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    Charles Bingley faces a dilemma. His best friend and his sisters are attempting to persuade him the love of his life does not return his affections. His affections, however, are committed. He has found the only lady he will ever love, and he thought he knew she returned his affections, but persuasion is a powerful tool when used improperly. Determined to discover the truth about Miss Jane Bennet’s affections, Bingley finally decides to turn to the only person who truly understands Miss Bennet’s feelings – her sister Miss Elizabeth Bennet. Bingley seeks out Miss Elizabeth only to stumble upon a murder in the process. He is fortunate to save one Bennet daughter but too late to save the other. Who hates the Bennet family enough to want to murder two of the daughters? The only one with the answer is unable to speak and is in a deep state of shock. Bingley, Jane, Darcy, and Georgiana will bring all their abilities to the forefront in an attempt to revive the only witness to the murder and attempted murder, but other factors might hinder their progress. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    (November 30th) 
 
      
 
    “What am I, a man or a child? Why should I allow others to dictate my decision?”  
 
    Mr. Charles Bingley had struggled with his feelings for the past four days. He spent the long, solitary days mulling over what his sisters and Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy, his closest friend, had shared with him the day after the ball at his leased estate Netherfield. He replayed their arguments so often he could clearly recall the confrontation in his mind’s eye. After much self-debate, he readily admitted the three had easily swayed him to their point of view and he even saw his weakness during their verbal attack. 
 
    He saw himself as he sat in the most uncomfortable chair in the entire gloomy room. He had not paid much attention to the room at the time, but he now remembered noting all the drapes had been pulled closed keeping out all the light. How had he not realized his sisters had intentionally heightened his discomfort? 
 
    His recall helped him realize Caroline had chosen the chair knowing how discomforted he would feel from the beginning of their onslaught. All three surrounded him looming over him like birds of prey. He had spent a few moments trying to remember the name of the stuffed birds from the savannah of Africa he had seen at the British museum. They had been black, ugly, and vicious looking. Their eyes, talons, and beaks all enhanced their ability to rip and tear their prey apart. It took him a few minutes before he recalled the plaque declaring their name as vultures. It seemed appropriate to identify his tormentors as vultures. Something in the name matched their looks and attitudes. He could just envision them picking him apart in the attempt to kill his affections for Miss Bennet with their words. They had basically dared him to challenge their beliefs. What a complete victim he had allowed himself to become.  
 
    Caroline, his elder sister by two years, had been the first to present her argument, her voice he suddenly compared to the screech of a bird. ‘Charles, how can you attach yourself, and us, to such a family. Mrs. Bennet boldly declared to everyone how you would marry her daughter even though you never mentioned the possibly of marriage.’ She had sneered, her face scrunched in a severe grimace. 
 
    ‘Given the opportunity, she would have found a way to force you into declaring yourself,’ Louisa, his eldest sister had injected. The cold steelish look she directed at him penetrated his consciousness like the points of a finely honed blade. Her darkly clouded eyes he could easily compare to the stare of the stuffed vulture. 
 
    ‘Really, Bingley. I never once saw true affection from Miss Bennet.’ Darcy had added more matter-of-factly as if he were already bored with the entire endeavor. 
 
    All three agreed Miss Jane Bennet, who he had been enthralled with since their first meeting at the Meryton Assembly in October, did not return his affections. He could still recall his first sighting of her standing across the dance floor from him. She resembled an angel with her golden tresses, and as he approached, he noticed her intense heavenly blue eyes. Her tall graceful figure and elegant bearings impressed him even more, and her gown, he recalled, enhanced her pleasant figure. She was everything London society declared as a classic beauty, but her smile melted his heart. 
 
    ‘She always had a pleasant smile for me whenever we were together,’ he had offered as his defense of her affections. 
 
     ‘I admit she smiled at you, but she smiled at everyone. Her serene smiles for you were no different and carried no special signs of affection or preference. Bingley, she smiles too much to make her pleasing.’ Darcy had expounded with a slight wave of his hand as if to push away Bingley’s defense of his angel’s affections. 
 
    Now he clearly saw how weak his defense had been. He had cowered like a small child being reprimanded by his elders. Yes, he could admit his friend’s statement was correct; Miss Jane Bennet did smile at everyone, but her smiles for him were different. At the time, he believed it was true, but while under attack, he wavered in his belief. Now he saw another weakness, allowing others to persuade his opinion. 
 
    If smiling at others showed a lack of affection, then he too was as guilty as her, for he smiled at everyone. Both she and he, in his viewpoint, were agreeable people who liked everyone, so of course, they smiled at everyone. He recognized his other similarity to Miss Bennet. We are both extremely friendly. In fact, this is what attracted me to her, he emitted an audible sigh, her pleasant personality and ease with people. We are alike, so it should make us more suited to each other. 
 
    Darcy also had observed, ‘I watched her carefully when she was in your presence, and she never once showed any signs of affection.’ 
 
    Looking back at the comment, now, he realized Darcy had spent less time observing Miss Bennet than Miss Elizabeth, Miss Bennet’s next youngest sister. He did not dwell on that thought, however, but recalled more of the earlier confrontation. 
 
    ‘The Bennet family would make the most embarrassing connection you could choose,’ Caroline had continued. She had paced around as she spoke like a caged animal but her tongue had freely roamed from one insult to the next. ‘Why, Miss Eliza, in a social setting in London, would insult everyone she spoke to. Her manner of speaking her mind without restraint would soon have us banned from attending all important social events.’ 
 
    Bingley recalled sitting meekly while his sister railed, but in reflection, Caroline was the person who insulted others without considering who might hear her cutting remarks. It also surprised him when Darcy did not offer any reaction to Caroline’s insults to a lady Bingley had once suspected Darcy had liked. He decided he had been wrong thinking such a charming young lady had touched Darcy. 
 
    ‘Even her family’s connections are embarrassing. Did not her mother’s sister prove her low behavior by also loudly proclaiming her niece would be wed by Christmas,’ Louisa had pointed out, still smirking and shooting daggerous looks at him, while Darcy and Caroline had nodded in agreement, but their expressions once again had reminded him of the dead vulture, at the museum, leering at those who came to observe it.  
 
    ‘Let us not forget her uncle who lives in Cheapside, near his warehouse, no less.’ Caroline had added, wanting to prove the Bennet family tainted by trade. 
 
     So she had family in trade, there is nothing wrong with that, he now thought. My immediate family was in trade, and I still have family members involved in trade. No Bingley before him had ever held the title of a gentleman. 
 
    ‘Charles, you can do so much better than the daughter of a small country farmer.’ Caroline added, pointing and shaking her finger at him to emphasis her opinion. 
 
    He knew, even at the time, her insult was meant to belittle the Bennet family, but at least Mr. Bennet was a landowner and came from generations of landed gentleman. Caroline could not make the same claim for her or her family; they were from generations of tradesmen who only recently found prosperity in their trade. 
 
    ‘You should set your sights higher,’ Louisa had added. 
 
    Of course, Caroline and Louisa advocated for a young lady from a higher social rank. They were both attempting to climb higher on the social ladder, especially Caroline. Neither considers my happiness when considering their desires. 
 
    “Bingley, she does not love you. She is only acting in the interest of her family and will marry where her mother dictates,” Darcy then added with emphasis. 
 
    Caroline and Louisa looked on with matching smirks at Darcy’s declaration and heartily nodded in agreement with him. The only one in the room who added nothing to the arguments for or against the lady was Mr. Hurst who was stretched out on the sofa apparently asleep. Bingley wondered how the man could sleep with all the loud arguing occurring. 
 
    Unfortunately, Darcy’s comment about Mrs. Bennet’s pushiness to marry off her daughters could not be refuted. But she is no different than any of the other fashionable London society mothers I have ever met, he argued with himself. The only difference I can see is most society mothers would prefer Darcy to me for their daughter’s marriage partners for he is wealthier and has higher social connections. Why did I not point this out to Darcy? 
 
    Mrs. Bennet, he realized, might have chosen Darcy for her eldest daughter if Darcy had been more congenial to Meryton society, but, as usual, Darcy revealed only his somber, aloof side to the people of Hertfordshire. He could once again see Darcy walking around the perimeter of the dance floor, ignoring those around him and speaking to no one. 
 
    No wonder Miss Elizabeth found him disagreeable. To her it would look as if he were snubbing her family and friends. 
 
    Bingley also suspected Miss Elizabeth had overheard Darcy’s cutting remark at the assembly, ‘She is tolerable, I suppose, but I do not find her handsome enough to tempt me. Others must think the same since she had not been solicited for a dance. Now leave me alone, Bingley. I prefer to remain as I am.’ 
 
    Darcy can be so thoughtless at times, he silently remarked. It is little wonder he attracts only those ladies who seek him for his fortune and estate. No lady seeking a husband based only on love would give him a second thought. 
 
    Caroline’s tirade against the lady had continued. ‘As soon as the ring is on her finger, she will become just like her mother. Shrill, overbearing, and loud. She will no longer be your angel but your tormentor for the rest of your life, but it will be too late for you to extract yourself from the connection. It is a mistake you will have to live with for the rest of your long miserable days.’ 
 
    The last memory caused a thought to forcibly strike him. “Ah ha!” He declared aloud to the empty room lifting up a fist to emphasis his words and then dropped it. “She is the one like Mrs. Bennet, not Miss Jane Bennet. Why did I not see it sooner? Caroline is already loud. She already declares what she believes will happen, and she is just as overbearing. How blind I have been.” How sensible he felt to finally realize an important piece of information – Miss Bennet was not going to be like her mother, but Caroline already was like Mrs. Bennet.  
 
    As the attacks against Miss Bennet and her family had continued, Bingley realized he sat quietly and drew even more within himself as his three tormentors pummeled him with arguments against the lady he had chosen to be his wife. 
 
    ‘Miss Bennet and her family are nothing but fortune hunters. Did you not notice how Miss Eliza tried to attract Mr. Darcy with her fine eyes and impertinent manners?’ Caroline had declared, as if, he now acknowledged, his own sister did not continually try to attract Darcy’s attention. 
 
    Yes, in reflection he had acted as a child being castigated by his elders who declared they knew better than him, but he now saw the error of his feeble acceptance without offering a resolute defense of his or the lady’s feelings. How could he have been so servile? 
 
    He freely admitted they had worn down his resolve, but he also realized he had not fought back but gave easily into their demands. I allowed them to make my decision for me. 
 
    “Wait!” He had been pacing during the time he recalled this part of the event but suddenly stopped. “Caroline declared the entire Bennet family fortune hunters. Her remark against Miss Elizabeth should have caused Darcy at least a moment of displeasure, but he did and said nothing. This was the second time Caroline insulted Miss Elizabeth, and still he did not react. He really does not think much of her or her family. I guess his unusual attention to her was for some other reason than admiring her.” 
 
     Then another thought suddenly struck him. “How stupid of me!” He began pacing again. He recalled the first time he introduced Caroline to his friend. Even from the earliest moment of their acquaintance, Caroline had tried to attach herself to Darcy. “She latches onto his arm whenever she is near him. She uses every trick to get him to notice her, to dance with her, to lead her into dinner. Why have I not seen this before? My sister is the fortune hunter. He is the grandson of an earl. His has wealth, connections, and a high social standing. She has done everything but try to compromise him.” 
 
    He thought about that small fact for a moment before speaking aloud again, as if the walls were his sounding board. “She does not love him. She loves his wealth, his homes, and what he represents. She is the fortune hunter in all sense of the word. Why have I never seen this before?” Being struck by the force of this realization, he found the nearest chair and fell into it. “How could I be so blind? How could I be so foolish?” 
 
    It took him a few moments to recall what he had originally been focused on before going back in time to that final confrontation. 
 
    ‘I advise you to cut all ties with the Bennet family. Remain in London, partake of the festive events, and do not return to Netherfield. Allow the lease to run out and find another estate to purchase or lease,’ Darcy, in his severest tone, had urged. 
 
    The last memory he reexamined was a brief moment spent with Mr. Hurst after his sisters and Darcy had left him alone in the sitting room believing they had achieved their goal. When the room was finally quiet, Hurst had sat up from the sofa and walked over to sit in a chair near Bingley. 
 
    ‘Charles, you can do one of two things from this moment forward. You can bow to the dictates of your sisters and your friend and give up on a lady who might truly make you happy, or you can take time to examine your own thoughts and feelings. I will however add this piece of advice. No matter which way you go in regards to Miss Bennet, decide whether you want to be led around by your sisters for the rest of your life or if you need to finally stand firm in the face of their displeasure and make your own decisions. Choose carefully, though, because a wrong choice could lead to a life of misery and unhappiness forever. I have long wished I had taken a firmer stand with Louisa when we first married but have discovered I waited too long to be the man in this family. I allowed her too much control. Now my only escape is found in food and drink. It might be too late for me, but you might still have a chance to change your life for the better.’ He then had stood, gripped Bingley’s shoulder, squeezed it lightly, and departed the room. 
 
    Hurst’s words had prompted him to seclude himself from his sisters and take time to closely examine his options and desires.  
 
    Once free of his tormentors, he had sought time to think, recall, and replay every interaction he had with them and the lady he loved. After going through their arguments multiple times, he clearly saw his failures to defend what he felt and what he believed Miss Bennet felt. Once satisfied he had examined the event in its fullest, he took time to replay his encounters with the lady in question. 
 
    He recalled how her eyes sparkled with enjoyment whenever they spoke and how her shy smile greeted his every compliment. 
 
    ‘Mr. Bingley, I find your company most pleasurable. I cannot remember a time when I have enjoyed a conversation more,’ she had once told him. He had beamed at her compliment. 
 
    He never imagined, when he first leased Netherfield Park in Hertfordshire, he would find a lady he believed his perfect match. He could agree on one point with his friend Darcy and his sisters; he often declared himself in love but never before had he felt such a strong desire to marry any of the other ladies he labeled angels. Yes, he thought, all had been beautiful. They all had blond hair and blue eyes, but Miss Jane Bennet’s hair glistened and shone like sunshine, and its texture appeared softer and silkier than any others. Her gentle soul comforted me whenever we spoke. I have never felt like that around anyone else, especially a young lady. We conversed about serious matters and not the trivial topics spoken of by the other ladies of the ton. Those other conversations had remained shallow with no depth of feeling, but Miss Bennet shared more of her inner self, and I shared more of my true self as well. 
 
    He could easily envision Miss Bennet as he thought about her; she was the angel of his eyes, the one woman he felt truly destined to be his wife. During their many hours of private conversation, he honestly believed he saw returned affection for him in her eyes. If he believed his sisters and friend then he had to admit he failed to understand her properly. 
 
    Can I not believe my own eyes? Can I be so easily fooled? Have I not given up other young ladies because I realized they sought only my fortune and not me personally? Serious questions he felt needed considering. 
 
    Yes, he did know a fortune hunter when he encountered one, and now his eyes had finally been opened to the fact his sister was a fortune hunter. In regards to Mrs. Bennet, he saw her as any other mother who wanted a good match for her daughter. Why did such a simple fact make her a fortune hunter, and why should her desires make her daughters fortune hunters? If Mrs. Bennet were a true fortune hunter, she would have tried to arrange for one of her daughters to marry Darcy. 
 
    Maybe Mrs. Bennet would strongly suggest her daughter to accept a proposal from him, but he honestly believed Miss Bennet did return his affections. I spent a great deal of time in her company, and we talked extensively. Many times, when together, they looked deeply and longingly into each other’s eyes. Those marvelously blue eyes. Had he not once complimented her lovely eyes causing her to blush pleasingly? He saw more than just a simple friendly response even if Darcy had not. 
 
    I should have shared with her my honest affections. He recalled a conversation about their hopes for the future. 
 
    ‘I long for the day when I can begin a family,’ Bingley had declared as he gazed at her. He had wanted to hold her hand, but felt it inappropriate since they had only met a few weeks early. 
 
    ‘I long for the same thing,’ she had replied. Then she had looked down at her hands not daring to look him in the eyes as she spoke. He had suspected shyness held her in check. 
 
    ‘Before I settle down,’ he had decided to be open with her, ‘I want to find an estate to purchase. Do you think Netherfield is an estate I would enjoy remaining in?’ At the time, he had wondered if she would prefer to live near her family. 
 
    ‘It is a pleasant house, and the land is good. Papa said the last owners did not see to its proper upkeep. Lizzy says it could produce more than five thousand a year if a good steward and master were in charge of the estate.’ 
 
    ‘Your sister has some knowledge about estate management?’ The information had surprised him. Darcy had often stressed the need for a reliable trustworthy steward. 
 
    ‘Papa treated her more like a son than a daughter. Lizzy knows a great deal more than most young ladies.’ She had replied quietly. ‘Mama complains she will never find a husband because she is too knowledgeable.’ 
 
    ‘And are you as knowledgeable as your sister?’ He had wondered if Mr. Bennet had taught all his daughters about estate management. 
 
    ‘No. I preferred to learn about the management of the house. Mama’s harshness toward Lizzy because of her intelligence always scared me. I did not want Mama to treat me in such a manner, so I did as she requested as far as my education was concerned.’ 
 
    He remembered learning quite a bit about the relationship between Mrs. Bennet and Miss Elizabeth during that particular conversation. 
 
    ‘Is Miss Elizabeth the only daughter your mother treats in such a manner?’ 
 
    ‘No. Between Mary and Lizzy, Lizzy is the one she least likes, but she is harsh on Mary because of her desire to read religious works. Mama says no young lady should have an education beyond running a home and needlework.’ He had noticed she was twisting her handkerchief in her hands in a nervous or distressed manner. At the time, he could not decide which, but now wondered if she had felt distressed by her mother’s negative feelings about Miss Elizabeth. 
 
    ‘Have you ever wanted more of an education?’ Her agitation had been evident as she continued to twist the handkerchief. 
 
    ‘When I have children, I am hoping they can all achieve a good education. Lizzy is brighter than any young lady I have ever met. I want my children to be as knowledgeable as her. I do not think I will ever achieve the same level of education as her, but it does not mean I cannot hope my children will.’ 
 
    ‘How many children do you wish for?’ He always had imagined four or six as a good number with an equal number of each. 
 
    ‘When I was much younger, I thought I only wanted two, but now I believe six is a more acceptable number. Three of each, if at all possible because having all females in the family has not produced harmony in the Bennet family.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ His curiosity had peaked at her comment. 
 
    ‘If Papa had a son, Mama’s nerves might not cause her to act as silly as she does. Her fears about being thrown out of her home after Papa’s death causes her great fear. Her only hope of establishing a secure future for herself and her daughters is to see one of us married to a gentleman who might provide for the security of her and any unmarried daughters. I think she places too much hope on such a situation. I fear the future might not work out for her in the manner she wishes.’ 
 
    As he remembered this particular conversation, he also remembered her next comment. He should have used it as a defense for Miss Bennet against Darcy and his sisters. 
 
    ‘Even if one of her daughters marries, it does not mean the daughter will marry someone wealthy. Lizzy and I made a pact when we were young. We promised each other we would only marry for love.’ 
 
    ‘And do you still mean to keep your promise to your sister?’ 
 
    She looked him directly in the eyes, drew back her shoulders her to sit rigidly straight, and declared, ‘Yes. Unless I love the gentleman making me an offer, I will not marry him no matter how wealthy he is. Money cannot buy love, and security without love is not true security.’ 
 
    As she spoke, he had known she had uttered the truth of her beliefs, and now all the arguments against her proved less truthful after recalling that particular comment. In that moment, she had revealed her feelings to him, but he had failed to comprehend what she was telling him. 
 
    “I am going to do it!” Bingley leapt out of the chair loudly declaring his intentions to his empty bedchamber after many hours of contemplation. “No one is going to persuade me otherwise.” He felt proud of himself, but then remembered how his sisters and Darcy would react to his decision. He added with determination, “Not this time. They will not persuade me to act otherwise.” 
 
    With his decision made, Bingley felt confident and emboldened. He had made a decision based on his own thoughts and opinions; how could it not make him feel proud of his decision-making ability. He had leased a fine estate in Hertfordshire and now resolved to remain there for the duration of the lease learning how to manage it. He would no longer remain alone in London while his fine leased home stood empty – empty like his life felt at the moment. He did not enjoy feeling empty or alone. Those feelings had caused him to begin questioning whether he had made the correct decision ever since being persuaded not to return to Hertfordshire. He felt like his life would finally become complete. 
 
    I will not allow my sisters to change my decision. They might be older, but they do not rule my life. I am the head of this family as my father’s heir; it is time I assume the leadership role. It is time I achieve happiness in my life without interference even from my closest friend. 
 
    “Miss Jane Bennet, the most beautiful, sweetest natured young lady I ever had the pleasure of encountering, will ensure my happiness,” he boldly declared to the empty room. “Yes! She could be my lady. All I need to do is make my own decision based on the evidence I have.” 
 
    The resolve he made about whether to allow his sisters and Mr. Darcy to make his decision for him was life altering. It pleased him to finally make a decision based on his own opinion. He did not know when he would stop congratulating himself on finally relying on his opinions to make a serious decision. 
 
    My first decision based on my own thoughts and opinions.  He mentally crowed. I have a fine estate. It is time to go back and live in my estate. Bingley noticed his reflection in the full-length mirror standing in the corner and realized he appeared to stand taller and prouder. It pleased him, more than he could ever say, to be his own man. “You, Charles Bingley,” he boldly and proudly declared to his image, “will never again allow someone else to make decisions for you.” He watched as a huge smile spread across his lips. 
 
    The question he now faced was still the same. Does she still retain any affection for me? I believe she does, if she can forgive me for deserting her, but I must confirm my belief. 
 
    His return to Netherfield Park would reveal the truth. Remembering the conversation about her pact with her sister, he felt he did have his answer about whether she would allow her mother to persuade her to marry where she did not choose. If he had recalled the conversation earlier, he might not have needed to remain hidden from his sisters and friend so long while he made his own decision. He would have listened to them and then decided he knew better than them whether Miss Bennet would accept him if she did not love him. 
 
    His seclusion behind locked doors was ending. He had thankfully avoided having his sisters cajoling him into ushering them around town; thereby, allowing him the needed time to think and plan. His final plan, which he stumbled upon, surprised him because of its simplicity. He would return to Hertfordshire and speak to Miss Bennet's sister. 
 
