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Chapter 1
With trepidation and a shiver of pleasant anticipation for the evening ahead of them, Elizabeth left the carriage in front of the Little Theatre.
Although late in the afternoon, it was still warm; not a single breeze chilled the sunny June day.
As the season ended, most of the Ton abandoned the town for the comfort and fresher air of their country houses. Therefore, Elizabeth assumed the Little Theatre would be rather empty.
However, she was proved wrong by the crowd gathered in front of it. People dressed in the latest fashion as well as the lower classes were speaking animatedly among themselves, separated by a safe distance, each with his own circle, as though they were afraid to step over the edge of it. And no one showed any haste to enter. It was still too hot.
Her uncle and aunt seemed unfitted to any group. They were both elegantly dressed. However, their difference from the peers could not be concealed. They greeted some acquaintances on their way to the entrance. Elizabeth noticed several gentlemen scrutinising her with what her mother would call admiration; yet, she knew it was mere curiosity towards a new, unknown face.
She had been in Town for a whole week, waiting for her uncle to complete his business so they could begin their journey to the Lakes – as they planned.
Mr Gardiner’s business often interfered in his vacation plans; however, as demanding as it was, it helped him make a comfortable living for his wife and their four children and to secure their future. Moreover, it gave him hope of purchasing a small estate sometime in the future.
Mr Gardiner considered himself a fortunate man since he made the wise decision of marrying the best woman he had known. He had been blessed with everything a man could pray for: a good living, a lovely wife and beautiful children. In their fifteen years of marriage, James Gardiner’s love, respect and admiration for his wife Madeleine grew stronger and more profound as time passed.
Even more, his wife had become very close to his family – especially to his nieces from Longbourn. His wife’s wisdom, kindness and understanding was a blessing to all of them.
“My dear, this is very exciting,” Madeleine Gardiner said to his husband, while they walked together in the theatre’s hall, toward their seats. “I have heard so much praise about this play. I am sure the performance will be astounding.”
“Well, it is the least I can do, since I kept you and Elizabeth a whole week over our established departure date.”
“On my account, you have no reason to worry,” Elizabeth smiled. “Spending time with my aunt, in London or anywhere else, is a true delight.”
A moment later, however, her smile faded and pain gripped her chest, taking her breath away as she heard her name called and observed a familiar face staring at her with utter gladness. And behind it, another one, dark, frowning, pale, eyes wide open with discernible astonishment.
Colonel Fitzwilliam stopped near them, bowing joyfully.
“Miss Bennet? What a delightful surprise! I am so happy to see you again! How long have you been in Town?”
She curtseyed and forced another smile, while memories of the last time she had met the Colonel invaded her.
“I am happy to see you too, sir. I have been in London for a week, with my uncle and aunt,” she indicated her relatives. The Colonel bowed to them and they returned the greeting.
“What a lovely coincidence to meet here! And to think I did not even want to attend the theatre tonight. The weather is too hot to spend several hours in a crowded building,” the Colonel continued.
By that time, Elizabeth’s eyes had already met Darcy’s, who was staring at her from behind his cousin. Near him, there was a beautiful young woman, holding his arm tightly, her blue eyes filled with curiosity.
Elizabeth’s cheeks burned crimson, while the Colonel spoke further, taking a step aside.
“Miss Bennet, did you see Darcy? Cousin, look who is here!”
Elizabeth’s first impulse was to hide or run, but there was no safe place for her. Besides, the shock of seeing him had anchored her feet in place and her eyes remained imprisoned by Darcy’s.
Even if she could not run from him, she was certain he would depart immediately; his severe countenance spoke plainly of his displeasure.
Silent for a moment, Mr Darcy recovered himself enough to advance and greet Elizabeth, if not in perfect composure, at least with well-bred civility.
“Miss Bennet, it is such a pleasant surprise to see you again.”
“Mr Darcy…”
“Are you good health, I hope?” he asked hesitantly.
“Yes, thank you. We are all in excellent health,” she replied.
Both seemed to forget about their companions, so the Colonel took the lead in the conversation.
“Miss Bennet, would you do us the pleasure of introducing your uncle and aunt to us? Oh, I have been rude − this is my cousin, Miss Georgiana Darcy.”
“I am happy and honoured to make your acquaintance, Miss Darcy. I have heard many wonderful things about you,” Elizabeth said, strangely relieved by the news that she was his sister. She wondered what Darcy thought regarding the introduction of his sister to her uncle and aunt who lived near Cheapside.
Miss Darcy appeared somewhat reluctant; however, to Elizabeth’s astonishment, she replied warmly, despite her shyness and uneasiness.
“And I about you, Miss Bennet. I am glad I finally have the chance to meet you.”
“You are very kind, Miss Darcy,” Elizabeth answered with a blush, wondering what the girl could have heard about her and from what sources.
Trying to ignore Darcy’s stare, Elizabeth continued with reasonable calmness.
“And these are Mr and Mrs Gardiner. Mr Gardiner is my mother’s brother.”
Elizabeth’s surprise increased while the Colonel, Miss Darcy and Mr Darcy himself responded with friendliness, then pleasantries were exchanged.
“Miss Darcy, Mr Darcy, I am truly honoured to meet you in person. I admired your parents and your beautiful estate all my childhood, although I never expected to make your acquaintance,” Mrs Gardiner said.
Both siblings gazed at her, dumbfounded.
“Were you acquainted with my parents, Mrs Gardiner?” Darcy finally inquired.
“Not really,” Mrs Gardiner explained. “I grew up in Lambton – my family owned a shop there called ‘The Green Ribbon.’ Elias Green was my father. I had the pleasure of seeing Mr and Mrs Darcy quite often. You look very much like your mother, Miss Darcy.”
The girl blushed.
“Thank you… I wish nothing more than to be worthy of my mother’s memory. I know I am not as beautiful, nor as good as she,” Georgiana replied with apparent emotion.
“I am sure you are only too modest, Miss Darcy,” Mrs Gardiner concluded.
“This is quite astonishing…that you grew up in Lambton. Mr Green was your father?” Darcy asked with evident uneasiness. “I confess I do not remember you.”
“You were very young when we moved from Derbyshire,” Mrs Gardiner answered, quite emotional herself. “I do remember you coming to the shop with your parents. You used to ride since you were only a toddler.”
“True. I remember that too…”
“I received the news of your parents’ passing with great sorrow. I am sure they were greatly regretted by everyone who knew them. And until today, I have never seen a more beautiful place than Pemberley.”
“Thank you, Mrs Gardiner. You are very kind and your words are much appreciated,” Darcy responded, while Georgiana looked at them tearfully.
It was the Colonel who saved the moment, turning to Elizabeth again.
“Miss Bennet, have you been in London long? Yes, you said you arrived a week ago. How long will you remain in London?”
“Only a few more days,” Elizabeth answered, surprised and affected by the unexpected exchange between her aunt and Darcy. “We plan to travel to the Lakes, on a vacation that my uncle promised us; however, I am not certain when we will leave.”
“It is my fault – my business delayed our plans, hopefully not for long,” Mr Gardiner explained.
“I am sorry about your delayed plans, but I confess I am happy that it happened,” the Colonel said with the same exultation.
They were talking in the middle of the hall, with people looking at them curiously. Soon, their conversation was interrupted by another voice and a gentleman who approached them abruptly.
“Darcy, Richard, what on earth are you doing? We have been waiting for you – Amelia and Alicia are already bored! Amelia keeps asking about you, Darcy!”
He then noticed the strangers and bowed to them, while Darcy’s face coloured and the Colonel grinned with amusement.
“Brother, this is the lovely Miss Elizabeth Bennet I told you about. It was an enjoyable surprise to meet here. And these are her uncle and aunt, Mrs and Mr Gardiner. This is my brother, Viscount of Wellford – the future Lord Matlock.”
The Viscount shared many similarities with his brother and the age difference seemed to be small. He was tall, handsome, with open manners and a friendly expression.
“We should leave,” Darcy uttered somewhat reluctantly.
“We will surely meet during the intermissions,” the Colonel assured them.
“Forgive me for interrupting, my wife and my sister-in-law demanded their presence,” the Viscount said with mocking helplessness.
“Yes, Amelia is eager to see Darcy,” the Colonel laughed. “I still need to meet a young lady who does not chase Darcy as soon as she meets him. I must force him to tell me the secret of his appeal, as I am quite lost to it,” the Colonel teased.
Elizabeth’s cheeks, face and ears burned suddenly, while she cast an unwilling glance to Darcy; red-faced and frowning, he held her eyes only a moment, enough for Elizabeth so shiver with distress. Near him, Miss Darcy appeared embarrassed and worried, holding her brother’s arm even tighter.
“You must forgive Colonel Fitzwilliam for his improper jokes,” Darcy apologised to the Gardiners with a severe glare at his cousin. “He is truly the perfect gentleman most of the time; nevertheless on occasions, he forgets his manners.”
“Oh, I hope I did not offend anyone,” the Colonel apologised too, with genuine concern.
“Not at all, do not worry,” Mrs Gardiner smiled broadly, sincerely amused. “Any perfect gentleman is allowed to misbehave from time to time. As for Mr Darcy’s secret appeal, it is quite obvious. He is truly a very handsome gentleman, just like his father was.”
Elizabeth stared at her aunt in disbelief. What had come over her? Teasing Mr Darcy? Surely that was as improper as the Colonel’s joke – and as a proof, Darcy’s face turned from red to white.
“Oh, did the lady know my late uncle?” the Viscount asked, in an attempt to make some conversation and repair his weak interference.
Mrs Gardiner smiled politely, while Darcy tried to explain.
“Mrs Gardiner grew up in Lambton. She is the daughter of Mr Green – who owned ‘The Green Ribbon’ shop. I do not think you remember it.”
Surprise opened the Viscount’s mouth while he repeatedly blinked while trying to comprehend. Then he scrutinised the entire party and turned to Mrs Gardiner.
“You are Maddie? Maddie Green?”
Mrs Gardiner nodded with amusement, while the others watched dumbfounded.
“I am Arthur! Arthur Fitzwilliam!”
“Yes, I understood that when the Colonel made the introductions,” Mrs Gardiner admitted lightly.
“I am so happy to see you are well! I wondered about your family many times. So glad to see everything is fine with you!”
“Thank you for the enthusiastic greeting, and for your care. I am very touched,” Mrs Gardiner declared, half in earnest and half in jest. “The pleasure of meeting you is mutual, I assure you.”
The Viscount seemed utterly delighted and he explained to the others – who were still lost in astonishment − with the same joyfulness as his younger brother.
“Maddie was the first girl I ever kissed… on the cheeks. And the first one who slapped me.”
Mrs Gardiner laughed, while her husband frowned, and the Viscount continued.
“I was nine years old at that time. She was three years older than I was, and I was completely smitten with her. I was very disappointed when I visited Pemberley the following year and the Green family was gone.”
“Well, the coincidences seem endless today,” Mr Gardiner interjected, slightly uneasy.
The familiarity between the Viscount and Mrs Gardiner was puzzling and slightly awkward for the others; a short uneasy silence fell over nervous smiles, while other people were walking nearby.
“We should go now… The play will begin shortly,” Darcy stated, and everyone nodded in agreement.
“We will meet again soon,” the Colonel repeated, and they left with a last glance from Fitzwilliam’s brother.
Elizabeth remained a step behind her uncle and aunt, trying to gather her composure. Only then did she realise the entire gravity of that collision in the middle of the Little Theatre hallway.
The first encounter with Darcy after the dreadful proposal in Hunsford was nothing like she expected. He had been more polite, even friendlier than she dared to consider. Surprised by their presence, perhaps he would have avoided the meeting if it was his choice. Nevertheless, since it occurred, he behaved beyond expectations. He introduced his sister to them – in truth, the Colonel did, but he seemed to approve it – then showed much consideration to her relatives and even to her.
Of what might happen in the future - if she should meet him again or he would be more careful to avoid her - she did not even dare to imagine.
For the time being, he was gone – probably relieved to be away from her and eager to meet the lady who was anxious to see him, one of the many ladies who seemed to favour him – as the Colonel stated. And yet, he proposed to her – Elizabeth Bennet. She was the one who had gained – most unwillingly, as she threw it in his face − his affection, his admiration, his love. Ardent love. She was the one who rejected his offer, his hand, his heart.
Indeed – his behaviour on their first reencounter was opposite to what she expected, certainly contrary to what she felt she deserved.
Elizabeth and the Gardiners took their places in a small box on the second level, at some significant distance from the stage.
In a short time, the theatre filled with people, waiting for the performance to start. Elizabeth could not avoid glancing around, admiring the surroundings despite her struggle to keep her eyes on the stage.
She noticed Darcy and his party in a large, elegant box, close to the stage. Two gracious ladies were in the box, beside Miss Darcy. One of them was sitting near Darcy, repeatedly whispering into his ear and placing her hand on his arm.
Elizabeth sensed that Darcy observed her looking at him, so she quickly averted her eyes, joining the conversation between her uncle and aunt.
Then the lights turned low and the first act began.
∞∞∞
Elizabeth forced herself to pay attention to the stage, but her mind was full of questions about Darcy. She noticed he looked a little thinner and paler than the last time she saw him. And his figure was perhaps less severe. Or maybe it had always been severe and aloof due to her poor judgment. After all, he had always smiled at her – only she misinterpreted its meaning.
So the sister of the Viscount’s wife was with him. She must be a woman with excellent connections and a situation in life even above his. And she must be charming, too. Elizabeth could not see her face well enough from such a distance, but she had no reason to assume otherwise.
Darcy seemed embarrassed by his cousin’s jokes about him and the ladies chasing him. She was one woman who did not favour him – but she was uncertain her rejection deserved praise since it was mostly ill-founded.
He evidently had changed his feeling for her – that was beyond doubt. But what about the lady in his box – Lady Amelia was her name?
A moment later, Elizabeth felt her cheeks burning in mortification. What was happening to her? Had she lost her reason? Why would she even muse over Darcy so much? She should be grateful that he had been so kind and polite to her and her relatives; everything else was not her concern.
Despite her struggle, the performance still did not draw her interest. An uncomfortable feeling of being watched made her restless. It had been settled to meet again during the intermission. That was what the Colonel said. As for Mr Darcy, she fully expected he would not be pleased to socialise with her and her relatives anymore this evening.
She startled a couple of times, while the music brought her back from her reverie. More often than she would have liked to, her eyes turned toward Darcy’s box, if only for short moments. Each time, he seemed caught up in a conversation with that lady. He evidently was not worried about being seen in a familiar circumstances with her in such a crowded gathering.
But if she was to be honest, he did not seem worried, in the past, to be seen with her, either. He singled her out more than once during his stay in Hertfordshire; he danced with her at the Netherfield Ball even though she had refused him at Sir William Lucas’s party. He often tried to involve her in conversation when they happened to be in the same room. Then, he pointed out her qualities when he mentioned the “improvement of one’s mind by extensive reading” while she was reading, he referred to his sister’s height in comparison with hers, and he pleaded that she not “sketch his character at this time” after their harsh talk during the dance, when she had foolishly defended Wickham.
Everything appeared in an utterly different light now. Charlotte Lucas had been perceptive enough to notice the truth almost from the beginning and, most likely, so had Miss Bingley, which explained her rudeness and jealousy. Only she – the recipient of his attention – had been silly, prejudiced, unfair.
‘Why am I thinking of all this now? These thoughts are nothing but harmful. I must be grateful for Mr Darcy’s civility, which gives me hope for a chance of asking about Mr Bingley. Who knows? Perhaps our meeting will bring an opportunity to see Mr Bingley too, and he might even consider returning to Netherfield.’
An increase in the music’s tempo startled Elizabeth and brought her back to her surroundings. Those speculations were irrational. She must not entertain any specific hopes of Mr Bingley. She had to keep her reason, for she would soon leave London and all those there, behind. Had Mr Gardiner not been forced to return to Town, they would have been far away and would not have encountered Mr and Miss Darcy at all. That would have been a loss. She not only had met Mr Darcy but also witnessed a change in his manners, apparent even in the short time they met.
Loud voices and sudden moves around her took Elizabeth by surprise; she noticed the ending of the first act and realised she did not remember anything from it.
“Are you enjoying the play, Lizzy?” her aunt asked while she only nodded, forcing a smile.
“Come, we should take a few steps – I need some air and a drink,” Mr Gardiner declared, offering each an arm. “And let us hope we do not meet other suitors from your aunt’s youth,” he concluded. His words caused his wife to laugh affectionately and squeeze his arm tenderly.
Elizabeth cast another quick look toward Darcy’s box and noticed only the ladies seated there.
She felt they were looking at her too, and she turned her head, embarrassed.
The three of them entered the foyer when they were abruptly stopped by the surprising appearance of Colonel Fitzwilliam and the Viscount.
“Mr and Mrs Gardiner, Miss Bennet, how do you enjoy the play so far?” the Colonel asked.
“Very much so. And you?” Mr Gardiner asked.
“Reasonably so, to be honest. I would rather spend a warm evening in less crowded circumstances, but this is my preference only.”
Mr Gardiner laughed. “I fully understand your feelings, sir.”
The Viscount stepped in and interjected with unexpected friendliness.
“If we are not intruding on your plans, we would be pleased to have your company this evening. Our box is quite spacious, and we would be only too happy if you would join our party for the rest of the performance.”
All three of them stared in disbelief at such an unexpected invitation, and for a few moments, none of them knew how to answer. Mr and Mrs Gardiner exchanged wondering glances, while Elizabeth kept her eyes to the floor, wondering if such a proposal had Darcy’s approval or not.
Eventually, Mr Gardiner replied.
“Your Lordship is very kind and your invitation honours us; however, we do not wish to intrude on your private family party.”
“It is no intrusion, I assure you. We were talking about the coincidence of our meeting and Georgiana keeps talking about how Mrs Gardiner knew her parents. And I believe my wife is curious to see the first love of my life,” he jested, then suddenly became serious.
“Mr Gardiner, Mrs Gardiner, I beg your forgiveness if my jokes are improper. I hope I did not offend or upset you. It is just we were suddenly wrapped in the memories of our happy childhood and we keep talking about it. I mean no disrespect.”
“You did not offend us, your Lordship. You need not worry about jesting – we are a family who enjoys teasing and making sports of ourselves and others. Besides, I confess I feel proud that my wife chose me, although she had been once loved and kissed by a Viscount. Even if he was only nine, it still counts.”
The Viscount and the Colonel both laughed, but while the others’ uneasiness was gone, Elizabeth’s distress grew.
“But perhaps Mr Darcy will not approve of our presence. As my uncle said, we do not want to intrude…”
“Darcy? Why on earth not?” the Colonel replied. “I am sure he does – he went to order some drinks for the ladies, but I assure you he will be pleased too.”
Elizabeth was still heavyhearted, but since all the others looked pleased, she had to overcome her reluctance. The worst that could happen was for her to suffer from embarrassment, and she had no other choice but to bear it.
“My cousin is right,” Darcy’s voice sounded from behind them and Elizabeth turned so abruptly that her feet slipped. He caught her while she blushed and apologised for her clumsiness.
“But of course, we issued this invitation considering our pleasure only,” Darcy continued, looking straight at Elizabeth. “If our presence makes you uncomfortable, and you prefer to spend the rest of the evening with your family only, we shall insist no further.”
The warmth of his voice and the genuine concern in his eyes removed her worry about his disapproval but did little to settle her unease. Quite the contrary, his concern and attentiveness for her wishes stirred quivers inside her and his care troubled her almost as much as his aloofness before, but differently.
Whatever relationship might exist between Mr Darcy and the lady in his box, it could not be doubted that he wished for their company. The motives for his attentions — so openly showed— were more reasons for distress, but it was not the time to solve them yet.
The second act of the performance was ready to begin, and they were in the hall with all the others’ eyes on her, so Elizabeth bowed her head and responded, her gaze locked with Darcy’s.
“As my uncle has said, we are honoured and delighted with your invitation.”
The Colonel exclaimed a jovial “Excellent!” And readily offered her his arm, leading the way.
The Gardiners came after them, with the Viscount and Darcy behind.
∞∞∞
Elizabeth began to wonder and worry about the ladies’ reception, not only toward herself but her relatives as well. She did not expect open rudeness since the Viscount insisted on his wife’s acceptance. However, the difference in their situation was so great that it was a wonder to be so easily overcome.
Inside the box, the introductions were performed. Lady Alicia Wellford was a lady of impressive beauty, with a light, open expression and laughing green eyes. She greeted them with some condescension, due to her title and situation in life, but her superior air was softened by her amiable voice and friendly greeting.
Her sister – Lady Amelia Crawford – did not seem equally pleased with the strangers’ intrusion. Still, she met them with politeness, then quickly resumed her seat, while the others each chose a chair.
“Miss Bennet, Mrs Gardiner, you should sit in the first row, to have a better view,” Darcy suddenly said, inviting the ladies with a large gesture. Immediately, Lady Amelia moved to her sister’s left, right at the end of the box, obviously displeased to lose Darcy’s nearness. Elizabeth found herself situated between Lady Wellford and Miss Darcy, while Mrs Gardiner was on the other side of Georgiana. Behind them, the gentlemen each sat behind the lady of his interest, with Darcy and the Colonel in the middle and the married gentlemen behind their own wives.
Miss Darcy seemed to waver between the pleasure of seeing them again and shyness in front of new acquaintances. However, she slowly became more at ease, comforted by Elizabeth and Mrs Gardiner’s gentle manners.
“Did you enjoy the performance so far?” Lady Wellford asked them.
“We already asked that – they did,” the Viscount replied, kissing his wife’s hand.
The lady laughed. “How very proper of you, my dear! Miss Bennet, I am glad to finally meet you. I heard you have made quite an impression on my brother-in-law.”
Elizabeth blushed slightly and laughed. “Colonel Fitzwilliam is too generous with his praises. I assure you; he had no reason to be impressed.”
“Well, you stood up against Lady Catherine several times. That is reason enough, I might say.”
Elizabeth only smiled. Talking about their aunt was not a safe subject with such new acquaintances.
“Miss Bennet is too modest, I assure you. Anyone who has had the pleasure of knowing her has reasons to be impressed,” Darcy interjected with complete earnestness.
Elizabeth’s heart stopped and she forgot to breathe, not daring to even glance at him.
“Well, even Darcy says so, and you have no reason to doubt him. He and Miss Bennet have never been good friends, so he cannot be biased as I am,” the Colonel laughed.
“Not good friends? And why is that?” Lady Wellford continued, and Elizabeth had the feeling she was amusing herself at her expense.
“Well, Miss Bennet confessed to me once that Darcy was her severest critic,” the Colonel replied. Elizabeth paled with shame, she looked at Darcy briefly and noticed his uneasiness, then turned her eyes back to her ladyship, who released another elegant laugh.
“Oh, this is quite common. Darcy is the severest critic of all of us. You must not be upset with him,” she declared, much to the general glee.
“I am not upset at all. In fact, I might have taken Mr Darcy’s observations more harshly than they were meant. I believe Mr Darcy is the sort of gentleman who improves on better acquaintance. But I do not know him well enough to be sure,” Elizabeth answered, trying to sound light and diverting. She could not turn to look at Darcy again and was slightly worried about his opinion of that conversation.
It was Miss Darcy who spoke from Elizabeth’s right side.
“My brother is the best man; he is fair and honest and honourable and generous. I am sure he did not criticise you with unkind intentions, Miss Bennet.”
Elizabeth gazed at the girl and met her blue, tearful eyes. Behind her, Darcy’s countenance was now dark and troubled, ready to intervene. Elizabeth readily took the girl’s hand and replied with genuine warmth and care.
“Miss Darcy, I have no reasons to contradict your words. I have met Mr Darcy only several times, but I never doubted those traits that you mentioned. I apologise if my words led you to believe otherwise.”
“Dearest, we were only joking,” the Colonel said. “Nobody thinks ill of Darcy, I assure you.”
Darcy leaned toward her sister, whose hand was still held by Elizabeth, and whispered to her, but loud enough to be heard by the entire box.
“Do not worry, my dear. In the next intermission, I will make fun of both Miss Bennet and our cousin. I shall not let their teasing go unpaid.”
Both Elizabeth and Georgiana turned to him, shocked to see a mischievous twist of his lips and gleeful mirth in his dark eyes.
And the second act of the play began.
Despite the much better view, Elizabeth’s attention was still not entirely concentrated on the stage. Darcy’s last teasing was as disturbing as it was pleasant and joyful. So very unlike him. She feared he would be angry, but he received their judgment of his character with nothing but amusement.
“Miss Bennet, is everything well?” Darcy asked her and Elizabeth startled by the warmth of his breath near her ear.
“Perfectly well, thank you,” she struggled to reply calmly.
“I have seen the play before and I am still enjoying it,” Miss Darcy confessed, leaning toward Elizabeth. She only nodded in approval.
The play continued, and Elizabeth grew more at ease with the astonishing circumstance she found herself in.
Until that afternoon, she was sure she would never see Darcy again, or if she did, he would avoid her like his worst enemy. Instead, she was there, inches away from him, with his sister and others from his family.
Though she promised herself to pay attention to the stage, Elizabeth could not resist examining Lady Amelia. She was the only one silent and apparently displeased, looking at Darcy from time to time and talking privately to her sister.
Elizabeth admitted to herself being relieved that the relation between Lady Amelia and Darcy did not seem as close as she feared. It appeared similar to Miss Bingley’s “intimate friendship,” and she remembered the Colonel’s statement about Darcy’s appeal to young ladies.
Once more, Elizabeth’s heart raced when Darcy leaned to her again.
“Miss Bennet, I have an extra pair of glasses; would you like it?”
She whispered a “Yes, thank you”, then took the glasses from him, their fingers brushing in the move. When she regained some composure, she wondered what the others thought of his gesture. Miss Darcy found it rather natural, as she continued talking to Elizabeth, asking if she could better see the actors, while Elizabeth prayed she did not look as embarrassed as she felt. Embarrassed, but pleased. Delighted. Flattered. And deeply surprised by his open and increasing attentions, struggling not to read anything into his gestures but mere politeness.
Time passed too slowly for Elizabeth, who tried to understand what was happening in the play. She could not remember ever being so oblivious to a performance, nor lacking complete interest in it.
∞∞∞
During the next two intermissions, the gentlemen left the box to stretch their legs and to enjoy some drinks and conversation.
The ladies remained by themselves and a pleasant discussion started, mostly led by Lady Wellford concentrated on Derbyshire.
Except for Elizabeth, the other ladies were very familiar with Pemberley and Lambton, and they were pleased to talk about it.
“All that Pemberley lacks is a woman’s touch. If Mr Darcy marries wisely, he might have a perfect home and a perfect family,” Lady Amelia stated with self-confidence.
“My brother is always wise and he always makes the best choices,” Georgiana answered.
“Mr Darcy seems to have taken very much after your father,” Mrs Gardiner offered and Georgina heartily agreed.
Elizabeth listened to their talk while disturbing feelings and thoughts shattered her. He had chosen her –perhaps not so very wisely. What would these ladies – including Georgiana – say if they knew he had proposed to her and she rejected him? Would they even believe it? Did either of his cousins know? Most likely not – it was not something to be shared.
“So, how did you meet Mr Darcy, Miss Bennet? I understand you never visited Derbyshire,” Lady Amelia inquired.
“I met him in Hertfordshire. Mr Darcy’s friend – Mr Bingley – rented property only three miles away from my father’s estate.”
“Oh, yes, Bingley. I have not seen him in months. In fact, I did see him once during the Season, I believe,” Lady Wellford declared. “What has become of him? Is he still in Hertfordshire?”
“No, he left last November,” Elizabeth replied.
“My brother said Mr Bingley is staying at a friend’s property. In Oxfordshire,” Georgiana explained.
“I see… lovely young man. His youngest sister is very fond of Darcy too,” she said mockingly, addressing her sister who blushed. “So, Mrs Gardiner, would you have recognised my husband if you did not know who he was?”
“Most certainly not,” Mrs Gardiner answered with amusement.
“A strange coincidence that you all meet tonight. And I remember that we were undecided to attend until noon,” Lady Amelia added.
“I am glad we did – it has turned out to be an entertaining experience,” Lady Wellford concluded.
The last parts of the play made more sense to Elizabeth, as she had calmed enough to behave properly. Her distress did not diminish, but she became accustomed to it.
However, the ending of the play turned Elizabeth’s heart heavier again. The more she realised she enjoyed the company of Darcy and his sister, the more painful she felt the loss of it. This had been a fortuitous meeting – but would it remain only as much? She admitted to herself that she was desirous of their friendship when it was likely she could not have it.
As the play ended, the conversation in the box grew more animated. Minutes passed and they remained among the last to leave.
Eventually, they exited and stopped in front of the theatre again, taking their farewells. The Colonel promised to call on them soon and was readily welcomed, then he left with his brother and the two ladies. The Darcys’ carriage was waiting in front when Miss Darcy suddenly addressed them.
“Mrs Gardiner, Miss Bennet — I was wondering if you have any fixed engagements for tomorrow?”
“No, nothing special,” Mrs Gardiner answered.
“Then… if I may...” Miss Darcy stopped for a moment, looking at Mrs Gardiner, then at her brother, and finally at Elizabeth. “I was wondering... if you have time… would you do me the honour of having tea with me tomorrow? Or the day after tomorrow – whenever is convenient for you… I would dearly like to speak more with you…”
The girl blushed at the impetuosity of such an impromptu invitation. She glanced at her brother again, asking for his late agreement.
Mrs Gardiner, surprised and honoured by the invitation, did not formulate an immediate answer. Elizabeth was equally astonished and concerned, wondering if the master of the house was in agreement with his sister, as he seemed taken aback too.
As if guessing their worry, Darcy interjected. “I am glad my sister offered you this invitation, Mrs Gardiner, Miss Bennet. And if you are not otherwise engaged, I would be glad to share a glass of brandy and some more conversation with you, Mr Gardiner.”
Their shock was now complete, and both Gardiners nodded in acceptance.
The siblings looked equally enchanted.
“Would tomorrow be acceptable?” Darcy asked further with an eagerness that thrilled Elizabeth.
“Tomorrow is perfect. I only have some business to attend early in the morning,” Mr Gardiner approved, while Darcy provided his address on Park Lane.
The moments passed as in a dream to Elizabeth while they said goodbye with hopes to see them again the following day. As if suddenly awakened, Elizabeth gathered herself and recollected the basic rules of decorum, curtsying properly.
“It will be a pleasure to see you again tomorrow, Miss Darcy, Mr Darcy. I look forward to it.”
∞∞∞
Dinner in Gracechurch Street was more exciting than ever before. Mr and Mrs Gardiner, thrilled to share their impressions about the astonishing encounter and about each of the actors outside the stage, declared it was one of the best moments of the summer.
The Viscount and his wife were appreciated as very elegant in both appearance and manners. Their unaffected behaviour and tendency for teasing were much appreciated. Of Lady Amelia, they had not much to say, but the Colonel became an immediate favourite. His admiration for Elizabeth was evident and Mrs Gardiner jested about it, but Elizabeth’s reaction was somewhat restrained. She did, however, admit that the Colonel was one of the most pleasant gentlemen of her acquaintance.
Miss Darcy drew their admiration for her beauty and gentleness. As for her brother, the Gardiners quickly deemed him as “perfectly well-behaved, polite, and unassuming.”
“Elizabeth, I cannot imagine what caused you to speak so ill of him last December. There is something a little stately in Mr Darcy, to be sure,” said her aunt, “but it is not unbecoming. He is not as open in manners as the Colonel or the Viscount, but he is pleasant and gives me an impression of steadiness and security. And he is very handsome, indeed.”
Mr Gardiner agreed. “They were all more than civil to us – I would never expect this from such illustrious persons. To invite us into their box on such a trifling acquaintance was amazing and very gracious. It must be the Viscount’s vivid admiration for your aunt,” he mocked them, raising his eyebrow in a challenge to his wife.
Mrs Gardiner laughed wholeheartedly, while Elizabeth struggled to appear diverted.
“And to invite us to visit them tomorrow – this is almost unheard of. But I suspect it is in regard to Miss Darcy’s desire to talk about her parents and they did not want to miss the opportunity before we leave.”
“Very likely,” Mr Gardiner agreed and the dinner continued in the same manner until midnight.
Finally alone in the seclusion of her chamber, Elizabeth spent the next hours lying in bed, with the window wide open. As much as she tried, she could not make sense of what happened, and she was too frightened to accept any explanation that would give her unreasonable hopes. Even more so, she did not know what her expectations were – except that she was happy to be in Darcy’s company and witness his improved manners.
Her turmoil grew as she knew she would see him again – and in his own home – already wondering what would happen after that.
She fell asleep later in the night, but hardly found any rest and she woke up the next morning tired, with a headache and icy feeling in her chest despite the hot, sunny summer day.




