in the lines: 
 
      
 
    ‘But Mousie, thou art no thy-lane,  
 
    In proving foresight may be vain:  
 
    The best laid schemes o’ Mice an’ Men  
 
              Gang aft agley,  
 
    An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain,  
 
              For promis’d joy!’” 
 
      
 
    “You recite well.” 
 
      
 
    “My father spent a great deal of time and money overseeing my education,” he chuckled. “I must have something to show for it.” 
 
      
 
    “Nevertheless, I think it better that I return to Kent with you.” 
 
      
 
    He kissed her hand. “I much prefer to have you by my side.” 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Though Lady Catherine left her father in stable health, it further deteriorated as the winter pressed on. By spring he was laid to rest, and his son was established as the new earl. Lady Cat forsook her claim to the Dower House and retired to London, where she looked forward to making her formidable aspect a fixture of society. From there, she often made excursions to Rosings Park, during which she continued her exhortations to her daughter to produce an heir. Finally, the following summer, the dowager countess’s efforts showed fruition: Lady Catherine produced a daughter. All the family descended on Rosings to celebrate the eagerly awaited occasion. If some disappointment was initially felt regarding the child’s gender, it was soon turned by the tenacious Lady Cat into an advantage. 
 
      
 
    “You should name her Anne.” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever for? Surely if Anne should have a daughter one day, she will want to use the name herself. Sir Lewis wants to name her Catherine.” 
 
      
 
    “You gain little by so honoring me,” said Lady Cat, not recognizing the new mother as the true namesake, “but consider what might be obtained by so distinguishing your sister.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me for being quite dull, but I am afraid I do not follow your intentions, Mother.” 
 
      
 
    “Only think! Should you not produce a male heir, Anne will inherit Rosings Park. If she should one day marry her cousin, Fitzwilliam, thus combining the Rosings and Pemberley estates, their family will be amongst the most influential in the land.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine laughed in weary disbelief. “The child is but two hours old and already you plan her marriage!” 
 
      
 
    “It is an alliance too natural and advantageous to ignore. Name the child Anne, and I shall manage the rest.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Cat was quick to make good on her word. Lady Anne came to visit her sister just a few hours later, beaming at the notion. “Just imagine! My little Fitzy and your Annie! What a handsome couple they shall make!” 
 
      
 
    “Please do not label my daughter with such an infantile sobriquet.” 
 
      
 
    Anne laughed jubilantly. “But she is an infant! When else in life can we disregard dignity and formality? Do not force her into adulthood before her time, Cathy. She will grow up fast enough. Fitzy is already quite the little gentleman. I can hardly believe how he has grown.” 
 
      
 
    “He will be a fine man someday.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite a catch for your little Annie.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine sighed. “I imagine that both she and Fitzwilliam will want to have some say in matter.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! We should never force a match upon them, but that does not mean we cannot dream of it and forward the notion. Anyway, Darcy does not really approve of marriages between cousins.” 
 
      
 
    “Then how can we in good conscience promote one?” 
 
      
 
    “Darcy will come around, especially if the children desire the match.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a big if, Anne.” 
 
      
 
    “You are too serious, Cathy! It is all good fun, after all: imagining our children’s futures. No one knows what time will actually bring.” 
 
      
 
    “‘The best laid schemes ‘o Mice an’ Men …’” Lady Catherine whispered. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Anne asked. 
 
      
 
    “‘Tis nothing. Call the nurse, won’t you? I want to see my child.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part Three – 1788-1808 
 
      
 
    Miss Anne de Bourgh, coddled, rich, and with a comfortable home and complaisant disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence. She spent her first few years with very little to distress or vex her. No further children followed her to compete for the attention of her parents. She was the light of her father’s existence. No indulgence was too great for his little darling. 
 
      
 
    But few lives continue long untouched by sorrow, and sorrow came to Miss de Bourgh rather earlier than later with the loss of her father, her great supporter and admirer. 
 
      
 
    The tragedy was twofold, for not only did Anne lose her father, but her own health suffered great deterioration. The cause was an outbreak of consumption in Hunsford village. The first to succumb was cantankerous Mr. Mason. Lady Catherine was inclined to blame the entire epidemic on that sad soul despite Mr. Weatherspoon’s entreaties to the contrary.  
 
      
 
    “I believe it was Sally Archer who first brought the illness to our environs, Lady Catherine. She had quite an alarming cough last winter upon returning from her visit to London. While she has been so fortunate as to overcome the ailment, recall that she was cleaning Mr. Mason’s cottage for him at the time, as his rheumatism was particularly acute.” 
 
      
 
    “I recall that you asked me to fund this indulgence! You see what good came of your incessant coddling of that odious man.” 
 
      
 
    “One ought not speak ill of the dead, Lady Catherine, and as I recall, you chose not to contribute to the expense.” 
 
      
 
    “Spare me your lectures, Weatherspoon! My husband is dead, and my daughter and sole heir may soon follow! Save your breath to pray for their souls.” 
 
      
 
    “I have enough prayers for all those so afflicted.” 
 
      
 
    “If you were not so very focused on administering to the least deserving of your flock, they might not be required!” 
 
      
 
    “Lady Catherine, you are understandably upset. The loss of Sir Lewis has been felt by the entire community, and your deep concern for your child is the natural reflection of your maternal disposition, but life in this world is frail, and disease knows no difference between the classes. Mortality is a great social equalizer.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall bear no more of your revolutionary notions! My daughter requires my attention. If you have no more hollow solace to impart, I have no further use for your company.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Weatherspoon hung his head sadly. “And what of the other suffers? What is to be done for them?” 
 
      
 
    “Let me make this perfectly clear so that we need not revisit the subject again,” the lady replied in chilling tones. “No one belonging to this household shall again set foot inside or near an infected cottage, no matter how worthy the occupants, if they wish to remain in my employ. Petition others for contribution to your charitable causes. Until this plague has passed, I shall have nothing more to do with them. And if you insist on exposing yourself to this infection, then you must keep away as well. Have I made myself understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Perfectly, your ladyship,” Mr. Weatherspoon solemnly replied. “I bid you good day. I suspect it shall be some time before we meet again.” 
 
      
 
    She did not return the pleasantry and silently watched him with angry eyes as he retreated from the room, after which she returned to her vigil beside Anne’s bed. 
 
      
 
    The girl, formerly rosy and blooming, was now pale and lean. Lady Catherine, having seen Sir Lewis similarly waste away, could not deny what Anne’s symptoms portended, as impossible as the outcome was for her to contemplate. She was not an overtly affectionate woman, but she loved her daughter, had struggled hard to have her, and had continued to struggle in vain to produce yet another. Now all that effort might be laid to waste, and the prospect was devastating.  
 
      
 
    She spent weeks nursing her daughter, only sleeping at the doctor’s insistence. He was sent from London several weeks prior at Lady Cat’s direction, before Sir Lewis’s death. The same treatment prescribed to her late husband was also applied to Anne despite Lady Catherine’s concerns for its efficacy. The blood lettings, emetics, and doses of quinine all seemed to provide little or no relief. On her own volition, desperate for a cure, she ordered medical journals and began researching treatments.  
 
      
 
    Against the advice of the doctor, whom she summarily dismissed, she hired a schooner to take herself and her daughter to Italy, having read that a warmer climate was beneficial to sufferers. Lady Catherine, incredibly efficient when determined, hired a team of nurses, closed up the house, and bundled the ailing child into the carriage all before Lady Cat’s infuriated letter arrived, ringing with scathing comments on her daughter’s arrogance and stupidity. The missive would reach the travelers only several months later, by which time they were well-ensconced in a palazzo by the sea, the therapeutic air of which had already wrought a huge improvement in Anne. Lady Catherine read half the letter before tossing it into the fire. She did not deign to reply. 
 
      
 
    The De Bourghs remained in Italy for three years before returning to England. Anne was deemed fully recovered, though the effects of her illness permanently robbed her of health and vigor. Though she showed no physical symptoms of alteration, Lady Catherine’s transformation was no less dramatic. The preservation of her daughter through her own intervention and treatment left her with a permanent distrust of the advice of others, along with an unshakable confidence in her own expertise. The tenants at Rosings and residents of Hunsford were the recipients, willing or no, of her newfound presumption.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Weatherspoon, one of the first to welcome the family home, found that any former ability he had to sway her ladyship had completely abated. All attempts in such a direction were immediately cut down, and he often found himself angrily dismissed for trying to lead Lady Catherine towards righteousness. She would hold her own counsel and abide no other. Eventually, he ceased trying. Meanwhile, his parishioners found that no household concern was too minute to escape Lady Catherine’s notice. Most learned readily enough to accept such intrusions, as her wrath when thwarted had become formidable, and, in one who held so much power over their lives, rather terrifying. 
 
      
 
    Upon Miss de Bourgh’s resumption of sufficient health, a governess, one Mrs. Jenkinson, was hired to oversee her education. Lady Catherine rejected all applicants for the position proposed by her mother, of which there were a good many, choosing instead a woman deemed acceptable not because of her academic qualifications but for her meekness, obedience to direction, and the fact that she had spent a great many years nursing an infirm mother. Anne’s health was to take precedence over all other concerns. If any subject proved wearying to her, it was instantly abandoned. In such a manner did the girl grow up, with only the scantest instruction, a great deal of cosseting, and entirely subject to her mother’s decrees.  
 
      
 
    The year 1792 saw the death of Lady Cat. Lady Catherine observed the customary mourning traditions, but quietly she was rather relived to finally fully escape her mother’s domination. She perceived that some sense of guilt ought to accompany such sensations, but she could not quite summon it into reality. Instead, she chose to honor her mother’s memory by clinging more stridently than ever before to the dowager countess’s wish to see her two grandchildren united in matrimony, a goal perhaps rendered more palatable by the decreasing likelihood that Anne would ever take her proper place within society. Regardless of Lady Catherine’s true motives, it was a scheme once again shared between the sisters, with the elder far more engaged than she had ever been before. 
 
      
 
    Lady Anne and Mr. Darcy were blessed by the arrival of a second child, Georgiana, in 1794. Unfortunately, the happy event caused irreparable harm to Lady Anne’s health, and she only survived a few years before succumbing to her ailments. This tragic event only rendered Lady Catherine even more zealous in protecting her own Anne’s fragile health. The young lady’s activities were more curtailed than ever, limited to carriage rides around the estate and village and dinner parties with those members of the neighborhood deemed worthy enough for her association. 
 
      
 
    Ever since Sir Lewis’s passing, Mr. Darcy had made regular visits to Rosings Park to assist his sister in the administration of her lands. He continued this attention following Lady Anne’s passing, often bringing young Fitzwilliam, who was everyday fulfilling the predictions that he would grow into a handsome gentleman, to assist in his work. Though the two cousins showed no particular fondness for each other, Lady Catherine was heartened to see what a conscientious and serious young man he was, one who was certain to fulfill his familial obligations. She never broached the subject of a union between the children to his father, as Lady Anne’s warnings that Mr. Darcy did not approve of marriages between cousins remained fresh in her memory. Nevertheless, she felt confident that young Darcy would do his duty when the time came. After all, where was he likely to find a more advantageous match? 
 
      
 
    Mr. Darcy followed his beloved wife to the grave in 1806, leaving his son master of an enormous estate and responsible for the care of a young, sensitive, and devastated sister. Still young for such responsibility but not so much so for marriage to be beyond his consideration, it was not many months after his father’s death that Lady Catherine first broached the subject. 
 
      
 
    “Your assistance has been invaluable, Darcy. Your father would be proud.” 
 
      
 
    The solemn young man simply bowed his head in reply. 
 