    Miss Elizabeth, delightfully, spoke her mind. Miss Bennet had once said, ‘Lizzy often speaks the truth without considering if it truly is the appropriate reply to make at the time she is speaking. Her honest candor can often offend some people, but only because they do not want to face the truth of an issue under discussion.’ 
 
    He knew if he approached Miss Elizabeth with his questions, she would be pleased to answer them truthfully. He should have happened upon the solution sooner. Miss Bennet had confided, ‘Lizzy and I share all our thoughts with each other.’ Yes! Miss Elizabeth was just the person he would speak to, and the sooner the better, especially before Caroline discovered his plans. 
 
    Caroline, as the most boisterous opponent to the Bennet family, might try to stop him from returning to Hertfordshire, but he would find a way to escape her deviousness. She wanted him to marry Miss Georgiana Darcy, Darcy’s extremely young sister. He saw the young girl as a sister rather than a prospective wife. Besides, he doubted Darcy would promote a match between them especially since the Bingley family had made their wealth in trade. The higher social level in Scarborough had never accepted Bingley’s father into their midst while he lived, and only a few of the upper-class families in London now accepted Bingley and his sisters. They had Mr. Darcy to thank for introductions to some members from his social level. They were not, however, invited into the homes of the peerage, which was where Caroline believed her future lay. 
 
    Her constant pursuit of Darcy as a prospective husband exemplified her desire. Caroline only loved Darcy’s social connections, which would open the doors of the elite homes for her as his wife and, of course, Pemberley. Shamefully, she refused to see Darcy’s lack of regard for her. Bingley had tried to warn her Darcy would never make her an offer of marriage, but she refused to listen. 
 
    How often had he warned her, ‘Caroline, Darcy will never marry you. You are not in his social class, and you never will be. You must accept his refusal of you as a wife and look elsewhere for a suitable husband.’ 
 
    And how often had she blindly replied. ‘Charles. Once Mr. Darcy sees what a wonderful hostess and mistress to his homes I will make, he will surely request my hand in marriage. I just need the time to show myself to advantage.’ She honestly believed her boast, and no matter how often he warned her otherwise, she failed to heed his warnings. 
 
    “Yes,” he loudly declared again, actually proud of his observation skills, “Caroline is a consummate fortune hunter, and Darcy is her prey.” One day she would have to face the truth, but, in the meantime, Bingley would not allow her desires to override his, and he desired to make Miss Jane Bennet his wife, but only if Miss Bennet could find it in her to love him and forgive him for remaining away so long. 
 
    With his decision resolutely made, Bingley began planning his return to Netherfield. He would leave late in the afternoon leaving his sisters a message claiming he had an urgent note from his uncle in the north. He knew Caroline would not wish to travel north in December or miss the holiday events she planned on attending. If he left late enough in the day, while his sisters were busy with other activities, then he would not be required to lie while in their presence. He would also send a note to Darcy excusing himself from attending their planned upcoming events using the same excuse of an emergency in the north. 
 
    As planned, he ecstatically boarded his coach late in the afternoon. He told no one he would travel only as far north as Netherfield. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    (December 1st) 
 
      
 
    On the first day of December, Bingley’s valet, Watkins, saw to the packing of his coach as soon as his sisters departed the house to do some late shopping. After an uneventful trip, Bingley arrived late in the evening along with his man. Mrs. Nicholls the housekeeper and Mr. Jenkins his butler – the only two members of his staff who had remained after his sisters closed up the house – happily welcomed him home. He commissioned Mrs. Nicholls to hire a few more staff to help look after his needs while he resided in the area and instructed her to replenish the pantry. He knew the neighborhood would hear of his return as soon as Mrs. Nicholls reached Meryton the following day to make the necessary purchases for the house. 
 
    Early the next morning, a stable lad saddled his horse. From Miss Bennet, he had learned about Miss Elizabeth’s tendency to walk early every morning during fine weather; however, there was no sure way of knowing where she might be walking to as her sister had mentioned there were many paths she enjoyed following. This particular morning proved sunny and pleasant although a little chilly, but Bingley decided to ride out with the hope of finding Miss Elizabeth on her normal walk. 
 
    He rode for what felt like hours but figured it had been about an hour. He had covered a large amount of area and feared he had already missed her. Only three miles might separate Longbourn from Netherfield, but Miss Elizabeth might have walked in any number of directions and not necessarily in the direction of Netherfield. He had covered a lot of ground during his search traveling nearly to Longbourn and then toward Meryton, but now he was beginning to feel the cold even though the weather had not changed and the sun was higher in the sky. He decided to make his way back to Netherfield. From his reckoning he believed he was only about a mile from his house. He had not gone far when he heard a woman scream, not once but two or three times. It took a moment before he could determine the direction of the screams. His horse traveled slowly because of the denseness of the woods, but he continued toward the sounds at a steady pace. He feared he might not arrive in time to offer assistance when he finally saw a splash of red through the trees. 
 
     “What the devil . . .” Bingley yelled trying to attract the attention of the one wearing red. He recognized the coat of a militia officer, but with only the man’s back facing him, he saw no distinguishing features for identifying the man kneeling on the ground. 
 
    As Bingley rode closer, he saw the man scramble awkwardly off the ground and run off. 
 
    A shocking sight greeted him as he cleared the trees. In the middle of the small clearing lay two women; one was up against a tree, and her lifeless eyes instantly informed him of her condition. One look at the woman on the ground identified her as the victim of a severe beating. Bingley first noticed the visible bruises on her face, but as he drew closer, he saw bruises developing around her neck. Her dark-colored pelisse showed evidence of being ripped open for all the buttons were missing except for a silver one he spied on the ground about two feet from her prone body. The front of her light-colored gown was ripped exposing more flesh than appropriate. He averted his eyes as much as possible, quickly stripping off his overcoat and then draped it over her for modesty’s sake. He also hoped it would provide her with a little added warmth. The hem of her gown, which was dirty and decidedly rumpled, was gathered up to about her knees. He tried to avoid looking after spying her ankles, but in order to pull the hem down to cover her legs he had to finally take a quick look so he could grab the hem and pull it downward. The evidence of the dirt on her gown, pelisse, and face, plus the scratches and bruises on her exposed skin, showed she had put up a valiant struggle against her attacker. Having no medical knowledge, he could not determine what other injuries she might have other than what he had already seen. 
 
    After properly covering the wounded lady, he then removed his jacket and gently laid it over the face of the lifeless body of Miss Catherine Bennet. Even with a severely bruised face, he easily identified the other young lady as Miss Elizabeth. He acknowledged the need to transport Miss Elizabeth to shelter but feared leaving the area in case the man who caused such harm to the Bennet ladies returned. Somehow, he must find help quickly. 
 
    Looking around, he saw the area was definitely a small glen. The surrounding trees helped keep it secluded from anyone casually passing by, therefore, no one would have seen the events occurring unless they would have breached the trees. Most of the trees, he noticed, were bare, and there were fallen branches scattered among the dead leaves covering the ground. In addition, evidence of the struggle was readily visible in the displacement of the leaves in some areas of the ground. The chilly wind Bingley had encountered in the open fields was thankfully non-existent due to the abundance of sheltering trees. Overall the area seemed to reflect the death, which had occurred there. 
 
    The rustling of the leaves and snapping of a branch put him instantly on guard. Would the man be so bold, he thought, to return to the scene of his crime hoping to finish what he had started? Instead of a man, a vision of loveliness emerged through the trees. Although only slightly visible, he saw Miss Jane Bennet, the eldest of the Bennet daughters. He could not allow her to see either of her sisters for the sight would definitely overwhelm her. He approached her quickly before she could come closer. 
 
    “Miss Bennet,” he called out. “Please come no further.” He planned to direct her back home for help but remembered Netherfield was closer. Assistance was needed quickly, and since he left his horse nearby, he decided she could ride to Netherfield for help. 
 
    Leading his horse toward the lady, who had stopped as he requested, he said, “I need your assistance and time is important. Please ride to Netherfield and bring back Jenkins and Mrs. Nicholls with a wagon. Tell them I need their assistance as soon as possible. You need to direct them to this spot, but as soon as you are near enough for them to reach here without you, return home and bring your father to Netherfield. Tell him it concerns his daughters, Miss Elizabeth and Miss Catherine. 
 
    “Lizzy and Kitty!” she gasped. “What happened to my sisters?” 
 
    “No time to explain. You must hurry. Return with the wagon and then retrieve your father.” He noticed her beginning to shake and heard a suppressed sob. Knowing time was imperative he carefully lifted her and placed her on his horse with both her legs on one side. “Riding without a proper sidesaddle will prove awkward, but we cannot worry about such details now.” He blushed seeing a portion of her legs as he positioned her on the saddle but pushed aside his baser feelings because of the urgency of the situation. 
 
    “How injured are Lizzy and Kitty? Will you tell me nothing about their condition?” Jane’s bewilderment by the suddenness of his request and the actions of his placing her on his horse caused her fears for her sisters’ safety to grow. 
 
    Grabbing and squeezing her hand, he said, “Not at this time. As soon as we are all at Netherfield, I will share everything I know. Now, for your sister’s sake, please hurry.” He knew it was not much reassurance, but he needed her to complete the task he set for her. 
 
    Not understanding the full situation but sensing the urgency of it, Jane removed her hand from his and rode toward Netherfield as quickly as possible. 
 
    While Jane hurried to secure help, Bingley knelt down beside Miss Elizabeth to attempt to determine what happened, but speaking to her did not prove helpful. He gently shook her shoulder but feared moving her too much without knowing the extent of her injuries. If only Darcy were here. He would know what to do, he thought. The bruising on her neck and face turned darker as he watched, which indicated the recentness of the injuries. Maybe, he thought, my arrival had stopped the attacker from harming Miss Elizabeth more than I am currently seeing. Had he meant to kill her as well as her sister? The thought shocked him for he could not comprehend why any man would wish to kill either of the Bennet sisters.  
 
     “What kind of man would do such a thing? Which sister was the focal point of the attack? Miss Catherine or Miss Elizabeth? And why? Who disliked the Bennet family enough to commit such an atrocity?” He wondered aloud. “Sure, Miss Catherine flirted, but not as much as her younger sister. And Miss Elizabeth? She might have teased and spoke a little impertinently, but she was never mean or vicious with her impertinence. Not like my sisters.” The last he added with a realization of truly how mean they could be when they spoke about others. “Maybe this was just a random act of violence and not meant against the Bennet family. Could there be a madman wondering around the vicinity? Was it safe for me to send Miss Bennet off by herself? Why hadn’t I thought of this before sending her to Netherfield on her own.” 
 
    He felt doubly concerned about Miss Bennet’s welfare now she was out of his sight, but what could he do about it? 
 
    Another thought suddenly struck him. "If Miss Elizabeth had died, it would have devastated Miss Bennet.” Not that he believed she would not be affected by Miss Catherine’s death, but he knew Miss Bennet was much closer to Miss Elizabeth than her other sisters. “Theirs is a special bond, a much stronger bond. A closer sibling relationship, the likes of which I would never have with either of my sisters.” 
 
    He had not realized he was speaking aloud until the quiet around him made him aware of his audible voice. It broke through the silence of the area he stood in and sounded overly loud to him. “Now I am talking to myself. Is it surprising considering what I witnessed and found?” He almost laughed after asking such a question. He then wondered if Miss Bennet had reached Netherfield yet, and if his butler, Jenkins, had secured the wagon and was on his way to the woods. “I still wonder,” he murmured, “which sister the murderer meant to die, or was he hoping to kill both of them for some reason as of yet unknown.” 
 
    He had not thought about it when he made his request, but he wondered if Jenkins would be able to bring the wagon close enough so the two men could carefully lay the ladies in the back of it. 
 
    “I should have requested blankets and maybe some padding for the bottom of the wagon for your comfort Miss Elizabeth. Poor Miss Catherine needs no such consideration. How am I ever going to tell Mr. Bennet one of his daughters is dead and the other seriously injured? How can such a travesty happen in such a small peaceful community?” 
 
    "Why am I speaking aloud?" he questioned but then realized it helped him not feel so alone. 
 
    “Why didn’t I send word to have the apothecary notified?” He suddenly realized an important detail, which he had overlooked. “How stupid of me! Could I feel more frustrated at my lack of thought? Calm down and think clearly,” he finally ordered to his mind. “You need to consider other help. Someone needs to inform the local magistrate about the murder of Miss Catherine and attack on Miss Elizabeth. It might be best to keep Miss Elizabeth at Netherfield while she recovers.” 
 
    His actions surprised him. Before his resolution to take charge of his own decisions, he would not have been so decisive about taking Miss Elizabeth to Netherfield rather than Longbourn. He had indeed changed, he realized, hopefully for the better, since Miss Elizabeth needed immediate medical attention. 
 
    He again recalled comments Miss Bennet had shared concerning the relationship between their mother and Miss Elizabeth. ‘Mama loves all her daughters, but her affection for Lizzy is always strained. When I was younger, I thought mama hated my sister, but one day I heard her telling Aunt Philips it would have been better if Lizzy had been a son rather than a daughter. She complained about Papa spending too much time teaching his daughter as if she were a son, so in Mama’s mind, Lizzy should have been born a son. It made little sense to me at the time, but later I realized Mama had no idea how to handle a daughter who did not enjoy conforming to Mama’s idea of how a young girl should behave. Lizzy was always free-spirited and enjoyed life too much to stay indoors and embroider or trim bonnets. She had to be out in nature and partake of the fresh air. Mama had little patience for Lizzy, so she was always chastising her for her behavior. Poor Mama just could not learn to accept Lizzy was different from all her other daughters, and unfortunately, she blamed Lizzy for not being what she wanted her to be.’ 
 
    Remembering how Mrs. Bennet had little patience for her second daughter, he knew his decision to take Miss Elizabeth to Netherfield had been the best option. Netherfield would be a suitable place for Miss Elizabeth to recuperate. Even without the knowledge of Mrs. Bennet’s feelings about her daughter, he still would have Miss Elizabeth taken to Netherfield first, since it was closest, but he would then have offered it as an option to Mr. Bennet. 
 
    He also feared Mrs. Bennet, who he knew was of a nervous disposition, would have trouble coping with an injured daughter while mourning for her other daughter. In addition, the family would need time to make arrangements for Miss Catherine’s funeral and burial. “Maybe I need to send for a physician from town. Mr. Jones is only an apothecary and might need assistance with Miss Elizabeth’s injuries.” Another thought immediately struck him. “I cannot keep Miss Elizabeth at Netherfield without a proper chaperone. She might also need a nurse. She nursed her sister when she was sick, but Caroline was then acting as my hostess. Caroline is the last person I want near either of the Miss Bennets at a time like this.” 
 
    He spent a few moments pacing before he found the perfect solution. 
 
    “Aunt Alyse,” he said aloud. “The perfect solution. I need no one else because she is the perfect chaperone and hostess.” He laughed at his last thought. “I have no intentions of hosting company other than Miss Bennet and her sister. I am sure Mr. Bennet will approve. Besides, Miss Elizabeth needs a quiet place to heal, and while mourning the loss of a daughter, I doubt the Bennet home will be quiet.” He smiled slightly thinking about his aunt, Mrs. Alyse Gunther. She would be the perfect chaperone and very helpful with the care of Miss Elizabeth. 
 
    He stopped and looked again at Miss Elizabeth’s face. He noticed the bruises darkening more and suspected some swelling had occurred around a few of them. Her neck bruises also darkened, and he began to distinguish finger marks on her skin. “Whoever attacked her and her sister meant to kill them both; otherwise, he would not have tried to strangle her.” 
 
    His comment chilled him, and he began checking her often to reassure himself she still breathed. He feared the swelling might impede her airflow. Her lack of movement also concerned him. The scuff marks around the area showed a struggle had taken place, and he wondered if she had fallen and hit her head or if her attacker had hit her in the head with something. He remembered, from his university days, seeing a fellow classmate hit in the face. The man had been knocked out, but after a few minutes, he had come around again. Miss Elizabeth, so far, had shown no signs of regaining consciousness. 
 
    “What is taking so long?” Letting out an exasperated sigh, he looked deeper into the trees wondering how close Jenkins could bring the wagon. 
 
    In his anxiety, he began to pace again, and then another thought caused him to chuckle. “For someone who a few weeks ago could not make any decisions, I have certainly made a number of major decisions today without the assistance of anyone else. Maybe I have improved enough to finally be worthy of taking a wife as wonderful as Miss Bennet.” 
 
    He could not tell how long he had waited, but when he finally heard movement through the trees, he was ready to shout out his thanks to the Almighty for bringing help. He peered carefully through the trees toward the sound, but was slightly disappointed when he saw only Jenkins walking toward him with no sign of the wagon. 
 
    Not wanting to wait for the man to reach him, he strode toward Jenkins asking, “Could you not bring the wagon?” 
 
    “Not any closer than where it is, sir.” Jenkins replied. 
 
    “And Mrs. Nicholls?” 
 
    “She is waiting at the wagon, sir.” 
 
    “We need to carefully move Miss Elizabeth to the wagon. I am unsure of the extensiveness of her injuries.” 
 
    “I brought blankets to use for carrying the ladies.” Jenkins indicated the ones tucked under his arm. 
 
    Bingley had not noticed them at first in his concern for Miss Elizabeth. Miss Catherine could wait, he thought sadly. 
 
    “We must hurry.” Bingley turned to walk back toward the clearing. When dealing with injuries, time was important. “We will move Miss Elizabeth first. I am hoping someone sent for Mr. Jones. We will need his assistance.” 
 
    “I sent a stable hand for him as soon as Miss Bennet mentioned her sisters might be injured. He should be at Netherfield upon our arrival.” 
 
    “Miss Bennet went for her father?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. She accompanied us until the wagon could come no further and then headed to Longbourn. She said she and her father would meet you at the house.” About then, both men entered the clearing and Jenkins saw the lady for the first time. “Sir, is she still breathing?” His shock was evident as he looked upon the face of a lady who he had come to admire while she had resided at Netherfield to tend her sister. Both Miss Bennets had been friendly and congenial to all the staff. When compared to Miss Bingley, everyone below stairs had much preferred to tend to the Miss Bennets than Miss Bingley and sometimes even Mrs. Hurst. 
 
    “I know she looks poorly, but she is still breathing. I fear she may be more serious than I first anticipated because she has not regained consciousness. I feared moving her to see what type of head wound she has, but we must move her and maybe we can determine how serious the injury might be.” 
 
    Bingley knelt down beside her and helped Jenkins spread the blanket next to her. 
 
    “We need to lift her carefully. She might have broken bones,” Jenkins said. 
 
    “I had not considered checking for breaks. I focused on her face before I covered her.” 
 
    “No matter, sir. We will handle her gently. Carrying her using the blanket will be better than trying to pick her up and carry her in our arms. We will keep her as straight a possible.” 
 
    Both men were as gentle as possible and remained mostly quiet as they quickly moved the lady to the wagon. It pleased Bingley to discover the wagon closer than he first imagined. The men gently lifted the blanket high to move the lady into the wagon bed, and Mrs. Nicholls began to tend to the visible wounds on Elizabeth’s face. The straw bedding in the bottom of the wagon also pleased him. He and Jenkins then quickly returned to retrieve the body of Miss Catherine. Bingley wrapped her in a blanket allowing Jenkins to pick her up and carry her to the wagon. 
 
    The return trip was slow because both men tried to minimize the jarring of the wagon. They made every attempt to keep the trip as smooth as possible for Miss Elizabeth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    (December 1st) 
 
      
 
    Upon arrival at Netherfield, two recently hired footmen helped transfer Miss Elizabeth into the house. Mrs. Nicholls remained beside the young lady during the transfer. Miss Bennet and her father reached the house soon after the footman had carefully placed Miss Elizabeth on the bed. Mrs. Nicholls dismissed all the men saying how improper it would be for any of them to remain while she and Miss Bennet cleaned the young lady. Bingley left Mr. Bennet seated outside the bedroom door while he went downstairs to check on the arrival of Mr. Jones. As he descended the staircase, Bingley watched the apothecary entering the front door causing him to feel relieved.  
 
    “Sir, your services are greatly needed upstairs," he declared as soon as he saw the man. 
 
    Mr. Jones shed his overcoat and then grabbed his bag meeting Mr. Bingley at the foot of the stairs. “Who is sick this time?” 
 
    “Not sick. I am afraid Miss Elizabeth is seriously injured. I will take you up, but then I need to send for the local magistrate.” 
 
    “Sir William is who you need. I will need to know about the young lady’s accident,” Mr. Jones said while following the young man up the stairs. 
 
    “She and her sister were involved in an incident. Miss Catherine had died before I found her.” 
 
    As they reached the top of the stairs, Mr. Bennet rushed forward. “Jones! You must do whatever is necessary to save Elizabeth’s life. I will not lose another daughter.” 
 
    “Have you informed your family of the lose?” Mr. Jones asked. 
 
    “Not yet. My first concern is Lizzy. I will wait until you can inform me about her injuries. I have not seen her yet, but Jane is with her now.” 
 
    “Mrs. Nicholls is also with the young ladies. She is trying to make Miss Elizabeth more presentable,” Bingley added. 
 
    “If you gentlemen will wait downstairs, I will do everything within my abilities for Miss Elizabeth.” 
 
    “I will wait here,” Mr. Bennet informed both of them. 
 
    “I will send for Sir William and then join Mr. Bennet here while we wait.” Bingley then knocked on the door before opening it to allow Mr. Jones in. He heard Miss Bennet greeting the man and begging him to help her sister. 
 
    Since time remained important concerning the attack, Bingley rushed downstairs to send a footman for Sir William. He instructed the servant to only tell Sir William the urgency of the situation and to come immediately. 
 
    Once the footman left, Bingley returned upstairs to wait with Mr. Bennet for the arrival of Sir William and for Mr. Jones to finish his assessment of Miss Elizabeth’s injuries. 
 
    “Why is he taking so long?” Mr. Bennet’s frustration was highly evident. 
 