Chapter 2
Mr Gardiner attended his business immediately after breakfast and returned home at noon. The waiting was heavy on Elizabeth as she found nothing to employ her time with. She prepared herself with much care, choosing a gown that she thought would fit her best, and then turned angry with her silliness. She would likely see Darcy but a few moments before he retired to the library with her uncle. He might not even notice the dress she was wearing.
Finally, the carriage arrived, and after a long ride, it stopped in front of an impressive, elegant white building.
Elizabeth could see her uncle and aunt were somewhat nervous, too. Even to them, the invitation was intimidating, while to her, it became overwhelming.
When they exited the carriage, Darcy appeared and again, Elizabeth’s heart raced while she wondered if he was expecting them.
“Mrs Gardiner, Mr Gardiner, Miss Bennet, welcome to our home.”
“Thank you, sir.” He led them in while the servant opened the door. Miss Darcy, waiting for them in the large hall, greeted them warmly. The Gardiners expressed their pleasure and gratitude, but their words soon faded to Elizabeth.
She froze, unable to move or to hear. A sense of panic trapped her while chills ran down her spine. She had no right to be there. Not after she had offended him so deeply. Not after she had accused him of so many faults.
‘You are the last man in the world’... ‘your manners, impressed me with the fullest belief of your arrogance, your conceit, and your selfish disdain of the feelings of others…’
What was she doing in his house? How did she dare to be there? How could she accept his kindness after the horrible things she said to him? Did she have no shame?
She heard Georgiana and her aunt and uncle walking inside, yet startled when she felt Darcy’s presence near her, as she forgot he remained behind.
“Miss Bennet?”
She looked at him, lost for words.
“Are you unwell?” he asked with concern.
“I am fine,” she whispered. “It is just… I should not be here… You were very generous to invite us, but I should not be here…”
She averted her eyes, but his intense gaze made her look at him again. Their eyes met and her cheeks burned.
“Miss Bennet, do you not wish to be here? If you accepted the invitation for my sister’s benefit, but you are not comfortable in my presence, please let me know…”
Before she could answer, he took a step forward, then continued.
“I may find a reason to leave, so you can enjoy my sister’s company. Or if you prefer to leave yourself, we will find a way to accomplish that. I want you to consider your wellbeing only.”
Elizabeth felt herself trembling from his nearness and from the meaning of his offer. She tried to swallow the sudden lump in her throat and whispered,
“I want neither you nor I to leave. But I know I should not be here.”
The expression of his eyes softened in a way she had never seen before.
“Do you not wish to be here?”
She shook her head.
“It is not my wish, but my belief that I do not deserve your politeness. I have been so unfair to you, so prejudicial, so mean and accusatory, that I do not deserve your generosity.”
“Miss Bennet, I am neither generous nor kind; quite the contrary. I invited you and your family out of selfishness. I thought only of the joy of being in your company, while I still have a chance. I did it for myself only. It now depends on you to accept or to reject it.”
The words sounded torturous to them both, bringing back terrible recollections. He paled and she blushed, then she breathed a few times and finally met his eyes again, smiling.
“Mr Darcy, I am very grateful to Miss Darcy for the invitation and to you, for your concern. My worry about being here does not affect my delight and I am sure we will enjoy our time very much.”
“Elizabeth, is anything wrong?” Mrs Gardiner asked from the doorframe.
“Everything is fine,” she replied, then hurried inside with the burden slowly falling from her shoulders.
Inside, tea and sweets were ordered for the ladies while the gentlemen retired to the library.
Alone with the ladies, Elizabeth could breathe normally once again. She was so ashamed of her past behaviour yet surprised by the way he was treating her. He was generous and forgiving and she could hardly understand how she had been so wrong in judging him. She looked around at his house so bright and elegant, his sister who liked her, and finally, Hunsford faded away, not in oblivion but in acceptance.
The conversation began making Elizabeth’s spirit rise enough to be able to enjoy the beauty that surrounded her. The drawing-room, as well as the rest of the house that she could see, spoke of the owner’s exquisite taste.
“Mrs Gardiner, if I am not asking too much, could you please tell me a few more things about my mother?” Miss Darcy finally pleaded.
“I will tell you everything I remember, Miss Darcy. It is a subject that gives me much pleasure,” For the following hour, the conversations centred on Mrs Darcy, Derbyshire and Pemberley.
In the middle of it, Mr Darcy and Mr Gardiner returned, and they joined in the recollections.
Elizabeth watched both siblings listening with sorrow and pride to reports about their mother from a stranger unconnected to their family, whose memories were even more valuable.
Miss Darcy’s loving and longing expression melted Elizabeth’s heartache in grief and remorse for her trusting Wickham’s words so easily. He had called Miss Darcy proud and cold and Elizabeth never took the trouble of doubting him.
After a while, the conversation changed briefly and turned lighter, as Darcy asked about their travelling plans.
“We are leaving for Pemberley in a week,” he confessed.
“I look forward to returning home,” Georgiana said enthusiastically.
“Talking to you, I suddenly feel a strong desire to see my childhood village too. Who knows, perhaps our journey will allow us to take a short detour to Derbyshire and to visit my old friends and relatives in Lambton,’ Mrs Gardiner said, with a meaningful glance to her husband.
“I will do everything I can to adjust to your wish,” Mr Gardiner responded. “If you wish to, we will find a way.”
“Oh, but you must come to visit us too! At Pemberley!” Georgiana said enthusiastically. “Would you?”
“My dear, let us not impose on their plans that are not even settled,” Darcy attempted to temper her.
“Oh, I am sorry, I did not mean to…” Georgiana said with apparent distress. “I do not want to impose, I just…”
The girl’s uneasiness impressed Mrs Gardiner, who replied kindly.
“Miss Darcy, such an invitation honours us, and there is nothing I would like more than to visit Pemberley. I have never been inside the house. So, if the opportunity should arise, I will selfishly take advantage of your invitation.”
“Oh, will you? How wonderful!” The girl replied, relieved and joyful.
“Please take the invitation as it was meant – from the heart,” Darcy added, much to Elizabeth’s disbelief. “If you happen to be in the neighbourhood and do not have other plans, we would dearly like to have you as our guests.”
Such honour seemed difficult to believe and the Gardiners needed a few moments of comprehension. Guests at Pemberley?
Elizabeth’s mind was spinning and her heart beat violently, her eyes never leaving Darcy’s face.
“This will be wonderful,” Mrs Gardiner finally responded, wholeheartedly.
“Mr Darcy, there is only one more favour I would like to ask you if this is not too much,” Mr Gardiner asked, just as they were ready to end the call.
“Of course. What would that be?”
“May I show Lizzy the library for a moment? She likes books as much as I do and I think she will appreciate it as it deserves.”
Elizabeth was astonished by such a request − and so was Darcy, whose face was immediately lit by a smile.
“Of course. How did I not think of that myself? Forgive me, I am a poor host,” he said, inviting Elizabeth and her aunt to follow him.
The entire party moved to the library now, Elizabeth’s knees shaking weakly as she realised she could have been the mistress of all this. And the wife of that man.
Darcy opened the library door widely, and the view took Elizabeth’s breath away.
The richness of the volumes was perfectly mixed with the elegance of the furniture, giving the room an air of greatness and comfort. Elizabeth stepped in hesitantly, looking around. She moved from one wall to another, admiring, wondering, touching the books with her fingers. Her heart filled with joy, but sorrow soon defeated it as again she felt she did not deserve to be there, nor did she deserve to benefit from his friendship.
Yet, he seemed willing to offer it to her anyway.
The visit lasted longer than two hours and its ending was still met with regret. Darcy promised he would return the call with his sister and his cousin before leaving Town.
“Miss Bennet – I forgot to mention that I wrote Bingley about your presence in Town. I know he would be happy to meet you. If he returns on time, would it be agreeable to you if he joins us?”
Again, Elizabeth was taken aback, while she lost count of his generous gestures.
“Thank you; Mr Bingley’s presence would be most welcome, I assure you.”
He only bowed as they exchanged a meaningful glance, then Darcy handed both ladies into the carriage.
When her hand touched his, Elizabeth’s skin burned even through the gloves. She felt his fingers lingering over hers only a moment longer than they should have, then the carriage door closed.
The horses started to move, and Elizabeth looked back, watching Darcy still standing in the street, their eyes locked until the distance broke their gazes apart.




Chapter 3
Two days had passed since the visit to Park Lane, and Elizabeth’s tumult found no relief.
Those two days seemed distant, sometimes unreal when only conversations with her aunt and uncle proved to her that everything truly occurred.
She kept musing when Darcy might call and looked out the window countless times every day.
By the third restless night, she could not deceive herself any longer and she admitted she missed Darcy; she wished to see him again, to know him better, to remedy her wrongs in judging him. More, she was not brave enough to consider their relationship closed forever.
The preparation for the vacation to the Lakes was finished, but her eagerness had diminished. Still, she was grateful that her aunt insisted on visiting Lambton and so Elizabeth’s excitement grew almost unbearable at the thought of seeing Pemberley. And Darcy.
On the afternoon of the third day, a carriage stopped in front of the house and two gentlemen accompanied Miss Darcy inside.
Mr and Mrs Gardiner hurried to greet their guests, while Elizabeth did not know what to do with the book she was reading. She tried to hide it under a cushion, but then she realised it was not about the book but about herself; she wanted to hide yet she yearned to see him again.
It was Bingley to enter first with his usual joviality, taking her hand enthusiastically with the same smile shadowed by a trace of embarrassment.
“Miss Bennet! I cannot say how happy I am to see you again! You look so well! You are well, I hope? And your family? I am so happy to see you!”
Elizabeth laughed and greeted him with pleasure. “I am happy to see you too, Mr Bingley. Please do sit down,” she invited him, then she welcomed Darcy and his sister.
“My cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, expressed his regrets that he could not join us. He was ordered to leave Town as he prepares to return to his regiment. He asked me to convey to you his best wishes,” Darcy said.
“We are sorry not to see the Colonel again and we only hope he reaches his regiment safely,” Mrs Gardiner replied, while she ordered refreshments and drinks for the guests.
∞∞∞
Miss Darcy took a place on the settee near Elizabeth while Mr Darcy chose to sit across the room, close to Mr Gardiner. Mr Bingley sat on a chair, grinning yet slightly uneasy.
“Mrs Gardiner, Mr Gardiner, you have a lovely home.” Mr Darcy spoke with a friendly voice that drew Elizabeth’s eyes to him.
“Yes, lovely, indeed!” Bingley said with his usual benevolent smile and a trace of shyness. “I am sorry I could not visit you in January when Miss Bennet was in London. I… I was unaware of her presence… I just found out… Darcy told me yesterday… I….”
Bingley became so distressed that he emptied his drink in one gulp. Elizabeth struggled not to look at Darcy but with little success. The silence became awkward until Darcy interjected again.
“I invited Bingley to join us at Pemberley, as he has in the last four years. But he is considering returning to Hertfordshire instead and opening Netherfield again. He is uncertain if the neighbours would welcome such a decision and he intended to ask for your advice, Miss Bennet.”
Elizabeth stared at him, dumbfounded. Was he asking her what she thought about that delicate matter?
She hesitated, glancing from Darcy to Bingley, and back and finally said, “I am sure all the neighbours will be happy to welcome Mr Bingley back if he intends to stay longer. If he only plans to return for a brief stay, it would be perhaps best to give it up entirely.”
“Oh, I do not plan to stay briefly. I plan to stay as long as is needed. I mean… to stay there! It was such a poor decision to leave in the first place,” Bingley mumbled, much to the others’ amusement. He was red-faced, his grin now even broader.
“Well then, I am counting on you to visit us at Pemberley, as it seems I will be alone with Georgiana,” Darcy addressed the others. Elizabeth only blushed, while Mr Gardiner assured him they had adjusted their plans accordingly.
“Mr Bingley, when do you plan to return to Hertfordshire?” Elizabeth inquired.
“The day after tomorrow! I already wrote to my men to open the house.”
“I see… Would you do me the favour of informing my father that we are all well and ready to leave Town?” Elizabeth continued.
“Of course!” he said with a beautiful and bright smile. “I will do that immediately. As soon as I arrive, I mean. Yes, of course.” He looked at Elizabeth with so much gratitude that she almost had the impulse to cuddle him like she would do with a child. It was so obvious he longed for Netherfield and the surrounding neighbours that she could not conceal a smile. She wanted to say, ‘Just go, Jane is also longing to see you and you make such a wonderful couple!’
She looked at Darcy hoping he could see how happy she was that he had changed Bingley’s mind, mending the wrong his influence on Bingley did to her sister’s happiness. As anyone could see, both Jane and Bingley had been miserable while they were apart. She had been unjust in many accusations regarding Darcy but not in blaming him for taking Bingley from Jane’s company and breaking the flourishing relationship between them.
This time, the call lasted only an hour, but it was the most fulfilling and satisfying visit the Gardiners’ house had welcomed in years. With a smile and more decidedness, and with some help and honesty from his friend, Mr Bingley put an end to the torment and the sadness caused by his friend and suffered by Jane for three long winter months.
Elizabeth did not speak much to Darcy, but for the time being no words were needed. He did everything in his power to make amends for his past errors and rewarded her offence with generosity and friendliness. And he did it for her.
And there was much more he was ready to offer, as he was waiting for them at Pemberley. And again, she felt she deserved nothing of what she was receiving.
And there was nothing she could do to repay him, as the wounds of the heart could not be so easily healed.




Chapter 4
Darcy sat still and silent in the carriage that took them home. It was not an unusual posture for him, but, as always, Georgiana was worried.
“Have I displeased you in any way, dear brother?” she asked eager to engage him in a conversation and forget the dark thoughts that were obviously haunting him.
Darcy looked at her as if he were just awakened from a dream; he tried to smile and comfort his sister, “My dear, there is not a man prouder of his sister than I am of you! I just have some personal dilemmas I need to solve. Please forgive me if I was inconsiderate with you…”
“No!” Georgiana interrupted him with a broad smile. “You could never be inconsiderate with me or, in fact, with any other person. While I have to admit that you seemed sometimes sad and worried and I tend to be so anxious about you.”
“No need to be!” he said and forced himself to smile; however, the pale expression on his face did not mislead his sister. When they had lost their parents, she was barely out of childhood and he had to assume the role of both parents and be more a father than a brother. She was so thankful for his dedication and even his authority which he sometimes had to exert. He had not allowed Wickham to carry his horrible plan to the end, yet she was not a little girl anymore. She wanted to nurture another relationship with him, one based more on brotherly friendship than parental authority. Yet, she did not know how to tell him.
“I am so sad that you do not find in me a person to lean on when you need!” Georgiana said, blushing at her daring.
He looked at her in surprise; she was the little girl crying at their father’s funeral whom he took in his arms and kept there for a long time. However in the carriage in front of him was a young lady, one who made her debut in society a winter ago and who could now dream of a husband and marriage. He wanted to dismiss that sentiment, but it persisted more and more as he looked at her. She was his sister, not his daughter and maybe she longed for a brother to advise her, not a father to supervise her.
He smiled, this time a real smile from the profound love he had for her, “Sometimes I tend to forget you are now an accomplished young lady and not the girl who was riding a pony on Pemberley’s lanes.”
Georgiana was so happy about his words that she could only nod blushing with enjoyment.
“You are too kind,” she whispered. “I know I am not an accomplished lady, that I need to complete my education and find a way not to be so shy with people, but I dream of the day we will also discuss some of your problems not only mine!”
She was astonished by her own courage and the liberty she took with him; however, he always advised her to be truthful and speak directly from her heart. It was a rather difficult thing to do, but for some time she observed in her brother some changes that she interpreted as a need to be listened to and even to share confidences, some times. Although he was close to the Colonel or the Viscount or even Mr Bingley, her brother never could speak about his problems.
“Maybe you are right, Georgiana, and I have considered you still a young girl long after you were not anymore, but it is difficult to change my attitude… but I will try, I promise!”
It was such an exciting discussion for both of them. He had carried the story of Elizabeth for so long, hidden in his heart, incapable of sharing any confidences. It was not his nature; he was so different from Bingley who could tell a total stranger about his problems. He kept all to himself and sometimes the secrets became a burden he could not deal with anymore.
“Have you ever thought,” he asked Georgiana, “that I will eventually marry?”
He almost trembled gripped by emotion; it was the first time he had opened such an intimate discussion. He realised, some time ago, he would have to discuss the matter with her. She was too attached to him and he feared she would suffer because of his marriage. He first thought of that difficult matter when he decided to propose to Elizabeth, but as she refused, such a subject became unnecessary. But, eventually, he was going to be married in the future, and it was better to have Georgiana prepared for such an event.
“I have!” Georgianna said blushing with pleasure but also an unknown worry. “Have you such a possibility in mind?”
Darcy laughed with all his heart and caressed her hand.
“Of course I have in mind such a possibility, as you say! We all have in our mind the idea of marriage, I hope you, too, have this… possibility in mind!” he was kindly teasing her in the style she knew so well.
“I want you to know that no matter what changes take place, you will always continue to have the same place in my life. I am worried that you will forget me once you are married!”
Like a child, Georgiana jumped from her place and came near him, leaning her face on his shoulder as she had done so many times in the past.
“How can you say that!”
“Well, it is not something horrible, it is how life is; one has a new life and there are many changes for the people from his past to adjust to. It is what we are going to do.”
“Will you promise you will tell me when you decide to marry?” she asked.
Darcy laughed and took her into his arms, “Well, little girl, it would be rather difficult to hide such an event from you!”
“You are always teasing me!” she said with a joyful reproach.
“I am, indeed!” he said. “But only because you need to grow up and banish your shyness. You are so intelligent and cultivated that you could shine in society, yet you blush and keep your eyes to the ground… I need you to look around and find a model you want to follow, a woman slightly older than you, and observe how a young lady must be daring and amusing and not afraid to stand up for her ideas.”
“Let us find you a wife and I am confident she will be a model for me, as I know you will choose the finest lady from around us with all those qualities!”
Darcy could not see her face, but he was so touched by her words; she had such confidence in him and high regard, indeed he had chosen the most accomplished lady but… the lady refused him. His heart again was plagued with regrets and sadness; however, he did not want to spoil his sister’s joy, so he just let her continue their conversation.
“Well, dear sister, if you were to choose a wife for your brother who would that lady be?”
Georgiana jumped from his arms; she might be a young lady, but sometimes she was the little girl from Pemberley. She returned to the bench in front of him, seriously searching among the candidates.
“She has to have a good education!”
Darcy laughed despite the dark clouds that were conquering his soul.
“Why?” he asked.
“Because I do not imagine you staying each day at the table with a lady speaking only about fashion and gossip!”
“Good observation, my dear,” he said more serenely, “but I am afraid you just removed from our list a good number of ladies from our society!”
Georgiana cunningly smiled, making Darcy wonder when his little sister had transformed into a young woman.
“Indeed, I am afraid your list is quite small now, we can erase…” he said.
“Caroline Bingley, Lady Amelia, or the ladies we usually meet in their society.”
“You find Caroline vain?”
“Yes, and rather unkind at times!”
“Ah…” Darcy exclaimed in front of such a vehement utterance. “You might be not wrong; you are a little too straightforward, but in essence, you are right! And Rowena Watson?”
“She laughs too much and tries always to agree with what you are saying, but I suppose she would change her manner after marriage.”
Again Darcy was surprised by his sister’s fine observation skills. Indeed Rowena always stood too close to him and she said ‘wonderful’ too often.
“Lady Marianne?”
Georgiana hesitated for a moment, “Well, she has all the qualities we search for but…”
“Come, little sly one,” Darcy laughed with all his heart now completely caught up in the game, “you started this, you have no right to hesitate!”
“Well, she would not marry you as she wants to be the wife of a peer of England!”
“Probably!” However, Darcy did not tell her that sometimes another force intervenes annulling all other dreams and plans, and the name of that force was love!
Georgiana adored their game; it was the first time in their lives when her brother considered changing his attitude and regarded her as a grown-up. She did not want that discussion to end, so looking at him, she smiled and said, “I know a name that we cannot even add on the list!” At that very instant both of them almost cried, “Cousin Anne de Bourgh!” They began laughing but then Darcy stopped and said, “It is so mean of us to laugh; she is nothing but a girl who has had a very bitter and sad life because of her mother.”
They continued to play and laugh as they did in the past during the long winters in Pemberley.
“What about…” Georgiana said with a bright smile on her face, “Miss Bennet?”
It was so unexpected that Darcy almost lost control, his heart about to burst.
“What about her?” he asked with a voice he tried to control.
“I find no faults, brother! I feel she might be perfectly suited to you!”
“Perfect? he said. “You cannot find any faults in her?”
“Maybe she has some… but not those that are unpleasant to us!”
“However her family might be a problem…”
“The family does not count for you; you are only teasing me!” Georgiana uttered.
He remembered a time when he was so influenced by all small details that he failed to appreciate the qualities of a woman.
“So, you think Miss Elizabeth is a solution for our little game?”
“Yes, she is intelligent and educated, but what I like most she is not infatuated and conceited. She has a genuine smile in her eyes. Her presence comforts me…”
‘But she judges people with poisoned words’ − he might have added if it would have been a real discussion, not a game. ‘And she is a little too proud and has prejudices.’ Yet he could not speak without unveiling his ardent secret: he was as in love with Elizabeth as he had been in Hunsford when he proposed to her. His heart still hurt at the memory of her brutal refusal. He was not angry anymore but sad about her vehement rejection. Meeting her at the theatre was a sweet turmoil; he wanted to leave but he could not as every minute in her company was bliss. He remembered touching her hands and then her shoulder and even after a day, he could feel his excitement.
Yes – he wanted to say to his sister – ‘Miss Elizabeth is my perfect choice… but unfortunately, I am not hers!’
“And…” Georgiana said, “I think she likes you more than as a simple friend!”
His heart almost stopped in amazement; how could his sister know such a delicate thing? Only yesterday she was a child…
“How could you know such thing?” he asked in a harsher voice than he would have wanted.
Georgiana looked at him and he could have sworn she knew precisely what she was saying+; she had on her face an expression Darcy did not remember having seen before as if the roles had reversed and he was the child.
“It was obvious! She was blushing every time she looked at you. She could not take her eyes from our box during the first act.”
‘That could not be true!’ He almost shouted inside himself. ‘She hates me, that is why she was blushing, or she was embarrassed, but she cannot like me! She told me as much only several months ago.’
“She likes you! I heard Alicia whispering to Amelia to take care for between you two there was a strange spark.”
Darcy leaned his head on the carriage, breathing deeply, still hoping Georgina could not see his turmoil. Fortunately, they arrived home and Scott, his butler, met him with the letter tray in his hand. It had to be an urgent message, so Darcy apologised to his sister and stopped to read, ceasing the delicate conversation.