      
 
    “There are not many whom I could trust to advise me on estate business. I have little doubt, had your father not so kindly provided his assistance following Sir Lewis’s death, I should have learned to manage it on my own. I prefer self-reliance over dependence on another’s opinion, having long been accustomed to keeping my own counsel, but fortune bestowed upon me a most capable brother, and his son has proven a worthy heir to that legacy. I never doubted you would.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Catherine. I am honored by such sentiments.” 
 
      
 
    “One can count on you to feel and act as you ought, Darcy. Such results can be expected when one is the product of excellent lineage. Education can only do so much, as I am sorry to hear you have learned in regards to that unfortunate Wickham boy. Your father squandered a great many resources upon him. I never understood his infatuation with the child.” 
 
      
 
    “His father was an excellent steward, and my father wished to repay him for his loyal service.” 
 
      
 
    “I have no doubt old Wickham’s death was deeply felt by all at Pemberley. A good and trustworthy steward is hard to come by. But your father spoiled the son by giving him expectations beyond his station. I heard tell he intended the living at Kympton for the boy. Will you bestow it so?” 
 
      
 
    “I have long believed Wickham unfit for the church. His character is not one to set a good example for a parish.” 
 
      
 
    She scoffed, “I should think not.”  
 
      
 
    “Fortunately, he knows himself well enough to recognize this fact and has chosen to pursue a career in law instead. I have reimbursed him for the value of the living, which, if he behaves prudently, should be sufficient for this end.” 
 
      
 
    “You do too much, Darcy. Your father made no such provision in his will.” 
 
      
 
    “But it was his intention to provide for Wickham. I could not, in good conscience, do less.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I suppose you are well rid of him. That is worth something. He can make no further demands upon you. Though I never approved of the favor your family dissipated on that ungrateful boy, it speaks well of your character that you feel so. I have always been impressed by your commitment to family honor and connections.” 
 
      
 
    Again, he bowed in acknowledgement of the compliment. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if you recall Lady Anne mentioning that it was the favorite wish of the late countess that our families would further solidify their natural affinity?”    
 
      
 
    He frowned in confusion. “I do not believe I do. You are already nearly my closest remaining relation, next to the earl and his family.” 
 
      
 
    “My dear Darcy, I find it unaccountable that it should not have occurred to you how advantageous it would be to both yourself and my daughter to someday wed. Your mother, grandmother, and I often discussed such a union from the earliest days of your infancy. You are a natural match for each other, in regard to both station and wealth. Together, you would unite two of the most admired estates in the country. Oh, you are not yet ready to marry, that I know. Nor am I prepared to part with Anne. Yet the time will come when you will wish to settle down and see both your house and Georgiana under the influence of a capable manager and worthy mistress.” 
 
      
 
    Though Darcy experienced some shock at the notion of his infirm cousin being capable of any exertion, let alone that required to manage a large household, he masked his feelings well. “I am pleased you understand that I am not yet at the time of life when such matters are foremost in my mind. Georgiana and I are still struggling to cope with the loss of our father. I intend no alteration to my household for many years to come.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course not, Darcy. A gentleman must sow his oats before undertaking matrimony. It is only my intention to make sure you are aware of your mother’s and grandmother’s wishes on the subject, as well as provide my sanction to the notion. I did not always take to the idea with such enthusiasm as Lady Anne, but you have proven yourself worthy of my daughter’s hand, and I shall be very happy on the day you both reach the inevitable conclusion.” 
 
      
 
    He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Shall we address the books?” 
 
      
 
    “By all means,” she graciously replied, satisfied at having won her point.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part Four – 1812-1813 
 
      
 
    After many years faithfully shepherding his flock, Mr. Weatherspoon peacefully departed this earth on a winter’s evening early in 1812. His funeral was an impressive one, as he had been respected and loved by most who knew him. In memoriam, the family from Rosings Park sent two large and handsome flower bouquets to flank the alter in Hunsford church, harvested from their extensive hothouses, and made a noble display of themselves, attired in fashionable mourning dress for the occasion and gracing the front pew with their exalted presence. Lady Catherine felt so much Mr. Weatherspoon’s due. For nearly thirty years he had possessed the official guidance of her spiritual life, through both good times and the most desperately trying. Often, she lost patience with him, but she knew he was a worthy man despite their disagreements and would not be seen disrespecting his memory in any way. Nevertheless, the living at Hunsford was in her gift, and she had a very different notion of what the next rector for the parish should be.   
 
      
 
    The new rector, when she found him, would not question her actions or try to guide her behavior. Such tactics might do very well for the rest of parish, but she would not brook such interference again. He must be a gentleman, but not one so well-situated that he should not properly appreciate her patronage. She would have him grateful and inclined to follow her directives. He should be predisposed towards marriage, though presently unencumbered by family. She should enjoy directing and approving his choice in mate. It would be an edifying project, as would the refurbishment of the parsonage, upon which she had long wished to lay her hands. Yes, Lady Catherine sat in her pew the picture of grief, but she had many sources of solace for the loss of Mr. Weatherspoon. 
 
      
 
    Over the next several months, a slew of needy clergymen took turns preaching from the Hunsford pulpit. Many were well-spoken, even more were eager to make their mark on the world, but none possessed the servility required by the mistress of Rosings until one Mr. William Collins arrived, only sent because the bishop had run out of anyone better to recommend. How surprised he was to learn that this bumbling excuse for a clergyman was just what suited Lady Catherine’s needs! His sermons were not particularly stirring, but Lady Catherine saw in this an opportunity to largely write them herself. No, his bearing was not terribly dignified, but this was more than compensated for by his absolute reverence for his new patroness. Having rather despaired of ever holding a living of his own, he felt all the gratitude Lady Catherine could desire for so suddenly becoming the possessor of a very comfortable parsonage with every promise of improvement, as Mr. Weatherspoon had not been terribly particular in the collection of tithes. If the rest of the parish were surprised by the selection, it mattered little to the two principals in the matter, thoroughly complacent as they were with the arrangement, what those whose lives would be so materially influenced by the selection thought. Having been under the influence of Lady Catherine’s directives for so many years, most surmised what influenced the choice, and if they disapproved, all made certain that her ladyship never learned of it.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Collins was asked to dine at Rosings shortly after his arrival in Hunsford, the honor of which invitation even Lady Catherine thought he felt too keenly. The evening provided the perfect opportunity for her to fully assess his situation and connections, which subjects she showed no hesitancy in forwarding. 
 
      
 
    “I understand you are the heir to a small estate in Hertfordshire, Mr. Collins. To whom does it currently belong?” 
 
      
 
    “My revered late father’s cousin. Due to an unfortunate quarrel between them, I have never met Mr. Bennet. It is only by chance that I should be his heir, as I have no doubt he would much prefer that Longbourn remain in the hands of the more immediate family, but it is entailed on descendants male, and it seems most unlikely that such will be forthcoming.” 
 
      
 
    “Rather unreliable ground upon which to stake your future, Mr. Collins. What makes you so certain he will not yet marry and produce progeny?” 
 
      
 
    “Please excuse me, your ladyship, if my confidence seems presumptuous, but the gentleman is married these past twenty years or more. Indeed, I have some reason to suspect that it was his choice in matrimony that was the cause of the familial strife. As I understand it, my father had hoped to solidify the claim to Longbourn by forging a union between Mr. Bennet and my aunt, rest her soul, but his overtures were dismissed most ungallantly, and before anyone could act to counter this rejection, the gentleman married a local lady, the daughter of a tradesman. My poor father felt it most keenly.” 
 
      
 
    “I should think he would! To have family connections supplanted in such a manner is most mortifying, and I do not blame your father for his ire. Did your aunt find another suitable match?” 
 
      
 
    “She made a respectable but not advantageous union to the local curate, which she unfortunately did not long survive, departing this mortal realm while in childbirth not much more than a year after her marriage.” 
 
      
 
    “A tragic tale, Mr. Collins. And how old is this Mr. Bennet now?” 
 
      
 
    “Middle-aged, I should guess. He was not many years younger than my own esteemed father.” 
 
      
 
    “More than young enough to remarry, should his wife precede him to the grave. I would not be too assured of your inheritance if I were you.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I do hope I should never take it for granted, but as I understand it, Mrs. Bennet enjoys fine health. Indeed, she is said to have maintained her charms to quite an unusual degree for one who has borne five children.” 
 
      
 
    “Five children!” Lady Catherine exclaimed with raised brow. “Am I to understand that the entire brood is female?” 
 
      
 
    “Correct, your ladyship. You penetrate the situation most precisely.” 
 
      
 
    “It is unusual that such efforts should not be better rewarded. I must feel for the family’s predicament, though I congratulate you on reaping the benefit of their misfortune.”  
 
      
 
    “Such sentiments honor your innate nobility, Lady Catherine.” 
 
      
 
    “What is the value of the Longbourn estate, Mr. Collins?” 
 
      
 
    “I understand it to be worth 2,000 per annum.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless Mr. Bennet has been most prudent, or Mrs. Bennet had a larger dowry than most country tradesmen are able to provide, those five daughters are left without very much to see them properly established. A sad business.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure they would feel the distinction of your sympathy most keenly, were they privy to it.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine accepted this assumption as her due and turned the topic to parish matters for the remainder of the meal. Yet when it was concluded and the party withdrew to the drawing room, she reintroduced the subject. 
 
      
 
    “I have been considering the unreliability of your inheritance, Mr. Collins, and it occurs to me that you ought to bridge this fissure in your family by writing to Mr. Bennet. From what I understand, he is your nearest living relative, and a man ought to have a relationship with his heir.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Collins looked uncomfortable. “Unfortunately, I believe the degree of chagrin my own father expressed at the time of the regrettable rupture in relations was of a nature not easily forgiven. It was a grudge he carried with him to his grave, and I cannot but feel it might be dishonoring his memory to set such feelings aside.” 
 
      
 
    “Nonsense! You are a clergyman, and as such it is your duty to promote and establish the blessings of peace amongst all families within your influence. Extend an olive branch, Mr. Collins. I cannot imagine such an overture should be rejected.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, yes! Of course, you are correct in so advising me, Lady Catherine. I had not so considered the matter and am eternally grateful to be the beneficiary of your wise counsel,” he said with a bow. 
 
      
 
    “I am glad you feel as you ought, Mr. Collins. Write to Mr. Bennet. Furthermore, I propose you request to visit the family. It will do you good to see the estate which may someday be yours, and if the unfortunate daughters of the family prove amiable and well-bred despite their maternal connections, I suggest you seek amongst them a wife.” 
 
      
 
    “A wife, Lady Catherine?” he asked in astonishment. “I confess I had not planned to wed for some time, wishing to solidify my living prior to taking on the burden of dependents.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a wife, Mr. Collins. You have a living good enough to support one, and a man in your position ought to be wed, as long as you choose with discretion. It both sets a good example and discourages the young ladies of the neighborhood from setting amorous eyes upon you.” 
 
      
 
    He blushed. “I had not thought myself a candidate for such attentions from my parishioners.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a respectable gentleman possessed of a good living, and eligible men are scare these days.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, your ladyship. My good fortune is so very recent that I am unaccustomed to considering myself thusly.” 
 
      
 
    “You must learn to know your own worth, Mr. Collins.” 
 
      
 
    “And is it not premature to be leaving my flock, when I am so recently arrived?” 
 
      
 
    “If I can spare you for a se’nnight, Mr. Collins, so can the rest of the parish. Just make sure you find another clergyman to perform your Sunday duties.” 
 
      
 
    “Your graciousness exceeds expectations, Lady Catherine.”  
 
      
 
    “That is all very well, but do you play quadrille, Mr. Collins?” 
 
      
 
    Arrangements were easily made, and not more than two months following this conversation, Mr. Collins was ready to make his way to Hertfordshire, there to survey his future potentiality. He was called upon by Lady Catherine the Sunday prior to his departure to make up her evening pool of quadrille that evening, an opportunity she utilized to reassert the purpose of his journey.  
 