    Even Bingley felt it was taking longer than necessary for the apothecary’s exam. Was Miss Elizabeth more injured than he could tell from a layman’s observation, and why was Sir William taking so long to arrive? Did he not understand the seriousness of the situation? “I should have told him it involved a death,” he muttered. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir. I was just wondering what was slowing Sir William down. I thought he would have been here by now.” 
 
    “Unless the situation is reported in detail, the man does not believe in rushing. Did you provide details of the issue?” 
 
    “No, sir. I just told the footman to stress the urgency of the situation. I did not wish to mention the attack on your daughters and the resulting death of Miss Catherine. I thought it advisable in case anyone else might be listening. I felt it unnecessary to mention Miss Elizabeth might have been . . . well, I felt the matter too delicate to share much information.” 
 
    “I can appreciate your thoughtfulness. I believe it best to only mention the attack with the intent to cause injury.” Mr. Bennet ran his hand through his hair. 
 
    He had been proud of his full head of hair; it had not thinned like other gentlemen in the area, but it had grayed with age. He remembered how Lizzy, when she was a child, had often run her hands through his hair laughing as she caused it to stand on end. ‘You look like a wild man, papa,’ she would giggle. He always loved her laugh. Would she still laugh after she recovered? How would this affect her? How does one overcome witnessing the death of a sister at the hands of a murderer? 
 
    Both men fell into quiet reflection. Although the situation was serious, Bingley could not stop his thoughts returning to Miss Jane Bennet. He was determined to speak to her at the earliest possible moment before traveling to London to seek his aunt’s help. He had to propose before anyone else could persuade him otherwise, even if this did not seem an appropriate time for such a declaration, and, although, he did not want to appear unfeeling about what had occurred, he realized it would only be proper to ask Mr. Bennet’s permission to address his eldest daughter, but first, they needed to discover the extent of Miss Elizabeth’s injuries. 
 
    Bingley noticed Mr. Bennet getting up to pace a few times but sat back down after only a short time. Time itself seemed to be creeping along; in his mind, it seemed to favor a turtle’s pace or maybe a snail’s. He idly wondered which was slower and how one might go about discovering such a fact. When he thought he could wait no longer, he heard the rap of the doorknocker. The sound surprised him for he had not realized it was audible at this distance. No wonder the servants are aware of when someone is at the door. He had always wondered how they knew, and this was his answer. 
 
    He also realized the entry hall must have good acoustics because he heard Sir William’s voice down below. He could not hear each individual word, but he could discern the man asking about the urgency of the request. 
 
    “At least we no longer have to wait for the magistrate,” Bingley declared to Mr. Bennet. 
 
    “About time, if you ask me, but I would much prefer to speak to Jones. I want to know how my daughter fares. If he does not come out soon, I will knock and request entry.” 
 
    Bingley understood the man’s impatience but could do nothing to hurry Mr. Jones. Instead, he walked toward the head of the stair to greet Sir William. It would be best to turn matters over to him as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Sir William, your help is needed,” Bingley greeted from the top of the stairs as he watched the man ascend them. 
 
    “What events require my assistance?” 
 
    “As magistrate of the area, you are needed to handle a serious and delicate matter,” Bingley began. “Upon arriving back at Netherfield, I went out for a ride and happened across a crime. I thankfully interrupted an attack on Miss Elizabeth. Unfortunately, I arrived too late for her sister, Miss Catherine.” 
 
    “What manner of crime?” There had been little crime in the area since Sir William took the role of magistrate. Oh, there were always the minor disputes over money and labor, but nothing more serious. Mentioning an attack made it appear even more serious. 
 
    “A man in a red militia coat was on the ground choking Miss Elizabeth. He must have been trying to kill her. His finger marks were becoming visible on her neck when I was able to bring her to Netherfield. Her sister was also on the ground. I could tell she was already dead.” 
 
    “Murder and attempted murder. This is serious indeed,” Sir William blustered. “Do you know who the man was?” 
 
    “No, sir. I only saw his back as he ran off. Other than wearing the jacket of an officer, there is no other way I could identify the man.” 
 
    “We will have to find out where all Colonel Forster’s officers were at the time of the incident. Anyone unaccounted for will become a suspect. Do we know any other details of the crime? What has Miss Elizabeth had to say about her attacker?” 
 
    “Mr. Jones is still in with her. He is assessing her injuries,” Mr. Bennet informed his friend. 
 
    “How long has he been with her?” 
 
    “Too long. I am ready to knock on the door and demand he share what he has discovered,” and so saying, Mr. Bennet moved toward the door only to be greeted by the man himself. 
 
    Mr. Jones opened the door only wide enough to allow his exit and then firmly closed the door behind him. 
 
    “How is my daughter?” 
 
    “What has she said about the man who attacked her?” 
 
    Both questions came out in a rush, and Mr. Jones only frowned. 
 
    “What can you tell us?” Bingley kept his tone level and smiled kindly at the apothecary. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth has extensive injuries. She put up a fight with her attacker.” 
 
    Sir William had pulled out a small journal and the stub of a pencil, which he always carried with him when being called on in his role of magistrate, and began writing down notes as soon as Mr. Bingley had described his finding of the two young ladies. He wrote down whatever Mr. Jones shared. 
 
     “What has Miss Elizabeth said about the attack?” 
 
    Bingley noticed Mr. Bennet had taken a seat as soon as Mr. Jones began his speech. The man, however, remained silent, which did not surprise Bingley. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth is unconscious. She has a wound to the back of her head.” 
 
    “Will she recover?” Mr. Bennet finally asked in a soft subdued voice. 
 
    “Yes. I believe she will, but she may remain unconscious for a while. I do not know what she will remember or how she will react when she finally regains consciousness. She suffered a traumatic experience not only because of being attacked but also because of her sister’s death. It is possible she saw her sister being murdered. I suggest, before we talk more, we move this conversation to a more private location.” 
 
    The gentlemen all nodded in agreement, and Bingley led them to his study. He ushered them all in, informed the footman on duty to allow no one to enter, and securely closed the door behind him. 
 
    Bingley offered drinks, after everyone sat, but with unanimous refusals, and then he finally chose a seat. 
 
    “Sir William, I am not sure how much you have been told, but after my examination of Miss Bennet, I can honestly say she did not suffer such injuries from an accident.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet and Sir William looked from Mr. Jones to Mr. Bingley for clarification. 
 
    “I did not want to sway your observations by adding more details than necessary,” Bingley said directly to Mr. Jones. He then looked to the other two men and added, “I wanted him to make his own judgment about what occurred from the injuries he found.” 
 
    “It seems reasonable to me,” Sir William replied. “Tell us what you discovered.” This question he directed solely to Mr. Jones. 
 
     “Miss Elizabeth was attacked, and whoever the man was, I believe he meant to kill her, maybe not at first, but definitely near the end. Whoever it was hit her brutally about the face. He blackened both her eyes, and she has cuts and scrapes to her face, and bruising about her face, on her arms, and around her neck. It was evident he was trying to choke her. She has a broken arm and leg, and possibly bruised ribs. Once the swelling recedes, I will be able to determine the extent of the injury to her ribs.” 
 
    “But from all of this, she will recover” Mr. Bennet muttered as if reassuring himself.  
 
    Bingley could hear the stress in Mr. Bennet’s voice. 
 
    “She will recover slowly. I set her arm, but because of extensive swelling of her leg, I have not set the bone yet. She was lucky the bones did not break through the skin, but both injuries are still severe. I also found a small cut on the back of her head. This person either hit her with something or she hit her head when she fell. I am guessing this person must have twisted Miss Elizabeth’s arm behind her with enough force to cause it to break, and then he either threw her forcefully to the ground or she tripped and fell, and then he fell on top of her. It is the only way he could have bruised her ribs and broken her leg. She also had blood in her mouth, so my guess is she bit him hard enough to draw blood. I found no signs of injury to her mouth which would account for the blood, so it has to be his blood.” 
 
    “When will you set the bone in her leg?” Realizing the danger of waiting to set the bone, Mr. Bennet felt the need to interrupt Dr. Jones. 
 
    “I will wait for the swelling to recede. I do not wish to make a mistake and later need to rebreak the bone to set it properly.” 
 
    “Is it safe to wait?” Mr. Bennet’s agitation revealed the anguish he felt for his daughter’s suffering. 
 
    “If the wait is not too long. The bone will begin to heal but if the swelling lessens in the next few days, I should be able to set the bone with little difficulty.” 
 
    Sir William understood Mr. Bennet’s concern, but he needed more information. 
 
    “Mr. Bingley says the man was wearing the jacket of one of the officers. When we talk to Colonel Forster, what might we tell him to look for to indicate which of his officers might have been the attacker?” Sir William requested. 
 
    Mr. Jones shifted his focus from the concerned father to the conscientious magistrate. “I suggest you begin looking for a man with scratches to his face and arms. I noticed blood on Miss Elizabeth’s hands and discovered skin and blood under her nails. He will also have at least one bite mark on him. The colonel might also look for a coat with dirt on it and possibly a tear or other indications of a fight.” 
 
    “Was she violated?” Mr. Bennet interjected clinching his hands into white knuckled fists. 
 
    Bingley had wondered the same thing but knew it was not his place to ask, so he was relieved when Mr. Bennet asked the crucial question. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” Again, Mr. Bennet’s anxiety was clear to all present. 
 
    “Mr. Bennet, I specifically asked Mrs. Nicholls to show me Miss Elizabeth’s clothing. Although there was dirt and traces of blood on the outside of the dress, there was no sign of blood in any areas indicating she was violated. Mrs. Nicholls also informed me there was no blood under your daughters clothing, so I am confident she is intact. I suspect, however, from other evidence, the man did try to sexually molest your daughter. I believe her fighting back protected her. It is also possibly Miss Catherine’s intervention stopped the worst from happening to Miss Elizabeth. I have not had a chance to examine Miss Catherine. Once I do,” here Mr. Jones turned to Sir William, “I will share my findings with you.” 
 
     “I believe I have enough information to begin an investigation,” Sir William declared as he folded his notebook closed. “I will inform the constable to begin inquires among the officers.” 
 
    “Might I request not mentioning the attacker trying to violate my daughter? I believe it will be hard enough for her when it is discovered she and her sister were both attacked and her sister murdered.” 
 
    “Mr. Bennet, I will do nothing to harm your daughter. I believe it best if I just inform everyone there is a murderer in our midst.” Sir William concluded before he excused himself and left. 
 
    “May I see my daughter?” Mr. Bennet asked of the apothecary. 
 
    “I am sure Mrs. Nicholls and Miss Bennet have her situated as comfortably as possible, and I must leave instructions for Mrs. Nicholls for your daughter’s care, so I will accompany you up to her room.” 
 
    “Mr. Bennet,” Bingley stepped up to the man. “Please know Miss Jane is more than welcome to remain here. I will leave in an hour to return to London to bring back my aunt, who I know will be willing to act as my hostess and as a chaperone.” 
 
    “I believe Mr. Bingley brings up an important point. Because of your daughter’s injuries, it will be best if she is not moved,” Mr. Jones added. 
 
    “I will remain with my daughter most of the day, if you do not object, Mr. Bingley.” 
 
    “Sir, I completely understand and will gladly host you and Miss Bennet for as long as necessary.” 
 
    “Let us go up. I must see my daughter.” Mr. Bennet vacated his seat quickly. 
 
    Bingley noticed Mr. Bennet’s stressed look. So much tragedy had occurred for the Bennet family. He felt sympathetic and wanted to do everything in his power to make it easier on the entire family. Someone would have to inform Mrs. Bennet and her remaining daughters about the death of Miss Catherine and the injury to Miss Elizabeth. He felt he would offer his services to pass on the information, but not until Mr. Bennet was able to have some time with his injured daughter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    (December 3rd) 
 
      
 
    Bingley delayed his trip to London until the following day. After reexamining Miss Elizabeth, Mr. Jones suggested Mr. Bennet find a London physician. “I believe a man of greater medical knowledge is needed for your daughter. Some of her injuries are beyond my skills as an apothecary, and a physician can discover injuries I might never see. Your daughter has been severely beaten and needs a more qualified pair of eyes examining her injuries.” 
 
    “Sir, I plan to travel to London to request my aunt to accompany me back. She will act as my hostess and assist with Miss Elizabeth’s care. I will be happy to locate a qualified physician who will accompany me and tend to Miss Elizabeth,” Bingley offered. 
 
    Another factor, which delayed his departure, concerned his desire to speak privately with Miss Bennet, and he found it hard to achieve any private time with her until late in the afternoon. 
 
    “Miss Bennet,” he had slipped into the bedchamber where Miss Elizabeth had been taken. “Might I have a moment of your time?” 
 
    “I do not wish to leave my sister.” She was sitting in a chair positioned next to the bed and a maid was sitting in the corner of the room. 
 
    “We could speak over in the corner, and Millie will sit next to your sister while we speak.” He looked over at the maid, and she nodded her consent. 
 
    “If she speaks or opens her eyes,” she directed to the maid, “you must tell me at once.” 
 
    “Yes, miss,” replied the maid as she moved over to take a seat in the chair Miss Bennet had just vacated. 
 
    Bingley escorted Miss Bennet over to the furthest corner containing two small lounging chairs. He seated her first and then took a seat next to her. 
 
    “Miss Bennet, I returned to Netherfield because I wished to ask your sister a very important question.” 
 
    His comment startled Jane, but she held her peace even as her heart began to ache. 
 
    “While I was in London, my sisters attempted to convince me to remain in London. They felt you had no true feeling for me. I spent many days contemplating the truth in their comments, but I remembered our conversations and your smiles. I knew I had to discover the truth, and I decided I could speak to your sister, Miss Elizabeth. I knew she would share only the truth with me. I wish I had arrived earlier so as to save both your sisters from harm.” 
 
    Jane was thankful Mr. Bingley had not seen or heard her sigh of relief. “Mr. Bingley.” Seeing his hands tightly clasped together, she took them in hers. “You could not have known someone would attack my sisters. In all honesty, Kitty should never have been there. Mama had sent me to find Lizzy, but I asked Kitty to find her for me. Kitty would not have died except for me.” Realizing her role in her sister’s death, tears began to flow down her pale cheeks. 
 
    “Miss Bennet.” Bingley removed one of his hands from hers and dug into his pocket for his handkerchief. 
 
    Her comment had shocked him. Had she done as her mother had asked, Miss Bennet might have died rather than Miss Catherine. He could have lost his chance to propose and find happiness in his life. 
 
    Dabbing her eyes, he continued, “You could not have known a madman would attack your sisters. I am thankful you were not hurt, but I am sorry I was not in time to prevent the tragedy to your family.” 
 
    “You are not to blame, Mr. Bingley.” 
 
    “And neither are you, Miss Bennet.” Bingley wanted to comfort her by hugging her close to him, but he knew it would not be acceptable under the present circumstances. 
 
    “Still, it should have been me in the woods with Lizzy, not Kitty, but I . . . I . . .,” she stuttered. 
 
    “You what?” Bingley placed his handkerchief on his knee and retook Jane’s hand with the one he used to dab her tears. 
 
    “I could not go out. Something happened.” 
 
    Curiosity outweighed his sense of relief, so he asked, “What?” 
 
     “Do you remember the flower you gave me one afternoon as we walked in the gardens?” 
 
    “I do.” He recalled the moment fondly. 
 
    “You said it reminded you of me. Do you remember telling me how it was the last bloom found in a vast wilderness of dying vegetation? You said you felt your life was like the wilderness with nothingness all around you. You claimed the young ladies of the ton were becoming repetitious and insipid. You said you understood why Mr. Darcy preferred to shun society after meeting so many young ladies who had no substance to them and were all the same. In fact, you said 'dully the same'. Then you found me and felt as if life had rejuvenated for you.” 
 
    “I remember. What does it have to do with you not going to find your sister?” 
 
    “Just before Mama asked me to find Elizabeth, I found the flower tucked into a book. I had forgotten I was pressing it to keep, but when I saw it, I began to cry. I thought I had lost you forever, and the flower brought back memories I had hoped to bury deeply and possibly forget after sometime passed. I could not go out with tears streaming down my face, so I asked Kitty to go out and find Elizabeth.” 
 
    Once again, her tears were flowing freely, and he retrieved his handkerchief and again dabbed at her eyes. After he finished drying her tears, he laid the wet handkerchief next to him and took her hand, once again, in his. 
 
    “It seems it was more my fault than yours for your sister being the one who was with Miss Elizabeth, but I cannot regret not losing you.” 
 
    “Nor I you,” she stammered. 
 
    “Miss Bennet. It seems, from what you have shared, I do not need another’s opinion. I would like to know, however, what your sister would have told me about your feelings.” He smiled encouragingly at her. 
 
     “In complete honesty, Lizzy would have chastised you for leading me on and then leaving with no intention of returning. Your sister’s letter made it abundantly clear she expected you to remain in London and marry Miss Darcy.” 
 
    “Caroline said I was going to marry Miss Darcy?” His sister’s audacity shocked him wiping his smile away. He knew it was his sister’s desire, but for her to state such a lie in a letter angered him. 
 
    “She did. She said it was the fondest wish of her and her sister.” Jane’s sorrow was evident in her voice. 
 
    “Miss Bennet.” Bingley squeezed Jane’s hands slightly as he began to speak. “Do you realize Georgiana Darcy is but five and ten years old? She is a child, and I very much doubt Mr. Darcy would smile upon such a union. He will undoubtedly require his sister to wait until she is at least twenty before he will allow any gentleman to request her hand in marriage. Besides, Miss Darcy is more like a sister to me than anything else.” 
 
    “So, you do not intend to marry her?” Jane could not stop the escaping sob, but this time in relief rather than in sorrow. 
 
    “No. I will not be proposing to her for I mean to propose to you, if you will have me.” To reassure her, Bingley once again smiled softly. 
 
    “Is this your proposal, then?” She gave him half a smile. 
 
    Bingley rose from his seat while still clasping both her hands in his and knelt in front of her. “Miss Jane Bennet, will you make me the luckiest man in the world and accept my hand in holy matrimony. You are the sweetest, dearest lady I have had the fortune of meeting, and I do not wish to lose you.” He watched as tears once again started to flow down her cheeks, but from the glow in her eyes and the stunning smile on her face, he knew these were tears of joy. His happiness almost made him forgot to wait for her reply. 
 
    “I would be proud to become your wife, Charles.” Then her smile faded. “But I am now in mourning. One sister has died and another is seriously injured. How can we marry in such a situation?” 
 
    “I want you to be able to stay at Netherfield during your sister’s recovery. Under the circumstances, I believe your father might allow us to wed in a very quiet service. I know it would be better for us to be married so you might remain here without causing any rumors or scandal. I am also planning to bring my aunt back from London so she might reside with us. She can run the household while you tend to your sister.” 
 
    “Speak to Papa, and if he agrees to a quiet wedding, then we will marry as soon as the banns have been read.” 
 
    “I was planning on obtaining a special license. We will then be able to marry within a few days, and you may remain under my roof without any fears.” Bingley smiled encouraged by the thought of marrying his angel so soon. 
 
    “Will you be bringing your sisters back from London?” Jane wondered how their presence would affect her sister being able to remain at Netherfield. She knew Mr. Jones believed it was best for Lizzy not to be moved, but she feared Miss Bingley would not allow Lizzy to remain. 
 
    “No. I will not tell them about my return to Netherfield. It is also best they do not hear about the attack. I will not let them rule my life. Once Miss Elizabeth is well, then I will inform them of our marriage. Besides, with my aunt here, I will not need Caroline or Louisa to act as my hostess.” 
 
    “Go talk to Papa, then come back and share his answer with me,” Jane instructed softly still smiling at him. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The conversation with Mr. Bennet was brief. The poor man was devastated by his daughter’s condition, but thankfully Mr. Bingley had offered to return to London for a physician. 
 
    “A quick, quiet wedding will be for the best,” Mr. Bennet quickly agreed. “I doubt Jane will wish to leave her sister’s side for any length of time, and I feel more comfortable knowing Jane is tending to Lizzy’s needs.” Looking away toward the window, he added, “I wish I could remain, but I need to transport Kitty home one last time and arrange for her funeral and burial.” He shuddered as he contemplated the scene he would encounter when informing his wife about the death of one daughter and serious injury of another. 
 
    He knew Mrs. Bennet might not have the same affection for Elizabeth and Kitty as she had for Jane and Lydia, but she still loved them both; she loved all her daughters. 
 
    “This loss will affect my wife greatly, and I believe it best not to delay informing my family of the events.” Not really speaking to Bingley at the moment, he murmured, “I must write my brother in London. He will need to be informed as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Might I deliver the letter for you. Since I am traveling to London, it will save time, and I could answer any questions he might have,” Bingley offered. 
 
    “Lizzy was more like a daughter than a niece to them both,” Mr. Bennet reflected, and then realizing the offer made, added, “Yes, I think it would be helpful if you did deliver the letter. I will write it before I leave, and I will put the address on the outside of the letter. They live on Gracechurch Street in Cheapside, but their house is very easy to find.” 
 
    Bingley directed Mr. Bennet to his desk and pulled out paper, ink, and pen for the man’s use. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    (December 3rd) 
 
      
 
    With Mr. Bennet’s consent to marry and the letter to Mr. Bennet’s brother-in-law in his pocket, Bingley left as early as possible the following morning, arriving in London around noon and going directly to his aunt’s home. 
 
    “Mr. Charles Bingley, ma’am,” the butler announced him. 
 
    “Charles,” his aunt rose to greet him, and he walked up and kissed her check. “To what do I owe the privilege of your visit?” He enjoyed her home because her decorations were subdued especially in comparison to his sister Caroline’s outlandish sense of what was fashionable. 
 
    “I need your help.” Charles quickly declared. 
 
    “With your sister Caroline?” His aunt smiled suspecting her nephew’s biggest problems revolved around his second sister. 
 
    “No. Caroline knows nothing about what I am going to tell you, and I would prefer she not learn about what I will share with you.” 
 
    “Have a seat and tell me about your problem.” His aunt sat and indicated a place beside her. 
 
    Bingley knew if anyone could help, she would. He leaned forward in his seat expectantly. “I need someone to act as a chaperone and hostess.” 
 