Chapter 5
It was a short message from his uncle, Lord Matlock, asking him to come to his house, no matter the hour − the message said − for a very urgent family circumstance.
It was not his uncle’s usual way of solving matters. He always was attentive to his rest hours and never talked business in the afternoon. The tone of the message made Darcy take back his hat and cane and depart, but not before asking his butler to inform Georgiana about his leaving.
“I am sorry, but most likely she will have to eat alone!”
He hesitated how to travel but decided on his horse; when he was riding his worries seemed to fly away in the galloping rhythms. He enjoyed the wind on his face that made him forget all pains and troubles.
It was not the worry that tormented him but the sadness, an acute sense of regret. For months now, he had been angry with himself; the way he made his proposal was unacceptable! He was ashamed of his words even after so much time and considered Elizabeth’s answer plainly deserved. He did not dare to consider what Georgiana told him to be true, yet in the corner of his heart, a tiny flame − named hope − began to burn. What if Elizabeth had changed her mind and now she would consider accepting his proposal? At Hunsford, he thought that her decision was final but just as he had changed, perhaps Elizabeth was beginning to amend her initial impression and envisage the perspective of accepting his love. She was such a superior being as to consider only her answer shameful and forget his horrible way of declaring love. Love could not be declared by mockery and criticism. He had been a dreadful person, yet she seemed to forgive him.
His uncle − Lord Matlock − and Lord Wellford, his cousin, were waiting for him, a glass of brandy in their hands. To Darcy’s surprise, he also found the Colonel. Obviously, they were in the middle of a very important conversation. His cousins stood up and shortly embraced him, a gesture that made the atmosphere even more intriguing. Darcy reviewed all the possible problems that his family might face, but he found none so dramatically in need of such a gathering. He took a large sip of the excellent brandy his uncle had, as the atmosphere was rather distressing.
“My boy,” Lord Matlock said with a stern voice that mightily worried Darcy, “we received a strange piece of information from Mr Howell, our family’s solicitor. It regards you, but as the head of the Fitzwilliam family and testamentary executor, I was to be informed first. As you know, at his death, my beloved father and your grandfather decided that I was the testamentary executor for my two sisters Anne and Catherine.”
Darcy still did not understand; his mother’s testament had been very clear and it was executed in the year after her death. No aspect of his mother’s will had remained unfulfilled.
“This morning, Mr Howell received from your aunt Catherine a certain will that she insists was written by your mother Anne in the last year of her life. It regards your marriage to Catherine’s daughter, your cousin Anne.”
Lord Matlock handed Darcy a piece of paper saying, “This is a copy of that will.”
Darcy read the document; it was drafted by a solicitor, with all the terminology, two witnesses, place, date, and his mother’s signature which seemed real. He took good care to read it once again while his uncle and cousins kept a respectful silence.
“My mother wanted me to marry Anne de Bourgh and wrote such an act consenting to my engagement?” Darcy asked. He was confused by all the terms, by the will itself.
“It is more than that!” the Colonel said.
“I thought you were already gone to your regiment!” Darcy said.
“I was going to leave when the solicitor came, and I decided to postpone my departure to see how I can help you!”
Darcy nodded with gratitude. It was comforting to see his uncle and cousins were on his side and wanted to help − however, he did not understand the problem yet.
“My first thought is that the will was not written by my mother,” Darcy said, and his uncle agreed. “I cannot imagine mama expressing such a wish. Our discussions about my future concentrated on how to live my life. I remember her saying just before her death that she was sad to die also because she would never meet my wife and our children. If Anne was to be her choice, I think her words would have been rather different.”
“It was not her habit to interfere in such an abrupt way!” confirmed the Colonel. He and his brother had passed many holidays at Pemberley, and they knew Anne well.
Darcy nodded, “No, mama was so proud of my independence and she always encouraged me to go on my way and make my own decisions. Maybe a little too proud.” he said, slightly smiling. “This act would deny her own attitude towards life. But, in my opinion, by this act Lady Catherine cannot oblige me to marry her daughter.”
A long silence followed his words, each of them remembering the beautiful and passionate Anne who made everybody’s life around her joyful and meaningful.
“What are the religious or legal implications of such an act?” Archibald Wellford asked.
“The marriage of first cousins is not forbidden under regulations imposed by the church and it is common as a way of cementing family alliances,” Lord Matlock said. “So legally two cousins of first degree might marry; there is nothing to pursue here.”
“Although the parents could decide such an alliance,” Lord Matlock continued, “there is not a legal prescription that could force you to marry Anne under such an act. Your obligation is entirely moral − towards your mama in this case − for a commitment she took in your name.”
“What are you saying?” said Darcy as if awakening from a bad dream. “I have to marry Anne to be faithful to my mother’s memory?”
“Yes, it seems that it has already been the case in some other situations. The solicitor told us that a certain Duke was under such a commitment, but when he decided to break it, he had to make an arrangement with the lady’s family. I do not know what this arrangement was, but it seemed it was substantial.”
“So, I have to pay Lady Catherine to absolve me from such an agreement?” asked Darcy more and more confused.
“Unfortunately, in your case, Catherine does not want your money; she wants you to become her son in law!”
“I am more perplexed than fearful, but why does she want me and not the Colonel?”
Everybody laughed and the atmosphere slightly changed.
“We can laugh and it is good you have not lost your sense of humour,” Lord Matlock said. “But the situation is rather critical; the solicitor told me that she could make your life a real hell if you do not agree.”
“I will never agree!” Darcy said with much determination. “My mother never lost her mind; she died being conscious and coherent till the last minute of her life… I am sure it is fake. It is not the first time Lady Catherine has been unfair or even dishonest. Remember how she treated her mother in law when Lord de Bourgh died; she almost had her thrown onto the street, forcing the old lady to quit her home and live in a stranger’s house.”
“Yes, we know her character and this is exactly what concerns me. She is not used to losing; she prepared this coup with much care, you can be sure about this.” Lord Matlock replied with a sad countenance.
“What papa is saying, dear cousin,” pointed out the Colonel, “is that she is a dangerous enemy as she has no remorse. Most probably, you will have to face a sort of emotional plea − to fulfil her dead’s sister last will. It is not an attack in plain sight but subversively; she does not want to ruin her relationship with you but believes the gentleman you are will say yes. A subtle way to pressure you with your mother’s memory and the social consequences if you do not agree!”
“I do not care, uncle!” Darcy said. He was standing near the Colonel, and in the light of the candles, one might think they were brothers. Looking at them, Lord Matlock felt pride. From his parents’ death, he had been like a father to Darcy and he could not accept someone mingling in his life and ruining it. If he decided not to marry Anne, his reputation would be badly shaken, as not fulfilling a betrothal agreement was a severe fault in society’s eyes.
“Sit,” he said in an authoritarian voice, “you two annoy me with your habit of standing in the middle of such an important discussion!”
The Colonel and Darcy both laughed. They had been adults for some time now, and yet Lord Matlock still saw them like two children. But it was such a pleasant sensation to still have an elder looking after you with the same care as when you were a child. They sat on a sofa just in front of Lord Matlock.
“Anyway, we have two months to think about the problem. Mr Howell has to verify the document’s authenticity and only then it can be presented as a directive from her testament. That verification could take as much time as is needed. Mr Howell gave Catherine a term, but that term can be prolonged. He had to inform me, but I am under no obligation to inform you until its authenticity is established.”
All three young man smiled, admiring Lord Matlock’s cunning. Practically speaking, he had gained for Darcy a term to try to find a way to fight back.
“Dear boy, you will make your own decision, but Mr Howell suggested a peculiar solution whereby Catherine would be with no power…”
Darcy looked at his uncle with interest and confidence.
“If you marry before seeing this declaration, Lady Catherine would be left with few or no manoeuvres !”
A deep silence took the room. They all looked at Darcy who was faintly blushing; they thought it was because of the tension but in fact, he was thinking of the coincidence that took place. His discussion with Georgiana seemed now an exciting prelude to his uncle’s suggestion.
“But uncle, I do not intend to marry just to escape Lady Catherine. It is, in the end, the same if I marry Anne or if I marry in haste a woman I choose only for this reason!”
“He is right, father!” Archibald said.
“Wait, Archie, papa could have a point here!” the Colonel said. “Maybe our cousin has someone in his mind; a worthy lady he likes or loves and who would agree to marry him in a shorter time than usual!”
The inquisitive look from Darcy’s eyes seemed to penetrate deep into his cousin’s mind and soul. It appeared the Colonel had some suspicions regarding a certain lady… Darcy could not but ask himself what betrayed him. But in the end, he had lived all his life near his cousins. The Colonel had always been like a brother and sometimes no words were needed between them.
“Does this lady really exist?” his uncle asked in an ironic yet benevolent tone.
Darcy hesitated to speak. He disliked unveiling his sentiments. Moreover, he did not know if the lady he liked would accept his proposal. He had only Georgiana’s word and observation, although he still regarded her as a little girl making her first steps in the adult world.
He needed time to think, to plan. His uncle said he had some time but not as much he might need to court and then marry.
“Well, boy?” Lord Matlock was impatient; he did not like being late for his dinner.
“I might have a certain lady in mind,” Darcy spoke, somewhat reluctantly, “but I cannot reveal her name as I am not sure she will accept my proposal!”
Lord Matlock stood up as he considered the discussion closed. “I hope she is a worthy lady. I rely on your decision to choose someone of our rank and status and… do not forget we are here to support you, but now let us eat!”
∞∞∞
Just after dinner, the Colonel invited Darcy to have a brandy in his apartment; they sat on the terrace facing the mansion’s park, drinking in silence. There had always been a special bond between them that sometimes made it possible to discuss ardent problems. Darcy intended to talk freely to the Colonel about Elizabeth, yet her brutal refusal had been such a wound that made the subject almost prohibited. What could he confess, that the woman he loved had the worst possible impression of him? However, it seemed the Colonel had observed in the past his preference for Elizabeth.
“I do not want to impose on you to confess!” the Colonel said. “Yet if you still have the same sentiments for a certain lady, I can assure you that your sentiments are very close to being shared!”
Darcy tried not to look at his cousin; he was sure that his eyes would betray his secrets, as they were full of hope.
“How could you possibly know so many things about this subject?” Darcy was eager to find out.
The Colonel laughed and in the still of the night, his open laughter travelled onto the lawn scaring some night birds which flew in a hurry as though on one huge wing.
“I observe and conclude and, most of the time, I am listening to what the ladies are discussing; it is interesting to understand not what they are saying but what they are implying…”
Darcy decided to go along and tell the Colonel the truth, for it may prove useful for the help he might need in the future.
“I proposed to Elizabeth and she did not accept…” he said and then added in haste, “by my own fault, my proposal was a series of injuries and not a declaration of love!”
It was such a difficult thing to discuss that matter openly that Darcy stopped, almost tired as after a considerable effort. The Colonel understood and decided to let Darcy confess only the issues he found acceptable. Yet, he would have wanted to tell his cousin that he had indeed guessed many of the circumstances. In Elizabeth’s presence Darcy was another man, a good sign he was in love. When suddenly, some months ago, he became so morose and sad that the Colonel was certain only unrequited love could produce such a state in a man who had no other problems.
As Darcy continued to be silent the Colonel decided to speak, “My dear cousin, no matter what happened between you two in the past, when we met at the theatre that gracious lady had only regrets in her eyes when she looked at you!”
“How could you discern such a delicate matter?” whispered Darcy, trying to hide his eyes in the blackness of the night.
“Have confidence in me; please, just go and make your proposal again. You have nothing to lose and, as my father said if she says yes, it would be a splendid chance to thwart our aunt’s evil plans. Give it a try, have confidence in a man who enjoys observing human nature! Yet I have to alert you that even if papa were for a marriage, he would not easily approve a marriage outside our society. My opinion is to keep the secret as long as it takes.”
∞∞∞
He headed for his home late in the night. Usually, he was not alarmed to ride the streets immersed in the darkness but the sky prepared for rain, there was distant thunder and flashes of lightning and inside him, the feeling was almost the same. He had not taken his aunt’s plan very seriously. First of all, he considered the paper to be a fake, but even if it was genuine, it could not influence his decision. He loved his mother, but then he could not destroy his life because of a wish made fourteen years ago. However, as he approached his house, he began to see all the conjuncture in a very different light. His uncle was right! Lady Catherine and her plot could ruin his reputation and jeopardise his place in society. He would be considered as a man with no honour and the worst possible son.
∞∞∞
The next morning the Vicar from the church next to his house listened to the entire story but shook his head when Darcy asked if he could ignore the will.
“Mr Darcy,” he said reluctantly, “I will not advise you to ignore the will.”
“But Reverend, I cannot marry a lady when I am in love with another!” In the Vicar’s study, it was so easy to say that he was in love with another woman.
“Then sir, go and confess the truth to your aunt and then marry the lady you love, without delay. That will prove your earnestness regarding marriage and your commitment to the lady you love.”
The Vicar was right; Anne must agree not to marry him, absolving him of any guilt or blame.
Instead of being worried or sad, he was angry. He wanted to go to Lady Catherine and tell her he refused to play in the tasteless plot she was concocting, but it was better his aunt not know he had discovered her malevolence. His first thought was to depart for Pemberley where the Vicar was his friend. But first, determined to seek help and clarification in all possible places, he would see a solicitor other than Mr Howell early in the morning.
In the end, Lady Catherine had managed to chase away his peace of mind. He had the feeling no matter which solution he chose, it would not entirely be his decision. He still wanted to marry Elizabeth, but it meant marrying in haste and telling her the truth that he loved her but also that he needed her. Not exactly his style of solving such a difficult problem.
“Start the preparations, Georgiana, we are going back to Pemberley.”




Chapter 6
In the fever of preparing for the journey to the North, only one event – a happy one – troubled the peace in Gracechurch Street. Jane sent them a letter – by express – informing them they were well and healthy and that Netherfield was opening again but they had no news about Mr Bingley himself.
Elizabeth used the same way to answer, happy to inform her sister that she had seen Mr Bingley in person and that Jane should expect a call from him… very soon.
Otherwise, the time passed with luggage being packed and repacked, excitement and preparations. Although she did not confess it openly, Elizabeth felt even more thrilled than her aunt by the prospect of visiting Derbyshire. Suddenly, the Lakes had lost all their charm for her.
Mr Bingley’s short visit proved to Elizabeth that he had not forgotten Jane; the gentleman’s haste in returning to Netherfield showed very clearly that his feelings and intentions had not changed. Even more, it was beyond doubt that this time he had Darcy’s support and blessing. The notion that he had just learned of Jane’s presence in Town washed away many of his faults and redeemed him as being worthy of Jane’s affection. The hopes for a happy marriage for the eldest Miss Bennet were all renewed and strengthened.
Since all the worries about her sister had been dissipated, Elizabeth’s thoughts were dedicated to her past and future encounters with Darcy. But she also had to guard herself against her aunt’s inquiring scrutiny; Mr and Mrs Gardiner already had addressed several questions and hints about Mr Darcy’s particular attention to her.
They were decent and well-educated people who did not force her confidence, but it was beyond doubt that her behaviour – and his – could not be ignored.
To the Gardiners, it was rather clear that their niece and Mr Darcy were more than mere acquaintances, but the nature of their relationship was difficult to guess. Mr Darcy’s admiration for her was apparent and, considering the gentleman’s splendid situation in life and his liberty to choose among the most beautiful young ladies of the Ton, that was astonishing and unexpected. As for Elizabeth’s feelings, they were less clear. They had learned of Elizabeth’s dislike for Mr Darcy due to his offensive manners, but the attitude they observed between the two was, by no means, dislike, nor was the gentleman’s behaviour flawed in the slightest.
Mr Gardiner teased his wife about the Fitzwilliam men’s inclination toward ladies in his family and Mrs Gardiner was equally amused and annoyed by her husband’s mockery.
Regarding her niece, she postponed her assessment for the future, when they would be in one another’s company again and often. The journey to Derbyshire was very quickly approaching.
∞∞∞
Elizabeth spent more than a fortnight on the road to Derbyshire, visiting all the beauties along their route. Her spirit rose with each passing day, her heart – filled with joy and wonder – turned lighter. Since she abandoned any struggle and admitted to herself the desire to see Darcy again, she looked forward to it.
Her thoughts were often drawn to the gentleman, turning her nights sleepless and her days restless. The feeling that enveloped her was overwhelming, strange, delicious, yet slightly painful. She had never felt it before, and she feared it. Was it love? And if it was, did it come too late? Surely, she could not be so irrational as to hope Darcy would ever renew his proposal. Or that he had any tender feelings to induce him to such a gesture. Yes, he had been more than friendly to her and her relatives. Warm and generous. But it could be only a gesture of consideration for Mrs Gardiner – who had known his parents. Or for the family of the woman his friend Bingley loved and admired. It would be too much to assume he was doing anything for her sake. She could not allow herself to fall for such unreasonable expectations.
And still, she thought of little else but him.
Eventually, the day when their carriage entered Lambton arrived and excitement made Elizabeth oblivious to the memories shared by her Aunt Gardiner.
After settling in their rooms at the Inn and unloading the luggage, they had all the time in the world to think about the visits they had to pay and the people they wanted to meet.
Darcy had invited them to Pemberley if they happened to be in the neighbourhood, but no more details had been established. While having a brief meal, Mr Gardiner suggested they should rest and send a note to Pemberley to announce their arrival. This would allow Mr Darcy the liberty of doing as he pleased. Perhaps he even forgot his invitation, or perhaps he had other guests or other business that better employed his time.
“Do you know if the family of Pemberley is at home?” Mrs Gardiner asked the maid who served their meal.
“Yes, ma’am. My brother works at the stables there. They arrived a few days ago, with a party of friends, I was told.”
“Thank you,” Mrs Gardiner smiled, while Elizabeth felt chills down her spine. Party of friends? Who could it be? She expected only Mr Darcy and his sister to be there – as he stated in London.
“Well, sending the note is the proper way,” Mr Gardiner concluded. “But we must rest first; as lovely as the journey has been, I need some steady ground under my feet.”
As soon as their appetites were satisfied, they separated. Her chamber was small, clean and welcoming, but resting was not what Elizabeth needed nor wished for.
She cleaned herself, changed to a robe, then opened the window – it was a warm late afternoon and the streets of the small village were animated. She considered taking a walk by herself but resisted the impulse. She should wait for her aunt to show her around, as Mrs Gardiner expressed her intentions several times.
Elizabeth lay on the bed briefly, trying to calm herself, but she met no success. She rose and wrote to Jane, informing her they had arrived in Derbyshire safely.
She then changed her gown again – for no apparent reason – brushed her hair – but the time passed slowly. They had already been in Lambton since noon and it was almost dinner time. She grew eager, not knowing why.
Still, she remained at the window, gazing as far as her sight allowed her. Minutes late, she froze; leaning toward the window, she spotted Mr and Miss Darcy, riding along the main street. He looked up and saw her too as he was stopping his stallion. So did his sister, who waved sweetly to Elizabeth.
For several moments, Elizabeth stared at them in disbelief. Were they here for them? But how did he know? Mr Gardiner had not sent the note yet – had he been informed by someone else?
She quickly departed from the window, glanced at her reflection in the mirror, then hurried to knock on her uncle’s door.
Mr Gardiner opened it, apparently awakening from sleep.
“Mr Darcy is here! And Miss Darcy,” Elizabeth said hastily.
Mr Gardiner was dumbfounded. “He is here? But I did not inform him.”
“I know… I will go downstairs, to speak to them until you are ready.”
“Yes, − bring them here in a few minutes. We have a small reception room where we can talk.”
Her uncle looked as nervous as she was, surprised and puzzled. Elizabeth struggled to regain her composure and finally went to meet the two. They were in the hall with the innkeeper who kept moving around the illustrious guests, shifting from one foot to the other.
“Mr Darcy! Miss Darcy!” Elizabeth curtseyed and, despite the warm weather, shivered.
Darcy bowed, then his eyes captured hers. “Miss Bennet… Welcome to Derbyshire.”
“Thank you…” Her knees became unsteady and she felt slightly dizzy from his dark gaze.
“We are so pleased to see you,” Miss Darcy declared warmly. “Are Mr and Mrs Gardiner well?”
“Yes, very well,” Elizabeth answered. “I am happy to see you too, Miss Darcy. You look lovely − it is obvious you enjoy your time at Pemberley.”
“Yes, I do! And I hope you will too. Did Mrs Gardiner meet any friends?”
Elizabeth laughed, half amused, half nervous. “Not yet; we only ate a little bit and my uncle and aunt rested a while.”
“Of course – you just arrived. Forgive us, we do not want to disturb you. You must be tired after the journey too,” Darcy uttered. “We… I was told that you arrived and we thought we should just come and greet you.”
“I am glad you did, I am not tired at all,” Elizabeth replied genuinely, then blushed with embarrassment for her open admission.
‘He had been told that we arrived. Who told him? Did he ask to be informed?’ Thoughts spun in Elizabeth’s mind, filling her heart with joy at such a possibility.
“Mr Darcy! Miss Darcy! What an honour!” Mr Gardiner almost shouted, hurrying down the stairs, bowing formally yet joyfully. “I intended to send you a note to inform you we are here!”
“I asked Mr Wood – the innkeeper – to let me know when you arrived,” Darcy explained, and Elizabeth’s face burned while she quivered with excitement. So he did it on purpose!
He continued, glancing from Elizabeth to her uncle. “As I told Miss Bennet, we do not want to disturb you after your long journey.”
“Oh, no, no disturbance! We are honoured to see you. And happy. Mrs Gardiner is waiting for us; would you like to stay a little while? Perhaps have a cup of tea? A drink?”
Mr Gardiner was more anxious than Elizabeth had ever seen him. Darcy looked at her again and showed a small but bright smile.
“Of course; a drink will be excellent,” he accepted, while the innkeeper immediately fetched a servant to send a tray with drinks and refreshments.
They went upstairs together and entered the Gardiners’ small sitting chamber, trying to find a place to sit. More greetings were exchanged, as well as impressions about their travels.
Elizabeth was content to listen – and to muse over her speculations – moving her attention and her gaze from Darcy to his sister.
“Bingley wrote to me,” Darcy said, mostly to Elizabeth. “He appears to be very happy at Netherfield. He told me your family is in good health. He said he has hunted with Mr Bennet several times.”
“Oh yes, Jane wrote to me too,” Elizabeth responded. “Mr Bingley is alone at Netherfield, is he not? I was surprised that his sisters did not join him.”
“They are used to coming to Pemberley at this time of the year. Probably they had other plans, now that Bingley changed his.”
“Yes, probably…” Elizabeth concluded. “I can imagine they were upset to miss the visit to Pemberley. But Mr Bingley has no reasons to repine, I hope?”
“I am sure he has not,” Darcy said decidedly.
They gazed at each other in silence for a long moment, then he turned to her aunt.
“Mrs Gardiner, how did you find Lambton? Is it at you recollected?”
“Oh, I barely caught a glimpse of it! I look forward to seeing it closely tomorrow! I am sure I will love it as much as I used to.”
“Did you decide how long you will remain in Derbyshire?”
“Most likely a fortnight,” Mr Gardiner replied.
“Good. It is enough time for some fishing parties! We have everything prepared; I only lacked the company of another gentleman to enjoy the sport,” Darcy continued.
Mr Gardiner nodded animatedly. “Of this, you must not worry. There are few things I enjoy more than fishing!”
“Then, I trust you will not be disappointed. As for the ladies, I am sure they will find a way to entertain themselves while we wander around the lake and streams,” Darcy ended, with another meaningful glance to Elizabeth.
“Oh, yes! We have the phaeton prepared to take a ride in Pemberley Park, then you may decide what to do next,” Miss Darcy said enthusiastically.
“And, if you do not have other previous invitations, it would be a great pleasure to dine together,” Darcy interjected.
His manners and voice were now so friendly that the entire party felt dazed and incredulous. He seemed to truly enjoy their presence; he was entirely at ease and appeared desirous to improve their acquaintance, which flattered and puzzled them.
“It would be our pleasure,” Mrs Gardiner replied with genuine delight. “Visiting Pemberley is truly a dream come true.”
“And…” he hesitated a moment, glancing at each, with apparent uneasiness. “I do not want to intrude on your plans… but… please consider we have several rooms prepared to host you at Pemberley if you are willing to join us. It might be difficult to dine at Pemberley, then return to the Inn. But please take it as an open invitation; I imagine you have many friends and family desirous of your company. Of us, you must not worry – only know you are welcome anytime.”
His slight distress and his extraordinary offer left Elizabeth and her uncle in incredulous silence. Such an honour was more than they could ever imagine. And there was no doubt remaining: he was doing all for Elizabeth.
She surrendered her guard and allowed herself to be enfolded in the newly discovered joy of being the recipient of his interest. On that, she had no doubts remaining. What else he intended, she did not dare assume yet. It was already too much.
“Mr Darcy, we have no words to repay your generosity. I confess I wish nothing more than to fish and perhaps enjoy your library during my stay in this part of the country. But I owe it to my wife to be with her on all her other engagements. Therefore, we will profit from your invitation as often as we can. It is very generous of you not only to have us in your home but also to allow us such liberty.”
“Indeed… I confess I still wonder that you bestow such a generous invitation on us,” Mrs Gardiner interjected with honesty. “We are truly grateful and, as my husband said, we will surely take advantage of your kindness. And, while I will spend as much time as possible with my relatives and old friends, Elizabeth will be freer to employ her time as she likes.”
Elizabeth blushed and nodded and Miss Darcy immediately expressed her joy. Darcy’s contentment at her reaction was impossible to miss.
“But what of your other guests? Would we not bother them?” Elizabeth inquired.
“Other guests?” Darcy replied quizzically.
“Yes… We understand you have a party of friends with you…” Her cheeks coloured while his eyes held hers.
“Oh, I see… There was my cousin – the Viscount – with his wife and sister and law – that travelled with us. But they have left for Matlock Manor. We might meet with them again in a fortnight.”
Elizabeth breathed in relief without even noting her gesture. There could be no real understanding between Darcy and Lady Amelia since she left so soon and he insisted on having them – here − at Pemberley.
“You know, “The Green Ribbon” shop is still running,” Darcy told Mrs Gardiner.
“Yes, I knew that; I look forward to visiting and purchase something tomorrow,” the lady replied.
“And afterwards, we could visit Pemberley if this is convenient for you.”
“Oh, yes, excellent!” Georgiana exclaimed.
Darcy’s approval showed in his broad smile; he addressed Mr and Mrs Gardiner with the most proper tone.
“And perhaps you may consider spending the entire day and returning to Lambton the day after tomorrow.”
“We would like that very much,” Mr Gardiner accepted.
Elizabeth felt flustered and did not dare meet Darcy’s eyes. She was relieved that the conversation and the rest of the plans were settled between the two gentlemen.
Soon enough, Mr and Miss Darcy left, with the promise of meeting again the next day.
The innkeeper’s behaviour changed immediately toward the people who seemed to hold the master’s interest. He treated them with even more condescension, which spread among the servants too.
Elizabeth’s excitement was overwhelming. When her uncle and aunt suggested the gentleman’s preference for her, she did not even attempt to deny it. The following day she would be at Pemberley. He was not upset with her, did not despise her. Darcy had changed so completely that it made her even more ashamed of her behaviour in Hunsford. Yet she had also evolved from the proud and reckless girl she used to be. And it was amazing that they had both changed… to please one another.
Allowing her thoughts to fly to him freely, Elizabeth imagined the joy of the coming days. Although her mind advised her against such assumptions, her heart told her his feelings for her were entirely changed. And for that – she felt grateful, while she admitted that her own feelings were utterly different since last April.
The evening was warm and pleasant and, after a delicious meal, all three took a stroll in the village. People were still outside, the darkness delayed, as the moon and stars tentatively appeared in the clear sky.
Elizabeth tried to pay attention to her aunt’s shared memories, but her own interest and curiosity travelled five miles away, where he was. How would the journey be if she did not meet Darcy in Town? If he did not invite them to visit Pemberley? Would they still have stopped in Derbyshire? Would she have to meet him by chance? Or would they have remained forever separated? Could a mere twist of fate decide their future – and perhaps happiness? Was it truly so easy? Or so complicated? There were so many questions in her mind that Elizabeth felt dizzy… but happy as most of them were irrelevant now; they had met, and the next day she would be at Pemberley!
Eventually, it was late enough for them to retire for the night. But for Elizabeth – the tumult of thoughts and her vivid imagination allowed no sleep, no rest. Her window remained wide open, bringing a soft breeze into the room, together with voices, laughter, even singing.
Then, while silence fell over the small village, tiredness enveloped Elizabeth and slowly diminished her excitement. To the sound of birds, dogs and the gentle breeze chilling the night, she abandoned herself to deep, restful sleep.