      
 
    “You must marry. A clergyman like you must marry. Choose properly; choose a gentlewoman for my sake, and for your own, let her be an active, useful sort of person, not brought up high but able to make a small income go a good way. This is my advice. Find such a woman as soon as you can, bring her to Hunsford, and I will visit her.” 
 
      
 
    And with such exhortations carried close to his heart, Lady Catherine felt quite secure her rector would return to his post with news of an impending marriage to one of the Bennet sisters. 
 
      
 
    Things did not transpire quite as she planned. 
 
      
 
    Mr. Collins returned, and returned an engaged man, but not to one of his cousins. The lady who had been so fortunate as to win his heart was instead one Charlotte Lucas, none too young, of whom Lady Catherine knew nothing until enlightened by Mr. Collins. Her father, though knighted for services rendered the crown, was a former tradesman, now living in a small way not far from Longbourn. She brought no dowry and no personal connections to the relationship. The only good Lady Catherine could find in the match was that the parsonage would finally be possessed of a mistress. None of the desired strengthening of familial bonds had occurred, a cause close to Lady Catherine’s heart, nor had Mr. Collins gained the desired influence over his cousin a marriage within the Bennet family would have secured. There was nothing she could now do but hope to find the lady genteel and biddable. 
 
      
 
    In this area, Lady Catherine was pleasantly surprised. When the rector proudly presented the new Mrs. Collins for the first time to his patroness, she was happy to find the lady was none too comely, an attribute of which her ladyship approved, as she did not consider prettiness an asset in a clergyman’s wife. Though following her husband’s lead in servility, it was soon clear that she was rather more intelligent than the gentleman, which could only prove a positive influence. Furthermore, Mrs. Collins soon disclosed her very close friendship with one of the daughters of Longbourn, a Miss Elizabeth Bennet, who was slated to visit the new couple in Hunsford the coming spring. Lady Catherine was keenly interested in meeting Mr. Collins’s cousin, that she might determine why he had pursued neither she nor her one of her sisters’ hands. 
 
      
 
    The lady arrived along with Mrs. Collins’s father and a younger sister, neither of whom made much impression on her ladyship. Miss Bennet was another story. It took only a look at her to determine why Miss Lucas had been the preferable mate: Miss Bennet was too good for Mr. Collins. With her, he never would have succeeded. She gave her rector some credit for recognizing such beauty and refinement to be beyond his grasp, and her mind quickly began surveying her list of acquaintances in search of a more appropriate match for the lady. With such thoughts in mind, her ladyship determined to learn more of Miss Bennet than she had previously ascertained, an opportunity afforded her when the party first came to dine at Rosings. 
 
      
 
    "Your father's estate is entailed on Mr. Collins, I think. For your sake," turning to Mrs. Collins, "I am glad of it, but otherwise I see no occasion for entailing estates from the female line. It was not thought necessary in Sir Lewis de Bourgh's family,” she noted, forgetting in the moment that her interest in Rosings Park had been secured in her marriage settlements. “Do you play and sing, Miss Bennet?" 
 
      
 
    "A little." 
 
      
 
    "Oh! Then some time or other we shall be happy to hear you. Our instrument is a capital one, probably superior to – you shall try it someday. Do your sisters play and sing?" 
 
      
 
    "One of them does." 
 
      
 
    "Why did not you all learn? You ought all to have learned. The Miss Webbs all play, and their father has not so good an income as yours. Do you draw?" 
 
      
 
    "No, not at all." 
 
      
 
    "What, none of you?" 
 
      
 
    "Not one." 
 
      
 
    "That is very strange. But I suppose you had no opportunity. Your mother should have taken you to town every spring for the benefit of masters." 
 
      
 
    "My mother would have had no objection, but my father hates London." 
 
      
 
    "Has your governess left you?" 
 
      
 
    "We never had any governess." 
 
      
 
    "No governess! How was that possible? Five daughters brought up at home without a governess! I never heard of such a thing. Your mother must have been quite a slave to your education." 
 
      
 
    Miss Bennet smiled, revealing some secret amusement at this suggestion, before assuring Lady Catherine that had not been the case. 
 
      
 
    "Then who taught you? Who attended to you? Without a governess, you must have been neglected." 
 
      
 
    "Compared with some families, I believe we were, but such of us as wished to learn never wanted the means. We were always encouraged to read and had all the masters that were necessary. Those who chose to be idle certainly might." 
 
      
 
    "Aye, no doubt. That is what a governess will prevent, and if I had known your mother, I should have advised her most strenuously to engage one. I always say that nothing is to be done in education without steady and regular instruction, and nobody but a governess can give it. It is wonderful how many families I have been the means of supplying in that way. I am always glad to get a young person well placed out,” she mentioned, hinting at potential benevolence when properly interested in a worthy beneficiary. “Are any of your younger sisters out, Miss Bennet?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, ma'am, all." 
 
      
 
    "All! What, all five out at once? Very odd! And you only the second. The younger ones out before the elder are married!” Lady Catherine exclaimed, without realizing it was the very same situation Mrs. Collins had so recently endured at Lucas Lodge, not noticing the look of guilty conscience worn by Miss Lucas. Despite such obliviousness, she spoke thusly out of sincere sympathy for Miss Bennet’s plight, having suffered such indignity herself. It furthered her determination to do something to help Miss Bennet find a suitable establishment. “Your younger sisters must be very young?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, my youngest is not sixteen. Perhaps she is full young to be much in company.” Lady Catherine nodded her acquiescence and was about to return to her interrogation when she was surprised to hear the young woman continue, “But really, ma'am, I think it would be very hard upon younger sisters, that they should not have their share of society and amusement because the elder may not have the means or inclination to marry early. The last born has as good a right to the pleasures of youth as the first. And to be kept back on such a motive! I think it would not be very likely to promote sisterly affection or delicacy of mind." 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine was thoroughly shocked by such sentiments. Either Miss Bennet was unusually munificent to the point of foolishness, or she was speaking out of some convoluted sense of familial loyalty. Lady Catherine suspected the latter, as Miss Bennet did not strike her as a fool. "Upon my word! You give your opinion very decidedly for so young a person. Pray, what is your age?" 
 
      
 
    "With three younger sisters grown up," the cheeky thing retorted with a smile, "your ladyship can hardly expect me to own it." 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine was astonished at not receiving a direct answer. Here showed the deficiency in the girl’s education. 
 
      
 
    "You cannot be more than twenty, I am sure, therefore you need not conceal your age." 
 
      
 
    "I am not one and twenty." 
 
      
 
    Far too young to be so self-assured in company, Lady Catherine mused, but for once she kept her thoughts to herself. The gentlemen soon joined them and card tables were placed. Once the evening had concluded, Lady Catherine was left to ponder its events and conversation. She rather liked Miss Elizabeth Bennet, even if she were too outspoken for her own good. It was a fault, though she would never acknowledge it as such, with which Lady Catherine could relate. All said and done, it was the most entertaining evening she had experienced in quite some time, and it was with an easy mind and sense of complacency that she resolved to see a great deal more of Miss Bennet while she remained in the vicinity.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part Five 
 
      
 
    The party at the parsonage, reduced within the week by the departure of Sir William, found themselves honored with invitations to dine much more frequently than they had previously been bestowed. For the next fortnight, they were called forth twice a week, and it was on the fourth such evening that Lady Catherine had the enjoyment of imparting some news of magnitude. 
 
      
 
    “I expect the arrival of my nephews this coming week. Fine young men, who quite dote on me. Mr. Darcy is in possession of one of the finest estates in Derbyshire. You may have heard of it: Pemberley. It holds the admiration of all so honored as to visit, and it is my dearest hope that it shall someday be blessed with a worthy mistress.” She paused to bestow a suggestive smile on her daughter. “He brings with him Colonel Fitzwilliam, my brother the earl’s son, who has distinguished himself in his career. The younger son, of course, and very dashing he does look in his uniform, with the easy manners so very appealing to young ladies of your generation, Miss Bennet.”  
 
      
 
    Indeed, after a great deal of consideration, it was this very nephew whom Lady Catherine had determined would be the ideal suitor for her new protégé. At first, she struggled with some qualms about him being too good for her, and she not having enough fortune for him, but the lady’s feisty character was perfect for that of a military man’s wife, and her slight tendency towards impertinence would little matter once married into a sphere where it could give no offense. Lady Catherine liked Miss Bennet, felt for her plight, and wished to see more of her. It was not often she found herself truly amused by another. She herself would provide a handsome settlement on the couple upon their engagement, thereby securing an amiable and grateful addition to the family circle. Her one lingering concern was that Mr. Collins would feel the honor so much as to make a nuisance of himself, but her ladyship felt confident she could curb his enthusiasms, at least when in her presence. 
 
      
 
    Upon first broaching the subject, which Lady Catherine felt she had managed most delicately, she was surprised to perceive Mrs. Collins looking distinctly discomfited and Miss Bennet wearing her secret smile of amusement. Her ladyship determined to get to the bottom of the matter and demanded elucidation, in her typically direct manner. “What is it, Mrs. Collins? Does the arrival of my nephews cause you some inconvenience?” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly not, your ladyship, but I feel I must inform you that we have already had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Darcy, who spent the autumn months visiting in Hertfordshire, the guest of his friend, Mr. Bingley, at Netherfield Park.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine was all astonishment. “What? Mr. Collins as well?” She looked at the rector with accusation in her eyes. His paled face denoted his guilt. “Mr. Collins saw my nephew, and I was not informed?” 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry, Lady Catherine. I fear I was so carried away with my success in winning my dear Charlotte’s hand that I failed to mention the acquaintance.” 
 
      
 
    “The acquaintance! So you were introduced to my nephew and did not just see him in passing?” 
 
      
 
    “It is a small neighborhood, Lady Catherine, and Mr. Darcy was amongst us for several weeks. There was a ball at Netherfield while Mr. Collins was staying at Longbourn, which is when, I believe, he made the acquaintance, but Miss Bennet, my sister, and I have all dined with him on more than one occasion.”  
 
      
 
    “I see!” Lady Catherine replied in a disgruntled manner, struggling to reconcile herself to the notion. “I had looked forward to making the introduction, but I see that pleasure will be denied me. I suppose it is of little matter. ‘The best laid schemes,’ and so forth,” she philosophically concluded, though her chagrin was still apparent. “And what were your impressions of Mr. Darcy?” she inquired of no one particularly. 
 
      
 
    “A most impressive gentleman,” Mr. Collins was quick to assert. “His nobility of bearing is apparent to all fortunate enough to make his acquaintance.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a very fine gentleman,” Mrs. Collins seconded, “and exceedingly handsome. He made quite a stir amongst the young ladies of the neighborhood.” 
 
      
 
    “You are unusually quiet, Miss Bennet,” Lady Catherine noted suspiciously. “Will you not share your impression of Mr. Darcy?” 
 
      
 
    “What more can be said? He is very handsome and most impressive. There is little I can add that your ladyship does not already know, having the benefit of intimacy. It was a rather brief acquaintance. I had no notion that it should ever be renewed.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine found this detached way of speaking reassuring and nodded in acquiescence. It would not do for the lady from Hertfordshire to set her cap at such an exalted goal. The colonel was elevated enough. “I shall still have the pleasure of making you known to the colonel. His situation, though not as secure as his cousin’s, is extremely admirable. The son of an earl, even a second son, is always worth knowing. He belongs to a highly-decorated regiment and mingles in the best circles of society. I am sure you will all feel the honor of securing such an acquaintance.” 
 
     
 
    Miss Bennet again wore her amused little smile, and Lady Catherine sincerely wished she might be privy to the cause of her diversion but knew not how to interrogate such crypticism. 
 