    “You are thinking of marrying some young lady? Why could Caroline not fulfill this role?” Knowing both her nieces well, her nephew’s request did not surprise her, but she wanted to hear his explanation. 
 
    “It is a delicate matter. You remember I mentioned leasing an estate in Hertfordshire.” She nodded and he continued. “It seems Caroline was unhappy living in the country and returned to London while I was here tending to business. While in Hertfordshire, I fell in love with an angelic young lady, but Caroline persuaded me the lady did not return my feelings. I am sorry to say, with the help of Louisa and my friend Darcy, I believed them, but upon further thought, I decided to return to Netherfield, the estate I leased, and learn the truth for myself.” 
 
    “I take it the young lady in question does return your feelings?” She smiled knowing many young ladies who would marry her nephew just because of his wealth, but she hoped this young lady had chosen him because she held serious affection for him. 
 
    “She does, but something else happened upon my return. I was planning to speak with her sister to discover the truth about her feelings but happened to interrupt a murder.” Bingley rose and began to pace. It was hard for him to recall the horrific scene. 
 
    His aunt gasped in horror and surprise placing her hand on her mouth but said nothing. 
 
    He knew his aunt needed more information to understand the course of events. “Miss Bennet, she is the lady I want to marry, has a sister Elizabeth, and I knew Miss Elizabeth would be out walking early in the morning.” Bingley continued to pace recalling how his friend Darcy often did the same at times. “I went out to speak to her because she would tell me the truth about her sister’s feelings. What I found instead was a man trying to kill Miss Elizabeth. He had his hand around her neck. He had already killed one of her younger sisters, but I was in time to save Miss Elizabeth’s life. She is staying at Netherfield and her sister Jane is tending to her.” He sat back down. He could tell his aunt wanted to ask a question, but he wanted to finish his explanation first. “Miss Jane Bennet is the sister I want to marry. I was able to speak to her privately and discovered she did return my affections. We will marry quietly because of the death of one sister and the harm caused her other sister. Miss Elizabeth was still unconscious when I left Netherfield, and I am hoping to return as soon as tomorrow with you and a physician.” 
 
    “Why will you need my help if you will be marrying the young lady?” Although shocked by the events, she maintained her composure. Years of experience hearing shocking news had helped her learn such a reserved reaction. 
 
    “She will be busy nursing her sister, so I am hoping you will agree to act as my hostess while her sister is recovering. I will not allow Caroline to assist because she dislikes the Bennet family. The attack on Miss Elizabeth is also a sensitive matter, and you know Caroline will only use it as gossip against both Miss Elizabeth and her family. I need someone who will be helpful, not harmful in this matter.” 
 
    His aunt paused in thought for a moment before asking, “When will you marry?” 
 
    “I will apply for a special license and marry her as soon as her father and I can make the arrangements after I return to Netherfield. She does not wish to leave her sister, so until we marry, I will need you to act as our chaperone and then, as I mentioned, remain with us.” 
 
    “I will be happy to assist you, and I look forward to meeting this young lady.” She smiled at him, reached out to take his hand, and patted it reassuringly. 
 
    He felt comforted by her patting. “Thank you Aunt Alyse. I appreciate your assistance and request you do not mention this situation to anyone. I especially do not want Caroline learning of my marriage until after the vows have been said, and I do not want her at Netherfield while Miss Elizabeth is healing.” 
 
    Mrs. Gunther released his hand. “I believe I can guess why you do not want your sister in your home especially if she is still pushing for you to marry someone from the upper classes.” His aunt was extremely knowledgeable about his sister’s desires. “How severe are the young lady’s injuries.” 
 
    His expression mirrored his concern. “Extremely severe from what the apothecary says. He suggested I seek the services of a physician.” He went on to explain her injuries omitting all references to the attempted assault on her virtue. 
 
    Becoming more serious, she replied, “I will be happy to assist in caring for the young lady and helping to oversee your home. I will pack while you seek out a physician. I would suggest the man who tends me, but he is old and has not kept up with the changes to medicine. Also, he no longer travels outside of London.” 
 
    “I have two more stops before I will visit my solicitor and see about applying for a special license. If you will allow me, I will stay here while in London.” He cringed slightly thinking about his sister. “I do not wish to see either of my sisters, and I do not wish them to know I am in town. I left a note yesterday saying I was traveling north to attend to some important business.” 
 
    “Marrying the lady you love, I would say, is the most important business you could become involved in,” she chuckled softly. “I will be happy to have you here, and I will be ready to leave as soon as you are,” she added. 
 
    “Thank you, Aunt Alyse.” Bingley rose, bid her goodbye, and then left to tend to his other tasks. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Bingley’s next stop was the Gardiner’s home. He was lucky enough to find Mr. Gardiner at home. He briefly noted the neatness of the home both inside and out. The letter he handed the gentleman from Mr. Bennet detailed the attack on both his daughters and the death of Miss Catherine, but Mr. Gardiner still had questions about Elizabeth’s injuries. Bingley answered all the man questions as honestly and fully as possible. 
 
    After hearing of the account, Mr. Gardiner suggested, “Dr. Franklin would be the best man to see to my niece. I have heard great reports about him.” 
 
    “I will consider your suggestion,” Bingley replied not knowing if someone who had made a good name for himself would be willing to leave London and travel to a small town to see one patient, but he considered the man as a possibility. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    After completing his meeting with Mr. Gardiner, Bingley next traveled to Darcy’s London home, and he was pleased to find the man in. After being welcomed into Darcy’s elegant study, he had to begin his story with his resolve about returning to Netherfield. 
 
    “I know my sisters and you felt strongly about your beliefs, but after much consideration and thought, I knew I had to make my own decision.” Bingley shifted nervously in his chair. 
 
    Darcy closely watched him, but Bingley could not tell what his friend was thinking. 
 
    Continuing on, he added, “I finally realized I could ask the opinion of one other person who knows Miss Bennet’s true feelings much more intimately than you or my sister.” 
 
    “Just who might this person be?” Darcy had not once smiled or offered any encouragement causing Bingley to feel more nervous.  
 
    “Miss Elizabeth Bennet.” He made it a bold statement almost daring Darcy to question his choice. 
 
    “Of course, her sister would say Miss Bennet returned your affections. She would want to see her own sister married well,” Darcy retorted still without a smile or a look of understanding or encouragement. 
 
    “Do you believe Miss Elizabeth is also a fortune hunter who would encourage her sister to marry where there was not affection? Do you really believe she would want to see her sister in a marriage where there may be no really happiness?” Bingley could not believe his friend would think so poorly of Miss Elizabeth. “Miss Elizabeth also spoke boldly and truthfully even if she seemed to offend you with her brashness, but at least she did not intentionally insult others like Caroline often did in the presence of Miss Elizabeth.” Bingley recalled the many insults his sister leveled on Miss Elizabeth and sometimes with the seeming encouragement and approval of his friend. 
 
    Darcy was amazed at his friend’s strong defense of Miss Elizabeth, but he had to admit the truth of the matter. “No. I do not believe Miss Elizabeth is a fortune hunter, and you are more than likely correct. She will provide you with the truth about her sister’s affections whether you wish to hear them or not.” 
 
    Bingley felt vindicated but then recalled the dire situation, which confronted him. “It matters little what you think, for something happened after I returned.” 
 
    Without mentioning names, he related the same story he told his aunt, but then added, “I know you do not like the Bennet family, but you have to understand how I feel about them, especially since I learned Miss Bennet shares my affections. Please remember, however, the Bennets will become my family after I marry their eldest daughter.” He felt bolder in this decision and surer in his words. 
 
    Darcy had listened to the entire story without allowing any emotion to escape, but the mention of the Bennet name caused him an uneasy feeling. 
 
    Darcy, sitting behind his massive desk, leaned slightly forward in his chair. “Who were the ladies attacked?” Darcy’s voice was harsh, and Bingley wondered if it was because of his dislike of the Bennet family. 
 
    Without caring if he offended his friend, he declared. “Miss Elizabeth and her younger sister Miss Catherine.” Bingley also leaned forward. “I need to find a physician to tend to Miss Bennet’s sister who is seriously injured. I am hoping you can provide me with the name of someone who will be willing to travel to Netherfield with me as soon as tomorrow.” 
 
    He had been watching Darcy as he spoke wondering if his friend would be willing to help once he discovered the family was in need of assistance. He was surprised when he noticed Darcy turning as white as a sun-bleached sheet. 
 
    “Darcy. Are you ill?” Bingley leaned further forward in the chair slightly worried about his friend. 
 
    “Which daughter was murdered?” 
 
    Darcy’s lifeless voice startled him, and Bingley noticed Darcy’s hands trembling. He had not expected such a reaction from the normally stoical man. 
 
    “Miss Catherine. Miss Elizabeth is currently at Netherfield being tended by her sister, Mrs. Nicholls, and a maid.” 
 
    “Is Miss Elizabeth going to recover?” His voice was gruff and low, but there seemed to be less lifelessness in his tone and the trembling ceased. 
 
    “Mr. Jones believes so, but he suggested a physician should examine her.” Bingley closely watched his friend for further reactions. 
 
    “Who would do something so vile?” Darcy rose from his chair and began to pace, a sure sign to Bingley of his agitation. 
 
    “I could not tell who the man was.” Bingley turned in his chair to watch his friend. “As I said earlier, the man wore the jacket of an officer in the militia. I have not heard what Sir William discovered from Colonel Forster, but then I did not go looking for either man. I was more concerned about coming to London. I am hoping to return tomorrow if I can finish all of my business today.” 
 
    “Besides finding a physician, what other business do you have?” Darcy stopped his pacing and turned to face his friend. 
 
    “I must visit my solicitor and obtain a special license.” Bingley smiled at the thought of his impending marriage. 
 
    “How soon will you marry Miss Bennet?” 
 
    Although Darcy noted his friend’s smile, he did not return it, not because he was unhappy for his friend but because of his concern for Elizabeth. When had he begun to think of her so informally, he wondered? 
 
    “As soon as possible. We will marry quietly so she may remain at Netherfield with her sister. Miss Elizabeth is in no condition to be moved, and Netherfield will provide a quieter place for her to recover. It may take time before she is able to move back home, and I will not be parted from Miss Bennet again. I believe you and Caroline did her and I a disservice when you claimed she would only marry me because her mother would force her.” Bingley stood to face his friend as he declared with extreme confidence, “She shares my feelings, and we will be happy together.” 
 
    “Is Caroline returning to Netherfield?” Darcy’s scowl confused Bingley. If anyone had a right to such a dark look, it would be him for allowing others to persuade him to abandon the lady he loved. 
 
    “No. She will not be welcome in my home. She would only try to stop me from marrying Miss Bennet. Why my sisters wish to ruin my happiness is beyond me, but I will not allow them to interfere again. Besides, I do not believe it would be healthy for Miss Elizabeth to have Caroline around. I know my sister does not like her, and I will not allow her to slander my soon to be sister with gossip about what happened in the woods.” He had also omitted the information about the possibility of the attack being more than just murder. 
 
    “I agree. Miss Bingley never said a kind word about any of the Bennets.” 
 
    “Neither did you Darcy. So why the interest in whether Caroline will accompany me to Netherfield?” 
 
    Bingley’s response temporarily surprised him. He had been sure his friend would have noticed the extreme attention he had paid to the young lady while at Netherfield. “Because I wish to accompany you, but I do not want to be around your sister.” 
 
    “I thought you felt the same way she did about the Bennets. I thought you disliked Miss Elizabeth as much as Caroline.” Bingley’s incredulity showed in his expression. 
 
    “Why would you believe so?” Darcy again was shocked. 
 
    “Because the two of you were always arguing while Miss Elizabeth was a guest under my roof. Neither of you seemed to hold a very high opinion of the other.” Bingley thought the hostility between the two had been obvious to all present. “Besides, was it not you who said she was not handsome enough to tempt you?” 
 
    “It was unkind of me to say such a thing, and I did not mean it.” Darcy walked back to his chair and sat allowing Bingley to also resume his seat. “I only wanted you to stop forcing me to dance. I had other concerns on my mind at the time.” 
 
    “Darcy, if I allow you to accompany me, I must have your promise to treat the Bennet sisters and their father kindly. I imagine Mr. Bennet will spend much time with his daughter while she is recovering. If Mr. Jones is to be believed, her recovery could take some time.” 
 
    “I can promise you I will treat the entire Bennet family with kindness.” How, he wondered, could Bingley expect anything less from him? 
 
    “Good. So, will you recommend a doctor who will come to Netherfield to examine Miss Elizabeth?” Bingley was now hopeful of fulfilling his second commission for Mr. Bennet and Miss Bennet. 
 
    “Dr. Franklin is the best in the field. He is my family physician, and I can accompany you to pay him a visit. I will encourage him to make the trip.” Darcy’s expression lightened but only slightly. 
 
    “Interesting! Mr. Gardiner gave me the same name when I asked for his recommendation,” Bingley remarked thoughtfully. 
 
    “Mr. Gardiner?” 
 
    “Miss Bennet’s uncle who is in trade. You must remember Caroline mentioning the Bennet’s had relation in trade. I must say, I found him and his wife to be fashionable and extremely sensible. They were also concerned about Miss Elizabeth. They too will be traveling to Hertfordshire, not only for the funeral of Miss Catherine but also to see Miss Elizabeth.” 
 
    Bingley could see Darcy’s agitation. He would watch his friend closely to determine why he seemed so anxious. 
 
    “Come, Bingley. We do not have time to waste. I will accompany you to Dr. Franklin’s. I am sure he should be able to travel to Hertfordshire at least by tomorrow.” 
 
    Bingley was ready to complete his tasks for he too wished to return to Netherfield no later than the following day but wondered if it would be possible. He still needed to visit his solicitor and obtain a special license and the day was more than half over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    (December 4th) 
 
      
 
    Bingley, his aunt, and Mr. Darcy, surprisingly, were able to leave London the following morning. With Darcy’s assistance, Bingley applied for and received a special license more quickly than he had ever expected but only because of Darcy’s help in having a connection within the Doctors Commons who was able to arrange a last-minute meeting with the Archbishop of Canterbury who, fortunately, was in residence in London at the time. In addition, his solicitor agreed to send settlement papers, after they were written up properly, to Netherfield by special courier the following day. Dr. Franklin swiftly agreed to tend to Miss Elizabeth but suggested bringing a surgeon as well, since he would be there only to diagnose and prescribe. He recommended a surgeon he often worked with, Mr. Abercrombie. Mr. Abercrombie also made the hasty decision to travel with and assist Dr. Franklin. Both men departed for Netherfield late in the afternoon the day before Bingley and Darcy but carried a note from Bingley for Mr. Bennet and Mrs. Nicholls. Bingley knew all the arrangements had been expedited because of Mr. Darcy’s influence, for which he was greatly appreciative. 
 
    During the trip, Bingley spoke little; his anxiety to see his fiancée again combined with his worries concerning Dr. Franklin’s prognosis about Miss Elizabeth’s injuries plagued his thoughts. 
 
    At one point, his aunt, noticing his anxious expression, took and squeezed his hand. “Charles, all will be well. I am sure Dr. Franklin will have good news. I have heard he is one of the best physicians in town, and I have heard good reports about Mr. Abercrombie, as well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Aunt, but I cannot help but worry. I will be happy when I am finally home and can see Miss Bennet again and receive word from the physician about Miss Elizabeth’s condition. I must thank you again for agreeing to accompany me. I know you and Miss Bennet will quickly become friends.” 
 
    “I already like her. You shared enough about her during dinner I feel like we are already well acquainted.” Bingley’s aunt looked over at Mr. Darcy noticing the deep frown upon his face. “Mr. Darcy, have faith. The young lady will be well.” She did not want to dwell on Miss Elizabeth’s injuries, so she changed the subject. “Bingley tells me you are acquainted with the Bennet family. Did you enjoy their company as much as my nephew did while you were visiting?” 
 
    “Darcy found the family trying at times,” Bingley replied before his friend could respond even though he knew the question had been directed toward his friend. “He and Miss Elizabeth mostly argued about pieces of literature they both read or over items they read in the newspaper. Miss Elizabeth enjoyed reading the news columns rather than the gossip columns whenever she had the opportunity to see the newspaper.” 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth is a very educated and intelligent young lady, and we did not argue Bingley, we debated opinions,” Darcy offered in defense, but his serious expression confused Mrs. Gunther. 
 
    “I saw it as arguing.” Bingley reiterated. 
 
    “Who won?” Mrs. Gunther asked with a smile. Even though she saw his frown, she began to suspect Mr. Darcy did not hold Miss Elizabeth in contempt as her nephew believed but in high regard. She even suspected the man respected the young lady and might harbor even deeper feelings for her. Her suspicions were based on what she saw in his eyes rather than on his face, which he seemed to keep devoid of true feelings. His eyes, however, she discovered, revealed more about what he tried to hide. 
 
    Darcy did not respond, but his slight smile told Mrs. Gunther the young lady probably won as many arguments as she lost. It was the first smile she had seen cross his face. 
 
    As the coach continued on, the passengers spoke even less because each focused on what they would discover when they reached Netherfield. Each shared the same concern, the physician’s revelations about his examination of the injured young lady. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The butler and housekeeper greeted them immediately upon their arrival at Netherfield. Mrs. Nicholls informed them Miss Bennet was with her sister while Mr. Bennet was meeting with the doctors in the study. Mrs. Gunther requested an escort to whichever room she would stay in while the two gentlemen retreated to the study. Bingley’s study was one of the few main rooms Miss Bingley had not refurbished in her overly grandiose yet garish manner. The room still retained its masculine feel and look for which Darcy was thankful. 
 
    “As I explained to Mr. Bennet, his daughter has some serious injuries.” Dr. Franklin and Mr. Abercrombie spoke to all three gentlemen in Bingley’s study. “She developed a fever last evening, so she is being watched closely. Her sister and Mrs. Nicholls are doing everything possible to bring the fever down. I wanted to administer laudanum to her, but as Mr. Bennet informed me, Miss Elizabeth does not react well to the opiate. We are trying some more natural herbs to help with the pain she must be in, and Miss Bennet says the family has a mixture they use whenever someone in the family has a fever. We are waiting to see if it will work.” The physician stopped and looked away from Darcy and Bingley. 
 
    “You might as well tell them the rest,” Mr. Bennet said leaning forward in the chair where he was seated. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth is not responding to any type of stimulant,” the physician added. 
 
    “Meaning?” Bingley inquired. 
 
    “She is unconscious and shows no signs of coming out of it.” Mr. Abercrombie added. 
 
    Mr. Bennet sighed heavily and leaned back into his chair. 
 
    “What can you do for her?” Darcy moderated his voice trying not show how deeply affected he felt. 
 
    “Nothing. We must just wait this out.” Dr. Franklin continued. “Remember, she has suffered a serious attack, and part of the trauma may be a result of witnessing the murder of her sister. I am less concerned about her state of mind currently. First, we need to bring her fever down, and then I must wait for the swelling in her ribs to subside before I know if they are broken or just bruised. We have checked the setting of her arm. Mr. Jones did a fine job setting the bone properly and wrapping her arm to minimize movement. Mr. Abercrombie set the bone in her leg yesterday, since the swelling finally receded. He then immobilized both her arm and leg with boards, but later, the arm and leg will need to be exercised but only as the healing allows. It will take time.” He added reassuringly for all those present. “We hope the young lady will be conscious by then. Her state of unconsciousness will help ease her pain, but I will be much happier when she begins to respond to those around her. As of now, we will keep applying water to her lips. I cannot allow her to go long without fluids of some type. I am hoping we can get her to drink a little broth by tomorrow.” 
 
    “As to her ribs,” Mr. Abercrombie spoke for the second time, “if they are broken, I will be able to wrap them. I may even be able to discover if they are only severely bruised. The wrap will keep them from being shifted too much, but as Dr. Franklin mentioned, it might be a day or two before we know what damage was actually done to them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Franklin, Mr. Abercrombie. If there is anything you need, please let me know,” Mr. Darcy stated dismissively. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy, if I may have a moment of your time.” Mr. Bennet made it more of a statement than a request as the other men rose to leave the room. Darcy nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I hope my housekeeper saw to your comfort, gentlemen,” Bingley said as he escorted the physician and doctor out of the library. As Bingley departed, he made sure he closed the door so the conversation between the two men remained private. 
 
    Darcy and Mr. Bennet were seated fairly near each other so neither felt the need to move closer to the other. 
 
    “I would offer you a drink, but since I am a guest of Mr. Bingley’s, I do not believe it is my place to offer it to you,” Mr. Bennet began. 
 
    “Although I too am his guest, I believe Bingley would not mind if I offered you one.” Darcy had risen and approached a tray sitting on a table holding a bottle of brandy and a number of snifters. Raising the bottle, he asked, “Would you like one, Mr. Bennet.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet smiled marginally saying, “Considering the stress I have felt, yes, I would certainly appreciate a small one.” 
 
    Darcy pour a small portion into the glass, held the bottle ready to pour more while looking to Mr. Bennet for approval but noticed him shake his head, and then poured himself only a slightly larger portion before recapping the bottle, picking up both glasses, and rejoining Mr. Bennet. Before sitting, he handed Mr. Bennet his glass. 
 
    First, taking a small sip of the brandy, Mr. Bennet leaned forward in his chair and asked, “Mr. Darcy, might I inquire why you are here?” 
 
    Darcy held his glass just looking into the amber liquid. He should not have been surprised by the gentleman’s question, but had no ready answer except for, “I came to help in any way possible, sir.” Mr. Darcy could not help but felt rather uncomfortable under the man’s intense scrutiny. 
 
    “But why?” Mr. Bennet heard all the stories about the gentleman’s distain of the area, and his dislike of the society residing there. He then gently swirled the contents of his glass as he waited for an answer. 
 
    “Mr. Bennet, I believe in helping my friends, and I consider Mr. Bingley a very close friend.” Darcy finally took a small sip of his drink more for fortification than for any other reason. 
 