Chapter 7
The following morning found Elizabeth excited. But she was composed enough to enjoy breakfast and to carry a reasonable conversation. Afterwards, they visited “The Green Ribbon” shop, and met some of Mrs Gardiner’s relatives.
Around noon, they returned to the Inn carrying several packages. The moment they entered, Elizabeth’s heart started to beat more rapidly – and not without reason. Darcy was waiting at a table, while the innkeeper was struggling to entertain him.
Greetings were exchanged with more warmth and friendliness than politeness.
“I took the liberty of coming to accompany you. I hope you do not mind,” Darcy said to the Gardiners, much to Elizabeth’s delight. She was flattered by this new proof of attention and her hopes rose even more.
They were ready in no time, and soon the carriage left Lambton, entering Pemberley Park. Darcy was riding a tall, dark, bright stallion, his posture equally handsome and impressive.
From time to time, he glanced to them, and Elizabeth was torn between looking at him and admiring the beauties that surrounded her.
“Oh, this is even more beautiful than I remember,” Mrs Gardiner exclaimed.
The carriage drove for some time through a beautiful wood, then gradually ascended for half a mile until the sight in front of them revealed the first glimpse of the manor, mirrored in the beautiful lake that guarded it.
Elizabeth forgot to breathe, her heart nearly stopped, and her hands trembled in her lap. She had never seen a place for which nature had done more. Pemberley looked much like its master: strong, impressive and handsome in its natural grandeur. She bore the moment with significant perturbation, increased even more by Darcy’s nearness.
She felt his gaze on her while she lost herself in admiration for the splendour before them. Of all this, she could have been mistress, she realised. He had offered her that wonderful chance, and she rejected it. It was not about richness or greatness, but about his desire to share such beauty with her for his entire life. But she rejected it.
“I have never seen a more beautiful place,” Mrs Gardiner said with no little emotion.
“Indeed, I readily second that,” her husband agreed.
“Miss Bennet, I hope you approve of Pemberley,” Darcy addressed Elizabeth, as she was lost in tormenting silence.
“I do… but who would not? This is… I cannot describe how much I admire it,” Elizabeth whispered.
“I am glad to hear it,” he answered with a little smile, while their eyes met briefly. “Come, let me lead you forward. Georgiana is waiting for us. There is much more to see.”
He hastened his horse and so did the coachman.
The manor appeared closer and closer, brightening under the sun that lit the clear water of the lake. Around it, lively, colourful gardens warmed the impressive stone walls.
The master quickly dismounted in front of the entrance, and a servant readily took his horse.
Then Miss Darcy appeared, with two older ladies – her companion, Mrs Annesley and the housekeeper, Mrs Reynolds.
Darcy helped the ladies down from the carriage, then performed the introductions.
“Mrs Reynolds, please make sure the luggage is taken to the guests’ rooms,” Darcy said.
“Of course, sir! Everything is prepared! The refreshments are waiting in the drawing-room. And Tom and Stevens are waiting with the fishing gear,” the housekeeper quickly reported to the master.
“Excellent,” he replied, while Mrs Gardiner exchanged a quick glance with her niece at that new proof of attention. Elizabeth only blushed.
They climbed the stairs and the doors opened to reveal a large hall which led them into a vast, elegant chamber. Trays with cold meat, sweets, fruits and drinks were arranged on a large table, with two maids waiting politely.
Elizabeth sat near Georgiana, while Mrs and Mr Gardiner sat together; Mrs Annesley chose an armchair in a corner, and Darcy stood, looking at the visitors. Eventually, he took a chair placing it near the settee where his sister and Elizabeth were seated.
“I just received a letter from Bingley,” Darcy announced. “He sounds beyond himself with joy which made his letter even less intelligible. I have rarely met such a worthy man with such horrible writing.”
“I am glad to know Mr Bingley in such high spirits,” Elizabeth replied.
“Yes, so am I” Darcy answered meaningfully.
“Well, I do not want to be rude, but, while I appreciate the drink and the meal, I look forward to the fishing party,” Mr Gardiner interjected in jest.
“Indeed – I forgot myself,” Darcy uttered. “And we did not even take a tour of the house – perhaps you would like that?”
“Oh, do not worry, brother – I will perform this lovely task if you are in haste for fishing,” Georgiana said with a joyfulness that diminished her shyness.
Darcy glanced at Elizabeth, then back at Mr Gardiner, then reluctantly decided to leave. Even when they exited the room, his last look was still for her, and she received it with heartfelt delight.
He tried so hard to imagine if Georgiana and the Colonel were right; if there was a real change in Elizabeth’s attitude and her propensity towards a man she had already refused. She was blushing, but it could be a sign of shyness. Yet he did not remember her as shy; on the contrary, on some occasions she was ready to stand for her ideas and conviction. Now she mostly blushed when he was looking at her, again not the young lady he used to know who looked straight in his eyes and laughed and spoke her mind. She seemed indeed changed but was it only his desire to see a change of attitude or had it really happened? It was so difficult to have a steady opinion, one moment he hoped… the other he was near desperation, a continuous movement that made his heart beat at an incredible speed.
∞∞∞
Once they remained among themselves, Elizabeth’s spirits lowered slightly, but both Mrs Gardiner and Georgiana turned more animated. The girl informed Mrs Reynolds about Mrs Gardiner growing up in Lambton, and the housekeeper immediately recollected young Maddie Green.
The gentlemen remained separated from the ladies until late in the afternoon, but Elizabeth felt Darcy’s presence in every corner of the house. For her, the time passed as in a dream. The more she saw of Pemberley, the more she became attached to it. And the more she regretted the notion that she might soon be gone without knowing when and if she might see it again.
After a day filled with so much excitement, they retired to their rooms to prepare for dinner. Entering one of Pemberley’s guest chambers produced another thrilling moment and nervousness for Elizabeth. She could not avoid wondering what the mistress’ rooms looked like. She did not expect to see them soon – if ever – but being in Darcy’s home, made her distraught.
The dining room awaited them with elegance and cordiality. Being only among themselves, the spots were not fixed; the two Darcy siblings sat at each head of the table, Mr Gardiner was on one side of the table and Elizabeth and Mrs Gardiner sat opposite to him.
The dinner and the whole evening melted Elizabeth’s heart. The taste, the arrangements, the plating, the servants’ diligence – all were flawless. But what mattered the most was the friendliness, the warmth, the openness that lasted the entire time. The dinner was spiced with conversation, smiles – even laugher. Elizabeth was stunned to see Darcy so open, so amiable; the bright smiles making his appearance even more handsome. Although she still felt uneasy and flustered, she happily met and kept his gazes.
Once dinner ended, Darcy asked Georgiana to delight them with some music. After only a brief hesitation, the girl agreed.
“But only if Miss Bennet will do me the favour of keeping me company,” she said.
“Gladly,” Elizabeth answered. “But I must warn you that my skills are feeble compared to yours. You might be appalled by my lack of proficiency.”
“I am sure this is not true. My brother told me he has heard you play and sing and it gave him great pleasure.”
Elizabeth cast a quick look at the gentleman then said in jest, “I am sure Mr Darcy exaggerated my talents, for a mysterious reason of his own. Such praise is underserved.”
“This cannot be! My brother always tells the truth,” Georgiana replied in earnest.
“None of my praise of Miss Bennet’s talents is exaggerated. Quite the contrary,” Darcy interjected, then offered his arm to Elizabeth. She took it readily while blushing. Suddenly she felt she belonged at his side.
Georgiana took the lead toward the music room, and the Gardiners followed them. As they walked, they passed by an enormous window that offered the stunning sight of the garden and the lake. Elizabeth absently released Mr Darcy’s arm and stopped near the window to admire the view; for a few long moments, she remained silent, then sighed with admiration and turned to her companions. Darcy was only a few steps behind, looking at her and the heat of his nearness gave her shivers.
“It is beautiful,” she whispered, then resumed her walking. He followed her, gently taking her hand and placing it on his arm.
Her relatives and Miss Darcy were in the music room; with joy, the girl showed them the piano that her brother had just gifted to her for her sixteenth birthday.
For the rest of the evening, Miss Darcy enchanted them with her exquisite playing. Her talent was matched by her evident love for music that made her performance outstanding. Elizabeth accompanied her with her voice, but Darcy’s gaze resting upon her made her nervous and fearful and turned her own performance poorer than she would wish. Still, she received praises, which she genuinely dismissed. And she felt happier than ever before in her life.
It was close to midnight when Mr and Mrs Gardiner eventually decided to retire for the night, after what they declared to be a memorably beautiful day.
Elizabeth was not tired at all; she felt a strange panic at the thought of separating from Darcy. She knew the feeling was silly since they would meet again the next morning. She wished to talk to him – though she could not think of any particular subject to discuss. She would very much enjoy a stroll – but she could not possibly suggest walking alone with him in the middle of the night. So there was nothing left for her than to follow her relatives.
“Tomorrow we will take a long ride through the park,” Georgiana addressed her. “Oh, do not worry – my brother told me you do not ride. We prepared a phaeton.”
“Thank you,” Elizabeth laughed. “This is very considerate. I do ride a little – but I am not very comfortable with horses. Besides, I confess I have very few chances to practice riding at home; we only have two horses and often my father uses them for work.”
“Oh, but you may practice here if you want!” Miss Darcy readily offered. “We have several very gentle mares.”
“Of course − if Miss Bennet wishes to, we would be happy to help her practice more,” Darcy smiled and Elizabeth blushed.
“Thank you – you both are very kind. We shall see… but I do look forward to visiting more of the estate – in the phaeton or by foot.”
“Oh, not by foot,” Georgina smiled. “You would need weeks to walk around the park,” she declared and Elizabeth glanced at Darcy. His gaze spoke much of his opinion about her staying at Pemberley for weeks –and her heart raced joyfully.
Eventually, a maid led Elizabeth to her chamber – just as had happened with the Gardiners earlier. The house was so large that she could not find the way by herself. With every step, she felt she was going further away from Darcy, although she was still in his home.
∞∞∞
Elizabeth’s chamber, an elegant and comfortable room coloured in shades of green, was on the first floor. The bed was larger than the one she used to share with Jane at Longbourn and looked inviting. But she did not need to rest, yet.
She walked toward the balcony and opened the door widely. The view of Pemberley’s lake, sparkling under the full moon and stars – delighted her eyes one more time.
The night was warm, but not suffocating. Summer was easier to bear in the North – and everything appeared more appealing at Pemberley. The silence was only broken by the sounds of nature – and Elizabeth felt like it was calling to her.
She paced the room restlessly for a little while, then exited onto the balcony again. This time, she startled as she noticed a shadow standing on the edge of the lake. The beating of her heart told her who he was long before she could recognise his figure. She hesitated a moment, wondering if she should join him. But her common sense, her reasoning, the rules of decorum, all fought against her desire and defeated her wishes.
So she pulled the curtains closed, changed into a nightgown, and forced herself to lie in bed. But sleep only came when the dawn broke the night.
∞∞∞
The following morning, Elizabeth woke up very early and dressed without any help from the maid. It was a sunny day, and the sound of birds animated the silent manor. She felt too much joy to stay inside – so what she did not dare do in the middle of the night, seemed allowed in the full daylight.
Therefore, she hurried downstairs and – with a little guidance from a servant – she found the main door and exited the house. She found herself in an inner yard, paved with stone. Through a large arch, she arrived in front of the house, just at the edge of the lake. On her left, there were impressive stairs, leading to a path between the lake and the colourful gardens.
She closed her eyes, breathing the air of Pemberley deeply inside her so she could take it with her upon leaving.
“Miss Bennet?”
She startled and looked around, taken aback. Darcy was approaching her, wearing a broad and warm smile.
“Are you well?”
He wanted to believe he had seen on her face a hint of enjoyment at his appearance.
“Very well, thank you,” she responded surprised yet very happy.
“I hope you found your room comfortable?”
“Very much so,” she smiled. “But I believe that a room – as comfortable as it is – is not worthy of staying inside when you are at Pemberley.”
He approved with a nod. “I agree.”
During a momentarily awkward silence, both glanced around. One could say that the same question was in each of their minds: a question about love that could shatter the incertitude they were living in. He wanted to dare take her on a stroll, far away from other eyes; she wanted to spend as much time as was possible with him.
“Would you like to take a stroll before breakfast?” he eventually asked, his heart beating at the rate of his emotion.
“Yes, that was my intention.”
“Would you… rather be alone?” he continued, yet he was far from intending to leave her alone on Pemberley’s lawn.
“Some company would be lovely,” she whispered.
They started to walk, trying hard not to look at each other.
“Pemberley is even more beautiful than I was told,” Elizabeth declared with a voice that was desperately trying to sound normal, remembering the conversations they used to have when both were self-assured and unconstrained by a sentiment so complicated as love.
“I am glad you enjoy it. There is so much more of it to see. Georgiana will show it to you today – as much as the time will allow. Will you… Did you plan to return to the Inn today?”
Her cheeks coloured. “I have not discussed it with my aunt and uncle yet.”
Another moment of silence. “Mr Gardiner told me Mr Bennet is very fond of fishing too.”
Elizabeth laughed, “Oh yes – very much so, but only close to the house. However, he would readily travel to Derbyshire if he could spend a few days in your splendid library.”
“Well, we could write to him to come. Both for the library and fishing,” Darcy declared, half in jest.
Stunned by this intention, Elizabeth was trying to understand why he wanted to invite her father to Pemberley unless… She could not let the thought fly free. It would surely make her faint, so she watched every step she took on the stony road and answered:
“Oh, my father rarely goes beyond London. But he would be honoured by your invitation.”
“Mr Gardiner is delightful company,” Darcy added. “And I know Georgiana finds great pleasure in spending time with you and Mrs Gardiner.”
“You are too kind to say that. We are all happy to be here.”
“Miss Bennet…” He suddenly stopped, and she did the same. She turned to him and met his dark, serious gaze. His voice became hoarse.
“Yes, Mr Darcy?”
“I hope you enjoy being here at least half as much as I am delighted with your presence. I have not had a more welcome guest at Pemberley…”
She breathed deeply, her eyes locked with his.
“No other place gives me as much pleasure, nor other company,” she confessed.
His eyes opened wide as hope and revelation enfolded him. A heartfelt delight warmed his handsome figure and he tried to speak further. So did Elizabeth, but both failed, so they continued their walk. It was enough for the time being.
“Rosings is beautiful, too. And Matlock Manor,” Darcy said, while they stepped side by side.
“But none of them compare to Pemberley. Nature and the human touch – both have been generous and tasteful with your home, sir.”
“I am glad Pemberley is your favourite. The feeling is mutual, I assure you,” Darcy concluded.
They continued to walk, more at ease with each other; while he showed her particular favourite spots in the gardens, unique sorts of flowers, and shared with her stories that she was enchanted to hear.
The hour spent together alone, in full view of the house, was the happiest time Elizabeth could remember. By the time they returned, they were on such friendly terms that even their hands brushed against the other as they strolled.
The breakfast felt like a family matter – and it was no surprise that the Gardiners accepted the invitation to remain at Pemberley for several more days.
A servant was sent to the Inn to retrieve the rest of their luggage.
In the meantime, the gentlemen return to their fishing places, while the ladies enjoyed the long-awaited ride through the Pemberley estate.
After hours of enjoyment and excitement, after mixing riding with walking and climbing, Elizabeth, Miss Darcy and Mrs Gardiner returned home – hungry, thrilled, exhausted, and utterly happy.
Mrs Reynolds, more than eager to please them, had prepared food and drinks in the drawing-room − a welcome stop before the afternoon rest. The ladies were tired yet they continued to speak and laugh and praise the beautiful day they spent together.
The gentlemen joined them soon – Mr Gardiner tanned by the sun and content with his capture, was quickly defeated by the exercise and a couple of drinks.
Elizabeth and Darcy did not speak much, but they exchanged glances, smiles, and small gestures that strengthened their new-found familiarity.
The Gardiners soon retired to their rooms to rest while Georgiana prepared to start her studying at the piano. With her sincere smile and her graciousness, she invited Elizabeth to join her. Georgiana liked her and enjoy being with her, so she readily accepted. She secretly wished her brother would come in a moment to hear his sister playing and indeed she listened to some doors from a distance and Georgiana said, “It is my brother coming; I hope you will not consider he is intruding…”
Elizabeth blushed and then laughed to mask her enjoyment, “Of course not, he is after all the master of the house!”
“I confess I like the way you speak with him and about him, I have so much to learn from you Miss Elizabeth and I consider myself fortunate to have the opportunity to spend these days with you!”
“And I join you in considering myself lucky to have Miss Elizabeth at Pemberley!”
They both turned at the same time to find Darcy in the middle of the room watching them with a broad smile. He enjoyed seeing the relationship between Elizabeth and his sister grow. They were the same quality of ladies: intelligent, educated and full of spirit; however, Georgiana needed some more time to develop a certain easiness that Elizabeth had when in society. He only hoped that Elizabeth could be that person to complete Georgiana’s style.
He was determined to speak to Elizabeth. He had, indeed, some signs she was no longer the woman who rejected him and while his heart sang, he still had some hesitation regarding how to propose to her again. Following the splendid songs they were playing obviously for his enjoyment, he had time to reflect. Now that his decision was made he had no more patience, he wanted to tell her and to have an answer as soon as possible to put an end to his turmoil.
While Georgiana ran to her room to bring some additional music, Darcy invited Elizabeth onto the terrace with a small gesture and a smile, “Will you please accompany me?” He slightly touched her just to show where the patio was, a tiny gesture that put both of them on fire. There was such a tension between them that neither could speak yet Darcy had to hurry, as they had only a few moments and he said, “Miss Elizabeth, I need to talk to you on a very urgent matter. I was wondering if you’d like to join me for a walk after dinner, tonight.”
Elizabeth was so surprised that she could not speak; it was the first time in her life when she needed to be calm and self-possessed and she was unable to proffer one word. Georgiana was approaching and her chance to answer diminished, yet she was still incapable of speaking, so she made a desperate move. As he had his hand on the terrace’s parapet, she placed her hand on his. It was just for a second, but her gesture was so intimate and yet timid that he turned his eyes to see she was whispering a simple, “Yes!”
A moment more and he would have taken her into his arms, so he excused himself and almost ran far away from her. He understood that he could not go far enough not to feel her presence in his home, at Pemberley!
∞∞∞
Luckily for them the dinner was short as the Gardiners and Georgiana were very tired. They made plans for tomorrow, Darcy proposed some destinations on his estate, and his guests gladly agreed. There was an old church they wanted to visit and some ruins that Georgiana proudly said were ten centuries old.
“It is even possible that they belonged to one of our father’s ancestors; unfortunately, he died before solving the mystery, but I am sure my brother will continue his search.”
Indeed Darcy had that intention and he even had made some inquiries in a nearby church that had ancient documents, making Elizabeth wonder what new things she would discover about him. She tried to be calm, she chased all the dreams from her head, wanting to be prepared for any subject he might want to discuss.
No one saw Elizabeth going out on the large terrace that faced the beautiful park immersed in darkness.




Chapter 8
She was just a shadow, but for Darcy, she glowed. Wearing a light white dress and a shawl, the mild breeze made her appear like she was floating in the air. He approached wondering if she knew he was coming. She answered by turning not entirely unexpectedly finding themselves face to face.
“You are cold!” he smiled.
“Yes!” she said, finally recovering her voice. She was again the girl from the past that could talk and make decisions… However, it was so different here at Pemberley. During this splendid night she just yearned to have the chance to answer that question again.
“I am bewitched!” he said, smiling while he took off his coat, placing it on her shoulders.
“The moon has such an effect!” she laughed.
“You are back Elizabeth Bennet! In the afternoon, I thought I had lost you!” he also used that tone he had when they talked in the past.
“Elizabeth…”
He was prepared to explain and try to convince her and ask in the end, but he stopped, looking into her eyes, a gaze that seemed liquid, moving between them, enveloping their bodies in a tremendous expectation.
“No small talk, anymore!” he decided with a weird voice.
Elizabeth nodded. They did not move from the terrace, as walking would diminish the pleasure.
“Will you marry me, Elizabeth Bennet?” he said so suddenly that even he remained astonished. All the preparation was in vain, all the words he carefully arranged in sentences for days now vanished, useless in the night.
She watched him in silent astonishment for a long while, wondering if she understood him properly. She breathed a few times until she had enough strength to answer.
“Yes!” she whispered and then she repeated in a plain voice “Yes, Fitzwilliam Darcy! I will!” The next moment she was in his arms, closely pulled against his chest. He caressed her hair, murmuring tenderly, not daring to kiss her as he did not yet believe what had just happened.
He gently put some distance between them, yearning to see her eyes and her face.
They looked at each other for long moments experiencing again that happiness that passed from one to another. He continued to caress her face, then for a blissful instant, he put his lips on hers just to hear a wonderful sigh. In haste, he took her into his arms to feel the shiver that was going on and on between them, exploding in their bodies.
It was impossible to speak with such a flow of sentiments.
“I love you!” he whispered and she nearly fainted; he had to keep her tight in his arms.
But she regained her senses and it was she to take his face into her hands saying directly into his eyes, “I love you!”
They had imagined what love could be, but neither of them really understood before that moment.
They could have stayed forever on that terrace just looking at each other, but Darcy knew he had to tell her the whole truth. A dark shadow passed through his soul, wondering if she would accept his demands. It might look like his proposal was caused by the events in London and he knew how suspicious she was. He wanted to prolong that happiness but was aware he had to tell her, so he took her by the hand and descended into the park. She was not worried anymore, so completely had she placed herself in his hands when she decided to say yes. The moon was up in the sky, a beautiful half-moon but all around the sky seemed ruled by stars.
They walked in silence, but he could not delay his confession anymore; he had to tell her the whole truth and finally be happy.
“My love,” he said and he sensed how she shivered at those words. “Our meeting was the hand of fate…”
“I know,” she said and leaned on him.
“Oh, Elizabeth it is so hard to tell you this…”
She stopped to look into his eyes and saw the turmoil: one moment she was completely happy and then his eyes told her it was not over…
“No, no, do not worry, please!” he pleaded, “all I am asking you is to marry very soon and in secret, you will not have much time to prepare and we will not inform any but our closest family.”
He decided to begin with that demand to keep things between them very clear; there was not an instance in the world that could force him to marry another woman. Elizabeth was the only one he wanted!
“Yes!” she said, “I will marry you tomorrow!”
Her decision was so firm, so clear, she did not even ask for explanations.
“I love you so much,” he said, “that my heart could burst at any moment.”
She stopped in front of him and placed her hand on his heart. Through the fine linen of his shirt, he could feel her palm’s warmth making him forget about their love being just at the very beginning and all he could think about was her body next to his. He imagined her total abandon in his arms. But he chased away the vision; now that he was sure Elizabeth was to become his wife he had to think about her. She was a virginal young woman; he was sure she was far away from knowing what carnal love was. In ordinary times they would have had time to adjust to one another. Slowly to teach her all the gestures of love; to kiss her and let her get accustomed to a real kiss, then to take possession of her body in a rhythm that allowed her to understand what was happening, to lead her to pleasure. Unfortunately, they had no time for engagement, so he decided to give her time anyway to become a woman.
He kissed her being more demanding; she sighed at every step he took on the path of love. Darcy adored her continuous shyness, yet she did not stop him even when she was astonished by his caresses.
“Why do we have to marry in such a rush?” she finally asked; however, Darcy was not worried, not anymore. She had agreed to marry him under any conditions he might impose.
It was his turn to sigh, but it was a deep, rather painful sound.
“Do not worry,” she said, smiling in the dark, “I won’t renounce Pemberley for any reason in the world!” she was joking, trying to make him feel better but she had to admit that Pemberley had a considerable place in her heart. She wanted to be the mistress of this place and be loved by its master. Never in her life had she considered marrying for wealth with a man she did not love; she was ready to marry a Vicar or a solicitor, live on a small income, if she fell in love but the idea of living at Pemberley had conquered her as surely as the man who owned it.
“Speak!” she said and Darcy had the impression they were married for a long time, just walking before sleep. Certainly, they would not always agree on the road of life, but he knew she would be near him in times of crisis.
Have you made a promise to another woman?” she asked in a normal tone like he would probably ask his Elizabeth many years from now.
He turned to her and laughed, “I do not know why I want such a clever woman!”
“You did?” she asked, and her eyes swung between worry and jealousy.
“Not like you would think! Not I, it seems mama wrote a codicil to her testament promising I would marry my cousin Anne de Bourgh. It is my aunt, Lady Catherine, who has produced this codicil fourteen years after mama’s death, exactly one day after our meeting at the theatre…”
Elizabeth stopped in the middle of the lane; confronted with such a problem, she began to worry.
“At least you have no reason to be jealous!” he tried to laugh.
“No!” she agreed. “Yet, I am worried now. Not fulfilling your mother’s will is not typical of you!”
Only some months ago Elizabeth had a horrible impression of him; he wondered what happened for her to change so dramatically.
“A long time ago I fulfilled all my mama’s directives; they were about some belongings that did not pass into my father’s wealth when she married, there were letters for Georgiana and me but to impose on me such a decision… no, it is not that mother I remember. Maybe it is forged, as I expect the worst from my aunt or maybe in the last days she wanted to be closer to her sister, I do not know… Anyway, Elizabeth I do not intend to accept it. I will never marry that poor girl and if you love me, we will be married very soon and forget about everything.”
“You could be ostracized by your own…” she was sad, but her future was Darcy and only him, no one else mattered.
“Yes, most probably! Then we will live forever at Pemberley and be happy here just the two of us... and those in our families who accept our decision, Georgiana, your family and the Gardiners, Bingley, the Colonel who would never judge my decision; then the people from our estate, the peasants… do you think you could live such a simple life?”
Elizabeth looked around at Pemberley that shone like a precious gem, the magic park they were strolling, the lake. She wanted to laugh at such a question “Yes, absolutely! It is exactly the life I want to have! I do not like London and the society that probably won’t accept me anyway… They do not care that my father is a fine gentleman or my mother comes from a respectable family, I assure you there is no spot on my family’s reputation − all that counts is not a part of their group.”
He took her into his arms and kissed her forehead.
“We will be married by an ordinary License, the Common License.”
Elizabeth looked at him with much curiosity, “You have made the plan to the last detail!”
In her voice Darcy heard pride, his Elizabeth was proud of him. He kissed her hand feeling the desire urging in his body, but his wife to be considered a hand kiss such an intimate gesture that she most of the time blushed, so he stopped again. It was rather dark, only the lights from Pemberley cast strange shadows on their faces; he looked at her lingeringly kissing her hand, caressing her palm with his lips. Elizabeth was one moment the girl she had always been and the other, at his mere touch, she lost all of her composure, she was shy and angry to be so shy, and yet happy to put her soul and body into his arms.
“Stop, stop,” she said with a weak voice.
“You do not like?” he asked, smiling away from her eyes.
“I do not know anymore what is happening to me!” she whispered. “I want to be... for our wedding night!”
She could not say the word, she trembled, cold one instant only to burn the second that followed. She feared she would lose her virginity by knowing and feeling so much about love.
They walked again in silence.
“What is a Common License?” she asked with a still trembling voice but determined to regain her composure.
Darcy laughed again looking at the beautiful lake; the Common License was the last subject he would have chosen, but he wanted her to go towards love at her own pace.
“This Common License does not require reading the bans, it costs money and saves us from the bans. And we will have to marry in either your parish or mine because in both we have to announce our marriage.”
“It will be Pemberley!” Elizabeth cried in joy. “However we will still have to wait the three weeks.”
“Yes, but the announcement would be less public than in the bans’ case.”
“But someone could oppose anyway, with bans or without!”
“Yes! It is a risk to take. If I were in London, I could go His Grace, the Archbishop of Canterbury and ask for a Special License but there, the risk of my aunt Catherine interfering is bigger. So we will try to make it very quiet and in three Sundays we will have the Licence and marry.”
“On Monday, at Pemberley,” Elizabeth said and blushed.
“Indeed! Pemberley is the best place in the world to marry, far away from all the malevolence, with people we love, around. The same day we decide to get married it will be announced in The Times: Miss Elizabeth Bennet has married Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy…”
“We have to tell the others and… oh, I completely forgot… you have to talk with papa.”
They decided to depart for Longbourn as soon as they announced their marriage in Pemberley parish.
“Georgiana and your uncle have to know about our plan, but it is better to let no one know about Lady Catherine’s document; we could tell them I proposed to you in spring, but we decided to get engaged only now.”
As all the lovers in the world do, they walked for a long time around the lake discussing, laughing, and from time to time kissing.




Chapter 9
Once in her room Elizabeth fell instantly into a deep and dreamless sleep despite her ardent wish to live again the amazing night that passed.
The morning returned her new happiness; she could have rolled about in bed as she did with her sisters when they were little girls. It rained outside, but the morose day could not spoil her enjoyment. On the contrary, she thought that last night was a blessed moment in time when even the universe had been serene… for them.
Wide awake, she dressed in haste, impatient to go down to breakfast. Imagining how Darcy would be looking at her in the daylight, she trembled with happiness. She wanted to see her relatives’ faces and their joy at the news Darcy would announce. As for Georgiana, Darcy decided to speak to her before breakfast; he wanted to be alone with her as he foresaw a certain resistance from her. She loved him not only as a brother but also as a parent because in the last years Darcy had assumed that role. He had to explain to her that his marriage would not change his love, only his role; he would cease to be a parent and become the brother he was.
She remembered her mother scolding her in the morning, “Do not come to breakfast like an explosion, Lizzy; it is not what ladies do!” But the first morning of her betrothal was too important to restrain her feelings. She entered with a broad smile to find her relatives and Darcy and Georgiana already seated at the table. She had not realised how late it was, but around the table she found smiles… It took just a moment for Darcy to be near her, so near she could feel his body next to hers, and just that move made her blush.
Her only worry was Georgiana. She seemed a little girl lost and unhappy, looking at the plate in front of her. Elizabeth whispered her name, inviting her to stand near them.
The Gardiners were watching Elizabeth and Darcy in astonishment as they took Georgiana near them while he spoke. He was excited, yet he did not want to show all his happiness until Georgiana accepted their marriage with a full heart.
“Dear Mrs and Mr Gardiner, Elizabeth and I… and Georgiana… of course,” he laughed and kissed his sister’s temple, “we have a happy event to announce!”
They knew before the words were spoken, and both Gardiners stood up in a single movement to come and congratulate them…
“It seems it is not such a surprise to you!” Darcy joked, secretly touching Elizabeth’s hand.
“My dear Mr Darcy,” Mrs Gardiner said, “allow some older persons to recognise love when they see it!”
Elizabeth took Georgiana in her arms and whispered in her ear, “You do not lose a brother but gain a sister who dearly loves you already!”
They could hardly eat, all trying to speak at the same time, laughter bursting out often. Elizabeth naturally sat near Darcy; she adored staying so close to him for all the secret gestures that he made to remind her how much he was in love. A hand searched hers under the table, daringly she gave her hand for a second to be touched by his. During those moments of joyfulness, a servant entered, bringing two letters for Elizabeth.
She took them with joy noticing they were both from Jane.
“They arrived at the Inn earlier today, Miss Bennet. Mr Cooper sent me with them,” the boy explained.
“I am grateful to both you and Mr Cooper,” Elizabeth thanked him kindly. “They are from my eldest sister, Jane.”
Elizabeth looked at the letters, excited to find news, hoping that Jane had something significant to share.
“We should allow Miss Elizabeth some privacy to enjoy her letters,” Darcy suggested. His sister nodded in agreement while the Gardiners decided to go for a half an hour to their room to prepare for the trip they intended to take.
“Thank you. I will read the letters and meet you in the music room,” Elizabeth told Georgiana while she smiled at her brother.
Elizabeth opened the first letter with eager anticipation, hoping that Jane had some happy news as she could not avoid thinking that she had a story of her own to share in return. Her sister’s happiness was bursting out of the paper. She spoke about their parents, their young cousins, about Mr Bingley and his daily presence at Longbourn. “
When suddenly the letter changed its tone on the second page:
 
Dear Lizzy,
since I began writing this, yesterday, some most disturbing events have taken place…
Most disturbing? What could it be? Was someone ill? Elizabeth feared while glancing through the paper desperately.
A breath-taking pain cut her heart, while her eyes read, but her mind refused to believe. She hastily ripped the second seal and quickly looked for some words to contradict the first letter. But it was not to be. Quite the opposite, the latter had been written a day later, in apparent agitation and gave more shocking intelligence.
Lydia had eloped from Brighton − with Mr Wickham! When she first read that, she dismissed it as a sick joke. Lydia and Wickham? He had never given her any attention; he always ignored her as much as he could and she looked more like a puppy chasing after him.
Elizabeth read, again and again, hoping she misunderstood it. But her comprehension had been total and complete – just as the ruin of them all. Instead of receiving news of her eldest sisters’ happy engagement, she got reports about her youngest’s shameful elopement with the most unworthy of men, who could not possibly have any genuine affection to her. ‘He will never marry her, as Jane hoped. They surely did not go to Scotland. Most likely, he will abandon her in misery and disgrace. But why? Why Lydia? What use could he have for her? They had neither connections, nor fortune, nor anything else to tempt him.’
Dearest Lizzy,
I beg you to return to Longbourn immediately. Papa already went to Town, and Mr Bingley was kind enough to accompany him. He is such a kind, generous man, Lizzy! He immediately offered his help! How will we be able to repay him? But I am afraid they will not be able to find them in time. Colonel Forster expressed some ill opinions about Mr Wickham and he also offered his support in retrieving them. But our uncle’s presence would be invaluable under the present circumstances.
My dear, in this scandal which strikes our family I can give happy news. Instead of running away, Charles came yesterday and proposed to me, then he spoke with papa. He is so decided that we even announced our betrothal before their leaving for London. I have never seen someone so decided as Charles was. He repeated on and on that Lydia’s action did not affect his desire to have me as his bride and he wanted to prove it as soon as possible. It is so strange that mama is crying and I should also be desperate, yet I am happy as I have never been before!
 