      
 
    Her nephews arrived punctually the Monday prior to Easter. Mr. Collins came scrambling up to the house the following morning to greet them. Lady Catherine would have preferred he had waited until invited with the rest of the party, as he presented far better in company with his wife and cousin, but as he came upon them all assembled in the drawing room, there was little she could do about it. 
 
      
 
    “Mr. Collins! I certainly did not expect you. Come make Colonel Fitzwilliam’s acquaintance. My nephew, Mr. Darcy, I believe you already know.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine was not oblivious to the cold look of derision that passed across the latter’s face. She knew Mr. Collins would not be a clergyman to his taste, but she did not appoint him to please her nephew.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. Darcy! It is an honor and a privilege to see you once more. And Colonel Fitzwilliam! Delighted to make your acquaintance, sir.”  
 
      
 
    “Collins,” Mr. Darcy acknowledged him curtly, leaving his cousin to assume the pleasantries.  
 
      
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Collins. How are you settling in at the parsonage?” 
 
      
 
    “Extraordinarily well! The house is extremely comfortable, especially thanks to the improvements Lady Catherine was so kind as to make prior to my occupation, as well as those suggestions of hers we have implemented since establishing my dear wife in her new home. Perhaps you are not aware, Mr. Darcy, that I have deprived Hertfordshire of one of its shining lights, having been so fortunate to have won the hand of the lady you knew as Miss Charlotte Lucas, with whom I shall be delighted to make you reacquainted under her new sobriquet, Mrs. Collins.” 
 
      
 
    “You have married Miss Lucas?” he reiterated for clarification. His aunt could tell how surprised he was that an intelligent lady should accept the gentleman before him and reflected on how poorly gentlemen truly comprehended the plight of the aging, unmarried, and undowered woman. 
 
      
 
    “I have been so very fortunate, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “I congratulate you on the acquirement of so sensible a wife. She will be an asset to your parish.” 
 
      
 
    “My thoughts precisely, Mr. Darcy! My thoughts precisely. Our humble abode is currently further graced by two others known to you. My sister, Miss Maria Lucas, and cousin, Miss Bennet, are making a stay of some weeks with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Miss Elizabeth Bennet?” Darcy said, now with shock clearly writ across his mien. Lady Catherine took careful stock of this unusual response. Little rattled her nephew so obviously as this announcement had, far more than the news of Mr. Collins’s marriage. She wondered why he should be so perturbed by the notion of the lady being in the neighborhood and did not care at all for the conclusions at which her mind most readily leapt. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mr. Collins continued. “You may recall that she and my dear Charlotte are intimate friends?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” Darcy replied, proceeding to pace before the fireplace under his aunt’s suspicious gaze. 
 
      
 
    “Well, these are happy tidings!” exclaimed Colonel Fitzwilliam, also with an eye on his cousin. “Hearty congratulations to you, Mr. Collins, and to us as well. We have gained three new ladies with whom to extend our acquaintance in neighborhood. I do think that felicitous news, do not you, Darcy?” 
 
      
 
    “What? Oh yes. Yes, indeed.” He paused in his pacing. “I think ... perhaps I had better return to Hunsford with Mr. Collins and pay my respects to Miss Bennet. I grew to know her rather well while in Hertfordshire, as she and her sister were in residence for some days at Netherfield Park. I should hate to slight the lady by not properly acknowledging her presence in the neighborhood. Indeed, I have often dined in the company of all three ladies.” 
 
      
 
    “And I shall come, too,” Colonel Fitzwilliam eagerly seconded the notion before their aunt could protest her abandonment. 
 
      
 
    “We shall be delighted to offer you what humble hospitality we have at any time, my good sirs. Mrs. Collins will be honored by your attention.” 
 
      
 
    “But as I understood from the ladies in question,” Lady Catherine interposed herself upon this atmosphere of male enthusiasm, “the acquaintance was just a passing one. Surely there is no need for such prompt attendance.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure delicacy prevented them from presuming upon the connection, but the Bennets and Lucases are amongst the most prominent families in the vicinity of Netherfield Park. It was inevitable we should associate a great deal, particularly as Bingley is a very social gentleman and was anxious to establish himself in the neighborhood. I do not think the acknowledgement ought to wait. If you are ready to depart, Mr. Collins, we shall give you time to forewarn the ladies, and then follow in your wake.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes. Of course, Mr. Darcy. Mrs. Collins will be most honored. I shall set off at once.” 
 
      
 
    After the rector  departed, Lady Catherine turned on her nephew. “Well! I suppose you know best, Darcy. If you feel a prompt visit necessary, then who am I—?”  
 
      
 
    “I had best change my coat,” he interrupted. “If you will excuse me, Aunt Catherine,” and with a bow, he exited the room. 
 
      
 
    “I ought not let Darcy outshine me with the ladies. Better follow his example. We shall return shortly, dear Aunt,” said the colonel, pursuing his cousin out the room. 
 
      
 
    “I supposed,” piped up Anne, who had been discretely observing the proceedings, “that Miss Bennet must have made quite an impression upon my cousin for him to show such obvious interest in her.” 
 
      
 
    “You may keep your suppositions to yourself, Anne,” replied Lady Catherine curtly, and she took up her nephew’s abandoned path, tracing his steps back and forth before the fireplace. 
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    It had been her ladyship’s intention to enliven their evenings by continuing to have the Collinses and their guests for dinner twice a week, but her plans quickly altered following Darcy’s extraordinary reaction to news of Miss Bennet’s presence at the parsonage. No matter how much she believed the lady would prove a suitable match for the colonel, the notion was not worth jeopardizing her own daughter’s prospects. Miss Bennet would have to fend for herself. 
 
      
 
    However, as the week preceding the holiday passed and Darcy made no attempt to again see the lady, even as the colonel made a point of regularly calling at the parsonage, Lady Catherine began to believe she might have been hasty in her conclusions. It seemed only natural, with the benefit of hindsight, that Darcy should see in Miss Bennet the same potential as his aunt: that of an admirable military bride. The cousins were quite close, almost like brothers, and Darcy, in his natural benevolence, could be trusted to keep an eye open on the colonel’s behalf. Perhaps he, too, intended to bestow a settlement upon the couple, rendering Lady Catherine’s contribution unnecessary. She felt it relatively safe to resume her previous intentions of furthering such a match and ventured a cautious invitation following church on Easter Sunday —not for dinner, just for the evening. 
 
      
 
    The invitation was accepted, of course, and at a proper hour they joined the party in Lady Catherine's drawing room. Her ladyship received them civilly and was pleased to note how glad Colonel Fitzwilliam seemed to see them. He seated himself by Miss Bennet, and together the two talked agreeably, with spirit and flow. Lady Catherine congratulated herself on having accurately assessed the characters of each, and she endeavored to keep Darcy by her side, that he not interfere with the romance blooming across the room. It was with chagrin that she noted his eyes repeatedly turn towards the animated couple with a look of curiosity, and her ladyship, anxious to maintain his attention, did not scruple to call out, "What is that you are saying, Fitzwilliam? What is it you are talking of? What are you telling Miss Bennet? Let me hear what it is." 
 
      
 
    "We are speaking of music, madam," he said after her repeated entreaties. 
 
      
 
    "Of music! Then pray speak aloud. It is of all subjects my delight. I must have my share in the conversation if you are speaking of music. There are few people in England, I suppose, who have more true enjoyment of music than myself, or a better natural taste. If I had ever learnt, I should have been a great proficient,” she rambled on mindlessly, and not very truthfully. Upon seeing that she had regained Darcy’s attention, she was quick to add, “And so would Anne, if her health had allowed her to apply. I am confident that she would have performed delightfully. How does Georgiana get on, Darcy?" 
 
      
 
    “Georgiana’s performance is such that can only bring pleasure. She has the same natural talent my mother possessed.” 
 
      
 
    "I am very glad to hear such a good account of her," said Lady Catherine, "and pray tell her from me that she cannot expect to excel if she does not practice a great deal." 
 
      
 
    "I assure you, madam," he replied, "that she does not need such advice. She practices very constantly." 
 
      
 
    "So much the better. It cannot be done too much, and when I next write to her, I shall charge her not to neglect it on any account. I often tell young ladies that no excellence in music is to be acquired without constant practice. I have told Miss Bennet several times that she will never play really well unless she practices more, and though Mrs. Collins has no instrument, she is very welcome, as I have often told her, to come to Rosings every day and play on the pianoforte in Mrs. Jenkinson's room. She would be in nobody's way, you know, in that part of the house." 
 
      
 
    Mr. Darcy made no reply, and Lady Catherine trusted she had made her point, highlighting Miss Bennet’s proper place even while elevating her daughter’s superiority. 
 
      
 
    When coffee was over, Colonel Fitzwilliam reminded Elizabeth of having promised to play to him, and she sat down directly to the instrument. He drew a chair near her. Lady Catherine listened to half a song, found the execution wanting, and resumed her discourse with Darcy. Unfortunately, she proved no competition against the lure of a pretty lady at the pianoforte and was exceedingly vexed to see him suddenly rise and walk away, moving with his usual deliberation across the room and stationing himself so as to command a full view of the fair performer's countenance. 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine watched through narrowed eyes as the music ceased, Miss Bennet turned a coy smile upon Darcy, made some remark with eyes all a sparkle, and laughed heartily at the response. Darcy smiled back, and the threesome engaged in some sort of banter, much to the amusement of each, until Lady Catherine could bear the spectacle no longer and called out to know of what they spoke. Rather than reply, Miss Bennet immediately began playing again, so her ladyship approached and, after critically listening for a few minutes, said to Darcy, "Miss Bennet would not play at all amiss if she practiced more and could have the advantage of a London master. She has a very good notion of fingering, though her taste is not equal to Anne's. Anne would have been a delightful performer had her health allowed her to learn." 
 
      
 
    Rather than allowing the three young people to resume their happy discourse, Lady Catherine continued her remarks on the performance, mixing with them many instructions on execution and taste. Yet no opprobrium on her part worked to dissuade the gentlemen from requesting piece after piece, keeping Miss Bennet at the instrument for the remainder of the evening until, in desperation, her ladyship called the carriage to take the troublesome young woman and her hosts away. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part Six 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine’s nephews remained at Rosings much longer than was their wont, and her ladyship steadfastly avoided all contact between her party and that at the parsonage for nearly two weeks. However, she could not keep two active and independent young men from calling on Mrs. Collins and her guests, as she had reason to believe both did on numerous occasions. Furthermore, the colonel particularly and repeatedly requested that the residents of the parsonage should again be invited to the Park. Feeling the lack of invitations to be somewhat conspicuous and tired of fording off her nephew’s insistent pleas, she finally conceded and asked them to join her for tea.  
 
      
 
    It was with relief that she welcomed only the Collinses and Miss Lucas, who arrived bearing excuses for Miss Bennet. She was not well and stayed behind. Lady Catherine, having never before witnessed the slightest bit of indisposition in the lady, wondered if it was not her own good sense that kept her away. That was what her ladyship liked in her; she knew Darcy was meant for Anne and would not trespass where she did not belong. Lady Catherine strengthened her determination to try and find a means of bringing Miss Bennet and the colonel together, sometime when Darcy was not around to interfere. 
 
      
 
    The gentleman in question was unusually withdrawn and quiet as they greeted their visitors. His aunt noticed his perturbation and silently thanked Miss Bennet for keeping her distance. She did not think much of it when he excused himself from the company. Darcy’s eye might have strayed from its intended path, but time and reflection would set him back on the correct course. 
 