    “I understand all those things, but you could help just as well from your home in London. You had no need to accompany Mr. Bingley and yet you did. Why?” Mr. Bennet looked closely at the gentleman, grasped his glass with both his hands, and elevated his left eyebrow; an expression Darcy often noticed expressed by Miss Elizabeth whenever she became serious during a conversation. He had often wondered where she had learned such an expression. 
 
    Darcy should have felt offended by the gentleman’s continual questioning, but he knew had his sister been injured and someone with no family connection arrived offering help, he would have requested the same information. Taking another sip of the brandy, he then placed it on the table next to his chair while he seriously considered if he should reveal his true interest in Miss Elizabeth. Although he had fought his feelings ever since first meeting her, his knowledge of the seriousness of her injuries made him reexamine his motives for leaving the area in November. Could he survive if she died? A question he asked numerous times while traveling from town. The answer did not surprise him, but should he reveal his intentions during this stressful situation. 
 
    Folding his hands in front of him and clasping them firmly, he began, “Sir, your daughter and I have been acquainted since I first came to Netherfield, and I spent time with her while she tended her sister during her illness. I find your daughter an extremely caring and intelligent young lady, and I wish to offer my assistance for her care in any way possible.” Would his answer be enough, he wondered? 
 
    “I still ask why? You have not answered my question, sir.” Mr. Bennet watched the crease deepening in the gentleman’s forehead. In truth, a simple question. If Mr. Darcy felt something for his second daughter, however, Mr. Bennet wanted to know. He would discover the seriousness of those feelings. While waiting, Mr. Bennet took a long sip of the brandy in his hand, and then he too placed the glass on the table beside his chair. 
 
    “In truth, Mr. Bennet, I find your daughter Elizabeth extremely charming.” Darcy felt frustrated with his words. Why could he not retain a feeling of comfort when speaking about something so important to him? 
 
    “You have said as much already,” Mr. Bennet replied. 
 
    Darcy faced a dilemma. Should he reveal his true feelings? He needed to make a decision. If he did not admit his feelings, Mr. Bennet had every right to request he leave, but leave he could not. He knew thinking was simpler when he walked, so he got up and began pacing. 
 
    “Mr. Bennet, the opportunity to become better acquainted with your daughter while she stayed at Netherfield allowed me to discover she is an amazing young lady. I can honestly say she became the example of what I would wish for in a wife. While in London, I had time to reflect on my opinions about her and about marriage, and I have discovered, she is not only my example but a lady I came to care about deeply.” Darcy stopped in front of the gentleman knowing he spoke truly from his heart. He watched for the Mr. Bennet’s reaction. 
 
    “Yes, Lizzy is an extremely remarkable young lady, but why go out of your way and put effort in being of assistance during this trying time? What exactly are you hoping to achieve, Mr. Darcy?” Mr. Bennet needed the man to declare his intentions before he would allow Mr. Darcy to remain near his daughter. 
 
    To alleviate the wait, Mr. Bennet picked his glass back up and took another drink of the brandy, almost finishing it before Darcy sat back down, but this time closer to Mr. Bennet. 
 
    “As I said, Mr. Bennet, she is my example, and the more I have thought about her the more my feelings for her have increased.” 
 
    “And if she does not share your feelings? What then?” Mr. Bennet finished his drink and returned the glass to the table. He had heard Elizabeth’s opinion of the proud, haughty gentleman from Derbyshire. He did not believe her opinion had changed. 
 
    Darcy, on the other hand, had felt Miss Elizabeth shared his feelings, at least a little, because she had flirted with him while she had stayed at Netherfield, or so he once believed. With Bingley’s earlier comments, however, about the two of them always arguing, he began to wonder if he had been mistaken. If she had not been flirting, then she had been arguing and not just debating. Darcy reached over to his glass and carefully finished it before setting it back down and responding to Mr. Bennet’s comment. In face of the new information, he knew it would not be easy. 
 
    “I still wish to help in any way possible,” he truthfully declared because even if the lady did not return his feelings, the possibility existed she might change her mind. Besides, he would not allow a lack of aid to cause her any more problems. He would do what he could to make sure she recovered. 
 
    “What do you hope to achieve by remaining here?” Could the man be any vaguer, Mr. Bennet wondered steepling his fingers in front of him. 
 
    “As I said, I wish to be of assistance to Miss Elizabeth. I will help in any manner possible.” 
 
    “And then what, Mr. Darcy? When she finally recovers, will you then return to London or your fine estate?” Mr. Bennet pushed hoping the man would reveal his true intentions. 
 
    “No, I will remain and continue to offer my help.” He knew what he said was the absolute truth. 
 
    “Again, I cannot help but ask why? For someone who did not find my daughter handsome enough to dance with, I cannot understand why you are willing to remain to help her or her family.” Mr. Bennet relaxed his hands back into his lap. 
 
    Darcy failed at first to recognize to what comment Mr. Bennet referred, but then he remembered Bingley mentioning the comment he had made the night of the assembly. He groaned slightly and ran his hands through his hair. “I never meant the comment to be heard by anyone but Bingley nor did it hold any truth, sir. In fact, I never even looked to see which lady Bingley meant. I only hoped to stop Bingley from pushing me to dance when I had other concerns plaguing my mind.” He would not mention his worries about his sister who had suffered a serious wound to her heart. When a young girl discovers the gentleman she believes she loves only desires her dowry, it is almost as serious as if the gentleman had pierced her heart with a sword. 
 
    “I can assure you it was overheard, and I believe your words offended my daughter. As her father, I find my daughter more than handsome. As a result of your comment, she formed a dislike for you based upon the hurtful words, but I believe the tale of woe presented by Mr. Wickham also influenced her opinion.” 
 
    “Mr. Wickham is not a man to be trusted, sir,” Darcy nearly growled. 
 
    “I am aware the man was quick to share his version of a questionable story, but you must remember, he at least did not offend my daughter. You, on the other hand, left her with no good impression about your character.” 
 
    “For which I am heartily sorry. Your daughter’s good opinion is worth earning.” Darcy frowned wondering how he could redeem his character in the eyes of a woman he held in deepest respect. 
 
    “I emphatically agree with you. Her opinion is highly desired by many.” Mr. Bennet smiled hoping the great man would finally open up to him. 
 
    “Might I offer another drink and then my side of Mr. Wickham’s story, just for your edification?” Darcy leaned forward to rise but Mr. Bennet held up his hand and shook his head. 
 
    “My opinion is not as important as my daughter’s, but I will listen to your version of the tale,” Mr. Bennet, despite his sorrow for the injury of one daughter and loss of another, found himself chuckling softly with expectation and Darcy noticed the man once again relaxing just slightly. 
 
    “Wickham has been known to my family since his birth. His esteemed father was a loyal steward to my father, and my father agreed to be George Wickham’s godfather at this birth. Wickham and I were raised as childhood friends. Unfortunately, Wickham’s character was not loyal or trustworthy like his father’s, and I soon discovered Wickham was a cheat, liar, and thief. I often found him in possession of small trinkets he pilfered from my home including some of my mother’s jewels. He claimed my mother gave them to him, but when asked, my mother denied ever giving anything to Wickham. My father passed it off as childish misbehavior and made sure Wickham always had spending money.” 
 
    Thinking about Wickham and his deplorable ways, Darcy again rose from his chair and began to pace as he continued his account. 
 
    “After we were both sent to university, I discovered the extent of Mr. Wickham’s dishonorable character. He not only cheated and lied but also gambled beyond his means and proved himself a womanizer.” Without realizing it, Darcy waved his arm expressing his utter contempt for the man. “He not only charmed and dishonored servants and barmaids, but also any gentle young woman he desired. His one goal in life became marrying an heiress and living in the style my father had unwittingly made him believe he deserved.” 
 
    The man’s stride, Mr. Bennet noticed, lengthened in proportion to the man’s anger, and Mr. Bennet refrained, with great effort, from chuckling at Darcy’s arms waving before saying, “So far, I can understand why you would dislike him, but what about the harm he claims you did him after your father’s death.” 
 
    “Ah yes. I imagine he claimed I withheld his inheritance. Wickham was indeed mentioned in my father’s will. He was to receive, and I might add he did receive, one thousand pounds bequeath to him. My father also wanted him to have the living at Kempton when it came open hoping to provide his godson with a profession as a clergyman, but it was not so stipulated in his will. My father requested I bestow the living upon him after he took religious orders, and I promised my father I would even though I knew Wickham would not make a pious, devote vicar. He was not someone I would ever willingly entrust the souls of a congregation to, but I did promise.” Again, Darcy’s pacing increased as his agitation in remembering Wickham’s demands rose. “After my father’s death, Wickham admitted he was not cut out for the church, and I was grateful for the opportunity not to give him the living, which was not vacant at the time. We agreed upon three thousand pounds for him to relinquish the bequest, and he signed a document to the affect. He claimed he was going to study the law.” 
 
    Having exhausted his anger with his pacing, Darcy once again took a seat. 
 
    “Since the man is currently in the militia, it will be easy for you to guess he did not study the law as he claimed. I believe he gambled away the majority of the money I gave him while still leaving behind a great many debts. It is all part of a pattern he has followed since our University years.” Darcy huffed in disgust. 
 
    Darcy was unsure if he should mention what he had observed concerning Mr. Bennet’s youngest daughter but, in fairness, felt the man should be made aware of the situation. 
 
    “I have noticed Miss Lydia’s flirtatious behavior, and I fear for her safety. It is easy to lead the young astray because they think only with their hearts and not with their heads, as my sister did. They too easily believe any gentleman who claims love when all he is after is something less than honorable. Using his charms, Wickham seduced many naïve young girls. Many unscrupulous men have learned young girls are the easiest prey.” 
 
    “I believe the time has come to make some changes in my family. Maybe I should have done so many years ago. Maybe my two daughters would have been better protected.” Mr. Bennet had given in too often to keep peace in the family, but if it meant harming his other daughters, he knew it was time to rectify his errors as a parent. 
 
    “I am unsure if those changes would have protected your daughters. This man we seek did not seem to consider the consequences of his action, or if he did, he meant all along to kill Miss Elizabeth and anyone with her.” 
 
    “Kitty did not leave the house with Lizzy. She went to bring her sister home. Mrs. Bennet only wanted to chastise Lizzy, once again, for refusing Mr. Collins’ proposal. My wife fails to realize I would never agree to such a match. Even if Lizzy buckled under to my wife’s demands, I would have forbidden the match.” Mr. Bennet chuckled as he recalled his cousin’s displeasure at being denied the hand of his second daughter. 
 
    “Mr. Collins thought he would marry Miss Elizabeth?” Darcy became more upset. “He is the lowest form of life I have been unfortunate to meet. His being my aunt’s vicar makes it worse. My aunt would never have allowed Miss Elizabeth to rule her life or her home. I find such a union completely inconceivable!” He declared furiously fisting both his hands at the thought of Mr. Collins touching Elizabeth in any manner. 
 
    Again, Mr. Bennet found a chuckle escaping, “Completely,” he agreed. 
 
    Mr. Bennet decided he liked the young man, and if Mr. Darcy truly loved his daughter, then he might consider a match between them, but only if Lizzy could find it in her own heart to accept the man. The young man, however, never mentioned marriage, and if he sought such a goal, the gentleman would have to rectify the misunderstanding with Lizzy. Would Mr. Darcy willingly apologize for his misspoken offense and reveal the truth about his dealings with Mr. Wickham? Before any more could be considered about a possible match, Mr. Bennet wanted the gentleman to state his purpose in remaining at Netherfield to help his daughter. 
 
    “I must ask again, Mr. Darcy, why you feel you must remain at Netherfield and become involved with the care of my daughter.” Mr. Bennet absently drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair. Had Elizabeth been in the room, she would have recognized her father’s sign of impatience for an answer. “Anything you could do while here, you could also do from your home in London.” 
 
    Darcy understood perfectly what Mr. Bennet wanted to know. He had experienced an epiphany during the trip from town about his feelings for Miss Elizabeth, but the ongoing conversation helped him finally make a decision. He resolved he would ask for Miss Elizabeth’s hand after she recovered and he corrected all their misunderstandings. With his decision confirmed, he felt himself physically relax. 
 
    “As I mentioned, I began to develop deeper feelings for your daughter during this separation. When Bingley informed me about the attack and her injuries, I realized I could not lose her. I want to do whatever I can to help her recover and bring to justice the man who injured her and murdered her sister. I hope, sir, after she has healed, to ask your daughter to marry me. I know she is the only lady I will ever love, and I believe we can make a happy life together.” Seeing a skeptical look on the man’s face, he added, “I do realize the necessity of rectifying my prior errors concerning your daughter, but I am willing to try to win her favor, if you will allow it.” 
 
    “I see.” Mr. Bennet contemplated the possibility of a match. “I am pleased you realize much will depend upon Lizzy and whether she can willingly forgive your slights. I suggest you begin by apologizing, and then you need to win her respect and trust. It may not be easy, but then what worthwhile in life is easy.” 
 
    “Sir, I am willing to do whatever it takes to win your daughter’s trust, respect, and love.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet smiled. Mr. Darcy would make a good match for his favorite daughter, but their future relationship was something only time could predict. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    (December 4th) 
 
      
 
    The night before her wedding, Jane sat at the bedside of her sister. She had first expected her sister would be in the same room she had occupied during her brief illness while visiting Netherfield but was surprised when Bingley led her to the first room at the top of the stairs. As she looked quickly around the room, she admitted it was a pleasant room. Then her focus returned to her sister’s prone figure dwarfed by the massive bed she was lying in. 
 
    “Lizzy, Mr. Bingley has asked me to marry him,” she began 
 
    Since both doctors stressed the benefits of talking to Elizabeth, Jane felt she would share with her sister everything she would normally have shared had her sister been aware of what was happening. 
 
    “He told me he loved me, and he would not allow his sisters to change his mind. He is constant, Lizzy.” Jane reached out and took her sister’s hand. “He came back even though they encouraged . . .. No, I must be truthful, they did not encourage, they demanded he stay in town and not return to me. You were correct, Lizzy. Miss Bingley and her sister are not my friends. They pretended to like me, and as soon as they departed, they conspired to keep us apart. I should have listened to you, but I truly believed they were my friends.” 
 
    Jane squeezed her sister’s hand hoping for a response but only received disappointment. 
 
    “Oh, Lizzy! I miss you. I want you here with me to share the happiest day of my life. Remember how we promised to standup with each other at our weddings. If you do not come out of this, then you will miss my wedding. I do not want you to miss something so important, and I believe it is important to you as well.” 
 
    Jane felt the tears beginning to run down her cheek. She promised she would not cry, but she felt so bereft. Her dearest sister and friend was not with her; Lizzy would miss her wedding if she did not wake up, but she did not know how she could make her sister respond to her pleas, and heartfelt pleas they were. 
 
    “Lizzy, I beg you, please wake up. Please stand with me while I marry the man I love. Do not leave me Lizzy. What would I do without you?” Her tears continued to flow. 
 
    She thought about how her sister would respond. She began imagining a two-sided conversation her sister might have with her and the reply she would make. 
 
    “I know you will say it is more important I am happy, but you are a part of my happiness, dearest.” Jane declared but then paused. 
 
    She imagined her sister saying, Mr. Bingley will be far more important to you now. I shall become the sister who you will remember from time to time. 
 
    “Oh, no, Lizzy!” She immediately responded to the imagined words. “I will always keep you close to me even if it is only in my heart. You and Charles,” Jane giggled through her tears. “He asked me to call him Charles. Can you imagine, Lizzy? I am referring to a gentleman by his Christian name. Anyway, you and Charles share the same space in my heart. You are equal in my love even though they are different kinds of love.” 
 
    Jane waited for a response; any kind of response would do for her. If only her sister would blink or squeeze her hand, or give one of her special smiles, Jane would be happy, but nothing happened. 
 
    “Please, Lizzy. Do not miss my wedding, please come back to us. We have already lost so much by losing Kitty; we cannot survive losing you. Papa would be devastated. You know he loves you most of all. You have always been his favorite, and I have never envied you for it. I know he loves me too, just a little less than you, but I am happy with the knowledge. He needs to love you more because Mama loves you the least of all her daughters. I cannot understand how a mother can treat her children so unequally.” Jane took a moment to consider her last statement and then continued, “I promise never to treat my children in such a manner. I will love them all equally. That is how it should be.” Jane felt the truth of her words and silently vowed to live by them as a future mother. 
 
    Jane felt her tears were streaming freely, and she was so consumed by her sense of loss, she did not hear the door open or the chair move. She was unaware of anything but her sister until she felt the loving arms of her Charles wrap around her. 
 
    “She will not wake up,” she turned and sobbed into his shoulder. 
 
    Mr. Bingley pulled her closer to him knowing he now had the right to offer her the comfort she needed. By this time tomorrow, she would be his wife. 
 
    “She is still with us even if she is not awake.” He declared positively so as to reassure her. At the same time, he allowed her to wet his shoulder with her tears while trying to soothe her by rubbing her back. 
 
    “I know, Charles, but I want her to be at my wedding tomorrow. We planned our weddings from our childhood. Lizzy was to stand with me and I would stand with her, but she cannot if she does not wake up.” She found she felt safe and comforted in his arms. 
 
    “She will be with you in spirit,” he tried to encourage her. 
 
    “It will not be the same.” She pulled away from him and tried drying the last of her tears. 
 
    Charles understood this, but he was helpless to give his angel what she truly desired. He wanted their wedding to be perfect, but he knew it would never be perfect for Jane unless her sister was present. 
 
    “Dearest, I want your sister to wake up as much as you do, but there is no guarantee it will happen quickly.” He tried to encourage. “We must be thankful she is still with us. You have suffered so much with the loss of one sister and the severe injury to another.” He wanted to take her back in his arms and hold her close for comfort but was unsure if she were ready for his embrace again. “Please know I would do anything to give you what you desire, but this is beyond me. Dr. Franklin and Mr. Abercrombie are hopeful you sister will recover, but they say it will take time.” 
 
    “I know, but they cannot tell us how much time. How long do we wait?” She felt hopeless, something Jane never really felt before. Her family declared her the hopeful one in the family; the one who looked at everything from a positive angle, but now she faced something with which she had no previous experience. “How do I remain hopeful when I do not feel hopeful?” She asked through fresh tears. 
 
    “We will do this together, my dearest. I will stand with you and hope with you. If you feel like you are losing all hope, tell me and I will try to bolster up what little you have. I am more than willing to share my hope with you. I will try not to let you down.” He made this a promise from his heart as he once again pulled her closer in his embrace. He would do whatever necessary to help pull his love through this most difficult time. 
 
    “Thank you,” she tearily replied. 
 
    Jane and Charles remained by Elizabeth’s bedside until midnight when Dr. Franklin came in to sit with his patient. Exhaustion overwhelmed them both, so they returned to their separate rooms to gain what little sleep was possible before their wedding. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    (December 5th) 
 
      
 
    Mr. Darcy finally saw Miss Elizabeth the following day. It would be the first time he was allowed to actually see her. He agreed to remain with her, accompanied by a maid, while Bingley and Miss Bennet married. In order to avoid having Mrs. Bennet or Lydia present, everyone involved agreed to hold the ceremony in the front drawing room at Netherfield. Mary accompanied her father to stand up with her eldest sister. Mr. Bennet also arranged for Mrs. Hill and one of the maids to pack up Jane's clothing, adding some for Elizabeth as well, and then transported it all to Netherfield. Mrs. Hill understood why Mr. Bennet withheld the news from his wife, so she had no problems hiding her activities from her mistress. 
 
    Shock greeted Darcy when he first walked into Elizabeth’s bedchamber. He saw before him the focus of his continually growing affections, but she looked nothing like the spirited, lively young lady he remembered. He had heard of her injuries, but never imagined the true extent of them. Her face and neck showed shockingly dark bruises, she had one arm and one leg each wrapped between two boards, and she complexion resembled the white of the coverlet over her. She looked so broken and fragile causing a deep ache in his heart. 
 
    How could anyone cause so much harm to such a beautiful, lively young lady? He thought the moment he saw her. As he visually examined her, he noticed her shallow and slightly labored breathing; something the doctor mentioned being the result of the swelling in and around her throat. More than anything, he wanted to find and punish the person responsible for her injuries. In fact, he felt even more ire than he had for Wickham last summer when he discovered the scoundrel had planned an elopement with his then fifteen-year-old sister. A fact about Wickham Darcy had not shared with Mr. Bennet. 
 
    When Bingley first mentioned the man wore a red coat, everyone involved suspected one of the militia officers as the attacker. Colonel Forester, however, had declared, ‘I have accounted for the whereabouts of all of my men at the time of the attack.’ 
 
    Even Wickham, Darcy's first choice as the perpetrator, had a solid alibi. As to the coat, Colonel Forester had informed them, ‘One of the men reported his coat had been stolen the night before the attack. It appears someone had stolen the coat while the officers played cards in a back room at the inn.’ He also informed them, ‘Two of the officers did have marks on their faces, but witnesses reported seeing them fighting about cheating at cards.’ 
 
    With the most likely candidates cleared, the constable began looking for other possible suspects, but found none. With Miss Catherine's funeral scheduled for the following day, everyone in the neighborhood became aware of the attack on the two sisters. For Elizabeth's sake, those handling the investigation reported only the murder attempt on Miss Elizabeth and the killing of Miss Catherine. 
 
    As Darcy sat beside Elizabeth, he began speaking to her about her sister’s wedding hoping to garner some response from her. 
 
    “Bingley will make your sister happy. He loves her, and I now realize she loves him. Her shyness about revealing her feelings blinded me to the truth. I have apologized to my friend for my misconception of your sister’s true feelings. I should have taken more time to become acquainted with her before rushing to my conclusions.” 
 
    Darcy paused trying to determine what else he could speak about before remembering the expected visitors. 
 
    “Your uncle and aunt from London will be here tomorrow. They wrote apologizing they could not arrive today, but a mishap at your uncle’s warehouse delayed their planned departure. They are anxious about seeing you, and your sister hopes you will be awake to welcome them. Miss Bennet informed me you are very close to them, so I know you will be pleased to see them.” 
 