Elizabeth let the paper fall from her hands and for a moment, glanced around, dumbfounded. Everything was lost – to her and to their entire family. She had to leave Pemberley at once and she would never return. Darcy would never marry her – unlike Mr Bingley, who still wanted Jane. Such a scandal was unbearable for any honourable family.
All her hopes and dreams had been shattered and buried.
She was angry with herself for being so selfish, but first, she felt only resentment and fury toward Lydia and toward her father, for allowing her so much liberty.
Then, shame and pain overcame her; her poor sister was in danger, and her father was undoubtedly lost in despair and sorrow. They needed her – and there was nothing else she should think of.
She immediately rose, then bent to fetch the sheets spread on the carpet. She pressed the letters together, then hesitated where to go first. She had to discuss this with her uncle and aunt!
She ran toward their door, and almost collided with Darcy. She was pale, then tears burned her eyes. He took her into his arms, no longer caring about anything else in the universe beside his fiancée’s sorrow.
“My love,” he whispered, “what happened? Dear Lord, are you ill? Please, come and sit. You cannot walk in such a state!”
She resisted, but he was stronger; he forced her to enter the room and sit together on a sofa, his hand still holding her arm.
“I must talk to my uncle and aunt. We must return to London at this moment. I have not an instant to lose.”
“Return to London? Now? Good, God! What is the matter, Elizabeth, you are scaring me, is someone ill?”
She struggled to fight her tears and his worry increased. “Elizabeth, I shall send a servant to Mr Gardiner. But please stay here. I will bring you something to drink! Georgiana will come to you…”
“No!” she cried, grabbing his hand unconsciously. His fingers immediately closed upon hers. He sat back, looking at her. Their hands were still entwined.
“What happened?” he asked hoarsely, with a power admitting no opposition.
“Please do not tell Georgiana. We cannot disturb her so… I only want to talk to my uncle…”
“What happened?” he repeated, warmer and gentler. “There is nothing we cannot fix…”
“This cannot be fixed,” she replied weakly. She spoke with great difficulty, as the pain gripping her chest left her breathless.
“Lydia... she has left all her friends in Brighton and she threw herself into the arms of Mr Wickham… She eloped with him…”
The words died on her lips, while Darcy stared at her, in disbelief and utter astonishment. He released her hands and she remained helpless and powerless. He already had distanced himself from her, she could feel it.
“My sister Jane asked for my uncle. My father and Mr Bingley are already in Town. But what is to be done? I fear he has deceived her. She is so young and unwise… She must be certain she is in love with him.”
Darcy was as pale as she was; he said nothing, while words seemed to escape from her throat.
“It is all my fault… I knew who he was… my eyes had been opened to him… If I had said something… If I had warned my father…”
“It is my fault,” Darcy suddenly interrupted her. “My fault alone. If not for my mistaken pride, I would have exposed him long ago, as he deserved. So he would not have been in the position of misleading young girls…”
“Darcy, please do not say that… Nobody would consider this is your fault in any way…”
He dismissed any attempt of conciliation and spoke severely.
“I will send for your uncle. Please explain the situation and prepare your luggage. As you said, we have not an instant to lose. I must speak to my sister.”
Then he gave some orders and left the chamber in haste, leaving Elizabeth in the grip of grief and pain. He said just what she expected and dreaded. He was gone and she would likely not see him again except perhaps for saying goodbye. Her beautiful plans and her life were shattered; she felt she could not ever live again. And he was gone without saying a kind word. He could not take on such a burden in a marriage that already was in danger.
Elizabeth attempted to regain some reasoning. A maid brought her tea, but she refused it; instead, she accepted a glass of water.
Mr and Mrs Gardiner arrived shortly, astonished and deeply tormented to find their niece crying in despair. It was not the view they expected to see that day when Elizabeth announced her engagement. The lady embraced Elizabeth while she handed Mr Gardiner the letter. She spoke as in a dream, unable to tell the whole outrageous story. Mr Gardiner tried to look confident at least on the surface while his mind was in distress.
“Lizzy dear, please calm down. I know the situation sounds terrible, but it cannot be as tragic as you believe now. After all, Lydia is not alone in the world. He would not dare play with her and then abandon her. Lydia is a gentleman’s daughter and he is a man with good education and an officer! I am sure we will find a solution that now cannot be seen.”
“He is a man with a good education and a horrible, selfish character!” Elizabeth said bitterly. “No, there is no acceptable solution to all this. Even if she marries him – which I doubt – she will be exposed to a life of unhappiness.”
“I will go to speak to Mr Darcy and let him know we must leave. You should fetch your luggage,” Mr Gardiner addressed them.
Elizabeth turned pale. “Darcy knows… he was here earlier and he found me crying… I had to tell him… He went to speak to his sister…”
She could see the question on her relatives’ faces, as it was her own. Would her marriage still take place despite this awful situation?
∞∞∞
“Mr Gardiner, Mrs Gardiner!” Darcy’s voice startled them. He was standing in the doorway, tall, severe, his countenance dark and cold. Elizabeth’s heart was gripped with fear. Only hours earlier, they were walking along Pemberley Lake happily planning their future. In those moments, it was he to ask her a favour; he needed to get married in haste to escape Lady Catherine’s scheme. But the disgrace that fell on her family was a circumstance he could not ignore or accept. She looked at him with all her love as she was probably facing the last moments in his company.
“Mr Darcy. We deeply apologise for this situation. We cannot thank you enough for your hospitality…Please explain to Miss Darcy whatever you find appropriate…”
“I already told her. You will have to excuse my sister – she retired to her room, as she does not feel well. She sends you her best regards and wishes you a safe journey.”
Elizabeth lowered her eyes to the ground; yes, she had expected that. Georgiana’s friendship had ended too.
“Mr Gardiner, I am coming to London with you,” Darcy added, making Elizabeth drop her glass of water. She quickly kneeled to gather the broken pieces and Darcy hurried to help her to her feet. He called for a servant and two appeared immediately. He checked her hands to see she was not hurt, then said with an almost demanding voice:
“Mr Gardiner and Mrs Gardiner, please prepare for the trip. You will take my carriage. We will talk more when you are ready; now, if you will permit us, I want to talk to Elizabeth.”
He bowed, as did Mr Gardiner and Mrs Gardiner who departed in haste, whispering their astonishment.
“Mr Darcy is coming with us; what about the wedding?”
“I do not know. Who could even imagine such a disaster now that both Lizzy and Jane were about to marry!” Mrs Gardiner felt dumbfounded and dizzy, her temples aching, her mind tormented by disbelief, those girls were like her own, so intelligent and well-bred; they truly deserved a good future and here she was, that foolish Lydia, destroying their chance for happiness.
∞∞∞
Darcy still wished to join them! How could that be, since she thought he would distance himself from them. She had grossly misjudged him again and indeed the very moment the door shut, he took her into his arms and held her so tightly she could hardly breathe. In truth, she did not want to breathe; she was happy to be in his arms; her hopes still floating around them.
“You still want me!” she whispered.
Darcy looked at her so severely she almost cried. “You… little mistrustful woman, I shall punish you someday for all the horrible thoughts you proffer on my account!”
It was his first time seeing her cry and her sobs made his heart melt in pain. “Now, Elizabeth, do not cry anymore; I promise the punishment will be rather acceptable and all will take place in our bedroom!” He wanted to make her understand he was not going anywhere; he had made a promise and no circumstance could stop him from his plans with her.
He wiped her tears and looked at her, “Come, let us discuss what we have to do. In the next ten minutes we depart for the Vicarage to meet our Vicar; my butler is already there asking him to meet us on the spot. We shall inform Mr Harper about our intention to marry. I instructed the maids to prepare your luggage and be ready by the time we return.”
In the chaise that took them to the Vicarage, Darcy had all the time needed to continue their conversation.
“As soon as we are back, we will depart for Longbourn and there decide what to do next but only after we visit your Vicar. So our marriage will be decided and announced in both parishes.”
He took her hand and kissed her, leaving her so relieved she could hardly believe it was true.
“So many obstacles in the way of our marriage!” she said, but Darcy did not let her be sad again.
“I will find that scoundrel and this time he will pay for his doings. Do not worry! When we finish with him, I assure you he will not hurt another woman as he will marry Lydia, by force if it is necessary!”
Darcy spoke in a tone Elizabeth did not know. It was full of resentment, even a shadow of hate. It was dark like the sky above preparing for a storm.
She wanted to forget for an instant about that horrible man who was so close to ruining her happiness; she only hoped Mr Bingley would be as open-minded as her Darcy and continue wooing Jane.
“What about Georgiana? Will her reputation not suffer in one way or another from being associated with me… I suppose she does not want to see me anymore!”
“What are you talking about, Elizabeth? Georgiana suffers because Wickham has wrecked the life of your sister.”
There was a long silence between them when he finally spoke, “Wickham imposed on Georgiana…”
It was difficult for him to talk about that subject, yet Elizabeth had to know the truth; she was the only one to know the whole truth.”
“No!” Elizabeth cried in anguish. “Poor, poor thing!”
“I succeeded in chasing him away in time, as he intended to elope with her! Georgiana is so troubled by her incident repeating now with your sister, not about anything else! She was so close to losing her own reputation that she does not care about a scandal around mine. She is extremely troubled, nothing else!”
They entered the Chapel with the single wish to leave the world outside. If it was possible both of them would agree to marry at that very moment, only the two of them and the Vicar. He was a young man – with a solid education from Oxford, Darcy told Elizabeth – who was obviously grateful to Darcy, making Elizabeth suspect that Darcy had sustained him, during his studies.
They had a short but hopeful discussion about marriage that made Elizabeth forget her problems. They were going to marry and the Vicar in front of them was proof.
As soon as they approached Pemberley, all her troubles came back in a wave that engulfed her in despair and desolation. She would finally be married but poor Jane was not certain to have the same luck. Elizabeth remembered Mr Bingley’s sisters and she shivered in distress, as those women would do anything to separate their brother from Jane.




Chapter 10
Two hours later, they were all in Darcy’s large carriage, the gentlemen facing the ladies from the opposite bench. Everything was so distressing that Elizabeth clasped her hands together in her lap to stop them from trembling.
“Forgive me if I assumed too much without asking your permission,” Darcy addressed the Gardiners. “But there is nobody who knows Wickham better than I do. In these delicate circumstances, you will need all the help you can find.”
“Sir, we are grateful for your help… It was unexpected, but most welcome, nevertheless. We never expected such an event… such behaviour from Mr Wickham,” Mr Gardiner replied.
“Sadly, I did. And I should have warned the honourable people around him. It is my fault that he could make such nefarious plans.”
Darcy looked equally distressed; he kept glancing at Elizabeth, but, for the moment, she avoided his eyes. He wanted to be near her, to hold her and wipe away her tears. But instead, he only hoped she saw those intentions in his eyes.
“We should travel as fast as possible. I know all the inns from Derbyshire to London. We will stop to change horses or eat something; as for the night, only if the ladies wish to do so. Urgency is an important matter.”
They all nodded in agreement, feeling that Darcy was now in charge of everything. He seemed to have solutions to all their problems. To Elizabeth, his involvement was just another reason to love him. Being seen with them might be a compromising situation, once the scandal was publicly acknowledged.
The first hours passed like a bad dream to Elizabeth. On their first stop, they changed the horses and Darcy asked the innkeeper to provide them three rooms – to refresh themselves. The Gardiners retired to change, but Elizabeth left the group, walking absently around the Inn.
She needed to stretch her legs and to clear her mind. Mrs Gardiner attempted to go to her, but she noticed Darcy stepping in her direction.
To the Gardiners, their decision to marry was not much of a surprise, but Darcy’s firm intention to persist in marrying her after such a scandal erupted certainly was. He was a marvellous man of solid character and they could entrust Elizabeth into his hands without any fear.
“Let them be alone, as much as possible!” Mrs Gardiner said to her husband, who nodded in approval.
“They have to settle so many things between them!”
∞∞∞
Elizabeth allowed her feet to take her forward absently. There were people around, voices, sounds of the carriages, and then his voice.
“My love?”
She turned to face him and finally met his eyes.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“What for?” he asked, puzzled.
“You know too well… Did you see Georgiana before our departure?”
“Yes. I wanted to discuss the matter with her one more time, to be sure she is calmer.”
“I hope she does not despise me,” Elizabeth murmured.
“Despise you? Why would she?”
Tears threatened her eyes again. “Darcy, I am not sure you should come with us to London… Your help is invaluable in finding Wickham, but maybe you should have stayed behind. Travelling with us will expose your own name and family to this scandal at this time when Lady Catherine is also ready to attack you… us! And then Georgiana is alone…”
“My sister is safe. She suffers, but it has nothing to do with you. She is only ashamed to see that Wickham had used her and other girls in the same way, treating her like a step in his pursuit of a comfortable life. And she is worried that your sister could not be happy with him, even if they marry.”
His voice was warm and loving, making her eyes even more tearful.
“Georgiana is a courageous young lady; I am so proud of her and I hope she will not suffer from this scandal in any way other than her memories.”
“My love… I must ask you… Would you prefer for me to stay away? Are you displeased with my presence? Please think only of yourself when you answer.”
“You know how grateful I am for your presence… And this is precisely why I cannot think only of myself…”
He smiled and his features softened again. “Please do so and allow me to think of the rest. Now let us return – you need to rest for a little while before we leave again.”
∞∞∞
As they arrived in front of the Inn’s entrance, a voice called them repeatedly. Startled, they saw Colonel Fitzwilliam and the Viscount staring at them.
“Darcy? Miss Bennet? What are you two doing here?” the Viscount asked meaningfully.
Elizabeth curtseyed to them, her distress growing.
“Miss Bennet is travelling back to London with Mr and Mrs Gardiner. I accompanied them, as I had some urgent matters to solve in Town too.”
“Oh…” the explanation seemed to relieve the two. “So your uncle and aunt are here too… Nobody is ill, I hope?” the Colonel asked.
“Everyone is in good health,” she tried to reply lightly. “I beg your forgiveness, but I must leave you now. We will continue our journey shortly and I need to prepare,” she said, then left.
Elizabeth ran, hardly containing her tears. The Colonel and the Viscount had been clearly surprised and displeased to see them. They even asked if the Gardiners were there too.
What did they assume? Did they imagine some sordid affair between her and Darcy? That was the last complication she needed – more vicious rumours to affect her family. Once in her room, she decided not to cry anymore; she had to face all the misadventures that appeared in her life with every step she took. A day before she was ready to begin her new life with Darcy, believing they had to face only one obstacle while that horrible day brought so many problems that could shatter her life and their plans.
Elizabeth found her uncle and aunt speaking with the Colonel and the Viscount in the main hall of the Inn. They were returning to the North, after a two-day trip to complete some business. She did not hear more and was not interested to know anything else.
As they resumed the journey, Elizabeth fell into silence again; while her companions continued to talk about the unexpected meeting. Of Lydia and Wickham, none of them spoke. Until they were able to find out more, there was little to be said.
The second night they were welcomed by a distant relative of Mrs Gardiner who had an estate at only three miles from the main road; they decided to sleep well and then the third night not to stop for sleep.
It was common for the Gardiners to stop there when travelling to Derbyshire and they were always received with joy.
“Mr Costner is my associate,” Mr Gardiner explained to Darcy, “we have some business together while Mrs Gardiner and Mrs Costner shared a common great-grandmother.”
“You do not have to worry,” Mrs Gardiner continued her husband’s story as they did so many times. “We often return their favour as we host them when they are in London. When we departed Pemberley, we sent a message to let them know we were coming with this company!”
Indeed their host made the warmest possible reception. Darcy was not a man who much enjoyed new acquaintances, but near Elizabeth, he could enjoy any circumstances. To Elizabeth’s huge surprise during dinner, when asked why he was travelling to London − a very formal question that did not need a specific answer − Darcy smiled and turning to Elizabeth he said, “In fact my interest is in Hertfordshire, where Miss Bennet lives; I may have a certain question to ask Mr Bennet!”
There was a surprised silence around the table; it was not customary to confide such an event to an almost unknown gathering. It showed confidence in the hosts and the pleasure to be in their home, so Mr Costner brought out a sparkling wine and a little joy took over the atmosphere at the table.
Yet Mrs Gardiner said to her husband just before falling asleep, “This boy wants to shout out loud he is in love and wants to marry her, but I wonder what will happen in London when the news about Lydia will be everywhere!”
“Let them be happy, Maddy. I am sure Mr Darcy knew well enough what he was doing; he wanted to assure us and mostly Elizabeth that he is not changing his mind.”
Elizabeth and Darcy were in the little garden in front of the Costners’ house, a well-kept place with shrubs and autumn flowers delightfully showing in the moonlight. It was not raining anymore, and the moon shone from time to time through the clouds overflowing the garden in a marvellous glow.
“Why did you speak at the table about our engagement? Is it not dangerous?” she asked with a weak voice.
Darcy kissed her hand that was in his hand from the very first moment they descended into the garden.
“Because I wanted to have a moment with you and our new engagement gave me the right to invite you for a stroll in the garden!”
“Liar!” she said with all her love. “You did it…!”
They had stepped away from the house, hidden by a tree of life fence, facing each other, “Shh!” he said, putting his finger on her lips, “Could you for just a moment enjoy the night and the moon? I want everybody to know how happy I am!”
“Liar!” she repeated, so Darcy said, “It is time to punish you for this way of speaking to your future husband!”
He took her into his arms and for the first time in their relationship the kiss he took from her was not gentle or pure; he pressed her lips hard, making her want to escape from his grip, but it was impossible, he just mumbled, “Stay still Elizabeth!” and he continued to kiss her more and more demanding till she ran from his arms, and turned around facing the fence. Darcy came and took her in his arms as she was with her back to him, whispering in her ear “Dear girl. It is time to step on the road of womanhood!”
She shivered as his lips touched her ear and her blood seemed to go mad, in a rhythm she did not know.
“I need time to understand what is happening to me!” she pleaded. “Small steps!”
But Darcy laughed catching her again in his arms, his eyes looking deep into her eyes, “It is a small step, believe me!”
Making her wonder what more could come and what real womanhood might be.
For a couple of minutes she had forgotten her turmoil but alone in her room, all her worries came back with the intensity of a thunderstorm.
Darcy wanted to marry her now and for everybody to know, but what would happen in London with all the pressure that inevitably would come from his family and society? And now some people knew about their engagement, people who would speak and wonder if in the future the marriage did not take place. She trusted him, yet she knew the impossible situation they were in. Lady Catherine’s letter was a huge problem by itself, but now Lydia and Wickham could definitively ruin her life. And to have the complete misfortune of meeting with the Viscount and the Colonel was not the best thing to happen.
The good night’s sleep made them feel a little more confident. They did not speak much, trying to avoid directly referring to the fugitives, but the shadow of their deed was always between them.
It was decided to stop at Longbourn. From the beginning of the trip, Darcy had told Mr Gardiner about his intention.
“I know we are in a hurry,” Darcy said, “but Elizabeth and I also have some very urgent matters to solve; we need to announce our engagement to the local Vicar.”
Mr Gardiner seemed astonished by such haste; however, he did not make any remark – Mr Darcy had proved to be a man who knew how to manage his life and his business. They had one more night to travel; generally, the Gardiners never travelled during the night−time, they enjoyed the landscape but also considered night travel too tiresome; however, this time they understood the necessity to make such an effort.
As the night was approaching, they stopped at one of the inns to change horses and rest for half an hour. Mr Gardiner took Darcy to stretch his legs. It was plainly acknowledged that between the two of them, a particular connection had been established. Mr Gardiner was twelve years older than Darcy, yet they shared friendship and a real pleasure in talking. Darcy admired his exceptional skills in business and trade while Mr Gardiner saw in Darcy that gentleman’s attitude he really praised and, secretly, wanted to endorse.
“I have to ask you, Mr Darcy, to permit me to sit near my wife during the night-time. She suffers awful pains when she does not have a good night’s sleep.”
Full of wonder, Darcy furtively looked at Mr Gardiner, yet he saw only a man worried for his wife’s welfare.
“Of course, I hope Elizabeth will see no harm in this change,” Darcy said only to keep up appearances as he was sure that his betrothed would be happy to sit near him.
His heart could sing at such a splendid opportunity to be close to Elizabeth knowing that once in London, they must live apart and rarely see each other.
“I do not want to speak before the ladies,” Mr Gardiner said, “but I am worried about Lydia, more than I was just a while ago; I do not know how this story will affect our family.”
Darcy agreed, it was not a propitious moment for the Bennets, but he was sure he could solve the incident in an honourable way for Lydia.
“This is why I insisted on coming with you because I have information about Mr Wickham that might help us. I have already written Bingley some suggestions about where to search for him and what to discuss in the case they find the fugitives.”
They returned to the ladies wearing a peaceful expression on their faces. The worries were still there in the background, but there was hope. Darcy wanting to marry Elizabeth in such a decided way was a proof the scandal would not destroy their family.
Back in the carriage Elizabeth saw with surprise Darcy taking his place near her. She decided to keep silent, a tacit acceptance of a fact, probably discussed between the men. She only wondered who had been the one to propose the change.
She looked at Darcy, but it was too dark to really see his face. They properly stood one near the other while Mrs Gardiner sighed with relief and put her head down on the bench, leaning on her husband and the next instant they were both sound asleep.
“This is us in fifteen years,” Darcy laughed but with much benevolence. He admired Mr Gardiner’s care for his wife’s health and, generally, the pleasant and loving atmosphere the couple had around them. It was so comforting to see that love did not disappear and it could be augmented by friendship and complicity.
Elizabeth did not feel enough at ease to talk. She was equally pleased and embarrassed to have Darcy so close to her and tried to hide her sentiments. His nearness gave her shivers and heat. Everything was moving so fast that she had no time to become accustomed to all the events in her life, especially to enjoy her engagement at a slow pace. She understood why they had not the usual time a couple has before the wedding, but that did not make things easier. She was confused and troubled by the power of her responses to his gestures of love. Her own body seemed to have demands she could not imagine only a week ago. She and Jane had discussed such matters so many times, but never far from a secure border that guarded a territory completely unknown. She was so astonished that Lydia, much younger, had no such reservations and in no time she jumped into Wickham’s bed. Elizabeth blushed in the darkness only thinking about such a conjecture.
She looked at Darcy and his shadow invited her to lean on him. She wanted to so much; however, Lydia’s spectre haunted her. What if this would prevent Darcy from marrying her? It broke her heart to think so, but it could be possible. Her days of love and tenderness might be limited to only the ones she had experienced so far.
Eventually, she shyly leaned close to him, but once she touched him, Darcy took her entirely in his arms, making her sigh between shame and acceptance. She looked at her aunt and uncle with her cheeks on fire, but they were sleeping, and finally, she let herself fall entirely into Darcy’s embrace. He caressed her and whispered in her ear, making her shiver. She already knew the strange effects his lips had on her ear, but when he faintly kissed it, she almost cried out at such an intensity.
For an instant she forgot where they were, utterly abandoning her lips and her body to his warmth.
Then he suddenly stopped and whispered an apology, and she immediately felt the loss of his caresses.
“In three weeks you will be all mine, my dearest Elizabeth. I can wait a little longer,” he whispered, his lips brushing against her ear again.
He was stronger than she was – and she was grateful for that.




Chapter 11
They arrived at Longbourn four days after their departure from Pemberley. Elizabeth’s concern grew with every mile, imagining her mother desperate as she had never been before. Mrs Bennet could become angry, just playing the role of despair in the face of their childish nonsense, yet never had her family known such a misfortune that could cast a cloud on all four sisters and leave Lydia dishonoured forever. She blamed both her parents. First, her papa for being too permissive, merciful and tolerant; nevertheless, her mother had a much bigger fault as she had focused her daughters’ education on men and fashion and luxury. Mary was immune to such subjects, while Jane and she grew up to be responsible. They understood that any mistake would reflect upon their respectability. Unfortunately, Lydia and Kitty had a completely different perception of life; they were ready to do anything to attain their goals, even running away − like Lydia did − hoping the man would marry them.
Hearing their carriage Mrs Bennet ran outside; she was dressed in a dressing gown more fitted to a bedroom than to a dining room. It was her way of showing how distressed she was. She took Elizabeth in her arms and began to cry, making her uncomfortable at the thought that Darcy saw the scene. She whispered in her mother’s ear, “Mama, we have guests!” Still, Mrs Bennet thought she was talking about the Gardiners.
“Calm down!” she said, “they are not guests!” Only an instant after seeing Darcy, she almost fainted in her brother’s arms. Fortunately, the Gardiners dragged her inside only moments before she said, “What is he doing here?” with a reproachful and even hateful voice, unknown to Maddy Gardiner.
Jane was the mistress of the house; she bowed and smiled to Darcy as she knew he was there to help them. She invited him into the dining room while Elizabeth whispered, “Please, take care of him, I need to talk to mama!”
There was such a bond between the sisters that Jane needed no more words. She was surprised, but her answers would come as soon as they had a chance to be alone.
Elizabeth found her mother with Mrs Gardiner, who discretely retired to let them alone, glad to join the men and the girls in the dining room as she did not know how to handle a slightly hysterical Mrs Bennet. She was sorry, but in her opinion the best way to face such a misfortune was to stay calm.
Mrs Bennet stood up from the bed and tried to embrace her daughter again while Elizabeth made a brusque movement obliging her mother to sit still.
“My dear, did you hear what tragedy has struck our family…” Mrs Bennet began her lamentation, the tears pouring from her eyes. Elizabeth made a gesture to stop her mother’s useless talk.
“Please mama, do you think you can compose yourself and listen to me? I need you and in this condition, you cannot help me!”
“Help you?” Mrs Bennet cried, standing up again, “now is about Lydia…, and what is that awful man doing in my house?”
“Mama,” Elizabeth was trying not to lose her composure, “Mr Darcy does not deserve such unfair offence. He is the worthiest man I have ever met! He came to help us find Lydia. And I hope you will approve of him, as he proposed to me and I agreed to marry him!”
Mrs Bennet fell onto the bed so astonished that she even stopped crying, but still she did not seem to understand what Elizabeth was talking about. Too many things had happened in the last days, including Jane’s engagement that brought so much joy, unfortunately, overshadowed by such horrible misfortune.
Mrs Bennet had been under considerable pressure as a part of her soul was full of happiness and the other overcome by anguish. The other morning she had found Jane crying in her bed and her red eyes revealed she had been crying most of the night, “Is Charles going to marry me now?” Jane had asked between sobs, breaking Mrs Bennet’s heart.
Mrs Bennet had also felt torn between Lydia’s misfortune, and the sadness of the sweet, flawless Jane. In some ways it was her fault − while Jane was utterly blameless. Her sweet and beautiful Jane was now to suffer because that reckless little girl could not wait for proper marriage and a decent man. She loved them both with all her heart and wished to see both happily married.
And now, Lizzy was here and said something about Mr Darcy? Surely she misunderstood her.
“Mama!” Elizabeth was almost shouting as Mrs Bennet looked lost in another world. “Please mama, I need you! Look at me!”
Mrs Bennet looked at her daughter, trying to understand - her eyes still empty.
“Mama, Mr Darcy is here to help us. He will assist us in discovering Lydia and all our troubles will end.”
“Mr Darcy?” Mrs Bennet asked absently.
“Yes, mama,” Elizabeth smiled affectionately. “He asked me to marry him. I need you to come with us to the Vicar and announce our engagement here in our Vicarage.”
“Announce your engagement…” Mrs Bennet repeated like a parrot.
“Yes. Considering the present situation, we shall not delay our wedding. We both wish to marry as soon as possible. Once he goes to London, God only knows what his family could say or do! They will use every means to discourage him from marrying a woman from our family… but if the announcement has been made it will be more difficult for him to renounce our marriage.”
“Renounce your marriage? Mr Darcy? He asked you to marry him? Dear Lord, can this be true? Of course we should go to the Vicar!” Mrs Bennet turned red, her eyes staring at her daughter who was standing in front of her. “But Lizzy, do you not hate him? I hope you will not reject him!!!”
“No, mama, I love him, I have loved him for a long time! And I already accepted his proposal. Since papa is not home, would you go down please as the mistress of the house and give him my hand and then come with us to the Vicarage?”
“Go downstairs? Yes! Yes, of course! Come, help me fix my hair. No, no – go and tell your betrothed I am coming down to speak to him. Let us meet in the library to avoid any interruptions.”
Elizabeth sat for some moments on the bed trying to calm herself and her mother too. They were in a hurry but things appeared to be coming along well enough.