      
 
    Her nephews departed two days later, during which time Darcy remained withdrawn and sullen. However, as he made no motion to join the colonel on what proved to be an extraordinarily long parting visit to the parsonage, Lady Catherine felt sanguine that any dangerous attachment was under regulation. She really could not blame him for the attraction, for Miss Bennet combined a natural ease and grace with strong intelligence and no small degree of beauty. She only hoped any lingering affection for the lady would not come between the two cousins when the colonel made her his wife. 
 
      
 
    The house was quiet on the morning her nephews departed, Anne never being much of a conversationalist, and now that the danger had passed, Lady Catherine had no hesitation in inviting the Colllinses to dine that very evening. The invitation was readily accepted, and Lady Catherine found great consolation in pouring forth her sense of loss at the departure to her attentive audience. 
 
      
 
    "I assure you, I feel it exceedingly. I believe nobody feels the loss of friends so much as I do. But I am particularly attached to these young men and know them to be so much attached to me! They were excessively sorry to go, but so they always are. The dear colonel rallied his spirits tolerably till just at last, but Darcy seemed to feel it most acutely, more I think than last year.” Lest such an observation be misunderstood, she added with an expectant smile at her daughter, “His attachment to Rosings certainly increases." 
 
      
 
    “Who would not be sorry to depart your felicitous abode, Lady Catherine? No doubt Mr. Darcy will soon have an excuse to again venture hither, not just to bask in the perfections of the house but also to relish the joys of the company it offers.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine smiled graciously in acknowledgement of the compliment, all while keeping an observant watch on Miss Bennet, who seemed unusually detached from the conversation. Gone were the secret smiles of amusement, and her ladyship hoped it was not due to any heartache, at least not for the wrong nephew. 
 
      
 
    It was less than a week until Miss Bennet and Miss Lucas were set to depart for home, and Lady Catherine did not like to see the former go in such a dejected state. Perhaps, if she might hold the visitors in Kent for a longer stay, their continued presence might lure the colonel back and all would be made right. Or even better, maybe there was a means of bringing Miss Bennet to London, where the colonel would shortly be stationed. With this goal in mind, after dinner she shared her observation that Miss Bennet seemed out of spirits and, accounting for it by supposing that she did not like to go home again so soon, added, "But if that is the case, you must write to your mother to beg that you may stay a little longer. Mrs. Collins will be very glad of your company, I am sure." 
 
      
 
    "I am much obliged to your ladyship for your kind invitation," replied Miss Bennet, "but it is not in my power to accept it. I must be in town next Saturday." 
 
      
 
    "Why, at that rate, you will have been here only six weeks. I expected you to stay two months. I told Mrs. Collins so before you came. There can be no occasion for your going so soon. Mrs. Bennet could certainly spare you for another fortnight." 
 
      
 
    "But my father cannot. He wrote last week to hurry my return." 
 
      
 
    "Oh! Your father of course may spare you, if your mother can. Daughters are never of so much consequence to a father. And if you will stay another month complete, it will be in my power to take one of you as far as London, for I am going there early in June for a week, and as Dawson does not object to the barouche box, there will be very good room for one of you, and indeed, if the weather should happen to be cool, I should not object to taking you both, as you are neither of you large." 
 
      
 
    "You are all kindness, madam, but I believe we must abide by our original plan." 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine saw the girl’s determination and resigned herself to the inevitable. Perhaps her father really did value her presence. If so, Miss Bennet was a most fortunate lady. She herself could recall the superior claims paternal affection played upon her heart and felt a slight stirring of envy at the suggested closeness of their relationship. Still, she was determined to show Miss Bennet some extraordinary favor and did what she might in that direction by attending to the details of her journey. 
 
      
 
    "Mrs. Collins, you must send a servant with them. You know I always speak my mind, and I cannot bear the idea of two young women traveling post by themselves. It is highly improper. You must contrive to send somebody. I have the greatest dislike in the world for that sort of thing. Young women should always be properly guarded and attended according to their situation in life.” And if Miss Bennet’s situation were to be elevated, it would never do for word to get around that she had been left to travel unescorted in her maidenhood. “When my niece Georgiana went to Ramsgate last summer, I made a point of having two manservants go with her. Miss Darcy, the daughter of Mr. Darcy of Pemberley and Lady Anne, could not have appeared with propriety in a different manner. I am excessively attentive to all those things. You must send John with the young ladies, Mrs. Collins. I am glad it occurred to me to mention it, for it would really be discreditable to you to let them go alone." 
 
      
 
    "My uncle is to send a servant for us." 
 
      
 
    "Oh! Your uncle! He keeps a manservant, does he? I am very glad you have somebody who thinks of those things.” She searched her mind for some other way to be of service. “Where shall you change horses? Oh! Bromley, of course. If you mention my name at the Bell, you will be attended to." 
 
      
 
    Miss Bennet seemed to feel this attention just as she ought, and her ladyship contented herself with the notion she had done all she could for the lady, and further proved her regard by taking an interest in all the other details of her travel arrangements. By the end of the evening, she believed Miss Bennet to be less sullen than upon her arrival, attributing the change to the extraordinary notice the lady had received from herself. She would find another means of bringing the colonel into her path, but just in case no obvious method soon arrived, she made sure Miss Bennet knew she was welcome to visit the Collinses again whenever the opportunity arose.  
 
      
 
    The visitors to the parsonage were gone the following Friday, and Lady Catherine settled herself back into the routine of everyday life: visiting her tenants, overseeing the lives of the villagers, and advising Mr. Collins on his sermons. As Mrs. Collins and Miss Bennet were in regular communication, she was privy to a great deal of the happenings in the latter’s life, and as she always showed an interest in such news, Mr. Collins took particular care to make sure all such reports came her way. The lady would spend the summer exploring the Lake District with her aunt and uncle; but no, the journey was sadly curtailed to just so far as Derbyshire. Neither of her nephews were in the area at the time, so there was no reason to worry about her presence, nor was there a way to utilize it to advantage. Lady Catherine thought complacently on her young friend, enjoying the pleasures of a summer outing. Unfortunately, the next round of information coming from that quarter was of a distressing nature and threw all of her ladyship’s plans for Miss Bennet into upheaval. 
 
      
 
    It was an early August morning that brought Mr. Collins in haste and agitation to Rosings bearing the disruptive news. “Oh! Lady Catherine,” he began, “we have received the most dreadful tidings from Longbourn. A disgrace most ruinous to the family’s prospects has occurred, and I can only hope that my association with them has not tainted my own good name!” 
 
      
 
    “Do be seated, Mr. Collins, and calm yourself. Mrs. Jenkinson, please order a glass of wine to be brought to Mr. Collins.”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you, Lady Catherine! As always you are graciousness personified.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Jenkinson followed Lady Catherine’s directive, and the requested beverage was soon in Mr. Collins’s hand. He even managed to consume a few sips amidst his many statements of thanks and woeful declarations. 
 
      
 
    “You had best hurry up and tell me what has happened, Mr. Collins. Though the wine seems to have done little to alleviate your mind, perhaps my counsel will prove more efficacious.” 
 
      
 
    “It is precisely what brings me to you, Lady Catherine: the hope that your wisdom will steer my actions in the correct course. It is truly dreadful! My youngest cousin, Miss Lydia Bennet, while on a sojourn to Brighton abandoned her friends and thrust herself into the protection of a most unworthy scoundrel, a Mr. Wickham of the ____ regiment, who has deserted his post and fled with her no one knows where, though Lady Lucas surmises that marriage was not his intention.” 
 
      
 
    “Dear me! This is a most unfortunate report. Poor Miss Bennet! She will feel it most acutely, both the loss of her sister and her family’s good name. Thank goodness one is not further associated with her!” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine was referring to her former intentions to see the lady wed to her own nephew, but Mr. Collins took her words more personally. 
 
      
 
    “That is some consolation. I may be thankful now that my overtures towards Miss Elizabeth were not reciprocated and fortune steered me towards my own beloved Charlotte instead.” 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine took a moment to ponder the implications of this confession, but soon left the thought behind to pursue another. “You said Mr. Wickham is the man in which the unfortunate girl has placed her trust. By any chance, is his name George Wickham?” 
 
      
 
    “The very same, your ladyship. Is he known to you?” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry to say he is. He is the son of Mr. Darcy’s late steward, a far worthier man than his rapscallion offspring. That boy has been a menace since his childhood. I had understood that he was seeking a career in law, but if he ended up in the militia, he must have squandered what funds he had. The family is to be doubly pitied, for there is no way to work upon such a man other than by buying him off, and with a quantity of funds well beyond Mr. Bennet’s means. Wickham has always had notions above his station.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh!” exclaimed the miserable rector. “We had hoped there might be a way to patch up the affair by a belated marriage.” 
 
      
 
    “Not unless this London uncle of Miss Bennet’s behaves most generously to the family. Of course, the sorry couple would first have to be located. Is there any suggestion of where they might be?” 
 
      
 
    “They were traced no further than London. Lady Lucas believes Mr. Wickham has incurred a great deal of debt and is concealing himself from his creditors.” 
 
      
 
    “Worse and worse! It is most regrettable. You must write to the family and offer what consolation you can.” 
 
      
 
    “Ought I? I had thought that all contact with them must be severed at once.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a clergyman, Mr. Collins, and the rules that others must obey are not meant for you. It is at times of the greatest affliction and sorrow that you are most duty bound to offer your compassion. Write to them at once and provide what little support you can. There is not much you can do, but your words should provide some solace.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, of course, Lady Catherine. It is a very delicate situation and requires some careful consideration before I put pen to paper. I shall spend the day studying the matter and seeking the correct phraseology.” 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry for the young ladies. Their prospects, beyond the claim of charm, were already not very good, but now! Who will connect themselves with such a family? This false step in one daughter is most injurious to the others. If the couple can be located and wed, then time may rectify some of what has been lost, but if not, I am afraid their future is most insecure.” Perhaps a lesser family might find Miss Bennet a suitable companion for an ailing relation, her ladyship considered, determining then and there to keep a sharp eye out for a prospective post.  
 
      
 
    “You express my thoughts precisely, Lady Catherine. The situation is most lamentable. I count my fortunes in having escaped any closer tie to the family.” 
 
      
 
    “As you should, Mr. Collins, but it would not do to mention such gratitude when writing to Mr. Bennet. Remember that it is your intention to provide comfort, not congratulate yourself on escaping a shared disgrace.” 
 
      
 
    “Certainly, Lady Catherine, you are most wise. I shall do just as you say.” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you had better return to your parsonage and see to the task. The sooner the letter is written and received, the sooner the family may benefit from knowing of your support.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, indeed, Lady Catherine,” he said as he rose on shaky feet. “I shall see to it at once.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good, Mr. Collins. Please extend my condolences to Mrs. Collins. She must be greatly distressed on her friend’s behalf.” 
 
      
 
    “That she is, Lady Catherine. She feels it almost acutely as I do myself. Thank you for your concern in this sorry affair. Mr. Bennet will surely benefit from hearing of your consideration.”  
 
      
 
    Her ladyship very much doubted it, as what family would not rather keep such a matter as quiet as possible? But she was anxious to see the back of Mr. Collins so did not belabor the point. Following his departure, she turned her mind to all that had been related and attempted to conceive of some means by which she could assist her friend, Elizabeth Bennet. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part Seven  
 
      
 
    A few weeks passed before word came of as favorable a resolution to the Bennets’ sad situation as one could hope. The illicit couple had been found and married in London. A small, discrete notice in the newspaper testified to the fact. Mr. Wickham’s debts had somehow been settled and a commission purchased for him in a unit of regulars currently stationed far north, well away from anyone who might be privy to the scandal. Lady Catherine surmised that the London uncle had indeed come through most handsomely to so satisfactorily settle the matter. She still pitied Miss Bennet such a brother-in-law, but it was extremely unlikely they should have any contact in the future. Nevertheless, no belated action could suffice to erase the new Mrs. Wickham’s misconduct, and her ladyship’s intentions to see the Miss Bennet wed to Colonel Fitzwilliam were forever abandoned. However, she was once again worthy of better than a life as a mere companion, and Lady Catherine looked forward to her future visits to Hunsford as opportunities to introduce her to potential husbands. 
 