    He monitored her closely looking for any signs of her awareness of his words, but she never moved or fluttered her eyes. Her breathing remained strained. If the swelling around her neck would recede, he knew her breathing would become easier, but little existed for him to do to reduce the problem. Besides cool clothes placed lightly on the swelling, no other aid existed. 
 
    ““Miss Elizabeth,” he began but paused contemplating a serious matter. Then he continued, “No, I am determined to call you Elizabeth. In my mind, I have been referring to you as such for the sometime. I advise you not mention this to your father, however, for he might not look kindly upon my use of your Christian name.”  
 
    He chuckled softly in reflection realizing the truth of his last comment. Even though he had mentioned his feelings and intentions, Mr. Bennet would advise he waited until Elizabeth accepted him to use her Christian name. He also looked across the room to check if the maid in attendance might have heard his comment, but he noted she was busily engaged in sewing something indistinguishable. 
 
    “Elizabeth.” He continued gently touching her hand. “I feel I must apologize for the wrong impression I have given you.” 
 
    Even if she could not hear him, he felt compelled to apologize. He decided it best to start sooner rather than later to correct the poor impression he had given. 
 
    “You need to know I consider you the handsomest lady of my acquaintance. What I said the night of the assembly . . .” — he paused wondering how best to word his reasoning. 
 
    Having time to think, he felt he might be able to choose his words more carefully, and her silence allowed him the needed reflection time. 
 
    “When Bingley tried to coax me to dance, I was not looking at you. I did not know which sister of Miss Bennet he indicated, and I do not remember seeing you nearby. The inappropriate comment about not being handsome was the greatest fallacy I ever uttered. I confess I abhor deception of any kind, so what I said, now knowing it unintentionally was directed at you, causes me great regret. While you were tending your sister during her illness, I thought we were becoming better acquainted. It never once occurred to me you did not enjoy my company. I honestly believed we had engaged in lively debates. I never saw them, as Bingley claimed, as arguing. I have been extremely remiss in my understanding and even in my behavior. I hope you will find it in your heart to forgive me. I truly wish to earn your good respect.” 
 
    The entire time he spoke, he continued to watch her carefully for any sign of recognition or understanding, even if it was unconsciously, but he saw no hints of her responding to him or his words. He absently took her hand in his and marveled at how small it was in comparison to his. 
 
    “I wish you could hear me and recognize the sincerity in my voice, but I promise I will say all of this again when you open your eyes and return to all of us.” He absently began to trace circles on the top of her hand with his thumb. “Your father and eldest sister miss you greatly, and I can honestly say I too miss you. I miss your smile, your dancing eyes, your wit, and even your teasing. My cousin, he is a colonel in the regular army, he too teases me, but I must confess, I find your teasing pleasanter then his.” 
 
    Since she did not seem to comprehend him, he decided to reveal more of his affections than he might otherwise. He smiled feeling freer than he ever had with any lady before her, but as he had with his other words, he spoke softly enough only she would hear him, if she could hear him, for he did not want the attending maid sharing anything he said in private with the staff below stairs. 
 
    “Elizabeth, I spoke to your father yesterday about my intentions. Your father prodded me until I finally revealed them to him. You must realize he cares deeply about you and your welfare. I informed him of my serious interest in you in a serious manner, but he warned me of your poor opinion of my character.” He looked down at her hand in his and smiled. “I know your ill impression of me comes from my words at the assembly, but I hope you will forgive my inappropriateness. As I said, I will apologize again when you are consciously among us. Until then, I will continue to share how much I enjoy your company and wish to earn your respect, your good opinion, and hopefully your affection. Never before have I meet any lady I respect more. Your intelligence I find highly desirable for you know how to interact in a conversation not based on trivial topics or gossip. Your knowledge of literature will prove advantageous for it will spark lively debates when we have differing opinions. I do hope we find we share some similar opinions as we become better acquainted. I know if I can overcome your first poor opinion of me, we could enjoy a happy future together.” All the time he spoke, Darcy continued to hold and rub her hand without any conscious thought on his part about what he was doing. 
 
    Since he finally gave into his feelings, he decided he would be as honest with her as he had been with her father. He would say more than he ever imagined he would say to any young lady. 
 
    “I must confess why I left Netherfield. I knew I was becoming enchanted with you. Your eyes had me bewitched from the moment I really looked into them. When Sir William first introduced us at the Meryton Assembly, I did not look at you but past you. I did not see you. I think I saw what I thought you would look like. I saw what I always saw, an insipid Miss with a fake smile and a desire to become attached to me because of my wealth and position. I did not see the vibrant, lively, witty, charming, impertinent, irresistible person you really are, and those are only a few of your true charms. Your eyes, though; when I finally looked into them, I feel under their spell. Your eyes cast their magic upon me, and I was hopelessly lost. Unfortunately, I found going away from you was not a remedy; it made me desire you more. I confess, I fought my feelings with reasoning, but in the end, reason lost and my heart won.” 
 
    He lifted her hand he held and cradled it to his heart as he leaned over her. 
 
    “Elizabeth, my heart is yours. It will always be yours, and I do not believe I will ever regain it. I hope to spend every day with you, I want to fall asleep with you in my arms every night and wake up with you beside me every morning. I want to find every means possible to make you happy, but first I must make you safe. Whoever did this to you and your sister, I want to find him and see him punished. If it were legal, I would wish to carry out the punishment with my own hands, but I will not to endanger our life together. I will not face the possibility of losing you again.” His ardor surprised him, as did his overwhelming feelings of affection. 
 
    He failed to realize it, so mesmerized by her and his affections, tears rolled down his cheek as he poured out his heart. He had not cried since his father’s death. He believed men did not cry; he saw it as a sign of weakness. Of course, George Wickham had said it first. 
 
    Wickham found him crying when his ever-faithful dog died. “Only babies cry. Besides, it was only a dog. Why cry over the loss of something so insignificant. Just get another one.” 
 
    Of course, he had seen George cry when his own mother died, but never afterwards. In fact, George Wickham did not cry when his own father died. Why would a man not cry at the loss of a beloved father? His name too had been George, and Darcy thought him one of the best men he had known besides his own father. 
 
    He would not feel ashamed for crying over Elizabeth. Darcy willingly admitted he loved her. She was important to him and to his future. He needed her in his life. If only she could hear him and realize how much he needed her. 
 
    “Please, Elizabeth, come back to us. Come back to me,” he pleaded from his heart. He removed her hand from his heart and laid it back on the bed, but he did not release it. 
 
    Darcy’s mind pleasurably turned to images of Elizabeth sitting beside him in Pemberley’s library reading together, engaged in lively discussion about what they read, and walking hand-in-hand through his home’s extensive gardens. So lost in his images, he did not realize he had stopped talking, and he even lost track of time until the opening of the chamber door startled him out of his internal dreams. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bingley invites you to partake of some refreshments with everyone in the dining room,” Miss Mary said as she entered the room, and Darcy was thankful his tears had dried before she appeared. 
 
    Her intake of breath indicated she was not prepared for the sight of her sister. 
 
    "How could anyone do this to my sister?" 
 
    "Miss Mary," Darcy released Elizabeth’s hand, rose from his chair, and approached her. "Let me help you." He gently took her arm and led her to the chair he vacated. 
 
    "I just do not understand. Who would want to hurt my sisters? What did either of them do to anyone, which justified such cruel treatment? Lizzy is one of the kindest people I know, besides Jane. She would never intentionally hurt anyone, and yet someone was vicious enough to kill Kitty and try to kill Lizzy." Tears spilled down her cheek. 
 
    "I can understand you shock, Miss Mary. Our hope must rest on this man being found and punished for his crime." Darcy’s voice turned hard with his justified anger. 
 
    "Yes. This is a crime against man and God. I know God requires we forgive those who harm us, but at this moment, I am finding it very hard to be forgiving." Mary for the first time truly felt unforgiving. 
 
    Darcy, however, could not know how unusual Miss Mary’s comment was. She continually tried to live up to the scriptures and sermons she read, but for the first time in her life, reality intruded upon her false impression of an orderly just world. 
 
    Meaning to support her feelings, Darcy replied, “I believe it is hard to forgive someone who can do something so evil, and the murder of a young girl is one of the vilest of sins.” 
 
    “Has my sister said anything, Mr. Darcy? Does she remember what happened to her?” Mary knew little of the events; she had only been informed one sister died and the other was seriously injured. Seeing her sister brought forth the severity of the situation. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth has not regained consciousness. The doctor believes it is best for her to remain deeply asleep while her body begins to heal. He claims she is more likely to heal quicker if she is unaware of the pain and suffering she endured during the attack,” he offered quietly. 
 
    “I guess it makes sense, but she will awake, won’t she?” Mary’s gaze met his. 
 
    “Dr. Franklin and Mr. Abercrombie hope she will in a few days. They will remain to monitor her progress. They are still unsure if her ribs are bruised or if they are broken, and they are carefully monitoring her breathing because of the swelling around her neck.” Darcy felt unable to offer any other comfort to the young lady, who he could tell was uncertain about her sister’s recovery. 
 
    “Who would hate Lizzy so much they would want to kill her?” Darcy sensed her pleading for an answer, which he knew he could not supply. “She has never harmed anyone, and she is always the first to step forward and lend assistance when it is needed.” 
 
    Darcy had no answers for her, so he did not attempt to answer her question, but looked on with sympathy for her and concern for her sister’s wellbeing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    (December 6th) 
 
      
 
    Miss Catherine Bennet’s funeral was well attended but a quiet affair. Since a murderer was still at large, no parents allowed their daughters out of their home unattended. Miss Kitty’s funeral, therefore, allowed daughters out to pay their respect to the Bennet family and socialize with their friends. Many inquired into the welfare of Miss Elizabeth, whom they knew had been seriously injured, but they were not allowed to pay her a visit. Her doctors declared it best only family and caregivers should be allowed near her. Overall, the day passed quickly. 
 
    The day following the funeral, Darcy had taken it upon himself to request Mrs. Nicholls to hire a local lady to help tend Miss Elizabeth. He suggested she find a lady strong enough to help lift Elizabeth from the bed in order to attend to her more personal needs. Mrs. Johnson, a tenant’s wife, proved extremely capable of providing the necessary assistance. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    For five long and arduous days, Elizabeth showed no signs of regaining consciousness. Besides attending to Elizabeth’s most important needs, talking to her, and waiting for her to awake, the residents of Netherfield could do nothing more for the injured young lady. 
 
    Then, early on the fifth day after the attack, her screams awakened the entire household. Jane had taken over her care around midnight and had just nodded off to sleep when screams pierced the silence of the house. Darcy arrived quickly to the room, being in the closest bedchamber to Elizabeth’s. Then Jane, Mrs. Johnson, and he immediately took hold of her to stop her from thrashing around. They feared she might reinjure herself with her violent movements. 
 
    “Shhh, Lizzy. You are safe. No one is going to harm you,” Jane murmured softly trying to calm her sister. 
 
    Darcy was unsure whether his voice would soothe her or upset her. If the last voice she heard while being attacked was male, he feared she might connect his voice to the attacker. He wanted so much to comfort her, but refrained from embracing her in his arms and declaring her safe and protected. Encouraging her to stop moving before she did more damage became his key focus. 
 
    The doctor appeared soon after Darcy. “Keep holding her down,” he ordered as he reached the bedside table and put a few drops of the herbal potion used to relieve Elizabeth’s pain. “I do not know if this will quiet her, but it is all at my disposal at the moment,” he said as he brought the glass nearer the bed. “Now help rise her up a little so I can administer this.” 
 
    Once positioned, the doctor tried to help Elizabeth drink some of it. Darcy watched as the man slowly lifted the glass and some of the potion dribbled down the corner of Elizabeth’s mouth. If only he could do more for her, he thought feeling helpless. 
 
    Elizabeth finally stopped thrashing, but remained restless, although her movements no longer threatened harm to her broken bones. Darcy, along with Mrs. Johnson, stayed beside her so Jane could rest. Darcy wondered how Bingley felt having his wife occupied with nursing her sister, but at least Miss Mary came during the day to assist along with Bingley’s aunt. Dr. Franklin had advised around the clock monitoring of Elizabeth’s condition, and with this latest episode, Darcy understood why. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth did not wake for the rest of the day, and Darcy did not return to her side until after sunset. Darcy enjoyed his time with her when no one but the maid was present. He felt it allowed him more freedom to say whatever he chose for the maid always sat far enough away so as not to hear him when he did speak. 
 
    “Elizabeth. Has your family shared with you the visit of your uncle and aunt?” He began once he was seated beside her. “They remained two days to attend your sister’s funeral and both visited you as often as possible. Your uncle regretted the necessity of returning to town so soon, but he knew you would understand his need to attend to his business. Your aunt meant to stay longer, but she received an express mentioning one of the children had taken ill and the nanny sent for the doctor. The message said it was not serious, but the child repeatedly called for his mother.” 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Gardiner greatly surprised Darcy. Mr. Gardiner’s manner did not resemble Mrs. Bennet’s manner, even though they were siblings. Darcy found them a genteel, pleasant couple, and he wondered if Mrs. Gardiner’s influence helped shape the eldest two Bennet daughters into sensible, pleasant young ladies. He wondered why Mrs. Gardiner’s influence was missing from the youngest two Bennet daughters. 
 
    “I found your relatives pleasant. It surprised me when I discovered your aunt grew up in Lambton. I knew her family, especially her father. You should feel extremely proud to have such wonderful relations,” he confessed and then smiled broadly as he saw her eyes open. 
 
    His smile, however, quickly faded as he realized she did not seem to register anything around her. What he saw saddened him; where once he saw liveliness and sparkle, he now saw nothing. Her eyes were devoid of everything; orbs which indicated no liveliness, no spark, no life, just reflections of what was around her like a mirror. His heart ached at such a sorrowful sight, and were he a man prone to crying, he would have again shed tears. Instead, he felt a lump in his throat and a deep burning sorrow within him. 
 
    He sent the attending maid to notify the doctor immediately, and he spoke in a soothing tone explaining her location and how those who cared for her the most were in attendance. She continued to stare off without acknowledging him. 
 
    Upon his arrival, Dr. Franklin asked, “Has she said anything?” 
 
    “No. If you asked my opinion, I would say she has no idea of where she is. It is as if she is not responding to anything. I told her she was safe and being looked after, but she did not even look at me as I spoke. She gave no response whatsoever.” 
 
    “She may still be in shock. It is not surprising after what she suffered. We will just keep watching her. For now, it will be best to encourage her to eat and drink something.” The doctor motioned for the maid who had returned to the room with him. “Go to the kitchen and bring up a tray of tea, water, and some broth.” 
 
    The maid nodded and departed. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy, maybe having family in the room with her might help.” 
 
    “I will bring Mrs. Bingley. I believe Mr. Bennet and Miss Mary have already returned home.” 
 
    “Her sister will be enough for now.” 
 
    Darcy left to find Mrs. Bingley coming down the hall. “Your sister has opened her eyes,” Darcy informed her, but cautioned. “She is not speaking, and I do not think she is aware of where she is.” 
 
    Jane just nodded and rushed toward her sister’s room disappearing through the door as soon as she reached it. Darcy wanted to return to the room, but decided to give the sisters some private time together. Maybe Mrs. Bingley could help Elizabeth come out of her shock. 
 
    Unfortunately, besides getting her to take some broth and drink some tea, Jane failed to evoke any other response from her sister. Elizabeth slept shortly after partaking some nutrition, and the doctor declared it a common response. It pleased him Miss Elizabeth had finally eaten something. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    (December 19th) 
 
      
 
    The next fortnight saw much of the same reactions from Elizabeth. She would wake, take some broth, drink tea, and return to sleep. She did not speak, and she did not acknowledge anyone around her or even her environment. Besides the first night she woke everyone screaming, she did not make any sounds asleep or awake. Her silence, as it carried over into her second week, worried even the doctor. He said she should begin responding to her family but, unfortunately, only appeared to be physically present while remaining emotionally and mentally absent. 
 
    The only change in the care of Elizabeth was Mrs. Johnson was no longer needed to help with the more personal care of Elizabeth, since Elizabeth, with prompting from her sister and the maids was able to help lift herself enough to take care of her more private bodily needs. Mrs. Johnson, however, was tendered a bonus from Darcy for her assistance during Elizabeth’s most serious time of need. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth’s silence and the coming of the holiday season seemed to cause everyone some problems. The Gardiners, who generally spent their Christmas at Longbourn, decided to remain in London. They had attended their niece’s funeral and seen Elizabeth briefly, so did not return for the holiday. 
 
    Although the absence of the Gardiners was not a problem for the Bennets, they would be missed, and the confinement of Lydia Bennet to Longbourn to fulfill her required mourning presented a slight problem. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    No one wanted to call Lydia heartless over the death of her sister, but her desire to have fun overrode her duty to mourn. Mary had heard her declaring, “Of course I will miss Kitty. She always did everything I told her to do. She was the only sister who really knows how to have fun, and we both enjoyed having fun.” 
 
    While speaking, Lydia had giggled unfeelingly in Mary’s opinion. Kitty’s death was not humorous, and Mary wished she had lectured Lydia on her inappropriateness because before Elizabeth’s assault, Mary would have quoted scripture about Lydia’s lack of remorse and grief, but something in Mary had changed. 
 
    Lydia had gone on to say, “It will not be the same without her, but I still want to enjoy myself. I cannot be expected to remain at home. It is too dull and boring. I want life to resume its normalcy. I want to attend parties, and dance, and play cards.” 
 
    Even Mrs. Bennet felt Lydia should be allowed to enjoy the holiday season, “Why must Lydia be denied her fun. Mr. Bennet, it is unfair to my poor daughter to make her stay at home during the holidays,” she had loudly declared to all within her hearing. 
 
    Mr. Bennet, however, refused to allow anyone in the family to fail in their duty to mourn his murdered daughter. “Madam, your daughter has died. How would it look to our neighbors if Lydia and you were to attend the local celebrations? You are both in mourning, and I expect you to do your duty as a mother who has suffered a loss. Elizabeth is still not improving as the doctors' hoped. Have you no care or concern for her situation? I fear the neighbors will view your attendance at festive events as a sign of your heartlessness as a mother, and Lydia will be seen as a thoughtless uncaring sister. Is this how you wish to be seen by your friends and neighbors?” 
 
    Mrs. Bennet’s response was to pout and complain about her nerves, while Lydia complained about her lack of fun and entertainment. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Two days after regaining consciousness, Elizabeth’s parents visited her. Mr. Bennet noted the shocked look on his wife’s face when she saw her daughter. Mrs. Bennet knew Elizabeth’s attack occurred simultaneously with Kitty’s murder, but she never imagined the true extent of her daughter’s injuries. He hoped seeing the extent of her daughter’s injuries would help Mrs. Bennet realize how others would view her if she tried to reenter society too soon. 
 
    It seemed to work but only for a few days, and then Mrs. Bennet was once again heard to lament, “it is such a shame we will miss all the celebration events of Christmas.” 
 
    Then, two days after Mrs. Bennet’s visit, Mr. Bennet escorted Lydia to visit her sister. He hoped she too would come to recognize the seriousness of the situation. 
 
    Lydia, however, tried to engage Elizabeth in a discussion about ribbons, lace, and bonnets, but Elizabeth responded by staring at the wall. 
 
    “Papa, why does she not speak? How can she remain so quiet? It is unlike Lizzy not to tease me about my favorite topics,” Lydia pouted. 
 
    “The doctor believes Lizzy is suffering from shock.” 
 
    “Because of being attacked?” Lydia was skeptical of the doctor’s opinion. “La! If I had been attacked, I would want everyone to know about the person who did such a terrible thing.” 
 
    “It was not just the attack; it was seeing her sister murdered.” Mr. Bennet wondered how his youngest child could be so silly and heartless. 
 
    “Oh, I had not thought about her actually seeing Kitty dying.” She paused only a moment before declaring, “She looked like she was asleep. It is still hard to accept she is not going to walk through our bedroom door and declare the entire event was a great joke.” Lydia could not repress her giggles at her comment. 
 
    “It is not a joke. Your sister is dead, and Lizzy is not fully with us. As the doctor says, she is lost in her mind somewhere protecting herself from the horrific event she witnessed.” 
 
    “Even more reason to tell everyone who did something so wicked.” Lydia boldly declared. 
 
    “Lydia, when Mr. Bingley found Lizzy, she was nearly dead. Had he been but a few minutes later, she would have died.” He could not comprehend how any daughter of his could be so extremely silly and seemingly heartless. 
 
    Lydia paused in thought about her father’s disclosure. She looked expectantly toward Elizabeth and then her father before asking, “When will she be herself again?” 
 
    “Soon, I hope. We all need to pray Lizzy will return to us very soon.” He realized Lydia, like her mother, was hopelessly flawed when it came to sympathy and family compassion. 
 
    Lydia Bennet returned home a little less desirous to return to society and make merry for the holiday season. Her father gave her something more serious to think about. Although it pleased Mr. Bennet to see his youngest more reflective about the seriousness of the event, he could not help but wonder how long her resolve would last. He suspected her desire for attention and fun would eventually overcome the effects of the family tragedy. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Two days after Lydia Bennet’s visit to her sister, Mr. Darcy received a letter from his own sister. 
 
    Darcy House, London 
 
    Dec. 15th 
 
    Dearest brother; 
 
    The holiday season fast approaches, and I wish us to spend it together. I am not sure if you plan to return to London, for I have not heard from you since you left for Netherfield. If you plan not to return, I wish to travel to Netherfield so we might be together. I wish not to spend the holidays alone, and although our uncle and aunt invited me to stay with them, it is not the same without you. Cousin Thomas offered to travel to Hertfordshire with me, so you need not fear me traveling alone with only my companion, Mrs. Annesley. Please share your thoughts with me, but please do not force me to spend the holidays without you. 
 
    I must share I had some unexpected and little enjoyed company a few days ago. Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst paid their respects, but all they wanted was information about your whereabouts and to know if Mr. Bingley was with you. I gave them no information for you mentioned Mr. Bingley had no desire for his sisters to discover his whereabouts. I would have preferred not to receive them, but I failed to informed Mr. Wilton not to admit them. I have rectified my mistake, and Mr. Wilton has informed all of the staff I am not at home to the Bingley sisters if they should pay me another visit. 
 