Chapter 12
All eyes were on Elizabeth when she entered. Darcy helped her sit while Jane gave her a cup of tea. She could not eat or drink; she had a lump in her throat that impeded her even breathing.
“Aunt,” she said to Mrs Gardiner, “you need to rest for a while; mama and Mr Darcy and I have some urgent matters to solve. We will depart for London in the afternoon.”
“Are you sure you do not need our help, Lizzy?” Mr Gardiner asked.
“Yes.”
As soon as the Gardiners departed, silence fell for a few moments. Jane was looking carefully at both Darcy and Elizabeth, observing all their little gestures. Once again, she did not need words to know what had happened: her sister was betrothed. Her heart was singing while her mind told her that Elizabeth was in the same awful situation as herself. Would their engagements withstand the horrible disgrace that Lydia had brought on her family?
Kitty was more silent than Elizabeth had ever seen her before, keeping her eyes on her plate, trying to avoid Elizabeth’s eyes.
“Mr Darcy and I will go to talk to mama in the library. We will return soon,” Elizabeth uttered, exiting the room with her betrothed.
As soon as the door was shut he took Elizabeth in his arms, in a tender, gentle and reassuring embrace. In regular times he would have disliked a discussion with Mrs Bennet, but now he was ready to do anything to marry Elizabeth and flee with her forever to Pemberley.
“Just ask mama for their consent, in papa’s absence as she is all we have…” Elizabeth smiled into his eyes.
“Do not worry, my love; Mrs Bennet will adore me!”
She knocked on the door and entered. Mrs Bennet was standing, obviously nervous.
“Mama, Mr Darcy is here to ask you something. I will leave you alone and will wait for you both in the dining room.”
“Very well, Lizzy. Mr Darcy, do enter, please. How lovely to see you at Longbourn again.”
“I am very pleased to be here and to meet you again, ma’am,” he replied, bowing to her. Elizabeth left them alone and closed the door, then quickly returned to her sisters.
Kitty was shouting, engaged in a heated argument with Jane.
“Sit, Kitty!” Elizabeth’s tone was unmistakably angry. “You will tell us now what you know about Lydia, everything!”
“I do not know anything!” Kitty cried, trying to escape. She did not look at her sisters, obviously knowing something about Lydia’s flight.
“Do you understand,” Jane said, “that you helped her ruin her future and ours… your future, too, if you do not care about us!”
Kitty began to cry, trembling from distress. It was obvious she was aware of Lydia’s plans, yet it was clear she did not foresee the misery it would bring on all of them.
“I thought they were going to be married, that is what Lydia told me. I never imagined Mr Wickham did not intend to marry her!”
“Calm down now,” Jane said with a milder tone. “Just let us know all the secrets!”
But Kitty did not know much; a carriage waited for Lydia to get her to London. Kitty helped her to prepare her luggage and the only details Lydia told her were about their intention to elope to Gretna Green.
What they suspected was that Wickham never intended to go to Gretna Green but had stopped in London, in God knows what Inn.
This was little information; London was full of inns for travellers or visitors, but many of them had a horrible reputation.
Jane looked at Elizabeth, her beautiful eyes full of tears.
They just had the time to whisper their news in haste, they were both engaged precisely at the most unfavourable moment their family had ever experienced.
“One month after our marriage she could have done anything,” Elizabeth said with considerable reproach in her tone. “I only hope she has not ruined our lives! I am sorry for being selfish and speaking in such a manner, but this is what I feel!”
∞∞∞
At least in the Vicarage, they spent a quarter of an hour of peace and rapprochement. The Vicar was an old friend of their family and was happy for them.
“Well, Mrs Bennet,” he said in a benevolent tone, “Marrying two daughters in the same month is a joy!”
Mrs Bennet began to cry; it was apparent that news about Lydia’s elopement had not yet arrived at the Vicarage, so the Vicar thought they were tears of joy.
They did not speak on the way home, as there was nothing to be said. As long as Lydia was a fugitive, Mrs Bennet had not much hope for the other girls. It was so unfair to arrive at such a beautiful moment just to find life was playing a horrible trick. For once she did not speak her trouble − a solid proof the situation was disastrous.
The Gardiners, Elizabeth and Darcy departed for London in a sombre atmosphere, Lydia’s reckless deed more present than ever with every mile as they approached Town. They hardly spoke, incapable of finding a subject that could help them forget their sorrow.




Chapter 13
Darcy hurried to his house − mentioning he would talk to Bingley – while the Gardiners and Elizabeth continued their journey to Gracechurch Street. They found a Mr Bennet hard to recognise − devastated, hurt, pale, thinner, trying to drown his distress in a glass of brandy.
He looked so relieved at seeing them, that Elizabeth’s heart melted with sorrow. Indeed her father needed them.
Later on, at dinner, they struggled to eat with heavy hearts − their appetites utterly lost.
“We achieved nothing. We searched, but they are not to be found. We traced them as far as London, but not further. Tomorrow, we have to start all over again. But where to look for a couple that does not wish to be found?” Mr Bennet complained.
“We will go together. You are not alone anymore,” Mr Gardiner assured him.
“I was not alone. This Bingley fellow is quite a man. He was very helpful – but there is not so much one can do,” Mr Bennet said.
“We might have some additional information. Mr Darcy came with us, and he seems to know Wickham very well, including his inclinations, his friends, his preferred whereabouts...”
“Darcy?” Mr Bennet was astonished. “What on earth is he doing here?”
The Gardiners glanced at each other, then at Elizabeth.
“He invited us to stay at Pemberley while we were in Derbyshire. A very kind and generous man, indeed. He has a spectacular library and some wonderful fishing places. In truth, I had a delightful time,” Mr Gardiner replied.
“Darcy?” Mr Bennet was beyond astonishment. “The one who refused to dance with Lizzy and barely spoke to anyone in three months while staying in Hertfordshire?”
“Papa!” Elizabeth said with a happy face as she put her hand on Mr Bennet’s hand. “We have some more news… happy news!” she added in haste as Mr Bennet’s face was darkening again.
“I can use some happy news now!” he said, trying to smile for his daughter’s benefit.
“Darcy is so different from the image we had of him!”
“Darcy?” Mr Bennet asked. “Are you calling him Darcy?”
“Yes, papa! Only a day before we found out about Lydia − from Jane’s letter − Darcy asked me to marry him!” she spoke with so much pride that Mr Bennet looked at her in surprise.
“Are we talking about the same Mr Darcy that you, all of us, could not stand?”
Elizabeth smiled at her father.
“Yes, and I am the first to say how sorry I am for so badly and so wrongfully judging him.”
“Oh, my God!” Mr Bennet exclaimed as Lydia’s acts − for a short moment lost – were again on his shoulders, thousands of times more awful as he realised that not only her future was jeopardised but also Elizabeth’s marriage was in danger. Bingley had firmly expressed his intention to marry Jane no matter what the disgrace would bring, so in that direction, he was rather calm but how Mr Darcy might react in front of such a scandal… He was by far more connected than Bingley, and for him, such a deed could bring more harm.
“Papa!” Elizabeth said, “we went yesterday to the Vicarage to announce our engagement!”
However, Mr Bennet’s heart still did not calm down. ‘It takes more than some bans at a Vicarage to marry someone’ − Mr Bennet thought with much pain.
“He is a rare gentleman.” Mr Gardiner confirmed. “And he offered his help in finding Wickham. He has serious feelings of guilt; he insists it was his fault for not exposing Wickham’s character sooner, so no other young lady fell for his charms.”
“Darcy?” Mr Bennet repeated to his brother-in-law.
“Mr Darcy himself,” Mr Gardiner replied.
“Well, this is a time of complete astonishment,” Mr Bennet answered. “I feel more brandy is needed. And if we are to speak of guilt, I believe we all share the guilt − with Mrs Bennet − not that lad!” Mr Bennet spoke bitterly. He looked at his daughter and his heart broke with another kind of pain; he could hardly believe his Lizzy was engaged to Mr Darcy. In the end, it was her decision yet he wanted to discuss it with her, but that evening nothing could be done.
“Go to sleep, my dear Lizzy!” he said with all the love in his heart
Elizabeth looked with much gratitude to her father; she could not take that bitterness, sadness and despair anymore. It was so unfair her engagement should overlap on such a horrible event; she excused herself and retired to her chamber in tears. She would not feel guilty for being happy while Lydia’s destiny was at stake. Neither her father nor Mrs Bennet were, in the end, the guilty ones… but Lydia herself who made the decision to run away.
∞∞∞
The following morning did not bring any peace, as everyone seemed more tired than on the previous evening. Elizabeth received a note from Darcy, asking them to remain home until they received more news. He shared his plans of looking for Wickham together with Bingley and assured Elizabeth he would inform them without delay. Elizabeth tried not to smile while she read the letter as at the end Darcy had written: My love, I cannot live without you!
But again, the news astounded them – especially Mr Bennet. That Darcy took it upon himself to look for Wickham was beyond understanding.
With not much to do, they decided to listen to Darcy’s suggestion; therefore, they remained home, the gentlemen in the library and Elizabeth with her aunt in the drawing-room while Mrs Gardiner engaged her niece in a private conversation.
“Lizzy dearest, you know you were like a child to me, but lately I began to see you more as a friend and I hope it is the way you see me too!”
It was a strange beginning. Elizabeth nodded, for it was true she could speak to her aunt more freely than she did with her mother. Still, she suspected the discussion they might have was not to be a pleasant one.
“I am sorry for Lydia, but my worries are mostly for you two, my favourite nieces. My dear, I want you to keep a reasonable hope to marry Mr Darcy.”
Elizabeth looked in despair at her aunt as that was her most secret anguish. Despite all the preparation and his determination, Elizabeth feared his family would succeed in breaking up their engagement.
Elizabeth could not hold her tears any longer. “I misjudged him so completely, after all the unkind things I said about him – he is so kind and generous to me… to us… and yes… I want to be his wife… but Lydia’s elopement has changed everything. I only pray that Mr Bingley will not be deterred from his intentions towards Jane. I am frightened that he might leave Netherfield for good this time.”
“Oh, I do not fear about Mr Bingley; you heard yesterday night from your father, Mr Bingley is determined to marry Jane… he has not such a decided opposition from his family as Darcy might have. He will not leave Netherfield – quite the opposite.
“I hope you are right, aunt.”
“I am – do not doubt that. As for Mr Darcy, I believe there are many reasons to hope, Lizzy, but please do not lose your head and… heart. Just keep a clear head and please do not dream… for a while!”
“Aunt, it is not only the elopement. It is about the man who caused all this. Mr Darcy’s family would never consider bonding with a family where Wickham is a member. He has deeply hurt both Mr and Miss Darcy by his lack of gratitude, his harmful offences and his shallow behaviour. Mr Darcy will never consider him a relative.”
“Oh my dear, I am tired of how many times you used the word never. Let us wait and see. Now you should sleep a little and so will I.”
Dismissed by her aunt, Elizabeth hurried to her room, bringing all her torment with her. Her aunt told her not to have high hopes for her marriage, yet it was she again, who said, in the end, to approach the future with confidence.
Hours passed painfully slowly, and no news arrived. Finally, in the evening, Darcy and Bingley appeared. Both were invited in, with equal consideration and eagerness.
“Did you discover anything?” Mr Gardiner asked, expressing everyone’s despair.
“Not yet,” Darcy replied hesitantly. “I do have some information that might be useful. But I would rather not give you hope unless I am certain of the result.”
“But… do you think you can find them? Might you now allow us to search for them too? We might split the Town into several parts and look together even the streets not so…,” Elizabeth said emotionally.
Darcy stared at her with a frown. He wanted to comfort her and tell her words of love which came so naturally in her presence, yet there was no time for love, only for anguish.
“Miss Bennet, I understand your worry, but you cannot even consider searching in such places. For your own safety I beg you not to do something dangerous,” he said in earnest.
The brief exchange – although perfectly proper – was so intense it drew even Mr Bennet’s attention. He was so worried about Lizzy’s so-called engagement; it had been done in haste and with no preparation. How could his Lizzy change in such a way? He was even afraid that she might consider marrying for her family’s benefit, but the glances they had shared made Mr Bennet consider that it might be more. The man obviously loved her while his proud daughter seemed to respond to his sentiments. It was a discussion that they would eventually have in the future as the present was utterly overshadowed by the foolish little Lydia.
“But is there nothing we can do to help?” Elizabeth continued.
“For the time being, if something can be done, Bingley and I will accomplish it. And I will inform Mr Bennet and Mr Gardiner in what way their involvement is needed.”
“But I cannot stay home and rest while you are taking the trouble of fixing the consequences of my poor parenting,” Mr Bennet uttered.
Darcy frowned even more. “Mr Bennet, I apologise if you consider my intervention an intrusion. I did not mean to be disrespectful and to ignore your decisions regarding your daughter. It is just that I do have some insights that will be helpful to discover them sooner.”
Mr Bennet frowned too. “Oh, please do not take my words as a complaint. I did not mean them this way – not by far. I cannot express my gratitude for your involvement in this horrible affair.”
“Do not mention it, sir,” Darcy answered with apparent relief and another glance at Elizabeth. Wickham is my responsibility − one that I failed in.”
Mr Bennet shook his head. “Not at all. How could you have forbidden the entire Meryton village from being deceived by his charming manners? We all behaved like silly fifteen-year olds – grinning foolishly at his stupid jokes. And even if I wondered about his character several times, I chose to make sport of it and to tease my daughters. No measures, no rules.”
“Wickham is a master of deception when it is to his benefit. My father held him in high esteem until the last days of his life,” Darcy said, bitterly.
“But still, as a father of five daughters, of which three are quite silly, I should have been more careful. I am ashamed to admit what deficient parenting I provided to my daughters. Everything is my fault only. My poor girl is not even sixteen yet. I should have known better than allow her to go to Brighton with such loose supervision. Lizzy tried to convince me, but I did what was easier for my comfort, as usual.”
He was pale and tired, and his torment was apparent. Darcy looked at Elizabeth again, then back at her father.
“Mr Bennet, please do not distress yourself; the past is gone – let us try to do what is best for your family. What do you consider to be the desirable ending of this situation? Should Miss Lydia return home? Would you rather she marry him? It is unlikely that Wickham will ever turn into a worthy, caring husband,” Darcy added.
“I cannot even think of that… I suspect Lydia will want to marry him. Otherwise, she would not have eloped in the first place. But I doubt very much he will want to marry her. Why would he? She has nothing, and he would gain nothing from such a union.”
“We shall see,” Darcy replied vaguely. “But perhaps you are right – we should wait to find them first and will decide at the proper time.”
“Gentlemen, will you stay for dinner?” Mrs Gardiner inquired.
“I cannot, thank you for your invitation,” Bingley answered. “There are still things I need to finish tonight.”
His refusal was entirely understood, and no entreaties followed while his friend decided to remain. He could not choose to leave Elizabeth; just seeing her from a distance made his day better. But he also wanted to discuss their situation with Mr Bennet before dinner. Darcy appreciated Mr Bennet not trying to speak with him, permitting Darcy to declare his decision if his intentions were still to marry Elizabeth.
Despite the sadness in the room, it was a nice and friendly dinner. Satisfied by the discussion he had with Mr Darcy, Mr Bennet was calmer; he had high hopes Lydia had not ruined Jane’s and Lizzy’s lives and when balanced, Lydia’s elopement became less dramatic. He was sorry for her and wanted to help her, but he was more content that Lizzy and Jane could go on with their lives as planned.
At the end of dinner, when Darcy finally decided to leave, Mrs Gardiner said, “Please Lizzy, show Mr Darcy the way!”
It was unconventional; yet around that table every person agreed that in times of distress, the conventions had to change from time to time to allow people to breathe. Elizabeth needed that time together with Darcy, and they wanted to give it to her… like a gift.
Elizabeth led him to the door holding hands, he kissed her hand and held her in his arms, in silence.
Elizabeth could only whisper a brief, “Thank you” – and he was gone.
∞∞∞
“Now this is another Mr Darcy,” Mr Bennet said in jest, once they were alone again. “It cannot be the same man we met last year in Hertfordshire.”
“I believe in essentials he is very much the same, papa. But we failed to see him in the proper light,” Elizabeth responded,” trying to sound light.
“Yes. We were too charmed by Wickham’s skills in conversation and dance,” Mr Bennet concluded sharply. “Let us rest now, for tomorrow we need all our strength.”




Chapter 14
That night was as restless and distressing as the previous; however, Darcy was not near to comfort her. She remembered their kiss and the pleasure it brought. She was angry for letting him be so indiscreet yet how wonderful she suspected intimacy to be. Darcy was so friendly to her father and showed no restraint in declaring his interest in doing what was best for their family… that she had to forgive him – she thought smiling. He was a man. Unfortunately, she did not know much about what that meant. One moment she felt his hands on her body, the next she shredded the dream only to worry for their future. Would he have the strength to face his family once the scandal became public? She trusted him, not his family, which had unknown means to force him to abandon her.
And then again, she cried for Lydia and her foolish behaviour – horrified by the dreadful danger that threatened her sister and prayed for her to be found soon. She eventually fell into a deep sleep – her mind more exhausted than her body.
She was awakened by the noise of the street and startled from the bed. It was almost ten o’clock, so she dressed in haste, hurrying to talk to her aunt. She found Mrs Gardiner in the drawing-room, enjoying a cup of tea.
“Good morning dear. I am glad you finally slept more,” Mrs Gardiner greeted her.
“I cannot remember when I last overslept for so long,” Elizabeth answered. “How is papa? Is he in the library?”
“Your father and uncle left early in the morning. A man arrived – sent by Mr Darcy and…”
“Left? But where? How? Did they find Lydia? How is she?”
“I do not know more, my dear. We have to wait…”
Elizabeth paced the room in a state of significant perturbation. Did he find them already? So early in the morning? Did he spend the night looking for them?
“Lizzy, please sit. You are making me dizzy, dear. They will not return sooner if you keep walking around.”
“I know, aunt. Forgive me.” She moved to the window, then back to the settee, then back to the window again.
Two hours later, a carriage stopped at the gate and Mr Gardiner was the first to descend. Elizabeth ran outside just in time to see Lydia jumping out and crying at her.
“Lizzy! I am so happy to see you! I will be married soon, do you know? Very soon. What do you say about all this? I am the youngest and the first to marry. And to Mr Wickham of all men! He had been your favourite – I hope you are not jealous!”
Elizabeth looked at her as though she had arrived from another reality. Was it possible – Elizabeth thought − to be so insensitive as not to see the distress one had caused to an entire family?
She wanted to scold her, but in the end, she was happy Lydia was out of danger. At least the threat of being alone in London or with a malevolent man was over.
“I see you are in a good disposition, Lydia. Come, let us go inside – there is no need for the entire street to hear us,” she said grabbing her sister’s arm rather in haste, just to watch their father walking behind them, slowly, with apparent tiredness.
Once in the house, Lydia continued to chat joyfully, with no remorse and no worry.
“We were so shocked to see Mr Darcy and papa! We did not even awaken so early, can you imagine? Oh, and papa said I should not marry George. What a joke! I love him dearly, and I wish for nothing but to marry him! I care for nothing else but him!”
“Then you will have your wish achieved, young lady,” Mr Bennet replied, sitting on an armchair and asking for a drink.
“Lydia, are you hungry?” Mrs Gardiner asked.
“Yes, very hungry! We barely eat at all! And I must sleep, as I did not sleep much either,” she laughed, and Mrs Gardiner scolded her with a stern look.
“Oh, do not look so serious, aunt. I am engaged to be married soon! I am not a child any longer.”
“So do you insist on marrying Wickham?” Mr Bennet inquired.
“Of course, I do!”
“Very well. Be it as you like. But you shall not come to me and complain about your husband. Your reckless behaviour is entirely my fault; I shall not deny that. This is why I am willing to take you home and bear the shame of your elopement. I prefer to protect you from a lifetime of suffering.”
It was almost unreal, on one side Lydia so happy to be married as if she had been adequately asked, and on the other hand a whole family that was suffering from her deeds. Between them was a wall, and Elizabeth could not but ask herself how it was possible to have a sister like her. They had the same parents and education, yet she was not at all happy in these moments to be related to Lydia. It was not only the elopement, but also more than two weeks of worries on her parents’ side, the effort Darcy and Mr Bingley made to find them and, instead of coming back to apologise, she seemed to consider herself a heroine who just achieved her most significant victory.
“I will never leave George!” she cried, confirming Lizzy’s state of mind − her sister was a thoughtless person.
“Yes, I understand that,” Elizabeth said with the coldest voice possible, “you refuse to see reason and you reject any advice coming from papa, as well as from the man who generously took the trouble of finding you.”
Lydia stood up from the chair, smiling.
“Mr Darcy? He hates George – we all know that! He does not want us to be happy!”
“But how will you live? Where will you marry? I suspect Mr Wickham cannot return to his regiment – what will he do? What will you do?” Mrs Gardiner asked.
“I need nothing else but to be with him!” Lydia said.
All other persons in the room had the same worried look; it seemed the ordeal was not over, at least not for them as Lydia was in heaven.
“Very well, then. We will discuss more of this later. Let us go upstairs and find you something to change into and we will ask for some food. Excuse us, gentlemen,” Mrs Gardiner said.
∞∞∞
“She is not even sixteen yet,” Mr Bennet whispered.
“Papa…” Elizabeth gently sat near him and touched his arm. “May I ask where you found them?”
“Mr Darcy did. In an Inn run by a certain Mrs Younge,” Mr Gardiner answered.
“So fortunate that Mr Darcy had such a close knowledge of Wickham’s acquaintances.”
“Indeed, Lizzy – quite fortunate. I am not sure when we would have found them by ourselves.”
“And… what will happen now?”
“Now? We are negotiating the bribe for marrying your sister with Wickham,” Mr Bennet replied bitterly. “He shared his demands and we will see what and how we can pay.”
Elizabeth looked at him in a state of horror, “Papa, what are you saying?”
But in her father’s defeated attitude, she saw it was true.
“This is the truth, Lizzy. He first pretended he wished nothing more than what rightfully belongs to Lydia. Then he mentioned he will need another living, another commission somewhere. He mentioned he has quite a sum of gaming debts that made him leave Brighton. I suspect the sum will go over five thousand pounds.”
“Five thousand? In Lord’s name, how could you afford to pay such an amount?” Elizabeth said, glancing at her uncle incredulously.
“Oh, yes, I forgot. A Special License will be needed if we want them to marry in haste. Sadly, I cannot afford to apply for one, so…”
Elizabeth turned paler, while her father’s voice went down, barely audible.
“Come, brother – do not despair. We will find a way,” Mr Gardiner interjected. “We are family and we will help each other.”
“By no means, I will not allow you to spend so much money to buy my daughter’s unhappiness, even if you had it,” Mr Bennet answered.
“Let us wait until tomorrow; we will see the list of creditors, we will discuss more and see what can be done.”
Elizabeth could feel her uncle was not more at peace. The situation seemed helpless, and from upstairs, Lydia’s voice sounded careless.
“I will go to my room now,” Mr Bennet declared. He seemed suddenly older, his back and shoulders slumped down. While he exited, Mrs Gardiner arrived, informing them that Lydia ate, was now taking a bath and would sleep for a while. Mr Bennet nodded and stepped forward, wordlessly.
“What should we do?” Elizabeth whispered, looking at her uncle and aunt, desperate and grieved.
“Everything we can, my dear,” her uncle replied, with a worried glance to his wife.
∞∞∞
Despite being relieved to see Lydia unharmed, the day turned more and more tormenting in Gracechurch Street. No solution seemed reasonable, nor achievable; opposite to their worry, Lydia insisted on how happy she was to marry the man she loved.
After another sleepless night, the morning brought the light, but no peace. Lydia slept late − just as was her habit at Longbourn. No worry troubled her rest.
The gentlemen wondered what they should do. It was decided to wait for another note from Darcy, so they could meet Wickham again and complete the agreement.
After breakfast, they had already lost their patience. It took several more hours until Bingley himself arrived unexpectedly. He was alone – much to Elizabeth’s disappointment.
“Mr Bennet, I have a letter for you. From Darcy. I took the liberty of delivering it myself, as I would also like to ask for the favour of a private meeting, whenever is convenient for you,” Bingley said with unusual nervousness.
“Private meeting? With me? Dear Lord, I hope nothing else has happened,” Mr Bennet replied, trying to open the letter.
“No, sir. It is on the same subject we discussed when we arrived in London.”
Mr Bennet became so pale that Bingley had to add in haste forgetting the privacy he had asked for, “No… sir… what do you think I am asking you? I just want to move up… sooner… our ceremony…”
Mr Bennet finally looked at the young man with a warm look, then exchanged a quick glance with his Elizabeth.
“I see. Is my daughter Jane aware of the subject of this conversation?”
Bingley’s face coloured and he nodded. “She was. But then this situation with Miss Lydia occurred and… As I said, there is no urgency. Whenever it is convenient for you.”
Mr Bennet put the letter down and inquired in an affectionate tone. “Mr Bingley, are you sure you wish to have this conversation with me now? Perhaps it would be better to wait for a while.”
“Sir… if you will permit me, why wait?” Bingley appeared lost.
“Mr Bingley, I suspect what you want to talk about and I am advising you as a friend. No matter what resolution is achieved, there will be a scandal that will affect our family. Perhaps you would want to postpone any conversation of consequence until the rumours pass. Hopefully, people will forget in a few months, especially if Lydia marries Wickham. But that depends on what Wickham asks from us and how frightening the amount of his debts. So perhaps you should delay any other plans…” Mr Bennet suggested.
Bingley turned pale and he became so nervous that he was barely coherent. “A few months? But… I mean – Miss Lydia will be married in a week. Darcy already made all the financial arrangements and he also took Wickham to apply for a special licence. He…” Suddenly he stopped, turned white and seemed to lose his breathing and his words. “Forgive me. I should not have said anything about that matter, Darcy asked to keep the secret,” he mumbled, looking around desperately for his glass. He emptied it with two gulps, his embarrassment apparent, avoiding meeting anyone’s eyes.
The others were also lost in disbelief. Their astonished glances were a search for comprehension and acceptance. Bingley had just told them that Darcy already made the arrangements by himself. What could be the meaning of this?
Mr Bennet opened the letter, read through it in a few moments, shook his head and then read again out loud.
“Here is what Mr Darcy wrote to me:”
 