      
 
    A mere month and a half later such sanguine hopes were again dashed to the wind, and this time in a manner far more disruptive to Lady Catherine’s equilibrium than the dramatic episode that had preceded. Lady Lucas had again written to her daughter, and Mr. Collins once more came scurrying to Rosings Park one evening, his wife in tow, the unfortunate bearers of the bad tidings. He was even more shaken upon this interview than previously, and until he was able to summon his courage and share all there was to know, Lady Catherine and her daughter were left in some state of suspense at to what could disconcert him so. Mrs. Collins, usually quick to assist her husband, remained stoically silent. 
 
      
 
    “My deepest regrets that it should be my misfortune to be the conveyor of such inconceivable intelligence. You must know, dear Lady Catherine, that it is ever my intention to do what I can, in my humble way, to promote the peace and prosperity of all in my parish, particularly those whose magnanimous patronage I have been so fortunate as to receive. To have to carry word of such a nature into your noble abode, knowing that it must bring disquietude of the gravest nature to those who reside within its walls, is a sorrow I only shoulder with the bitterest sense of remorse, compelled by my sense of duty as a man of the cloth and the knowledge of what I, most particularly, owe to you, Lady Catherine.” 
 
      
 
    “Do stop babbling, Mr. Collins, and speak your piece at once! Whatever is the matter?” demanded her ladyship. 
 
      
 
    “My dear wife has received word from Lady Lucas that the Bennet family, despite their recent misfortune, are to be conspicuously honored. In defiance of our well-founded concerns that the actions of my unfortunate cousin Lydia would materially disadvantage her sisters’ prospects, the eldest has entered into a most notable and elevating engagement with Mr. Bingley, the master of Netherfield Park and possessor of a handsome fortune.” 
 
      
 
    “Why, there is nothing dire in what you say at all, Mr. Collins. Indeed, it is cause for celebration! With such a connection, the prospects of the remaining daughters are greatly improved. I am glad to hear it, as I have always wished Miss Elizabeth Bennet the very best. She is a fine young woman and deserving, I am sure, of as advantageous a union as her sister has managed.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Collins grew notably pale at these words and dabbed at his moist brow with an already well-used handkerchief. “Oh yes! Miss Elizabeth is said to be well on her way to contracting just such a match as you predict, Lady Catherine, but I cannot imagine it will be such a source of gratification as you foresee.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? Explain yourself at once!”  
 
      
 
    “I cannot do it!” he cried. “Charlotte, my dear, show some pity and inform Lady Catherine of what you have confided in me.”  
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Collins?” her ladyship prompted. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Lady Catherine, but as the information which has so disordered my husband entirely belongs to the realm of conjecture, I am far from certain that sharing it is appropriate, as I have already counseled him.” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Collins groaned, draping his damp handkerchief across his face. 
 
      
 
    “Well! If what you say is true, then Mr. Collins surely should have heeded your advice, but as he did not, instead intruding upon our evening with this most distressing display, you had best share its cause at once.” 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Collins cleared her throat. “Perhaps your ladyship is unaware that Mr. Darcy has often been at Netherfield Park while Mr. Bingley courted the eldest Miss Bennet?”  
 
      
 
    It was Lady Catherine’s turn to display a notable pallor. “I did not. Does he remain in the neighborhood?” 
 
      
 
    “He has removed to London on business but is expected back within the week.” 
 
      
 
    “I see.” She spoke tersely and, with a view towards negating her worst fears, asked, “And what has any of this to do with Miss Elizabeth Bennet?” 
 
      
 
    “It is the general opinion of those who have observed your nephew’s attentions to Miss Elizabeth that he, too, will soon align himself with the family.”  
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine sat in silence for several moments, studying the tightly clenched hands in her lap, while Mr. Collins continued to swoon and Mrs. Collins stood rigidly, without emotion, by his side. Finally, her ladyship looked up and met her daughter’s eye, there seeing not horror or dismay but rather a knowing penetration, accompanied by an amused smile, not unlike that belonging to the ungrateful creature who had usurped her destined mate. 
 
      
 
    “And this is the thanks I am to expect,” she began in ominously quiet tones, “after all I have done for Miss Bennet? I invited her into my home, took an interest in her prospects, and bestowed upon her my much-sought advice. Ungrateful, conniving,” her voice began to raise to something like a shriek, “avaricious girl! Would that I had never laid sight on her!” 
 
      
 
    “Please accept my humblest apologies for ever having introduced her to you, Lady Catherine,” Mr. Collins cried out, falling to his knees in supplication. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, leave us, Mr. Collins! I have no patience for your groveling at such a juncture. I must consider what is to be done.” 
 
      
 
    “If there is anything I might do to make amends for having brought the lady to your notice, however little I could have predicted the outcome, you only need ask, and it shall instantly be accomplished!” 
 
      
 
    “I said leave, Mr. Collins! Mrs. Collins, do take your husband away,” she barked, and the rector, assisted by his wife’s urgings, fled for his parsonage, there to ring invectives down upon her head for failing to broach the matter more delicately. 
 
      
 
    “I always thought my cousin showed a particular interest in Miss Bennet,” Anne commented calmly after his departure.
  
 
    “How you can take it so lightly, I fail to comprehend. Do you not understand that Darcy is your best hope for an equal marriage? There are no other gentlemen of your acquaintance so suitable.” 
 
      
 
    “I never wished to marry cousin Darcy. That was always your desire, Mama. Miss Bennet will make a much more suitable mistress of Pemberley. She has the energy for such an undertaking. I do not.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, do be quiet, Anne! You do not recognize your own best interests! Fortunately, you have me to see to them. I think I must go to Longbourn and speak to Miss Bennet. No! Perhaps it is better to go straight to London and talk to Darcy. Surely I can make him see reason!” 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Jenkinson, order a soothing draught for my mother. She is not herself,” commanded Anne. “You should go to bed, Mama. A good night’s sleep will soothe your nerves and help you to reason more clearly.” 
 
      
 
    “You are right, dear Anne. I shall sleep on this dreadful matter. My course of action will be clear to me on the morrow.” 
 
      
 
    The light of day brought Lady Catherine the realization that Longbourn ought to be her destination. If Darcy was so infatuated that he had forsaken all notion of familial pride and obligation, there was little she might say to dissuade him, but Miss Bennet might be swayed by a sense of duty to herself, and even more so by the knowledge that such a union would never be condoned by the broader family. Unfortunately, having slept rather late under the influence of the administered draught and then having spent no small amount of time in contemplation, the day was already too far gone to set forth at once. She ordered the traveling coach to be harnessed with four horses and ready to depart at first light, then spent a fitful evening, her mind alive with unanswered questions, feelings of betrayal, hopes dashed, and the haunting specter of a disappointed Lady Cat. 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine departed promptly the next morning, and traversing the roads at top speed, it took but a few hours to reach her destination. That time she spent in working herself up into an even stronger rage than she had been in before, as she systematically reviewed each and every kindness she had ever bestowed upon Elizabeth Bennet. The lady herself may not have been privy to even half of Lady Catherine’s good intentions towards her, but that rendered her offense no smaller in her ladyship’s eyes. 
 
      
 
    As the carriage entered the grounds of Longbourn, her eyes swept the scenery in search of something of which to disapprove. She found much to meet that qualification. The estate, though respectable enough, showed signs of neglect. The farm attached to it was only of middling prosperity, and the few tenant cottages that dotted her route were wanting refurbishment. The small pleasure grounds and house she begrudgingly acknowledged to be handsome enough, and that concession only fueled her ire.  
 
      
 
    One of her footmen handed her down and knocked on the door, announcing his mistress with formal dignity. The portly housekeeper who answered looked thoroughly overwhelmed by such magnificence, an effect Lady Catherine hoped she would have on the rest of the household. She was ushered up the stairs and into a small drawing room, fitted up with more fashion than she had expected. There she beheld her prey. 
 
      
 
    The astonishment of her entrance was writ loudly upon the faces of the other two occupants of the room, presumably Mrs. Bennet and one of the superfluous sisters, but Lady Catherine took little notice of them. In Elizabeth Bennet, she thought she detected a hint of anticipation, as if she had been expecting such a visitation. “As well she might,” thought Lady Catherine. The girl must have read her character well enough to know she would not brook being the subject of sport.  
 
      
 
    Miss Bennet performed some sort of greeting and introduction, which Lady Catherine only deigned to acknowledge with a tilt of her head. The mother then spouted some commonplace pleasantries, which were disregarded as her ladyship seated herself for a moment in silence, formulating her approach. Finally, seeing no way around greeting the vixen, she managed to do so with the utmost disdain. "I hope you are well, Miss Bennet,” she said stiffly. “That lady, I suppose, is your mother." 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your ladyship.” 
 
      
 
    "And that, I suppose, is one of your sisters." 
 
      
 
    "Yes, madam," the mother replied. “She is my youngest girl but one. My youngest of all is lately married, and my eldest is somewhere about the grounds, walking with a young man who, I believe, will soon become a part of the family." 
 
      
 
    Such reminders did nothing to ease Lady Catherine’s temper, and after a short silence she noted curtly, "You have a very small park here.” 
 
      
 
    "It is nothing in comparison to Rosings, my lady, I dare say, but I assure you it is much larger than Sir William Lucas's." 
 
      
 
    As if such comparisons mattered to her! "This must be a most inconvenient sitting room for the evening in summer. The windows are full west." 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Bennet assured her that they never sat there after dinner before adding, "May I take the liberty of asking your ladyship whether you left Mr. and Mrs. Collins well?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, very well. I saw them the night before last." It seemed weeks ago, back when she still maintained some semblance of peace of mind. 
 
      
 
    “May I offer you some refreshment, your ladyship?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I am in need of no such succor,” she brusquely dismissed the suggestion. It was time to come to her point. "Miss Bennet, there seemed to be a prettyish kind of a little wilderness on one side of your lawn. I should be glad to take a turn in it, if you will favor me with your company." 
 
      
 
    "Go, my dear," cried her mother, "and show her ladyship about the different walks. I think she will be pleased with the hermitage." 
 
      
 
    She hastily obeyed, excusing herself to retrieve her parasol, and attended her ladyship downstairs. As they passed through the hall, Lady Catherine paused to open the doors that lined the walls, discovering a dining parlor and drawing room. Reluctantly, she pronounced them decent-looking rooms, and walked on. 
 
      
 
    Miss Bennet said nothing at all as they made their way across the grounds, confirming Lady Catherine’s supposition that she knew precisely the purpose of this visit. She could not long stand for such impertinent silence, and as soon as they reached the relative privacy of the copse, Lady Catherine brought it to a swift end. 
 
      
 
    "You can be at no loss, Miss Bennet, to understand the reason of my journey hither. Your own heart, your own conscience, must tell you why I come." 
 
      
 
    The girl affected astonishment. "Indeed, you are mistaken, madam. I have not been at all able to account for the honor of seeing you here." 
 
      
 
    "Miss Bennet," replied her ladyship in an angry tone, "you ought to know that I am not to be trifled with. But however insincere you may choose to be, you shall not find me so. My character has ever been celebrated for its sincerity and frankness, and in a cause of such moment as this, I shall certainly not depart from it. A report of a most alarming nature reached me two days ago. I was told that not only your sister was on the point of being most advantageously married, but that you, that Miss Elizabeth Bennet, would in all likelihood be soon afterwards united to my nephew, my own nephew, Mr. Darcy. Though I know it must be a scandalous falsehood, though I would not injure him so much as to suppose the truth of it possible, I instantly resolved on setting off for this place, that I might make my sentiments known to you." 
 