    Cousin Thomas will be in town for the holidays, so when I hear from you, I will inform him of your holiday plans. I long to see you, and I miss you. I hope you are not staying away because you are still upset and disappointed with me. I long to be in your company especially for the holiday. You are my nearest family, and I do not want us to be estranged from each other. I anxiously await your reply. 
 
    Your loving sister 
 
    Georgiana D. 
 
    Darcy felt touched, upset, and reflective upon receiving his sister’s letter. He found her desire to spend time with him extremely endearing, and he too missed her. He quickly decided he would invite her, with Mrs. Bingley’s permission, to spend the holiday at Netherfield with him. He would, however, keep her on the grounds and not allow her anywhere near Meryton for fear of her meeting Wickham. Bingley’s sisters attempt to garner information about their brother from his sister upset him. He realized he should have informed Wilton, his butler, not to admit the Bingley sisters during his absence. Mention of his cousin, Colonel Thomas Fitzwilliam, however, did bring a slight smile to his face. His cousin’s recent return from fighting on the continent pleased him for it meant his cousin was safely home and available should Georgiana need him, since he was co-guardian with him to Georgiana. 
 
    At the same time Darcy had been reading his letter, Mrs. Gunther read one from her niece, Caroline Bingley. 
 
    London 
 
    December 15th 
 
    Dear Aunt; 
 
    I am hoping you can shed some light on my brother’s whereabouts. He left Louisa and me a vague note saying he had important business to attend to in the north. I have sent letters to relatives in Scarborough hoping to discover his location. Louisa and I want to know when he will return to town so he can escort us to the different holiday events. 
 
    He is so unfeeling of our wants and needs. He should be here to help promote my suit with his friend. Without Charles, I will never become Mrs. D and he knows he should be encouraging his friend by telling him what a suitable wife I will make. I am everything the gentleman needs in a gently brought up, well-educated young lady. I would make the perfect mistress for his homes and an excellent hostess. Why is my brother not doing everything possible to promote my suit to his friend? Why has he run off without informing his family where he has gone or when he will be home? Without Louisa and my guidance, he will find himself engaged to some nobody who will not be able to promote our advancement in society. Why does he not consider our needs? Why is he so thoughtless? Please provide me with information where I might find him. I know he paid you a visit. Your staff informed Louisa and me he had been in London for a day and paid you a visit. 
 
    He had better not have gone back to the barbaric country house he leased. We warned him to give up the lease. You would never believe how uncivilized the place is. Why there are young ladies in the area who run around in the mud and have no idea how to comport themselves as proper young ladies. 
 
    Send me word as soon as possible about my brother’s whereabouts. Louisa and I have agreed we will travel to wherever he is and force him to return to London with us. 
 
    Your dutiful niece 
 
    C. Bingley 
 
    Upon reading her nieces letter, Mrs. Gunther laughed, and then promptly went in search of her nephew not realizing Mr. Darcy was also seeking him out. 
 
    “Bingley.” 
 
    “Charles.” 
 
    The two spoke at the same time as they saw the wanted man headed for the front door causing him to stop and turn toward them. 
 
    Darcy and Mrs. Gunther glanced briefly at each other, and then Darcy said, “We need to speak to you somewhere private.” Darcy had no idea what Mrs. Gunther needed Bingley for, but since his concerns related to his sister’s visit and Miss Bingley hunting for her brother, he would include Mrs. Gunther in the conversation. 
 
    “We can speak in the study,” Bingley replied. 
 
    Once everyone was settled, Bingley asked, “How may I help both of you?” 
 
    Darcy nodded at Mrs. Gunther for her to start, but she said, “I think, Mr. Darcy, it might be best for you to begin.” 
 
    Darcy nodded. “I have two issues I would discuss. First, my sister does not wish to spend the holiday separated from me, and I have no wish to leave Netherfield while Miss Elizabeth is still in a shock. My request is an invitation for my sister and cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, to stay at Netherfield during the holiday season.” 
 
    “What a wonderful idea,” Bingley blurted out. “Jane will be able to host guests, and I am sure she will enjoy the opportunity.” 
 
    “Your wife may enjoy company, Charles, but remember, she is still very much concerned with her sister’s recovery. She may spend more time caring for her sister than tending to guests.” Mrs. Gunther looked at the situation in a more serious light. “I believe, Mr. Darcy, your sister and cousin will be welcomed, and I can assure you I will help Mrs. Bingley during this time. It is part of the reason why I am here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Gunther, and thank you Bingley. I will send a letter today sharing your approval for her visit.” He smiled his thanks slightly and then took on a more serious expression for his next piece of information neither was likely to enjoy. “In my sister’s letter, she mentioned Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst paying her a visit with the intent of discovering your whereabouts. When Miss Bingley discovered I was not in town, she requested my location. My sister already knew not to disclose my whereabouts to anyone especially your sisters.” 
 
    “Miss Darcy is not the only person Caroline went seeking information from,” Mrs. Gunter added. “I too received a letter today. My niece not only requested her brother’s whereabouts but also demanded them. I came to you first, Charles, before attempting to write a response to your sister’s letter.” 
 
    “I hope you do not plan to send it from here.” Darcy leaned forward slightly. He knew if she did it would have a mark indicating the letter came from Hertfordshire. 
 
    “No, Mr. Darcy. Any correspondence I send first goes to my housekeeper in town, and she then posts it from there. The question is, what should I tell your sister, Charles?” 
 
    Darcy liked Mrs. Gunther’s response, and he gave her credit for thinking intelligently. Her reassurance helped him settle back in his chair. 
 
    “I really have no idea,” Bingley replied waving his hand in frustration about his sister’s persistence to locate him. 
 
    “Where did you tell your sisters you were going?” With all the recent happenings, Darcy could not remember if Bingley had said anything about informing his sisters of his destination. 
 
    “I just said I was traveling north, which in all honesty, I was. I just did not say how far north or where.” 
 
    “If I remember correctly, you once told me you still have relatives in the north.” Darcy commented but was thoughtful. 
 
    “Caroline did mention sending a letter to relatives in Scarborough,” Mrs. Gunther added. 
 
    “I dislike deception of any kind, but in this particular case, I think I might have a suggestion,” Darcy offered with his customary frown of displeasure. 
 
    “I am open to all suggestions, especially if they will keep Caroline from coming here,” Bingley declared and this time waved his hand toward Darcy indicating him to reveal his idea. 
 
    “Would her presence really cause problems?” Mrs. Gunther interjected. Her nephew had mentioned his sister not liking the area or the people, but with his marriage, she wondered if her niece might change her mind. 
 
    “Yes,” both gentlemen replied simultaneously without hesitation. 
 
    “Caroline has been striving to marry me off to one of her society friends, the richer and more connected the better, in her opinion.” Bingley frowned as he remembered some of the friends she tried to attach to him. 
 
    “She has also been attempting to coax me into asking her to marry me. Something which will never happen,” Darcy added deepening his frown. “Besides, she has no liking for Miss Elizabeth or any of her family. To find Jane Bennet married to her brother and Miss Elizabeth residing here will not please her. I believe she would immediately demand Miss Elizabeth be conveyed home.” Darcy leaned forward again. 
 
    “Caroline did seem rather inhospitable to Miss Elizabeth the last time they were both under the same roof. I suspect it pertained to Darcy’s attentions to Miss Elizabeth. Caroline sees all other ladies as rivals even those who do not pay my friend much attention.” Bingley offered pensively; his grimace increasing as he recalled his sister’s obvious jealousy. 
 
    “I see,” Mrs. Gunther replied. “So, how do you propose we keep my niece from discovering your whereabouts?” She looked at both men for a reply. 
 
    “As I mentioned, I abhor deception, but, in this situation,  I will overlook it,” declared Darcy honestly. He, however, knew he would make an exception in this care. 
 
    “You have some idea of how we will deceive my sisters?” Charles’ smile grew. He would not regret deceiving his sisters since they both tried to deceive him by declaring Miss Bennet had not loved him. 
 
    Darcy sat back in his seat again but feeling only slightly less anxious concerning the tenacity of Miss Bingley in locating her wayward brother. 
 
    “Yes, but we will have to act quickly.” Darcy folded his hands together in front of him with his fingers pressed together. “Mrs. Gunther, did you not say Miss Bingley was sending a letter north to relatives?” 
 
    “She did.” Nodding her head in ascent. 
 
    “Then what we must do is send an express to whichever relative she might have written to with a request to either not respond to her letter or to reply with the information we provide them,” Darcy explained. 
 
    “I am already beginning to like your idea,” Bingley smiled in agreement. 
 
    “So, who would she contact first?” Mrs. Gunther asked. 
 
    “Our cousin David. We keep in close contact. He is now overseeing father’s business interest for me.” Bingley knew David was the first relative Caroline would think of because he and Bingley had been close when they were younger. 
 
    “Good, we will send him an express. Now, take a seat and write exactly what I say.” Darcy’s hand lowered, and he mentally began composing the letter. 
 
    “Avoid big words. David knows I write simply.” Bingley smirked as he recalled some of the previous letters he had received from his friend, and how he had joked with Miss Elizabeth about Darcy using such big words in his correspondence. 
 
    “Just write.” Darcy growled softly. 
 
    Bingley had risen to take a seat behind his desk, and then he pulled out paper, pen and ink, and began: 
 
    Netherfield 
 
    “No, start over,” Darcy ordered. Darcy had followed his friend to his desk and was standing behind Bingley looking over his shoulder as he wrote. 
 
    “Why?” Bingley was surprised at the request. 
 
    “You do not wish to indicate your location in case someone else sees the letter and informs your sister you are at Netherfield. Best not to say anything,” he paused a moment in thought. Then he said, “Better yet, head it Pemberley, and we can hope your sisters would not consider showing up on my doorstep uninvited.” 
 
    “And if they do?” Bingley asked knowing his sisters too well, especially Caroline and her desires to be mistress of the great estate. 
 
    “I will send my own express informing my staff if they should show up, to refuse them entry and not mention if I am in residence.” 
 
    Bingley smiled broadly as he crumpled the sheet in front of him and began again. 
 
    Pemberley 
 
    December 19 
 
    David 
 
    It is my belief you will soon receive a letter from my sister Caroline demanding you tell her where I am. Be advised, I have no wish for her to find me. I am staying away from both of my sisters because of something they have done in an attempt to ruin my future happiness. For now, I wish not to say more incase someone might find and read this letter besides you. Just know, I do not wish my sister to discover my location. Instead, send a reply stating I had to travel to Scotland to deal with an issue concerning one of father’s business holdings. Tell her, the seriousness of the situation, if not handled immediately, will affect all of our finances including her monthly allowance. I believe such a threat to her spending money will stop her from trying to travel to Scotland to find me. 
 
    I appreciate your assistance in this matter, and I promise to write more about the situation later on, but first I have a serious issue to which I must attend. 
 
    Bingley 
 
    “I hope your cousin will be able to read your illegible scratching,” Darcy declared with a deep chuckle. 
 
    “Fear not, my cousin has been reading my letters for the past ten years, and he seems to do very well. We have had no misunderstandings over all those years,” Bingley laughed. 
 
    “I must admit I am pleased to learn someone encounters no problems reading your letters.” Darcy shook his head in disbelief. “Now, I suggest you write another letter which we will have posted to your sister.” 
 
    “But then she will know where I am,” Bingley protested. 
 
    “No. We will have Mrs. Gunther send the letter to her housekeeper, and she can then post the letter in London.” Darcy smirked at the discovery of his surprisingly devious streak and how easily he had found it to act in such a manner. If his cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam ever learned of it, he would tease Darcy relentlessly about it because Darcy always prided himself on his honesty. 
 
    “For someone who abhors deception, you seem extremely adept at it.” Bingley noted approvingly. 
 
    “I believe I will also write your sister a letter,” Mrs. Gunther added as she rose from her chair and walked over to the desk. “I will include it with a letter to my housekeeper with directions about posting both of the letters. I think I will tell dear Caroline I have traveled south to spend the holidays with a dear friend of mine. This way she will know not to visit my home because she will not find me there.” 
 
    “An excellent idea, Mrs. Gunther,” Darcy said as he pulled out paper for her to use. 
 
    The three conspirators finished off their individual letters, and then sent them express. 
 
    Darcy declared with a slight smirk, “The sooner they arrive at their destinations, the sooner Miss Bingley will be led astray and not think about traveling to Netherfield.” 
 
    The second letter Darcy sent invited his sister to Netherfield for the holidays, but he warned her not to make the trip unless Colonel Fitzwilliam accompanied her and not to share her travel plans with either of the Bingley sisters. This letter he also sent express. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    (December 20th) 
 
      
 
    As soon as Jane discovered she would be hosting Mr. Darcy’s relatives over the holiday season, she began decorating her new home with the help of Mrs. Gunther and her staff. 
 
    “Lizzy has always enjoyed the Christmas season,” she informed those attending Elizabeth. “Maybe seeing the decorations will help her remember some of her happier memories. 
 
    Jane directed the maids to hang evergreen boughs around Lizzy’s bedchamber allowing Lizzy to enjoy the scent of the outdoors. Because of the extreme cold, Jane could not open the window to allow even a little fresh air into the room, but she often had her husband carry Lizzy to the window so she could look out of it. Unfortunately, Lizzy never focused on anything outside the window, and her face always remained blank. Jane’s pleasure came from watching the sunbeams shining on her sister’s face. She knew Lizzy loved the warmth of the sun permeating her skin. 
 
    Jane liked the room assigned to her sister. The colors were pastoral in nature being subtle shades of green, yellow, light browns, and blue, extremely reminiscent of nature. Lizzy, she knew, would have loved the colors in the room. In addition, the seating proved comfortable and sturdy, unlike many of the pieces in the main drawing room which had proven uncomfortable, rather fragile, and upholstered in garish colors and patterns. Jane had promised herself to refurbish two rooms as soon as her sister regained her health. The first was the mistress’s chambers and the second was the main drawing room. Both had been lavishly furnished by Miss Bingley whose taste in color and design left much to be desired. Jane could not understand why Caroline had chosen to refurbish the mistress’s chambers since they were not a room that had been used while she and her sister had been in residence.  
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    In the matter of caring for Elizabeth, it became a trying situation. Jane spoke about this one evening to her husband. “If I wished to move Lizzy, someone must carry her, for she cannot put any weight on her broken leg. You are the only male relative capable of carrying her from place to place. I realize how hard it must be for you because unless I drape her uninjured arm around your neck, she does nothing to help.” 
 
    Unfortunately for Bingley, Elizabeth did not respond by tightening her arm around his shoulder, so he carried dead weight. 
 
    “It must be done so, and I do not mind being helpful,” he replied holding her hand and patting it. 
 
    “She is not eating well,” Jane worried. “She takes broth, water, tea, and hot chocolate.” She reflected thoughtfully, “Lizzy always enjoyed chocolate.” She then frowned in concern, “But she will not chew solid food. Lizzy is losing weight; I am concerned for her.” 
 
    “We must just continue to tempt her with foods she enjoys. Mrs. Harding will be happy to cook whatever you require. Speak to her and Mrs. Nicholls, they will do whatever is necessary.” Bingley had also noticed the weight loss, but other than providing delicacies Miss Elizabeth preferred, he had no other ideas for getting her to eat more. 
 
    Although Elizabeth’s daily walks had contributed to her slim figure before her injuries, Jane feared for her sister’s health because of the excessive loss. When she spoke to the doctor about her apprehensions, he suggested, “Try giving her soft foods, for they require little chewing. Eggs, pudding, and such, for a start and prepared in a manner she favors.” 
 
    After receiving the doctor’s advice, Jane began arranging daily menus specifically for her sister. 
 
    Darcy too worried about Elizabeth’s lack of response and failure to eat. It also bothered him to watch Bingley carry Elizabeth from the bed to a chair, from a chair to the window seat, and at the end of the day, back to her bed. He wanted to perform the duty himself, but he knew with no understanding between the two of them, it would be improper for him to carry her anywhere. It did not, however, lessen his desire to cradle her next to his own body. He had never before realized he could feel such jealousy toward another person. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Five days before Christmas, Georgiana Darcy left London with Colonel Fitzwilliam.  Georgiana had been excited to meet the young lady her brother had written about during his first stay at Netherfield. She even shared some of what she knew about the young lady with her cousin during the trip. 
 
    “I could not believe it when William wrote about her fine eyes and how much he enjoyed her playing and singing. He has never mentioned any young lady in such a positive manner before,” she informed her cousin. “I cannot wait to meet her.”  
 
    The colonel seemed amused by his young ward’s excitement about meeting someone her brother appeared to hold in high esteem. “I must confess I am surprised your brother wrote about a young lady he had only recently met. I hope she is not someone like Miss Bingley.” 
 
    Colonel Fitzwilliam was not blind to that lady’s desires for his cousin’s worth rather than his person. 
 
    “I do not believe William would be blind to the same inappropriate behaviors displayed by Miss Bingley in other ladies he meets.” Georgiana felt confident in her observation about her brother.  
 
    Upon their arrival at Netherfield, Mr. and Mrs. Bingley along with Mr. Darcy were waiting to welcome them. Jane beamed knowing her Christmas decorating had been completed before the arrival of their guests. She smiled at her and the staff’s achievements.  
 
    Since the weather was bitterly cold, the trio had waited in the drawing room for their guests, with Darcy standing at the window until he saw his coach arriving. He then walked into the hall to greet his sister and cousin. Darcy watched as his sister and cousin disembarked and walked up to the door and into the house while the footman held the door open for them. 
 
    As soon as Georgiana saw her brother, she rushed forward crying, “William,” throwing herself into her brother’s arms as soon as she crossed the threshold. 
 
    Georgiana did not see her companion’s expression, but Darcy saw it over the head of his sister. Mrs. Annesley frowned and shook her head sadly, but Darcy only smiled at her because he did not regret the greeting he received from his sister. 
 
    “I cannot tell you how pleased I am to be here. I look forward to meeting Miss Elizabeth Bennet. You wrote so much about her, and I feel I already know her.” Georgiana gushed while still hugging her brother. 
 
    Darcy had embraced his sister when she rushed to greet him, but at her words of expectation he put his hands on her shoulders and stepped back from her. “Georgiana, a meeting with Miss Elizabeth might not be advisable for a day or two.” 
 
    “We cannot pay her a visit?” Georgiana’s crestfallen expression pained him. 
 
    Colonel Fitzwilliam watched from his spot behind Georgiana, and he saw something in Darcy’s eyes indicating a problem. 
 
    “No, dear, we cannot. Her family is in mourning for the loss of their second to youngest daughter.” Darcy intentionally withheld, from his letter, the information about the murder. 
 
    “I so much wanted to meet the young lady you had written about last month. Maybe I can pay a visit to offer my condolences,” she suggested. She refused to leave before meeting the one lady her brother showed a marked interest in. 
 
    “Let me present you to Bingley’s wife.” Darcy released his sister and helped her out of her pelisse, handing it to the footman waiting in the hall.  
 
    “Bingley is married?” The colonel remarked as he removed his overcoat, hat, and gloves. “When did this occur?” 
 
    “Just recently.” He looked back at his cousin as he spoke. He then placed Georgiana’s hand on his arm and led them into the drawing room. 
 
    Bingley and Jane rose as soon as their guests entered the room. “Mrs. Bingley, I would like to introduce you to my sister, Miss Georgiana Darcy, and my cousin, Colonel Thomas Fitzwilliam. Cousin, Georgiana, this is Mrs. Jane Bingley.” 
 
    Georgiana and Jane exchanged curtsies while the colonel gave a deep bow. 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine,” the colonel said as he moved forward and took Jane’s hand placing a kiss upon it. Jane giggled in response but mostly because of the slight frown she noticed on her husband’s face. 
 
    “When were you married?” Georgiana asked shyly. 
 
    “About a fortnight ago,” Jane offered. “We married quietly due to my sister’s injuries.” 
 
    “How was your sister injured?” Georgiana asked innocently. 
 
    “I did not inform my sister of the events surrounding your sister’s injuries or the death of your younger sister,” Darcy informed his hosts. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” Jane indicated to her two guests. “I will have tea sent for immediately.” She saw the footman still standing at the door and indicated for him to close the door and pass on her request for the tea to be delivered. 
 
    “I am not surprised Darcy withheld information. We are trying to keep the incident quiet for the time being,” Bingley stated. 
 
    From the look he saw pass between his cousin and Bingley, the colonel realized the seriousness of the matter. 
 
    Darcy sat down beside his sister, took both her hands in his, and began, “I do not mean to cause you concern, but there has been a murder and an attempted murder involving Mrs. Bingley’s sisters.” 
 
    “Who would do something so vicious and cruel?” Georgiana’s throat and chest tightened at the seriousness of the situation. Her eyes locked on Jane. “I am sorry Mrs. Bingley. Our coming was not appropriate. I wished I had known of your distress. I should never have requested to come and impose upon you.” 
 
    Jane shook her head. “Miss Darcy, I believe your presence might do some good for my sister. Lizzy needs to see new faces. She needs something to bring her back to us.” The last came out in almost a sob. 
 
    The colonel looked from the Bingleys to his cousin. “Maybe you should tell us exactly what happened.” 
 
    Bingley gave an abbreviated version of the events remembering the delicacy of Miss Darcy’s age, but he still noticed tears streaming down from the young girl’s eyes. 
 
    “No one has any idea of who committed the act?” As a battle experienced soldier, he could not help wondering how much effort had been put into questioning the militia officers. 
 
    “We are actively trying to discover more information.” Darcy declared. 
 
    “Are you sure all the officers were questioned thoroughly?” 
 
    “Fitzwilliam, Colonel Forster and the constable questioned every officer and enlisted man in the regiment. They all had solid alibies. All witnesses agreed one of the officer’s coats was stolen the evening before the attack, but no one, not even the other men present at the inn, remembered seeing anyone walk off with the coat.” 
 
    “And Mrs. Bingley’s sister does not remember who attacked her and her sister.” Because of his skepticism of the information provided, he wondered if the lady did not remember or if she refused to speak about the incident out of fear. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth has not said a word since she awoke five days after the attack.” Darcy said rather harshly. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth? Your Miss Elizabeth, from your letters?” The news stunned Georgiana. 
 