Mr Bennet,
I had another conversation with Wickham and I am in the position to confirm he has changed his mind. He is ready and willing to marry Miss Lydia – if she still wishes so. The arrangements he requires are those we mentioned yesterday – Miss Lydia’s rightful share of dowry. Wickham will apply for a Special License so they could marry within a week if you approve of it. Also, he has some friends who will likely offer him a new commission in the North. He will gladly provide you with more details when you allow him to call on you.
Yours,
FD
Bingley was still staring at the carpet, while the others were all overwhelmed by shock and disbelief.
They were startled by Lydia’s cries from the door frame.
“Oh papa, is it true? Will I be married in a week? Thank you, Lord! What joy! What happiness! I will write to mama – she will be so happy! Lizzy, you must help me chose a dress! And a bonnet! Oh Dear Lord, I will die of happiness!”
“Lydia, please!” Elizabeth attempted to calm her, while Mr Bennet folded the papers and addressed Bingley. “Sir, if you wish to talk to me, this would be as good a moment as any other. And then I have something to talk to you about, too.”
He then rose with difficulty and stepped hesitantly into the library, followed by Bingley.
Behind, Elizabeth slid into an armchair, looking at her aunt as if asking for help.
Mr Bennet and Mr Bingley spent an entire hour in the library, while Lydia continued to make plans for the wedding and married life. When the private conversation was finished, the younger gentleman returned alone. Bingley looked distraught, but his joyful grin was proof of his successful endeavour.
“I must leave now. As I told Mr Bennet earlier, I will return to Netherfield. There is not much I can do here since everything is settled.”
“Oh – I see. Yes, I believe that is a good decision,” Elizabeth said.
“Is there anything you wish me to tell your sisters or your mother?” Bingley continued.
“No – only that I miss them and I look forward to returning home,” she smiled. Surely Mrs Bennet will be so excited with the news Mr Bingley will deliver that she will hardly be interested in anything else.
“Tell mama I will be married soon!” Lydia cried.
“I will. Congratulations, Miss Lydia. Very well, then. I hope to meet again very soon,” Mr Bingley concluded with a warm farewell.
“Likewise, sir. Have a pleasant and safe journey back to Netherfield.”
∞∞∞
As soon as Bingley left, Elizabeth hurried in search of her father. For a moment she had suspected that Bingley wanted to annul his wedding, but it seemed he wanted something else… and she wanted to know what it was.
As happy as she felt for her sister and Bingley, her mind was filled with questions and speculations about Darcy’s involvement. He seemed to have taken everything upon himself, pretending Wickham had changed his mind by himself. If not for Bingley’s indiscretion, they would have perhaps suspected but not known the truth about the extent of Darcy’s help.
“Papa?” she entered slowly and found her father resting with his head on his palms. She was frightened he might be ill and touched his arm. “Papa?”
“I am fine, Lizzy. Do not worry.” He raised his head, looking to his favourite daughter. “Do not worry, one does not die from shame…”
“Papa…”
“You know, Lizzy, apparently everything was solved with so little trouble and expense on my part. But what I would like to know is how much Darcy paid to make Wickham marry your sister, why he took everything upon himself, and how will I ever repay him.”
Elizabeth sat near him, distressed to see her father in such a pitiful situation.
“Papa, Mr Darcy’s relationship with Wickham is stronger and deeper than we knew. Mr Darcy repeated to us that he feels it is his duty. And he is too stubborn to be convinced otherwise. I think he solved everything in such haste, so nobody had time to interfere.”
“Yes, yes. Mr Bingley told me the same.”
“But do you think he truly paid five thousand pounds? Dear Lord, I hope not!”
“I suspect he paid double that sum if he covered all Wickham’s debts. Bingley said Darcy insisted on him not to mention anything beyond the letter. He was certain that Darcy will be angry with his outburst. He pleaded with me not to discuss with Darcy anything more than he wrote to me.”
Elizabeth remained silent and stunned. Her heart told her he had done it for her. Yet she was terrified that something was changed in their relationship. He let Bingley come alone and in vain she had waited for him all morning, yet he was nowhere in sight.
“What should we do, Lizzy?” Mr Bennet whispered to her. “How can we repay Mr Darcy for saving our family?”
“I do not think a payment is needed. Or even possible, papa…”
“I only hope that he becomes your husband and I will have more time to pay him back such a debt!”
Elizabeth kissed his forehead, remaining on the arm of his chair like she did when she was a little girl, but now she was grown−up and the man near her was so far away from the benevolent and ironic father she used to know; he seemed more and more like an old man defeated by life.
“Come, papa dear, she said with all her love; do not think about what Darcy did. He loves me, he truly loves me and he wants to be part of my family, you do not owe him anything.”
She kissed him again, just wanting to be near him and help him forget the last weeks.
“Now tell me what Mr Bingley wanted to tell you so urgently!”
Mr Bennet smiled and said with a light-hearted voice, “It looks like the young Bingley cannot wait the two months interval to their wedding as decided in Hertfordshire, and he wants to be married right after the next three Sundays.”
∞∞∞
A week passed with much distress, with letters exchanged between London and Longbourn, with unreasonable demands of purchases from Lydia and unsuccessful attempts from Elizabeth and Mrs Gardiner of making her see reason, with Mr Wickham attending dinner twice.
Wickham’s impertinence matched Lydia’s carelessness and brought Mr Bennet to the edge of his patience. He even attempted to speak to Elizabeth, but she abruptly made him aware that she knew all the sordid details of his elopement and quickly shortened the discussion.
To Elizabeth, Wickham’s presence was another proof of her silly misjudgements; she watched the man smiling and complimenting everyone, in a very Mr Collins-like style, and was ashamed of how easily she fell for his shallow charms and how readily she believed his falsehoods about Mr Darcy. And now, she was taught a painful lesson affecting their family and condemning Lydia to a life of unhappiness. Perhaps if she were more prudent, wiser regarding Wickham, Lydia would not have so easily been deceived into eloping with him.
It was late for such considerations, but she could not escape them. Darcy called in Gracechurch Street every day, sometimes even twice; he was always present for dinner, and he met with Mr Bennet and Mr Gardiner at his gentlemen’s club. He appeared as desirous for her father’s and her uncle’s company as for hers.
“I really enjoy being with your father and uncle…” he said one afternoon in Mrs Gardiner’s drawing-room, they were alone for some moments but he did not dare to approach her as at any instant someone could enter the room. He caressed her with his eyes and she smiled, lost in his gaze.
“You cannot understand this, as you still have your parents near you. I have been alone for many years now and I miss this kind of relationship; I am so happy I found in your father someone ready to accept me into your family, like a son not only a son in law!”
“Well…” Elizabeth laughed, “I suppose his secret dream was to have a son, each time a daughter was born!”
“Well… Elizabeth, I want you to give me a daughter first.”
Elizabeth blushed, she had been so sure he could not, from that distance, do anything to excite her or make her blush… but he proved her wrong. Telling her he wanted her to give him a daughter was so intimate that she almost felt his hands all over her, as if they were in the carriage again. She kept on looking at him, wondering how he had such an effect on her from four feet away. But his eyes were telling her how he intended to put in practice his plans, yet she knew so little about them. Her little sister knew more about how to be with a man than she did.
Those days Darcy seemed capable of reading her mind as he whispered − just before the Gardiners were back − “I will teach you everything, my love!”
A certain peace had been attained where only a week ago was only despair and worry. Yet it was not the equilibrium that their family had in the past when, Mr Bennet remembered, a hat missing a yellow ribbon could create chaos. In fact, he did not recall a more horrible period than the one they were traversing. And Mr Bennet feared it was not over; it was impossible for such a story not to leave traces. Elizabeth and Jane were engaged, but there still were at least three weeks until the weddings. And despite Mr Darcy’s efforts, their family had no more honour intact. He only prayed that it would not put any obstacle in his other daughters’ happiness. Society was ruthless, and a woman’s honour was so easily lost.
Mr Bennet could only observe that Mr Bingley had run to Hertfordshire at the first opportunity, and Mr Darcy was far from exposing his engagement to London’s society. They were staying in London only because Lydia was not yet married and all feared the worst when it came to them.
They met mostly at the Gardiners’ house. Not once had Darcy invited Elizabeth to go on a visit or to walk in the park. They were hiding and Mr Bennet profoundly disliked that situation. They paid visits to his house or were invited to dinner, yet it was not the atmosphere they should share during their engagement.
∞∞∞
Elizabeth adored his home; they sometimes went in the morning with the Gardiners’ children who were thrilled by Georgiana’s room, which remained unchanged since her childhood.
“I think mama, hoped to have another baby, a little girl, which is why this room remained unchanged.” He was talking to Mrs Gardiner, but in fact, he was addressing Elizabeth, that room was for the girl he wanted from her, and she imagined her baby girl walking among toys and books for children, attentively supervised by her father’s smile.
“Come,” he said one day to Elizabeth, just as she arrived with her father and Mr Gardiner to pay him a visit.
In the library, Mr Bennet and Mr Gardiner, fascinated by the books around them, forgot about the world. A fine brandy and some tasty salted cookies at hand, they joyfully passed the volumes from one to another, like only children could be in a room full of toys.
“I want to show Elizabeth some paintings,” he said, but nobody was listening so they climbed the stairs to a place she imagined to be an art gallery… but she was wrong. It took her some moments to see he had brought her into his… bedroom. She wanted to escape, but it was impossible as he took her hand and they entered another room which had direct access from his.
“This is your bedroom, madam!” he said, smiling. “But I assure you that you will not sleep here, yet… the bed is very comfortable!”
He showed her the dressing room where his mother’s dresses and furs and coats still hung, so many that Elizabeth could hardly imagine a woman to have so many. She was probably looking in admiration when he said, “Of course you and Georgiana, who is now old enough, can do whatever you want with these and those from Pemberley, but be assured in the shortest time your dressing room will be as full as this one. Of course, once we return here, after our marriage, you can change this place as you like it.”
She looked around amazed by the beautiful bright room with huge windows, admiring the pink on the walls the colour of the fading roses; she touched the velvet curtains in vivid purplish-red colour; the decor was so elegant that Elizabeth wondered what she could change. Absorbed by the beautiful room, she forgot about him only remembering when he took her in his arms, gently laying her down on the bed. She wanted to escape when he whispered, “Stay, Elizabeth, please do not run!” He moved his lips from her neck to her décolletage so slowly that she nearly cried, and then looking into her eyes as he wanted her to accept what he was doing, he unveiled her breasts from the little dress she chose in the morning - now wondering if not with that intention to offer him as much of her body as possible. But he wanted more. For the first time in her life, alone in a bed with a man who was kissing and caressing her bosom, she was far from wanting to escape, yet afraid.
“This is all, please!” she said between two involuntary sighs.
“Yes!” he said, but he had not had enough.
“I want you!” Darcy whispered. “You know, I want you!”
“Yes!” she said, but once again she did not understand the real meaning of his words. And he kept kissing her and caressing her bosom till she cried.
“Do you like me to caress you the way I do?” he asked with his eyes staring deeply into hers and his hand moving slowly over her beautiful naked skin.
“I do… but I am afraid!”
He laughed and helped her dress; she stood at his mother’s dressing table to try to cover the reddish colour of her cheeks with powder.
They strolled at a slow pace through all the house, as he showed her the rooms and the halls and the terraces surrounding the house.
“Why are you afraid?” he finally asked.
“Because I will not be a virgin on our wedding night!”
He laughed so loud that she feared all the house would come to see what happened.
“My dear lady, it is possible not to be a virgin that night but only if you accept me before the wedding. You understand Elizabeth, you and I naked in a bed and me…”
“Stop, stop!” she was pleading.
“You do not even let me talk about… so what chances may I have to actually be with you… let us say… tomorrow…”
“None!” she said with such a decided voice that he laughed again.
“Is it so important for you to be a virgin on our wedding night?”
“It is important, look at Lydia!”
“Well, I do not particularly like your sister, and she will be welcome in our houses, but only alone; however, I must say that Lydia is not an isolated case!”
Elizabeth’s outraged look made him smile again, “My Dear Lord, Elizabeth, in London I do not think there is a young woman who does not lose her virginity long before marriage; in fact, most of the women are pregnant at the wedding… what kind of world are you from?”
“One that respects the old ways of life. But then,” she asked pensively, “why is what Lydia did such a tragedy if everybody else is doing the same?”
“A good question, my love, it is about the hypocrisy of this society. You can do whatever you want as long as you hide it and pose as a spotless person.”




Chapter 15
Eventually, the day of Lydia’s wedding arrived. Dressed in satin and lace, the youngest Miss Bennet stood proudly and happily at the arm of her betrothed. In attendance were her father and Elizabeth, the Gardiners and Mr Darcy himself – who looked reluctant to be there but guarded the entire ceremony with strict attention. Afterwards, Mr Darcy declined the Gardiners’ invitation. He showed very clearly that he did not wish to be anywhere near Wickham – and nobody blamed him for that.
It was time for them to return to Hertfordshire – Lydia and Wickham to visit their family before heading North, and Elizabeth with her father – finally home. One wedding was done; the next ones – happier and worthier – needed to be prepared.
Darcy decided to join them in a few days and stay at Netherfield till they obtained the License from the Vicarage and then, immediately to depart for Pemberley.
“Once at Pemberley nothing more can happen!” he said. “And if Charles and your sister want to join us, we could share a double wedding.”
It was an excellent idea, but his words troubled Elizabeth, “Do you think something could happen…?” She asked with a little trembling voice.
“I will not lie to you, I do fear my family; in the beginning, they advised me to marry with no other conditions but now, after the Lydia situation… well…”
“You are afraid your uncle will not approve our marriage…”
“Yes! Even if that means supporting Lady Catherine’s false claims that mama wanted me to marry Anne.”
∞∞∞
A day before their departure, Elizabeth and Mrs Gardiner were alone at home. Mr Bennet and Mr Gardiner were out on business, while Lydia and Mr Wickham were shopping for their move North – again thoughtless of their limited finances. Elizabeth refused to accompany them and preferred to remain to her room, trying to rest. The task was unsuccessful, but she could not possibly accomplish anything else either.
Just after noon, an elegant carriage stopped in front of the house. Elizabeth was first to see it as she was reading in the bow window of her chamber which looked out onto the main street. She did not recognise it, but its richness suggested it could well belong to Darcy. She dressed in haste almost running downstairs, but in the drawing-room, the voice she heard was not the one she expected. Astonished, she recognised Lord Matlock’s eldest son – the Viscount, talking familiarly with her aunt. She was reluctant to enter, so she remained near the half-open door, waiting to determine if the conversation would allow a third person or not.
“What a surprise, your Lordship! To what do I owe such a pleasant surprise? Unfortunately, my husband is not at home.”
Mrs Gardiner was polite but not too familiar as that visit looked rather strange from the perspective of their relationship which was far from being so close as to include unannounced afternoon visits.
“To be honest, I know Darcy is meeting Mr Gardiner and Mr Bennet at the club, as he invited me too. So I took this opportunity to come, hoping to catch you alone.”
“Really? This is an even greater surprise. How may I help you? May I offer you a drink or some refreshments?”
“No, thank you. I wish to talk to you about a very delicate subject. I might be assuming too much, but I am doing it for the benefit of your family – and mine.”
“Now I am truly intrigued,” Mrs Gardiner said. And so was Elizabeth.
“Mrs Gardiner… Maddie… May I speak openly? In the memory of our old friendship?”
“Of course. Do sit down. And how should I call you?”
“You may call me Arthur – although I suspect you will soon be rather angry with me. But that will not stop me from completing my mission.”
“Your mission?” Elizabeth heard her aunt laughing. “This sounds frightening.”
“I heard that one of your nieces has just married, under some questionable circumstances and another one is about to marry Bingley. He is a worthy man, and I have heard only good reports about your niece too. I am sure he and your niece will make a good match.”
“Thank you.”
“But, Mrs Gardiner… Maddie… I do not know how to say this otherwise but directly. I also heard that your second niece – Miss Elizabeth – hopes to make a very advantageous marriage. I had suspected something even when we were in London and then I learned that he invited you to stay at Pemberley… I was shocked and I became suspicious seeing Darcy with her at the Inn.”
“At the Inn? You mean – when we were all travelling from Pemberley to London?” Mrs Gardiner’s voice turned colder.
A cold fear gripped Elizabeth’s heart … Her aunt was a very intelligent woman who understood the Viscount knew nothing about Darcy’s proposal and even their plan to marry soon. It was rather odd, but it was not for her to decide how Mr Darcy wanted to announce his marriage to his family.
“Yes,” the Viscount replied. “And now some rumours have troubled our family’s peace. We heard there is a sort of connection between your niece and my cousin. My aunt Lady Catherine de Bourgh wrote to my mother. She is quite desperate and outraged. I am not sure what is happening, how all this occurred, but you must know that such a marriage can never take place. Darcy is engaged to our cousin Anne.”
“Is he?” inquired Mrs Gardiner. Elizabeth’s heart beat so loud that she feared they might hear it within the room.
Only some weeks ago the Earl of Matlock was against Lady Catherine’s intention to marry Darcy to her daughter and advised him to marry in haste… but not the Bennet girl. Anybody was better! Moreover, they decided to support Anne de Bourgh. Elizabeth was so desperate that she could scream, yet how could she fight with them?
“I see. And what should I do with this information, your Lordship?”
“I wanted you to know.”
“Now, I do know. But perhaps you should remind Mr Darcy. He seems to be an honourable man. If he is engaged, he will surely keep his word, whoever his fiancée might be.”
That was a mistake on Mrs Gardiner’s part. She was angry and almost told the Viscount the secret, but it seemed he did not understand her words or their proper meaning because he continued, “Their engagement is of a particular nature; they have been meant for each other since they were in their cradles. I have heard about this engagement all my life and we all expect this marriage to take place any time soon.”
“Have you asked Mr Darcy about his intentions? You should have done that before coming to speak to me about a subject with which I am not familiar.”
“I attempted to. He admitted he admires Miss Bennet very much and that she and Georgiana are already friends. But he refused to talk more. He is a man of few words, and he is private and stubborn.”
“Would it then be fair to say Mr Darcy is also not a man to fall for a few charms and to allow his mind to be defeated by some shallow inclinations? And that he is unlikely to marry someone unworthy of his expectations?”
“Yes. But men − even the best and the strongest – show weakness at times, in the most unexpected moments. I have seen other excellent men − even Dukes, even Kings – losing their minds and ruining their lives.”
“I imagine Mr Darcy has admired several young ladies before. Did you have such a conversation with all their aunts? Or would my niece be the only one to ruin his life?” Mrs Gardiner was now angry.
“Maddie, please… I am only trying to warn you. My aunt Lady Catherine is determined to have this report clarified. She might go and speak to Miss Bennet’s family.”
“I see. Well, I can surely not make Lady Catherine’s schedule. I do not know what you expect me to do at all, sir.”
“To speak to your niece. Do you happen to know if they are engaged?”
“Engaged? But you just said your cousin is engaged to your other cousin.” Mrs Gardiner’s mockery was sharp and barely concealed her fury.
“Mrs Gardiner, please do not take this lightly! While it may sound like an advantageous marriage for your niece, please do not ignore the disastrous consequences of such a union. Darcy is expected to make a marriage within his circle. He has a duty to accomplish. He cannot marry someone so below him, although he might be tempted by Miss Elizabeth’s charms. I know she is a charming lady; even my brother admires her. But that should be all! We cannot afford to play games – they are not children kissing on the cheeks!”
“No, they are not. Therefore, coming here and talking to me about this matter is at least questionable, if not highly improper. How far your cousin might approve of your interference in his affairs, I do not know. But I am reluctant to discuss more about my niece with someone outside the family.”
“You must understand that everybody would suffer if such an event takes place. Darcy will be ignored by his relatives and friends. He will be criticised and disapproved. He will be the talk of the Town. And soon he will come to feel resentment and remorse, instead of affection. Georgiana will also be exposed to public criticism – right after her coming out! I came here to avoid all this. I felt it was my duty to my family and to you – as an old friend. You must help me stop this.”
“I am afraid you cannot meet success with me, and even if it will make your situation at present more pitiable, it has no effect on me. You came here telling me that you know my niece hopes to marry Mr Darcy. The assumption of knowing Elizabeth’s secret hopes is ridiculous in itself. Then you present me with a list of misfortunes that will occur if your cousin marries my niece, without even knowing if such an event is likely ever to take place! Not to mention that my niece is a remarkable woman and any man should be proud and happy to have her as his wife.”
“I do not argue about Miss Elizabeth’s worthiness! But her situation in life? Her family? If in the past such a marriage would have been acceptable… after her sister’s elopement − could you force Darcy to become Wickham’s brother-in-law? This is appalling and outrageous!”
“Your insistence in making a fool of yourself is appalling and outrageous, your Lordship. Please stop this nonsense. I would suggest you have this conversation with your cousin. And please be sure that if Mr Darcy ever proposes to Lizzy, I will encourage her to accept him! Despite the resentment of his family or the indignation of the world you already mentioned, 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. And I see no other to deserve it more than my niece!”
“So they are not engaged?” The Viscount repeated.
“I refuse to discuss this further with you, sir!”
So lost and astounded was Elizabeth in listening to the conversation that she remained oblivious to the three men staring at her with puzzlement. However, when her father called her name, she stared, looking at them with shame and worry.
“Lizzy, what on earth are you doing here?”
“Papa, I…”
Mr Gardiner, Mr Bennet and Darcy entered the drawing-room and the sight of Mrs Gardiner talking to the Viscount let them dumfounded.
“Cousin?” Darcy looked at the Viscount, then at Mrs Gardiner, then at Elizabeth.
“Forgive me for intruding. I happened to be in the neighbourhood and I stopped by to greet Mrs Gardiner. I deeply apologise if I bothered anyone. I shall leave you now,” the Viscount bowed politely and attempted to exit.
Darcy hesitated only a moment, then apologised and quickly followed his cousin. Inside the drawing-room, the four remained silent, trying to comprehend what had just happened.
“May I have an explanation? Should I be jealous or worried?” Mr Gardiner asked, half-serious, half in jest.
His wife waved her hand. “Be as you choose, I am rather angry.” She then turned to Elizabeth, with her eyebrow raised in challenge. “Lizzy, have you been listening to our discussion?”
“Yes,” Elizabeth admitted. “I apologise…”
“Well, now I demand an explanation. But later; for now, my head hurts.”
“I need no explanation,” Mr Bennet declared. “I am too tired for any more discussions. We came early to rest for tomorrow’s journey. Please do not wake me until dinner.”
If there was only a drop needed to fill Elizabeth’s heart with sorrow, that was the Viscount’s visit. Darcy was obviously ignorant about his cousin’s intention and looked surprised and upset, but she knew he would come back. She only wondered how much he would find out from the Viscount about the discussion he had with Mrs Gardiner.
And indeed in less than an hour Darcy was back, so furious he could hardly talk. Received in the drawing-room, he looked for Mr Bennet, but Elizabeth said, “I am sorry, papa is not feeling well!”
Mrs and Ms Gardiner were already so implicated in the story that they could not leave without an explanation.
“I am sorry,” Darcy said, “so sorry about this unacceptable behaviour of the Viscount, and my family in general.”
“You should explain to us what the meaning of all this is, and eventually apologise to Elizabeth,” Mr Gardiner said, as he already knew what his wife had discussed with the Viscount.
“I am angry, but not only with the Viscount but also with Mr Darcy, as it appears you have involved Lizzy in a questionable story, promising her a marriage that can never take place.”
“No, uncle, stop!” Elizabeth cried in despair. “It is not at all like this! Darcy told me from the beginning the problems he had with Lady Catherine, who fourteen years after his mother’s death produced a sort of codicil to her testament imposing on Darcy to marry Anne de Bourgh.”
“Oh, my Lord!” Mrs Gardiner said. “It seems that once begun the miseries are never ending.”
“And he decided to marry you in haste…” Mr Gardiner said.
“Yes, sir! In fact, it was the solicitor’s advice that was made in the presence of my uncle and my cousins!”
Elizabeth was calm again, “That was a splendid solution as long as the bride was not me!”
A guilty silence encompassed the gathering. It was Darcy to break the stillness while he stood up to approach Elizabeth, “I will marry you no matter what obstacles we may have.” She gave him a hand and smiled, she had confidence in him. Unlimited. “Nobody can decide whom I should marry, neither my family nor my mother. I am sorry for this apparent disobedience, but I still cannot believe my mother wrote that letter. My mother always encouraged me to think with my own mind and decide on my own, and I just cannot believe she imposed such a burden on me that I would have to carry for life. Mama was herself an independent young woman who married out of love well beneath her social status; my father was rich and from a good family, but they were not peers of England as was my grandfather.”
“But, that act, your mother seemingly signed, what is its relevance in front of the law?” Mr Gardiner asked, proving his excellent comprehension of any situation again.
“I had a discussion with my solicitor and he told me some very interesting things. The only applicable law is the Breach of Promise.”
“Continue!” Mr Gardiner said. “We do not know what this breach is!”
Darcy was looking at Elizabeth; he would have preferred to be alone with her to comfort her. He understood her need to be protected by her family and he liked the Gardiners who took so much care of her.
“A man’s promise of engagement to marry a woman was considered, in many jurisdictions, a legally binding contract. If the man were to subsequently change his mind, he would be said to be in breach of this promise and subject to litigation for damages.”
“But not obliged to marry the woman!” Elizabeth said with a hint of hope in her eyes.
“No,” Darcy approved, looking with admiration at Elizabeth. “There can be no action for Breach of Promise unless a contract to marry has been made.”
“But that codicil might be considered your mother’s contract, not yours!”
“Exactly. Legally there is no way to oblige me to marry my cousin, yet…”
And that “yet” made her again plunge into despair.
“My aunt or my uncles could ask the Vicar from Pemberley or the one from Meryton not to celebrate our wedding until I solve this problem and bring proof Anne does not want to marry me anymore!”
The sigh that escaped Elizabeth’s lips made Darcy almost take her into his arms, turning to her he said, “My love, nobody is keeping me away from you! I want to marry at Pemberley, in a delightful double wedding with Jane and Charles but unless the problem is solved, in three weeks we are going to Gretna Green.”
They were so in love and wishing to be together that Mr Gardiner, finally satisfied by Darcy’s remarks, took his wife by the hand and left the room leaving the two lovers together.
“There are too many obstacles in the way of their happiness not to let them enjoy some time together!” Mr Gardiner said and his wife approved.
∞∞∞
It was so wonderful to be finally alone.
“I want to apologise for Arthur!” Darcy said with a lot of shame. “I am so sorry mama and papa are not alive to welcome you into the family. They would have known the right words and no one would dare to contradict them. My parents were wonderful people, not the horrible snobs you met in my family and around us in London.”
They kissed and laughed together, “Are you sure you want to come with me to Scotland and get married there?”
“Yes, I am even sure that I could live with you at Pemberley till the matters can be solved and marry just afterwards.”
He looked at her in surprise, “And…?” he asked with a little teasing smile on his face.
“Yes, my lord, and be with you till we get married!”
“Good Lord! How bold you can be! Are you sure you understand what I am asking you?” Darcy smiled teasing her.
She was blushing ceaselessly, but she looked in his eyes and said, “I will be yours… and I will… have you!”
“When Elizabeth?” he whispered in her ear.
“The first time we have a whole night for ourselves!” she said with her cheeks on fire but with a calm and determined voice.
“I am coming tomorrow to Hertfordshire and will stay at Netherfield until we have the License.”
“Why don’t we go to Pemberley?” she asked, finding him smiling in the face of her determination.
“Because by now my family has deduced we are engaged, Lady Catherine’s first stop will be in Hertfordshire to discuss this with the Meryton Vicar. They know there is no legal measure they can take against me. The only hope is the Vicar. But my solicitor will also be in Hertfordshire. And he sent me a message that he may have some interesting information.”
“When are you coming to Hertfordshire?” Elizabeth wanted to know.
“Tomorrow with you! Do not forget your promise! For this evening, I cannot stay for dinner, as I need to solve first the problems related to my relatives and their improper interventions in my affairs. No misunderstandings, no improper expectations. Nothing to keep me away from Hertfordshire any longer.”