      
 
    "If you believed it impossible to be true," came the insolent reply, "I wonder you took the trouble of coming so far. What could your ladyship propose by it?" 
 
      
 
    "At once to insist upon having such a report universally contradicted." 
 
      
 
    "Your coming to Longbourn to see me and my family will be rather a confirmation of it, if, indeed such a report is in existence." 
 
      
 
    "If! Do you then pretend to be ignorant of it? Has it not been industriously circulated by yourselves? Do you not know that such a report is spread abroad?" 
 
      
 
    "I never heard that it was." 
 
      
 
    "And can you likewise declare that there is no foundation for it?" 
 
      
 
    "I do not pretend to possess equal frankness with your ladyship. You may ask questions which I shall not choose to answer." 
 
      
 
    "This is not to be borne! Miss Bennet, I insist on being satisfied. Has he, has my nephew, made you an offer of marriage?" 
 
      
 
    "Your ladyship has declared it to be impossible." 
 
      
 
    "It ought to be so! It must be so while he retains the use of his reason. But your arts and allurements may, in a moment of infatuation, have made him forget what he owes to himself and to all his family. You may have drawn him in." 
 
      
 
    "If I have, I shall be the last person to confess it." 
 
      
 
    "Miss Bennet, do you know who I am? I am Lady Catherine de Bourgh, and I have not been accustomed to such language as this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Part Eight 
 
      
 
    “I am almost the nearest relation Darcy has in the world and am entitled to know all his dearest concerns," Lady Catherine demanded of Miss Bennet. 
 
      
 
    "But you are not entitled to know mine, nor will such behavior as this ever induce me to be explicit." 
 
      
 
    "Let me be rightly understood. This match, to which you have the presumption to aspire, can never take place. No, never. Mr. Darcy is engaged to my daughter. Now what have you to say?" 
 
      
 
    "Only this: that if he is so, you can have no reason to suppose he will make an offer to me." 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine hesitated for a moment and then replied, "The engagement between them is of a peculiar kind. From their infancy, they have been intended for each other. It was the favorite wish of his mother, as well as hers. While in their cradles, we planned the union, and now, at the moment when the wishes of both sisters would be accomplished in their marriage, to be prevented by a young woman of inferior birth, of no importance in the world, and wholly unallied to the family! Do you pay no regard to the wishes of his friends? To his tacit engagement with Miss De Bourgh? Are you lost to every feeling of propriety and delicacy? Have you not heard me say that from his earliest hours, he was destined for his cousin?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, and I have heard it before. But what is that to me? If there is no other objection to my marrying your nephew, I shall certainly not be kept from it by knowing that his mother and aunt wished him to marry Miss De Bourgh. You both did as much as you could in planning the marriage. Its completion depended on others. If Mr. Darcy is neither by honor nor inclination confined to his cousin, why is not he to make another choice? And if I am that choice, why may not I accept him?" 
 
      
 
    "Because honor, decorum, prudence, nay, interest, forbid it,” she shrieked. “Yes, Miss Bennet, interest, for do not expect to be noticed by his family or friends if you willfully act against the inclinations of all. You will be censured, slighted, and despised by everyone connected with him. Your alliance will be a disgrace! Your name will never even be mentioned by any of us." 
 
      
 
    "These are heavy misfortunes, but the wife of Mr. Darcy must have such extraordinary sources of happiness necessarily attached to her situation that she could, upon the whole, have no cause to repine." 
 
      
 
    "Obstinate, headstrong girl! I am ashamed of you! Is this your gratitude for my attentions to you last spring? Is nothing due to me on that score?” She felt faint in her distress, a most unaccustomed weakness. “Let us sit down. You are to understand, Miss Bennet, that I came here with the determined resolution of carrying my purpose, nor will I be dissuaded from it. I have not been used to submit to any person's whims. I have not been in the habit of brooking disappointment." 
 
      
 
    "That will make your ladyship's situation at present more pitiable, but it will have no effect on me." 
 
      
 
    "I will not be interrupted! Hear me in silence. My daughter and my nephew are formed for each other. They are descended on the maternal side from the same noble line, and on the father's from respectable, honorable, and ancient though untitled families. Their fortune on both sides is splendid. They are destined for each other by the voice of every member of their respective houses, and what is to divide them? The upstart pretensions of a young woman without family, connections, or fortune. Is this to be endured! But it must not, shall not be! If you were sensible of your own good, you would not wish to quit the sphere in which you have been brought up." 
 
      
 
    "In marrying your nephew, I should not consider myself as quitting that sphere. He is a gentleman. I am a gentleman's daughter. So far we are equal." 
 
      
 
    "True. You are a gentleman's daughter. But who was your mother? Who are your uncles and aunts? Do not imagine me ignorant of their condition." 
 
      
 
    "Whatever my connections may be," said Elizabeth, "if your nephew does not object to them, they can be nothing to you." 
 
      
 
    "Tell me once and for all, are you engaged to him?" 
 
      
 
    The lady hesitated, and Lady Catherine held her breath in anticipation for the long awaited, direct answer. 
 
      
 
    "I am not." 
 
      
 
    Her breath released with a grateful sigh. 
 
      
 
    "And will you promise me never to enter into such an engagement?" 
 
      
 
    "I will make no promise of the kind." 
 
      
 
    "Miss Bennet! I am shocked and astonished. I expected to find a more reasonable young woman. But do not deceive yourself into a belief that I will ever recede. I shall not go away till you have given me the assurance I require." 
 
      
 
    "And I certainly never shall give it. I am not to be intimidated into anything so wholly unreasonable. Your ladyship wants Mr. Darcy to marry your daughter, but would my giving you the wished-for promise make their marriage at all more probable? Supposing him to be attached to me, would my refusing to accept his hand make him wish to bestow it on his cousin? Allow me to say, Lady Catherine, that the arguments with which you have supported this extraordinary application have been as frivolous as the application was ill-judged. You have widely mistaken my character if you think I can be worked on by such persuasions as these. How far your nephew might approve of your interference in his affairs, I cannot tell, but you have certainly no right to concern yourself in mine. I must beg, therefore, to be importuned no further on the subject." 
 
      
 
    "Not so hasty, if you please. I have by no means done. To all the objections I have already urged, I have still another to add. I am no stranger to the particulars of your youngest sister's infamous elopement. I know it all: that the young man's marrying her was a patched-up business at the expense of your father and uncle. And is such a girl to be my nephew's sister? Is her husband, is the son of his late father's steward, to be his brother? Heaven and earth! Of what are you thinking? Are the shades of Pemberley to be thus polluted?" 
 
      
 
    "You can now have nothing further to say," Miss Bennet declared, displaying an odious degree of pride. "You have insulted me in every possible method. I must beg to return to the house." She rose, turned her back, and began walking away. Lady Catherine, to her dismay, was forced to follow behind, highly incensed. 
 
      
 
    "You have no regard then for the honor and credit of my nephew! Unfeeling, selfish girl! Do you not consider that a connection with you must disgrace him in the eyes of everybody?" 
 
      
 
    "Lady Catherine, I have nothing further to say. You know my sentiments." 
 
      
 
    "You are then resolved to have him?" 
 
      
 
    "I have said no such thing. I am only resolved to act in that manner which will, in my own opinion, constitute my happiness without reference to you or to any person so wholly unconnected with me." 
 
      
 
    "It is well. You refuse then to oblige me. You refuse to obey the claims of duty, honor, and gratitude. You are determined to ruin him in the opinion of all his friends and make him the contempt of the world," she cried in despair. 
 
      
 
    "Neither duty, nor honor, nor gratitude have any possible claim on me in the present instance. No principle of either would be violated by my marriage with Mr. Darcy. And with regard to the resentment of his family or the indignation of the world, if the former were excited by his marrying me, it would not give me one moment's concern, and the world in general would have too much sense to join in the scorn." 
 
      
 
    "And this is your real opinion!” she cried, struggling to mask the intense sensations of betrayal such words inflicted. “This is your final resolve! Very well. I shall now know how to act. Do not imagine, Miss Bennet, that your ambition will ever be gratified. I came to try you. I hoped to find you reasonable, but depend upon it, I will carry my point." 
 
      
 
    She continued in desperation to talk on, hoping in vain to make some impression on the implacable Miss Bennet, until they were at the door of the carriage. Having no recourse left but to return the injury inflicted, Lady Catherine turned hastily round and added, "I take no leave of you, Miss Bennet. I send no compliments to your mother. You deserve no such attention. I am most seriously displeased." 
 
      
 
    Miss Bennet made no answer, seeming entirely unfazed. Without attempting to persuade her ladyship to return to the house, she abandoned her then and there, walking composedly into it alone.  
 
      
 
    ********** 
 
      
 
    Lady Catherine went directly from Longbourn to Darcy’s London townhouse, still determined to have her way. She was angrier than ever at Miss Bennet’s recalcitrant stance, a sensation amplified by the deep sense of hurt she felt in perceiving that not only was her former affection for the girl unreturned, but rather she seemed to resent, even despise her. Pained tears threatened to erupt from her eyes as she contemplated Miss Bennet’s dreadful disregard of her attempted benevolence, and it was only her imminent meeting with Darcy and the need to maintain her equilibrium that kept them at bay. 
 
      
 
    She was fortunate to find Darcy at home and unattended. Entering his study and shutting the door behind her, she wasted no time in disclosing where she had been and to what purpose. 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe her equal to such ingratitude? I was dreadfully mistaken in her character. It is just as well we learned her capable of such behavior before it was too late. Darcy, I know not what intentions you might have entertained towards Miss Bennet, but surely you do not wish to be married to such a harridan! Who could have known she has the temper of a fishwife, all concealed behind a façade of gentility?” 
 
      
 
    “I knew of her temper. I have been subjected to it before,” he solemnly confessed. 
 
      
 
    She stared at her nephew in shock. “Yet you still sought to court the lady? I could not be more surprised!” 
 
      
 
    “When I was the recipient of her wrath, it was well-deserved. I can now admit that. I hope someday you will be able to similarly acknowledge your wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “My wrong? I have never been more insulted than I was this morning! I asked her, repeatedly, to assure me there was no foundation to the rumors of your engagement, and she toyed with me, Darcy! She dodged all direct response, rejecting all arguments of reason and honor until I finally cornered her into admitting the falsity of the report, only to then refuse my request never to agree to such an engagement, turning her back on me and refusing me her attention!” 
 
      
 
    “She would not agree to your request?” 
 
      
 
    “On that point, she was most obstinate. I believe her precise words were, ‘I am resolved to act in that manner which will constitute my happiness.’ With no regard for what the world would say! Can you believe it?” 
 
      
 
    “I cannot, but I thank you, Aunt Catherine. You have given me hope where I thought all was lost,” he said, kissing her hand before proceeding to open the door and hollering for his carriage and a valise. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean by all this, Darcy? Where are you going?” 
 
      
 
    “Why, to Longbourn, of course, to ask for Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s hand in marriage.” 
 
      
 
    “You cannot be serious? After all I have related?” 
 
      
 
    “I have never been more serious, my dear aunt, nor more determined in my purpose.” 
 
      
 
    She sank into a chair, her legs no longer able to support her. “You must not know of her youngest sister’s infamous elopement! She is married, after weeks of living in sin, to none other than George Wickham! Surely you cannot align yourself with such a family?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed, I am privy to it all, as it was I who arranged the marriage. You must excuse me. There is no time to lose. If I leave within the hour, I can be at Netherfield in time for dinner. Thank you again, Aunt Catherine. Wish me good fortune!” And with that he was off, leaving his aunt in a state of shock, dismayed by the unintended consequences of her ill-advised interference, and with a long-familiar refrain about mice and men echoing hauntingly through her tortured mind. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Darcy in Wonderland 
 
    By Alexa Adams 
 
      
 
    Chapter One: A Troll and a Rabbit 
 
      
 
    “Papa! Papa! The most wondrous thing has happened!” 
 
      
 
    Fitzwilliam Darcy stifled the indulgent smile threatening his lips. “Alice, please recall our many conversations on manners.” 
 
      
 
    The little girl who had so unceremoniously burst into his office instantly checked her advance, freezing in place like a statue. Slowly she began to move, creeping her way backwards until she again outside the door, upon the frame of which she knocked. 
 
      
 
    The smile could no longer be retained. “Can I help you, Alice?” 
 
      
 
    She returned it with one full of mischief. “How can you know it is me, Papa?” 
 
      
 
    Bennet, who sat on the opposite side of the massive mahogany desk, a mirror image of his father at the same age, rolled his eyes. “What is wrong with that child?” he muttered, incurring a quelling glance from his father. 
 
      
 
    “I can see you, my dear. The door is open. You may come in.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I can’t. There is a troll guarding a drawbridge, and one must have a password if one wishes to proceed,” she explained. 
 
      
 
    “And what is the password?” 
 
      
 
    Her face contorted into a mask of tragedy. “I don’t know it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good Lord!” Bennet turned to stare at his youngest sister. “Can you not be rational even in your own game? You imagined the troll and the bridge; why not dream up a password just as readily?” 
 
      
 
    She scowled at her brother. “No, I cannot. I said I don’t know it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I do,” Darcy stated firmly. He knew from experience that once Alice established an imaginary impediment, it was not to be overcome without making a concession to her whimsy. “It just so happens this troll is an old friend of mine.” 
 
      
 
    “You know him already, Papa?” Her chubby face fell. “Now I shan’t have the honor of the introduction.” 
 
      
 
    “You sound like Aunt Catherine,” Bennet muttered. 
 
      
 
    “We met at Eton,” Darcy said before Alice could retort. “When the older trolls gave me trouble, he was always the first to come to my aid.” 
 
      
 
    “What is his name?” she eagerly inquired. 
 
      
 
    “You see, you could never have made an introduction anyway,” Bennet persisted. 
 
      
 
    “His name is Travelos. Travelos Gymphenor.” 
 
      
 
    Alice cooed with delight. “What a splendid troll name, Papa!” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, my dear.” 
 
      
 
    “What is the password?” 
 
      
 
    “Custard.” 
 
      
 
    Very solemnly Alice turned to the imaginary creature and said, “Custard.” She then thanked Mr. Gymphenor and curtseyed before reentering the office. 
 
      
 
    “She is mad, Father,” Bennet said. One firm finger pointed at the ledger he was supposed to be ciphering, and he hurried to refocus his attention on his task.  
 
      
 
    “Now, Miss Alice, how may I be of service?” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes grew big. “Papa, I saw the most wondrous thing in the garden.” 
 
      
 
    “So I hear. What was it?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Miss Williams and Cassie were reading Kenilworth, again, while I was making a daisy chain,” the evidence of which remained in her hair, “and feeling senselessly bored. Papa, what is the use of a book without any pictures?” 
 
      
 
    “You will find joy in a great many books without pictures as you grow older, Alice. I predict the day will come when you are an even more ferocious reader than your mother or Rose.” 
 
      
 
    “Adults always say things like that. I miss Rolie,” she declared, utilizing a pet name for her favorite sister. “When will she be home?” 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “And why did you have to send her to school?” 
 
      
 
    “Why does one go to school but to learn?” 
 
      
 
    “She seemed to learn well enough with Miss Williams. She knows more than Miss Williams does about flowers.” 
 
      
 
    “Which is precisely why her education required a different teacher to reach completion. Speaking of which, I thought Miss Williams had planned to review French and Geography with you girls this morning? Certainly little enough is likely to be accomplished over the next few days.” 
 
      
 
    Alice shuffled her feet restlessly. “I much rather she had. We started on French, but it was so lovely outside, and my legs were just aching to be out and about. So we took our books out, and Cassie brought Kenilworth. I learned to ask where things are.” She clasped her hands before her and turned her toes out. “Où est mon livre?Où est l'école?Où est mon chat?” She relaxed her posture and continued. “But then Miss Williams was persuaded to read Kenilworth, again, instead.”  
 
      
 
     “I see.” He made a note on the tablature before him: a reminder to discuss the matter with Elizabeth. “And what happened that was so wondrous amidst Sir Walter Scott and the daisy chain?” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes sparkled once more with excitement. “You shall never believe it! A white rabbit with pink eyes came by — ” 
 
      
 
    “There is nothing so very remarkable in that,” Bennet interjected, again distracted from the work before him. “A great many rabbits are white with pink eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “ — wearing a pocket watch and waistcoat!” 
 
      
 
    Darcy sighed. The wondrous happening was merely more fantasy. His son said, “Now that would be a sight worth seeing.” 
 
      
 
    “Papa, he actually took the watch out and checked it!” 
 
      
 
    “Why wear a watch if not to know the time?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t believe me,” Alice said accusingly to Bennet. 
 
      
 
    “Whatever gave you that notion?” 
 
      
 
    “Come now, children. Enough squabbling.” 
 
      
 
    “But it is true, Papa. I saw the rabbit and got up to follow him, but I soon lost his trail.” 
 
      
 
    “You might release the hounds, Father.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare!” Alice shrieked indignantly at her brother. “You would never do such a thing, would you, Papa?” 
 
      
 
    “There must be some means of controlling the pest population,” Bennet continued to goad. 
 
      
 
    “Papa!” True panic now read on the child’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Let her be, Bennet. Attend to your work.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said with a satisfied smirk. 
 
      
 
    “Now, Alice, no one shall harm your Mr. Rabbit. The dogs and the groundskeepers know how to tell the difference between your average rabbit and the very proper gentleman you describe.” Alice sighed her relief. Bennet harrumphed.  
 
      
 
    “I wish you might see him, Papa. Do you think he shall return?” 
 
      
 
    “If he is a tenant of Pemberley, we are sure to see him again.” 
 
      
 
    “When Mr. Fredericks comes complaining that Mr. Rabbit failed to pay his tithes.” 
 
      
 
    “Bennet!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Father. It is just too irresistible not to tease her when she so opens herself up to it.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not!” 
 
      
 
    “You most certainly do.” 
 
      
 
    “That is enough,” Darcy interjected. “Alice, please return to your lessons.” 
 
      
 
    “But Kenilworth is not a proper lesson!” 
 
      
 
    “Call it History,” Bennet replied. 
 
      
 
    “Then return to making your daisy chain under Miss Williams’s guidance. You may keep an eye out for your white rabbit.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I shall certainly do so! I won’t let him get away from me again. Next time I see him, I will invite him to tea. That way you can all meet him.” She frowned. “But who will introduce me to him?” 
 
      
 
    “It certainly won’t do for you to be accosting strange rabbits on the street. What will the neighbors say?” 
 
      
 
    “Bennet,” Darcy said warningly. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, Father.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not. If you were, you would cease provoking her.” The young man’s grin acknowledged the truth of his father’s assessment. “Run along now, Alice. Bennet and I have a lot of work to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you come to the nursery tonight and read to me?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, my dear. A book with pictures, I presume?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I shall certainly not request Scott. I much prefer nursery rhymes.” 
 
      
 
    “Then nursery rhymes you shall have.” 
 
      
 
    The child kissed her father on the cheek, stuck her tongue out at her brother, and skipped away. 
 
      
 
    Bennet watched her go before turning forward towards his father. “You will need to do something for that one.” 
 
      
 
    Darcy sighed. “What do you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    “A madhouse, for starters.” 
 
      
 
    “The child is perfectly sane, as you very well know. She is just rather … creative. Your mother tells me it is a sign of great intelligence.” 
 
      
 
    Bennet scoffed. “All I know is that if I had run about spouting such nonsense at her age, you would have knocked the sense into me quick enough.” 
 
      
 
    “It is rather different, Bennet. You were our first born: our only son.” 
 
      
 
    “And not to be indulged like the baby of the family.” 
 
      
 
    Darcy smiled in acknowledgement. “Perhaps we are too easy on her, but I really have no notion how else to handle the creature. No punishments work on her. She simply turns anything we contrive into another game.” 
 
      
 
    “I should like to see her turn a solid spanking into a game.” 
 
      
 
    “Should we beat her for being imaginative?” 
 
      
 
    “No, you should beat her in hope it imbues her with some sense.” 
 
      
 
    “Your mother would never allow it.” Darcy’s fond smile suggested that neither would he. 
 
      
 
    “As I said, you are too easy on Alice. If you and my mother do not take her in hand and impose reality upon her, the world will someday do it for you, and it will be a far more difficult lesson to learn.” 
 
      
 
    “You are right.” He turned to his son. “When did you become so wise?” 
 
      
 
    “That university education you are subjecting me to must be put to some use.” 
 
      
 
    “It is for your own good, Bennet. You cannot simply cloister yourself at Pemberley all your life. The world insists we mingle with it.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Father, but I do not have to like it.” He put down his pen and leaned back in the comfortable leather chair, looking lovingly at the book-lined walls. “I feel more at peace here than I do anywhere else, even taking into account this formidable brood of sisters with whom you have cursed me. If I could see them all fired off and remain here farming the land and caring for the tenants the rest of my days, I should be most content. I have no taste for society.”  
 
      
 
    “It is one of those necessary evils in life. Besides, you will want some lady to share the years with you. You have your posterity to consider.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” his son conceded, taking back up his pen, “someday I suppose I will, but right now I should just be pleased not to have to return to Cambridge.” 
 
      
 
    Darcy looked at his son with concern. “Is it really so terrible?” 
 
      
 
    Bennet continued his ciphering. “It is not unendurable, if that is what you mean.” 
 
      
 
    “The other young men are kind to you?” 
 
      
 
    He looked up and smirked. “Almost too kind, if you understand me.” 
 
      
 
    Darcy relaxed. “I most certainly do. Tell me, are some of your fellow scholars interested in introducing you into their equally sister-laden homes?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, few are equally laden, but yes, they do. They all wanted me to come visit them over the holidays. It is like offering myself up as meat to hungry lions. Had I not had Ellie’s ball for a firm excuse, I should have been pestered to death. How is it that such an extraordinary number of perfectly amiable gentlemen have sisters who are so positively vile?” 
 
      
 
    Darcy laughed. “I know not, but it seems frightfully common.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother tells me Uncle Charles’s sister gave you a rather difficult time when you were all young and eligible.”  
 
      
 
    “Yes. Mrs. Lucas, Caroline Bingley as she was then, was quite persistent in her pursuit of me. It was exceedingly awkward, I can assure you.” 
 
      
 
    “I can only imagine,” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Here is something to think of: had I not been willing to endure the society of one friend’s vile sister, I might never have met your mother.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall start petitioning for friends with amiable neighbors,” he quipped. Yet his usual smirk was absent, and it was with an earnest mien he proceeded to ask, “What if I never meet someone to suit me as Mother does you?” 
 
      
 
    “You will, Son. Give it time. You are not yet one and twenty—far too young to marry now even should you happen across the right lady. The here and now is dedicated to the ledgers, and between Alice’s rabbits and trolls and this tête-à-tête, I fear we shall never be done.” 
 
      
 
    “Alice started it.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I need not fear you are growing up too fast. Any wisdom you may have stumbled upon is still judiciously diluted with a great deal of childishness.” 
 
      
 
    “The books, Father! We must attend to the ledgers!” 
 
      
 
    “What would I do were you not here to recall me to my duties?” Darcy retorted with a sardonic smile, and they got on with their work. 
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