Chapter 16
The next morning Darcy’s carriage took them to Hertfordshire. This time there were, only three of them, Elizabeth, her father and Darcy. It seemed ages since she had left Longbourn. Her life – as well as her family’s – had changed dramatically in the meanwhile. Lydia had cast a shadow of misfortune and trouble upon them; however, their chances completely changed when Darcy and Bingley proved to be their support in times of crisis. They stood by the Bennets no matter what their families might have wished for them or what society might have thought about their future wives’ family.
The love and joy on Jane’s face when they met, and the excitement of her mother and sisters, diminished Elizabeth’s irritation regarding Wickham and Lydia. She supported Darcy in his decision to avoid Wickham’s company. That man was a scoundrel and she deeply regretted he was now married to one of her sisters.
“Please mama, do not invite Darcy to dinner as long as Mr Wickham is here.” Elizabeth pleaded.
“You are so unjust and unbending,” her mother replied, making Elizabeth wonder if her mother understood what had happened in London. She was furious with her mother who reacted exactly as Lydia had − as though nothing had happened and the future was bright.
“We were so close to completely losing the respect of society; she almost shattered our honour and it is a real miracle Jane and I are still engaged to be married.”
“You exaggerate, like always, Lizzy dear! Lydia is after all the only one of you who is married!”
“Mama!” Elizabeth cried in despair, “she is married because Darcy paid Mr Wickham’s debts and gave him a huge sum of money. He obliged Wickham to marry Lydia with the support of Wickham’s army superiors!”
Mrs Bennet erased her words with a determined gesture, “Mr Darcy is rich enough to do this for your sister and it does not matter how they were married as long as she is his wife!”
Elizabeth’s frustration was complete; she finally understood that Jane and herself, and most probably Mary, resembled their father, while Lydia and Kitty were Mrs Bennet’s copies. It was so odd how nature distributed the parents’ qualities and faults among siblings. She loved her mother, but at that instant, she just wanted to move away from her house and allow time to heal her frustrations. The most unpleasant situation was the way Mrs Bennet praised, in front of Darcy and Bingley, Lydia’s marriage.
And poor Bingley – Darcy thought – he would not have five days distance between him and his mother−in−law!
Elizabeth hoped her mother would pass her praises onto Jane as soon as she was married and forget about Lydia’s ‘success’.
∞∞∞
Despite the problems, she had with her mother the following two weeks passed joyfully for the Bennets and the two couples.
The whole of Meryton seemed to forget Wickham’s betrayal and the rumours about the elopement faded once they were properly married. Mr Wickham was congratulated for his new commission in the North and soon left to attend his duties with his new wife.
Jane and Bingley enjoyed their peaceful engagement, waiting to celebrate their wedding one year since Charles’s fist arrived in Hertfordshire. Their happiness was so different from the one Elizabeth and Darcy had; they were in a dream, rarely touching the ground, a world of their own to which nobody had access.
∞∞∞
Elizabeth tried to be optimistic for Darcy’s sake but, secretly, she continued to be afraid. Scotland was indeed a solution, but not the best and she found it so unjust not to have her marriage when even Lydia had her own. When she was home she tried to read much and often she walked the paths around Longbourn just to be alone or to meet Darcy.
Elizabeth’s favourite path was the one toward Oakham Mount. Jane and Bingley used to jest that she might know every tree and every stone along the way. Indeed she preferred to stay away from home and meet Darcy on that path to stroll together. Every morning Elizabeth and Jane paced waiting for their betrotheds to come and meet them.
The autumn was already approaching, the heat slowly replaced by a cool breeze while the wind increased, blowing through the trees like a piece of soft music. The sounds of nature enchanted Elizabeth’s ears, impatiently waiting for the steps of a horse to break the peace. She turned and remained still in the middle of the road, smiling. She was alone; Jane had a mild cold and she decided to stay home. The trees prevented her from seeing the rider, but her heart told her it was he.
As he approached, Elizabeth could see the smile on his face. It was the most pleasant moment of the morning when they glanced at each other smiling with happiness. Elizabeth would never acknowledge she was haunted by fears and worries. If he had not come one day, she would have been capable of running all the way down to Netherfield just to see what was happening. Each time they met she looked attentively at him to see his mood… so frightened was she of bad news that could destroy her happiness. In vain Darcy told her again and again nothing could happen, yet she continued to keep a sort of prudence as her aunt advised her. She did not want to daydream of life at Pemberley when she was not yet married. So many things could happen and it was better to keep her composure.
“My beautiful wife!” Darcy usually said, only making her answer, “Not yet, sir!”
But they laughed as it was nothing but a game; he was trying to convince her that soon she would be the mistress of Pemberley while she wanted to keep him with his feet on the ground.
“Look at the leaves, they are turning red,” she said.
“Forget the leaves!” he urged her; think about our mornings at Pemberley when we will go strolling or swimming.”
Elizabeth looked at him with full reproach, “You are wrong, I will never swim!”
But he knew better; it would be sufficient once to entice her into the beautiful lake near Pemberley and she would never refuse him again.
“You have to listen to your husband,” he said, “you should be extremely attentive to what the minister will tell you at our wedding!”
They did not dare to touch as at any moment someone could appear, but Darcy always caught her in a word game that made her blush and remember his hands on her body and his kisses.
“You would have only a chemise on you…”
“Darcy, stop!” she said, but in fact, she liked more and more the idea of swimming. She realised that they had spent most of their lives indoors while at Pemberley; on their return there would be so many new and exciting things they would do outside.
“Completely immersed in water, absorbed by other sensations you do not know, and your husband will be near to embrace you, along with all the water around us.”
“You promised me so many things when we were in London!”
One day she had asked Mr Bennet for permission to stay in Netherfield after dinner, to sleepover as they wanted to depart for a visit to St Albans. Her father looked at her with his mild and loving smile and said, “Lizzy, you know I trust you know what to do with your life and you have never deceived me.”
“But…” Lizzy said with a smile that resembled her father’s.
“But after Lydia’s shameful behaviour, let us keep the gossips out of our family for a while. You have two more weeks and you will be free to go wherever you might want with your husband.”
Her father was right, Elizabeth knew despite her disappointment. She wanted to be with Darcy, but in the end, it was better to wait for Pemberley and their beautiful bedroom.
“I did make promises in London!” she blushed, remembering them. “But Papa is right, Darcy! We have all our lives ahead of us to be together; it is better not to give Meryton other motives for gossip. Our family’s reputation was in enough danger through Lydia’s deeds.”
∞∞∞
One morning in vain Elizabeth waited for the usual gallop that announced her lover; yet, at the very hour they usually met, apart from the forest’s sounds, she heard nothing. Suddenly a twig broke behind her but before she had the time to turn she was in Darcy’s arms. It had been more than a week since they had the chance to hug and kiss. They kissed for just a second forgetting the danger. When she tried to escape, he grabbed her hand to make her follow him into the woods.
It was risky and dangerous, yet she could not stop; she wanted to be alone with him as much as he wanted her. They walked for a while, the trees’ foliage offering them a precarious hiding place. Yet it did not matter anymore. He took her into his arms. For the first time, Elizabeth was kissing him, all her shame or shyness shattered by the urge mounting in her body to be close to him. They both felt a thrilling sensation at the same time as if their bodies finally accepted they belonged to one another. He was kissing her neck, caressing her body, his coat unbuttoned to feel her nearer, but all he could feel were her hands directly moving on his shirt, touching him. She was finally overcoming her fears and shyness while he was celebrating that the woman inside her had finally conquered her spirit and body. She was his, entirely! She did not resist anymore, no matter how intimate his caresses were, just leaning her head on the tree with her eyes shut in a splendid posture of abandon and bliss.
“I need you!” she whispered, not yet prepared to say ‘want instead of ‘need’.
“Good!” he said with a little ironic smile as he moved away from her. “We are two now!”
“Horrible man!” she whispered as she could not yet speak with a self-assured voice.
“Horrible woman,” he replied, smiling directly into her eyes, “who makes promises she does not intend to keep!”
“I intended to keep them, sir!” she said. “But I was prevented!”
They kept silent for some moments, connected by their eyes in a single gaze.
“I want to…,” Elizabeth said and then repeated, “I want to…”
“To…?”
“To be with you at Pemberley!”
For both of them, it was a wish… a promise… a dream.




Chapter 17
One beautiful September morning Jane and Charles received their License, they could get married at any moment now. Accompanied by Mr Bennet, they both went to the Vicarage happy as two children. The Vicar, Mr Taylor, and Mr Bennet looked at them smiling in the face of such joy.
“It is what I want to see more often,” the Vicar said, “This innocent and genuine happiness of two young people walking together in life!”
The dining room in Netherfield was sparkling from the beautiful chandeliers that were all lit to celebrate the happy couple, so close to being married. Charles wanted to entertain the people who loved them and believed in their marriage. The Bennets came with the four girls, but to their surprise, they found the Gardiners who had just arrived at Netherfield.
They hugged and talked loudly; it was such a joyful gathering that nobody felt otherwise than happy.
The Gardiners’ children were also present, especially invited by Jane and Charles, shy but so happy to be considered guests. Darcy remarked on their perfect manners and secretly determined to educate their children as Mrs and Mr Gardiner did, with much love but also with strict guidance.
Although he did not look worried in Elizabeth’s presence, as they approached the end of the three weeks necessary to obtain their License, Darcy was distressed and restless. Marriage in Scotland was a solution, but it was a desperate one. He wanted to marry in the presence of friends and family at his Pemberley Vicarage and not travel half the country to escape his aunt’s plan.
He was not surprised when Mr Bennet approached and invited him to a private discussion in the library. But unlike what he imagined in the past, he discovered he enjoyed being with Mr Bennet. Even more, he needed someone in whom to confide his worries and search for advice.
The maid brought the glasses for brandy, an excellent one Charles had received from his father from a time when England was not at war with France.
“What a horrible thing to happen in France!” Mr Bennet said. In my youth, it was so simple and easy to go to Paris and now, I have heard everywhere there is destruction and despair. Someone had to stop him; otherwise, he would have destroyed all Europe.”
“I would have liked to take Elizabeth to Paris after the wedding!” Darcy said sipping the fine brandy with much pleasure.
“It is exactly this wedding I want to discuss! But first, I want to thank you for all the efforts you made to help my family. I really do not know how I will repay your gestures…”
“Please, sir, do not say a word more, I accept your thanks; however, I beg you never to open that discussion again. I told Elizabeth I did it all for her… but lately, I realised I also did it for you!”
Mr Bennet looked in surprise to the young gentleman in front of him. He was sincere and he could not but congratulate Elizabeth for choosing such a man for a husband.
“Since my parents’ death, I have had a constant void in my life…!”
“I am honoured if you think I could in any way fill that void!”
It was all that needed to be said between the two gentlemen on that subject.
“Son,” Mr Bennet called Darcy, trying to practice the new relationship, “as you know, yesterday, I accompanied Jane and Charles to the Vicarage.”
Darcy just nodded.
“Mr Taylor, the Vicar, is an old friend, he has been Vicar since I was a young boy; he married us and baptized the girls and more than once every season he is our guest at dinner. He was rather saddened by a letter he received from Lady Catherine. It was that codicil, and her ladyship claims the marriage cannot take place.”
“I know, she sent such a letter to Pemberley Vicarage too.”
“I had a long discussion with Mr Taylor and he told me that he would need proof that Miss Anne de Bourgh agrees to renounce her right of betrothed.”
“But that engagement is not recognised by the law!” Darcy said both furious and sad.
“No, but Mr Tylor exchanged messages with your Vicar − to have a common point of view − and although legally you are not attached to the young lady, morally you are! And the church is about morality.”
“So, they refuse to marry us!” Darcy said, “unless I bring Anne here and make her confirm her renunciation.”
“Well, I do not think the young lady’s presence is necessary. A letter also signed by her Vicar would be enough.”
“Anne will never sign such a letter. Unfortunately, my cousin is a puppet in my aunt’s hands.”
In the distance, they could hear laughter and happy voices so unfit to their state of mind.
“I am so sorry, sir, to drag Elizabeth into such a situation… and you… after all that happened in London, I am so disappointed, yet my solicitor will arrive here in two days, directly from Pemberley. Most probably he has sent some messages to London, so I do not know for sure what his mission at Pemberley was…”
They sat in silence for a long while until a maid came to invite them to dinner. Just as they prepared to step into the dining room Mr Bennet stopped and said, “I have every confidence that whatever solution you find it will be in Lizzy’s and your best interest and I approve what you intend to do.”
There was such a strong emotion between them that Darcy’s eyes filled with tears, an occurrence that happened only at his parents’ death. He put an arm on Mr Bennet’s shoulder thanking him in a warm yet silent way.
It was all Elizabeth needed to see to calm down; her father and her love would find a solution.




Chapter 18
The solicitor, dirty and extremely tired, arrived at Netherfield on a cloudy afternoon, secretly wishing for a hot bath and good night’s sleep. His plans were gladly postponed as Darcy wanted to know the result of his trip to Pemberley. It took only ten minutes of intense discussions for Darcy to understand that he had been right to have confidence in that man.
“Mr Bentham, you just secured me as your client for life,” he said, inviting the man to eat and rest.
Three weeks ago the young man could not believe his luck when Mr Darcy knocked at his door, “I need a fresh look on this matter,” he said.
Mr Bentham was young and ambitious; a client like Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy was the dream of every solicitor in London. He wanted to know all the details, and, in the end, he just said, “Give me three weeks, sir!”
The time limit expired that night. Darcy appreciated his punctuality but also the young solicitor’s diligence and intelligence.
Just after the discussion he first had with his uncle, Darcy realised that the old solicitor - their family had employed almost forever - was not capable of solving such a delicate matter. And he had been right, his attentiveness lasted only as long as Lord Matlock approved his nephew’s decisions. Most probably his orders were changed when the family found out about his impending marriage to Elizabeth.
∞∞∞
That evening Darcy sent several messages: to the Vicar asking for a meeting the next day at noon and to Mr Bennet to join him at the Vicarage. The longest was for Elizabeth. It was all about his love. However, at the end, he asked for her presence at the meeting with the Vicar.
The next morning Mr Bennet was waiting for Darcy outside; he wanted to know if it was wise to bring Elizabeth. Darcy smiled, trying to imagine himself twenty years later eager to protect his beautiful daughter from all the evil in the world. His daughter would have Elizabeth’s eyes and smile, but she would adore riding and swimming, and she would look at her father the way Elizabeth looked at Mr Bennet.
Mr Bennet was not in a hurry; smiling, he let the young man carry his dream to the end.
“Mr Bennet,” Darcy finally said, “Elizabeth is not only my love but my friend and partner. This meeting is about our future, I need her near me… us!” he stated, slightly worried as he realised he was taking the daughter of that man away from him…
Mr Bennet nodded; indeed he was sad to lose Elizabeth, but he was happy to give his precious daughter to a man like Darcy. He did not hide anymore that Lizzy was his favourite, and he was ready to contemplate with much confidence her departure for Pemberley.
“Well, my son,” he said while waiting for Elizabeth, “I know a means to restore my happiness after Lizzy’s departure…”
Darcy looked at him with wonder, “Anything, sir!” he said.
“A week alone in the Pemberley library might make me happy again!”
They were laughing when Elizabeth arrived. She was worried, and she looked at them rather critically.
“When she has this gaze,” Mr Bennet said, addressing Darcy, “Take your horse and go hunting for a half-day!”
And they began to laugh again much to Elizabeth’s fury who did not look at them again the entire way.
∞∞∞
The Vicar, Mr Taylor, received them with deference but a look of sadness, he wanted so much to solve that problem for the Bennets’ sake.
They sat at the antique table where many of the parish problems had been solved for centuries. Darcy presented his solicitor with such pride that not only Elizabeth began to suspect the end could be a happy one. They were all eager to listen to Mr Bentham, who seemed delighted yet intimidated by the importance of the meeting.
“Madam,” he said, “gentlemen, I had this mission to verify the codicil to Mrs Anne Darcy’s testament, provided by her sister Lady Catherine de Bourgh. This codicil was legally drafted by a solicitor in the presence of two witnesses and it was signed by Mrs Anne Darcy. It stated that Mrs Anne Darcy consented to the betrothal of her son, Mr Fitzwilliam Darcy to his cousin Anne de Bourgh.”
He made a pause and arranged the papers in front of him, while his listeners began to show signs of impatience. However, they had to respect a specific protocol imposed by the matter.
“First of all, I searched in London for the solicitor who drafted the document. As he was very old at the time of that event, he died the next year, and his practice had not been continued. It took me some time to find his documents. By law, they were deposited at the Royal Courts of Justice, where I could not find any document issued by this solicitor in the name of Mrs Anne Darcy. Also, it was impossible to find any trace of the two witnesses.”
“What does it mean?” the Vicar asked with much hope.
“Sir,” the solicitor said addressing the Vicar, “every document of this kind is a copy of the original which is kept in the solicitor’s archive or in our case in the Royal Courts of Justice archive. Without its original, this document has no value!”
Everybody in the room sighed in relief.
“But it could take time to obtain official confirmation of my findings,” the solicitor continued, “so I departed for Pemberley where I received help from Miss Darcy, who gave me all the details I needed about madam, your mother. Mrs Darcy became ill in April at Pemberley. She, unfortunately, died six months later. During and all this time she had been kept in bed by the illness that became more aggravated month after month.”
Elizabeth did not care anymore about propriety; her betrothed needed her. She put her hand on his hand in plain sight; he had tears in his eyes remembering his mother’s illness and death. Surprised by her gesture, he smiled and kissed her hand. He was no longer alone.
Mr Bentham kept a respectful silence seeing Darcy’s grief.
It was Elizabeth who finally spoke, “Please, Mr Bentham, go on!”
“I have here for the Revered documents that attest that Mrs Darcy did not leave the house from April on. They are from her doctor and from Mrs Darcy’s Vicar, who still lives and remembers in detail that period.”
They were all astonished, but they did not yet understand what was happening.
“Sorry,” Mr Bentham said with a confident smile that informed his words. “I forgot to tell you the presumptive document was signed in London in July!”
Elizabeth wanted to jump from her chair and kiss Mr Bentham, and everybody around the table had the same state of mind.
“Congratulations, Mr Bentham, you just made all of us very happy!” Mr Bennet said.
The Vicar shook Darcy’s hand and said, “Tomorrow morning, you may come, sir, for the License!”




Chapter 19
They departed as soon as Darcy had the License. It was a happy crowd travelling day and night eager to arrive at Pemberley and put behind them the turmoil of the last months. They wanted to forget about Lydia and the scandal around her marriage, but most of all they needed to look confidently to the future and prepare two weddings. The sisters decided to have both their weddings on the same day and the grooms could do nothing but accept their decision.
“It is how our life will be, brother Charles!” lamented Darcy with a false worry. He truly enjoyed the way Elizabeth took over running the household the very minute she arrived at Pemberley.
The time she spent alone made Georgiana want them to come back, finally making peace with the idea of a sister-in-law who will be forever near her brother. She was happy that Pemberley lived again full of happiness and people celebrating. From the very first moment, she decided to be the Gardiner children’s mentor and teacher and she took that duty so seriously that from that moment on the poor lads had a school improvised for them.
The wedding was to take place in a few days and Pemberley began to prepare for that happy event.
∞∞∞
Mrs Reynolds, the housekeeper, led Elizabeth to her room.
“I hope madam,” she said, “the apartment is convenient for you; it belonged to the late mistress!”
Elizabeth thought with much consideration to Darcy's mother... it was by far the most beautiful bedroom she had ever seen.
Mrs Reynolds showed Elizabeth the impressive dressing room where Anne Darcy’s outfits still remained.
“It is the master who ordered us not to remove Mrs Darcy’s belongings, but as you see, we made room for yours until you decide what you want to do with the rest.”
Elizabeth smiled, she had perhaps ten dresses. She remembered how Georgiana and Darcy talked about their mother, how elegant she was, with a flair for fashion. She regarded the dresses made in luxurious fabrics, mostly silk, and she decided it was enjoyable to have them there.
“I think, Mrs Reynolds, we will use every dress from here and those in London. I am sure Miss Darcy would also want to have some of her mother’s dresses and I intend to adjust some for me!”
Mrs Reynolds smiled, from the first moment she had liked this young lady who was so polite and benevolent yet so determined.
“They will look wonderful on you, madam! We have a skillful seamstress who would be so glad to do that work for you.”
To her surprise, her apartment had a particular room, all in marble, where there was the tub, waiting for her. It was a tremendous pleasure to discover her new place to live. The richness of her apartment was beyond any imagination. While in the hot bath, she had the time to reflect on what life had given her. She was happy and intended to make all those living around her benefit from her happiness.
Finally alone to enjoy the room, she wanted to see every corner, to touch each exquisite object: the precious vases full of autumn flowers, the little statues in alabaster, then the massive bed with elegant sheets, the windows that looked onto the park and the lake where Darcy had proposed to her. She was tired, yet she could not rest, so excited was she about her new life.
She could put an end to the awful pressure her father had lived under during the last years: her mother and the unmarried sisters would always have a place to live. She finally fell asleep, but her dreams were far less impressive than reality.
It was Mrs Reynolds who came to wake her up, gently whispering, “The master said if you feel too tired, you could have your dinner in bed!”
“No!” she cried like a child making Mrs Reynolds smile.
“Then madam I will send the maids to dress you!”
She did not have to worry anymore about her hair or her dresses, about her shoes being impeccably clean. The maids at Longbourn worked everywhere: in the kitchen, in the rooms, outside… In the morning, their bedrooms at Longbourn had been akin to a battlefield while trying to get a maid to help the sisters dress.
Elizabeth went down to dinner with the smile of a queen, which was how Darcy saw her. He came and kissed her hand, leading her to the chair of the mistress of the house. The greatest surprise was the Colonel who arrived like a tempest just in the middle of the meal, disturbing everybody but bringing an incomparable joyousness. Darcy stood up to hug him, it was the best news after receiving the License. The Colonel was like a brother and Darcy hoped he would expand his happiness by being present at the wedding.
“You will not believe this,” he said with his thunder-like voice, “Aunt Catherine has a new plan, to marry me with Anne!” He laughed so loud that everybody began to laugh at the same volume, a horrible deed of the past became only a joke at their table.
∞∞∞
They decided to go to sleep early, Darcy sent away the maid and invited Elizabeth to follow him, “Come, my lady, I will show you to your room.”
It was a ruse, she was sure, yet she smiled. When he took her hand, she removed it in haste, worried that someone might see them.
“Nobody can see us, Elizabeth,” he said, “this part of the house is only for the family and Georgiana decided to sleep in a room near the Gardiners’ children.”
“Do you mean I am sleeping in the family wing?”
Smiling, Darcy stopped to look into her eyes. “You are sleeping in the apartment of the mistress of the house. Where did you think you would be lodged?”
“Not in this part of the house before we are married!” she said. “What if my mother wants to come to my room? Or my sisters?”
“Then they will be led here where you will stay forever.”
He caressed her face while she whispered, “Someone may see us!”
It was like a signal. He took her into his arms and leaned her against a wall. She did not dare to cry out, but she tried to free herself, only this time it was impossible, “Stay still, Elizabeth, let me kiss you. I have not touched you in days!”
“Someone may catch us!” she repeated.
But he only laughed, “My love, in our house nobody would dare catch us!”
“Then, at least, come into the room,” she said still afraid to be seen.
“Finally!” he said, and he took her into his arms like a precious burden to stop only in her room. He placed her on the bed, kissing her and caressing her naked shoulders.
“This is not what I meant!” Elizabeth said, scared by her own words.
“And what did you mean by ‘let us go into my room!’, dear lady?” he asked with the same ironic smile looking directly into her eyes.
Elizabeth blushed, “I thought you would only kiss me!”
“And what was I doing?”
“You…” but she could not say more.
So he continued kissing her; soon enough she was half-naked as her dress easily slid down to her waist. She blushed as he suddenly got up and took off his jacket, waistcoat, and shirt; she had never seen him without a shirt and his torso made her stare in wonder. It took only a moment to approach her, and soon they were in such an embrace that made her shout.
“Please, please, I want to do this on my wedding night!”
To her huge surprise, he stood up, took his clothes from the floor, kissed her on the hair, and he was gone. Only then did she realise that one of the doors opened directly to his room. She lay in the bed half-naked still feeling his lips on her breast, wishing with all her heart she had not chased him away.
The places where he had kissed her were burning and all her body felt a pain she had never known. She put on her nightgown alone - as she had done all her life - incapable of facing anybody. The aches in her body persisted no matter what she did. She drank water and washed her face but in vain. She tried to sleep but dreamland was more distant than ever. All she could feel was his naked body next to her, the blissful sensation she had when he approached her for the first time, the unknown thrill that came over her when he touched her. Barefoot, she went to the door to his room, but could hear no sounds. It was more than an hour since he had left her, and he was probably sleeping so she dared to open the door. It was dark − the only light came from her room. She tiptoed to his bed, watching him sleep. She wanted to go back but could not leave that place. Then, to her surprise, he opened his eyes and invited her into his bed; forgetting everything, she lay down near him.
“Are you sure, Elizabeth?” he whispered into her ear.
“Yes!” she said.
‘All my body is aching without you,’ she wanted to say but it was too soon for her to use such words.
He placed his hand on her belly caressing her over her nightgown, but it was no longer enough for him. She wanted again to resist, and he whispered back, “Do you trust me, Elizabeth?”
She did.
“Then stretch your hands and let me show you secrets about you, you do not know, then I will teach you my body and if you are still willing to go on this evening, we will…”
He lowered his voice so much she had to really strain to hear what he was saying.
She was so afraid that she could hardly breathe, but at the same time her body was searching his and she finally let him take off her nightgown.
“Do you know anything about love?”
“No!” she whispered. She did not know what would come, so he put his lips to her ear and whispered only for them everything that was going to happen and then at each step he gently guided her or let her wonder or be ashamed but finally at the end of the night she came with a sigh that made him smile. That first night was hers, but Darcy knew that all the nights to come would be his… forever.




Epilogue
Twenty years later in the Darcys’ home in London, a very tense discussion threatened to destroy the tranquility that usually reigned in the house.
Darcy was on the verge of a crisis that Elizabeth, in vain, attempted to master. She wanted to laugh, but she did not dare; for the first time in their marriage she knew the usual irony was not a proper tool to settle a conflict.
“She is too young to marry!” Darcy shouted in despair.
Elizabeth could not but conceal her smile in the table napkin. She recomposed her face to a seriousness she did not feel and answered trying to hold her husband’s hand.
“She is nineteen, my love!”
Darcy did not look at her, and with an unusual gesture removed his hand.
“He is after her money!”
“No, my love, he is not! He is the only son of Cloyd of St. Maur, the 9th Earl of St. Maur.”
He nodded; he knew too well it was one of the wealthiest families in England.
“Then… why her?” he asked so sad that Elizabeth got up from her chair and embraced her husband with all her love.
“Because he loves her! George St. Maur loves our daughter and Anne Darcy loves him back!”
“Maybe Cloyd will oppose their marriage!”
Elizabeth glanced at her husband astonished, “Are you telling me you would want our daughter to have the same difficulties we had?”
Darcy did not look at her when he answered, “Anything, just not to lose her!”
She took him again in her arms; she loved him more than she did 20 years ago − at their marriage − but sometimes it was difficult to live with him. Especially when it was about his only daughter Anne.
“I am sorry for you! Cloyd is happy to marry George with your daughter; he is one of our best friends.”
The sigh she heard was so dramatic that she smiled again, “We are not going to lose her, my dear!”
“Lies! How many times did you meet with your father in the last 20 years?”
“At least two times a year, my love!”
“It is not enough!”
“I know, I feel the same, but it is how life is!”
“They will come to live at Pemberley!”
“George has his own domain in Kent, from his maternal grandfather!”
“In Kent? I hate Kent!”
“So do I,” Elizabeth finally smiled. “But now you will put a smile on your face and welcome all our guests and when young St. Maur comes, you will graciously give him our daughter’s hand.” 


END
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At the end of their meal Mr Bennet forced himself to ask a question he profoundly disliked, but knew it was necessary to find an answer.  “Dear Georgiana, please forgive me, but I have to ask you a question.”  The girl looked at the man in front of her in total confidence; she understood that there might be many doubts regarding her brother's disappearance. With a frank look, she invited him to continue.
“Is it possible that Darcy simply wanted to escape his future marriage and just went abroad or far away in the country?” Mr Bennet was flushed from the effort he made, while Elizabeth looked absolutely devastated.  For a moment Georgiana hid her eyes in the cup in front of her not sure she was capable of answering. It was at that very moment that Parker made a step towards the table, addressing only Mr Bennet, “If you may permit me, Mr Bennet, sir, to speak.”
The butler's words miraculously eased the atmosphere, as someone else was to carry the burden of an answer. They all looked at Parker, waiting for his words, confident that his butler was the man to give them an honest answer.
“Please, Mr Parker, continue!” said Elizabeth in her father's place. “My master is a gentleman, a genuine one, not just in name but in spirit and mind; if he had decided not to marry, I assure you that he would have found a way not to hurt Miss Bennet’s reputation. Absolutely not, neither would he leave Miss Georgiana with no notice from him. He is the most attentive and responsible brother; he is even attentive to me. He tells me when to go to sleep and not wait for him, for all years I have been in his service. No, I am sorry to say this, but something had happened to him.”


Mr Darcy’s Legacy


A Pride and Prejudice Variation
Kindle Edition
Paperback Edition
Fragment 
Darcy smiled for the first time that morning, and kissing Elizabeth’s hand, he looked around the table. In the past he harboured a secret displeasure thinking he would be associated with Wickham as brother-in-law, but Mr Bennet dispelled his worries by his unconditional and unselfish support.
The breakfast continued in a more serene atmosphere; the ladies engaged in quiet talk about the dresses and weddings while the gentlemen discussed horses and hunting when Darcy’s butler made an entrance with the silver tray for correspondence and whispered some words in his master’s ear. It was obviously something important, Georgiana knew instantly. Parker had perfect manners and he never would disturb her brother in the middle of a meal unless…
Darcy coloured and took the letter in an evident state of emotion.
“I beg your pardon!” he said. “I have to read this letter; the coach is waiting for my answer.”
He hesitated a moment with the letter in his hand, unsure of sharing the identity of the sender with the whole party, but then he said rather determinedly, “The letter is from the Duke of Blandford!”
An exclamation of astonishment circled the table; Charles and Georgiana were astounded, the others just curious but Darcy understood it was too late to conceal the contents from them, so he read in a somewhat uncertain voice:
Mr Darcy,
It was such a pleasure to meet you at the Opera and get acquainted with your lovely lady. Please oblige me by joining me on Wednesday at the Club to discuss important matters. I will be present at early hours, till 1 o’clock. Please attend me in that period.
FitzRoy William, Duke of Blandford  
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