    “Yes, dearest,” Darcy squeezed her hands. 
 
    “Oh my!” Georgiana felt shocked and disheartened for the lady and her family, but angry with the man who would commit such an evil act. 
 
    “Explain why she has not spoken,” the colonel said. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth just stares. Her face is completely blank of all expression. She does not respond to anyone, not even to her sister or her father. The only sound she uttered occurred one night when she woke screaming, and then it took some time to quiet her. We had to physically hold her down so she did not reinjure herself. As Bingley said, both her arm and leg are broken. Dr. Franklin is hoping her arm will be mostly healed by the end of the month, but her leg will take longer.” 
 
    “Might I see her?” Darcy’s cousin asked. 
 
    “For what purpose?” Jane finally entered the conversation. 
 
    “I wish to test a hunch. I might have seen something like what your sister is suffering, but until I see her, I cannot be sure.” 
 
    “Will you be able to help her?” Jane wanted nothing more than to have her dearest sister back. She already lost Kitty; she had no wish to lose her dearest sister as well. 
 
    “We shall see,” the colonel offered. 
 
    Jane, along with her husband and Mr. Darcy, escorted the colonel and Miss Darcy up to Elizabeth’s room. Jane made the gentlemen wait outside the door. Before allowing Miss Darcy too far into the room, she warned, “My sister’s appearance may shock you, Miss Darcy. She suffered severely from the attack.” 
 
    Georgiana’s stifled gasp did not surprise Jane. In fact, she had expected the reaction. Even though it had been two weeks, the bruising on Elizabeth’s arms, face, and neck remained extensive. Although they were no longer the deep reds and purples, their coloring continued as a visible reminder of the attack. 
 
    “Lizzy, I have some company who wish to meet you.” Lizzy sat on a chaise lounge enabling her injured leg to be propped up, but her face remained expressionless. “Lizzy,” she motioned Georgiana forward. “This is Miss Georgiana Darcy, Mr. Darcy’s sister. Their cousin Colonel Fitzwilliam is also here, and he wishes to meet you as well.” 
 
    Determining her sister was presentable, Jane did not wait for a reply since she knew there would be none, Jane walked over to the door and ushered the gentlemen into the room. 
 
    The colonel walked directly to Elizabeth and crouched down beside her so he could see her face. He then raised his hand and waved it in front of her watching for any reaction in her eyes. After two waves back and forth, he quickly brought his fingers to her eyes as if he meant to poke them. Still receiving no response, he rose and turned to Mrs. Bingley. 
 
    “I have seen this before after a battle. The surgeons are referring to it as trauma shock. Some soldiers who have witnessed their friends dying have often returned from battle in such a condition. It often passes after a few hours, but I have seen a few men remain like this for a fortnight or more. Besides tending to their needs, nothing else could be done for them. Some men were sent back to the main camp or home because they became a burden on the company during the ongoing fighting.” 
 
    “So, there is nothing we can do to bring my sister out of this state?” Jane felt tears prickling her eyes but refused to shed them in front of her company. 
 
    “Patience, care, and love are about all I can recommend. Some of the soldiers came out of it when the canons began firing, but others seemed to fall deeper into shock refusing to eat or drink anything until they were removed from the area of battle. Most of the medical staff were unfamiliar with the condition, but it must have happened to others in past wars.” 
 
    “No one wants to write about the effects wars have on a man’s mind,” Darcy injected. “Too many writers want to glorify the battles and the men who fought them. One day a medically trained man will write about the negative aspects of war on a man’s mind, but I fear it will not be in our lifetime.” 
 
    “Wait and hope she comes out of this state is all one can do?” Georgiana asked, still stunned to see anyone in such a condition. Her heart went out to Miss Elizabeth, Mrs. Bingley, and her brother. 
 
    “Does someone always stay with her?” The colonel asked. 
 
    “Yes. Generally, a maid remains in the room and one of us as well. We talk and read to her, and sometimes my sister, Mary, will sing to her. Every few days, our father also pays her a visit, but we seldom allow Mama to visit. She has a nervous disposition, and we fear it might have a negative effect on my sister.” Jane explained patiently but looked regretful. 
 
    Jane did not say it, but she felt ashamed of her mother. Although Mrs. Bennet’s first sight of Elizabeth’s injuries had shocked her, on her second visit she overlooked the injuries and bemoaned the death of her other daughter. Jane would not mention to the colonel her mother berating Elizabeth for remaining in such a condition and blaming her for poor Kitty’s death. In fact, her mother’s harsh words had shocked Jane, and as soon as able, she forcibly led her mother out of the room. Jane then informed her father she would not allow her mother to visit Elizabeth again for she feared her mother would worsen Elizabeth’s condition. 
 
    “Brother, you spend time with her as well?” Georgiana stared at her brother slightly shocked to discover her proper brother would spend time in a lady’s bedchamber. If society discovered his actions, it would ruin the lady’s reputation. 
 
    “I assure you, Georgiana, I have Mr. Bennet’s permission, and I am never alone with her. At least one maid is always present, and sometimes one of her sisters is also present. I have enjoyed reading a number of books to Miss Elizabeth in the past few weeks.” Darcy managed to remember to not refer to Elizabeth informally in front of his sister, but he did find it a challenge. 
 
    “Nothing too intellectual or agricultural, I hope,” Fitzwilliam chuckled. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth has a very keen mind, and I doubt she would reject any intellectual works, and her father informed me he often read some of the new agricultural pamphlets with her in order to obtain her impression about a new technique being promoted. In answer to your question, however, I have been reading Shakespeare’s plays to her.” 
 
    “None of his sonnets?” The colonel teased again knowing how much Darcy enjoyed reading poetry, which his cousin had declared unmanly. 
 
    “Just the plays, currently. After we have gone through all of them, I will consider poetry. Miss Elizabeth once said a poor sonnet could drive away love which was not sincere, so I will choose the poems extremely carefully.” Darcy chuckled at the memory of the conversation. 
 
    “I had never heard such a comment in reference to poetry before,” the colonel replied also smiling at the comment. 
 
    “She said it in reference to something which happened when we were younger.” If the situation did not seem so serious, Jane would have laughed at the memory, but watching the blank expression on her sister’s face repressed any desires to laugh. “Do you really believe she will come back to us?” She again asked the colonel. 
 
    She needed his reassurance about her sister returning to her. At heart, Jane had an extremely optimistic disposition. To accept someone wished to harm her sisters had been hard for her. Lizzy once teased Jane saying, ‘You see the world in white with no shades of gray or black.’ Jane laughed at the comment, but in truth, Jane wanted to believe in the goodness of everyone and everything around her. Kitty’s death and Lizzy’s near death proved the world was not all goodness and no amount of wishing on Jane’s part would ever make it so. The event forced Jane to accept evil people existed even in her small part of the world. 
 
    “Yes, I do, but it may take time. Maybe more time than you might expect. On the other hand, it could be tomorrow. I have never figured out what triggered their return when I witnessed men coming out of such a shock. When asked, even the men could not explain. Most said they remember hearing or seeing something shocking, and the next thing they remembered was waking up. Some military doctors believe it is the mind’s way of protecting the person until he is ready to face reality again.” 
 
    “Mrs. Bingley,” Georgiana touched Jane’s hand as she watched the lady’s face sadden. “I wish to be of some help. I will do anything you request of me, and I would enjoy taking a turn sitting with your sister.” 
 
    “That is very kind of you Miss Darcy, but you are a guest in my home. It would not be proper for me to ask such a thing of you.” 
 
    “Oh no. I want to do it. I would like to become better acquainted with your sister. My brother wrote so many wonderful things about her in his letters.” Georgiana smiled toward her brother. 
 
    “I am much surprised. Your brother gave the impression he did not like my sister while he was here last.” Jane had not heard of Mr. Darcy’s altered opinion. According to Lizzy, Mr. Darcy looked at her only to find fault, and he had made the comment about her not being handsome enough for him to dance with. She wondered why Miss Darcy would believe her brother thought kindly of Elizabeth. In fact, his attendance to Elizabeth and his presence at Netherfield had concerned her, but her father approved of his presence, her husband had nothing disparaging to say about his friend, so she had just accepted his presence and his help. She could at least admit his help had proved beneficial during the past weeks. 
 
    “No, Mrs. Bingley. I have a great respect for your sister. I have spoken to your father about my feelings, for if I had not, he would not have allowed me to help watch over her during this trying time.” Darcy informed her. 
 
    “But did you not declare her not handsome enough?” Everyone easily saw Jane’s confusion, and Darcy knew he would need to speak to her privately about past misunderstandings and his true affections for her sister. 
 
    Georgiana appeared shocked at hearing her brother had spoken despairingly about a young lady he only praised in his letters to her. The colonel, however, repressed a chuckle for he knew his cousin could make inappropriate comments in order to discourage others from trying to force him to do something he chose not to do. 
 
    “I made an offhanded comment to Bingley so he would leave me alone. I had recently experienced a trying moment.” He briefly eyed his sister and saw her flush. “I never even noticed your sister sitting nearby.” He offered directly to Jane, “I am heartily sorry she ever heard those cruel words, and if it were possible, I would request her forgiveness.” 
 
    “I suspected she overheard you,” Bingley informed him, “but with your foul mood, I decided to let the matter drop. Had I known she really heard your comment I would have requested your apology for offending her.”  
 
    “Had I suspected anyone overheard my comment, I can assure you, I would have offered a sincere apology for the offensiveness of the comment.” Again, Darcy looked directly at Mrs. Bingley with his offered apology. “Had I known Bingley referred to Miss Elizabeth, I would have informed her about the falseness of the statement, for I find her one of the handsomest ladies of my acquaintance.” 
 
    Upon hearing Darcy’s remarks, Georgiana’s hunch about her brother’s feelings toward the young lady seated before them staring off at nothing no longer surprised Colonel Fitzwilliam. The colonel suspected the murder of her sister and being choked nearly to death was what her mind was blocking. How traumatized would such events make her mind? How long would it take before she could accept the truth of what happened? Would she ever remember the event? The last question reminded him of one of the officers who had served under him who had witnessed the death of his younger brother. The officer completely blocked the scene from his mind, and before being sent home, he still had no memory of the occurrence. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Later, when Darcy and his cousin were alone, Darcy asked, “Have you seen many cases like Elizabeth’s?” 
 
    Fitzwilliam did not fail to notice his cousin’s use of the young lady's Christian name but made no reference to it. 
 
    “You must realize this happens more than one might suspect during a war. Shock, I have discovered, is a common enough occurrence.” 
 
    Darcy leaned forward on the chair, “Has it ever happened to you?” Darcy could not help but wonder. 
 
    “I confess it has.” The colonel’s face became pensive, and he placed his palms together in front of him. “During my first battle, I watched the death of a very close friend. The details are too gruesome and still disturb me, but at the time, I confess I was unaware of what happened to me. One minute I was beside my friend witnessing his death, and the next I was in a bed in the hospital tent. The doctor informed me one of the men in my regiment found me standing immobile while the fighting went on around me. He declared it a miracle I had not been killed. He brought me to the hospital tent and left me in the care of the doctor’s staff. The doctor said I did not respond to anyone around me; the questions he asked, I did not answer. He said I remained in what he referred to as a state of shock for over four hours.” He separated his hands placing them on the arms of his chair. “I never had it happen to me again, so maybe, for me, I became hardened to the sight of men dying around me, including my friends. I still remember his death, but the time between is a complete blank.” 
 
    “Will Elizabeth’s experience parallel your experience?” Darcy often wondered if Elizabeth would remember his words of affection when she finally returned to her senses. He also wondered if he wanted her to remember or if it would be better for him to try to begin their friendship with a new start before she learned of his growing affections for her. He had much to consider concerning his desires for their relationship. 
 
    “From speaking to those who have suffered the same kind of shock, I would say yes. None of the soldiers I spoke to remember their time in shock. One man referred to it as a black hole in his life.” The colonel sat forward slightly while he noticed Darcy receding back into his chair. “I understood what he meant when he said it. Of course, it also might be different for Miss Elizabeth. You and the others have been talking to her or reading to her trying to get through to her conscious mind. It might be possible she will remember some of it, but I cannot say for sure. As I said, even the doctors do not really understand the condition.” 
 
    “Thank you. This helps me understand a little better what might be occurring for her. I guess we can only wait and hope she will finally begin to respond to those around her. I know Mrs. Bingley wishes for her sister’s return.” Darcy felt a slight sense of relief and settled a little more comfortably into his chair. 
 
    “I believe you also wish for her return.” The colonel added knowingly. 
 
    With nothing further to say in regards to his cousin’s comment, Darcy rose, bid him good night, and went up to his room hearing his cousin’s chuckling as he departed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    (Christmas to Mid-March) 
 
      
 
    Jane accepted Miss Darcy’s sincere offer to help, and everyday Georgiana took a turn sitting beside Elizabeth. She often spoke to the young lady about her life. 
 
    “You would like Pemberley. Your sister says you enjoy walking, and there are many beautiful gardens around my home, but it is not all the work of men. Many areas have been allowed to grow as nature meant it to be.” Georgiana smiled broadly as she pictured the place in her mind. “Plus, there are multiple paths through the woods around the park area. Brother has followed the management of the estate as established by my father and his father and grandfather before him.” 
 
     Georgiana reflected on her suspicions about her brother’s feelings toward Miss Elizabeth, so she decided it would be proper for her to speak about her brother. 
 
    “William is the best of brothers and masters. He pays prodigious attention of all under his care. He does whatever is necessary to meet the needs of those who look to him for their livelihood. There is not a servant or tenant who would speak disrespectfully about him. To me, he has always been tender and caring, more so than I believe I deserve,” she chocked back a sob at an uncomfortable remembrance of her past offense known by only three others. Pushing the memory away, she continued, “I believe my brother thinks very highly of you. I have seen him around you, and during his first stay at Netherfield, he wrote about you often. He praised your handling of Miss Bingley’s offensive barbs.” Georgiana looked around the room to make sure she would not be over heard, before saying very softly, “I will confess I do not like Miss Bingley. She is pleasant to me when William is near. She thinks I do not know she is trying to convince me she would make a good sister and an acceptable wife for my brother.” She covered her mouth and chuckled before saying, “William would never marry someone so coarse and obvious in her manipulations.” 
 
    Georgiana paused to wonder why she was speaking so openly to a virtual stranger. This had never happened to her before. She knew she was naturally shy, but in Miss Elizabeth’s company, something seemed different. 
 
    “Do you know,” she began to confess, “I feel extremely open with you, and it is as if we had known each other for years maybe because you seem unaware of my presence and might not even understand what I am saying, but I will confess, I believe I would feel just as comfortable around you if you were not in your current state of mind.” More than anything, she wished to reach out and hold Miss Elizabeth’s hand but felt it too personal an action to perform with someone unaware of what was occurring around her. 
 
    Georgiana continued her time with Elizabeth speaking about anything she found interesting to share, and, when Mrs. Bingley replaced her, she felt as if she had made a new friend without the other lady saying a single word. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The five days before Christmas found the Netherfield party not joyful but at least semi-pleased with the upcoming holiday. Jane had arranged for Mrs. Nicholls to prepare baskets for the Netherfield tenants; something Lizzy and she had seen to every Christmas for the Longbourn tenants. She believed Mrs. Hill had faithfully prepared the baskets for the Longbourn tenants this year for she knew her mother and Lydia would not think about their needs, and she was unsure if Mary would remember to perform the duty since she was more often at Netherfield helping to tend to Elizabeth. Even though her family was in mourning, Jane knew it would be improper for them to forget about their tenants during this blessed season. 
 
    As Jane made arrangements for the baskets, she wondered if the Netherfield tenants had received any Christmas gifts since the previous owner of the estate had died for his heir had never visited the estate after inheriting. Would the steward and housekeeper have thought about remembering the tenants, she wondered. 
 
    Curious about the past years, Jane spoke to Mrs. Nicholls about Christmas boxes for the tenants while the current owner had been absent, and she happily learned Mrs. Nicholls and the steward had always prepared something for the tenants, and the costs of the baskets had been added to the household expenses. 
 
    When Georgiana learned about the baskets, she again offered her help in delivering them. “For the past three years, I helped Mrs. Reynolds, Pemberley’s housekeeper, with the Christmas baskets. I will miss out on the happiness I see when the baskets are delivered. This will allow me to give happiness to others even if they are not our tenants, so I thank you, Jane, for the opportunity.” They had agreed to be on a first name basis after their first time sitting together with Elizabeth. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The day before Christmas, Jane, Georgiana, the colonel, and Mr. Darcy rode around the estate delivering the much-appreciated gifts. Bingley had remained at the house, along with Mary, to watch over Elizabeth. 
 
    The Bennet family spent Christmas day at Netherfield. Bingley requested the cook make a sumptuous luncheon before leaving with the rest of the staff to visit family for the holiday. Darcy, the colonel, and he agreed to serve the meal to everyone, and Bingley carried Elizabeth downstairs to join her family and the Darcys. Lydia, however, ruined the happy holiday atmosphere filling the house. She arrived believing everyone’s attentions should center on her. To achieve her desire, she donned a vibrant crimson dress for the occasion. 
 
    “Lydia, how could you do something so disrespectful,” Jane demanded as soon as she saw her sister. “Everyone knows Elizabeth meant to wear this dress for our Christmas celebration this year. Who gave you the right to take her clothes for your own?” 
 
    Lydia just smiled and did a little turn as she boldly declared, “Mama said it would be perfectly fine because Lizzy will never be wearing it now that she is as good as dead.” 
 
    “Lydia Bennet!” Mr. Bennet yelled. “You will return home immediately and change into your mourning dress. If I return home and do not find the dress in your sister’s wardrobe, or if I find any harm has occurred to it, you will be punished.” His tone was fierce, but softer than he first uttered his name. Then, before his wife could protest, Mr. Bennet turned on her with the most furious look she had ever seen, “And you,” he growled, “will never speak such words about Lizzy again.” 
 
    Mrs. Bennet was shocked into silence for she had never seen such a look nor heard such a fierceness in her husband’s tone ever before. 
 
    “She has not died nor will she,” he continued without softening his tone or manner. “You and our youngest daughter will begin comporting yourselves in the proper manner and mourn our murdered daughter. I also advise you to send up daily prayers for our dear Elizabeth. She needs our support and prayers, and you will not give up on her recovering fully. Should I ever hear you speak so offensively or disrespectfully about her again, I will devise a consequence, which will help demonstrate your repentance. Now, Mrs. Bennet, escort our youngest home and do not return until she is properly attired.” 
 
    Regretfully, Mr. Bennet lost his previous hopes about Lydia being reformed after her first visit to her injured sister. After her unfeeling behavior and disregard for her sister’s possessions, Mr. Bennet felt disgust for his youngest daughter. He finally conceded his need to intercede in the proper raising of his youngest. It would become his first task the following day. 
 
    Lydia’s actions and words, with the support of her mother, completely soured the painstakingly planned enjoyable event. Jane gave thanks Elizabeth remained unaware of what occurred but tears threatened to fall because of Lydia’s comment and her mother’s disrespect for Elizabeth’s situation. Georgiana, feeling awkward witnessing such a private family moment, walked over to Jane, took her hand, and squeezed it showing her support and friendship. Darcy and the colonel tried to pretend they had not witnessed what should have been a private moment, while Darcy also felt contempt for both ladies’ lack of concern for someone as special as Elizabeth. 
 
    Bingley could find no way to bring the cheer back into the situation, so he just said, “I think maybe we should just begin our meal.” 
 
    “I concur with our host. My wife and youngest daughter can serve themselves after their return. I think our meal will be much pleasanter without their presence,” Mr. Bennet offered trying to force a little smile. 
 
    Although Bingley tried to bring some cheer to the small group, his efforts proved fruitless. More than just the meal had been ruined by Lydia’s thoughtlessness. 
 
    No one forgot or forgave Lydia’s actions quickly. Even Jane remained upset by her youngest sister’s selfish behavior, but time did not stand still. December ended and January began. A New Year’s celebration had been planned, but after the events of Christmas Day, Jane decided to cancel them. She informed her father she would host him and Mary for the day, but she preferred not to welcome her mother or youngest sister to share any more time with them. Colonel Fitzwilliam returned to London soon after the first of the year to rejoin his unit. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    As January progressed, Mary began to spend more time at Netherfield because Georgiana and she began practicing on the pianoforte together. Many times, the two would have Bingley carry Elizabeth down to the music room so she could sit and listen to them. Mary even began to play duets with Georgiana and slowly Mary’s skills began to improve. Mary, willingly, acknowledged her skills needed improving. Practicing, she discovered, helped a little; she recognized her need to learn beyond the few rudimentary skills she knew. Georgiana proved an excellent teacher, and it thrilled Mary to recognize the progress she had made under the younger lady’s tutelage. Even Jane complimented Mary on her improvements. 
 
    Doctor Franklin returned to London early in January but promised to return if Elizabeth’s health or healing took a turn. By the beginning of February, Elizabeth slowly began walking. Because of the snow and frigid temperatures outside, Jane, Mary, and Georgiana escorted Elizabeth on walks up and down the halls. Often, Darcy would join the ladies so he could spend time in the company of Elizabeth. 
 
    Elizabeth’s diet improved as well once the swelling and bruising disappeared from around her neck; her meals consisted of a variety of solid foods. Doctor Franklin encouraged the additions as soon as he declared her throat was healed enough to allow her to swallow more than liquids. He did warn Mrs. Bingley, when Elizabeth began speaking, her voice might be rough, and Elizabeth might find it difficult because of disuse and possible unseen damage. Unfortunately, Elizabeth still showed no signs of recovery from her shock. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    By the middle of March, Jane all but gave up hope of having her sister back. Darcy, however, refused to give up hoping. He felt the Elizabeth Bennet he knew would never allow anything to defeat her. He remembered her saying her courage always rises; of course, she meant when intimidated, but he thought she might see this particular incident as a type of intimidation. 
 
    Every moment he spent with her he offered her encouragement. “Miss Elizabeth, have I told you lately how special I find you. You have more courage and determination than any young lady of my acquaintance. I know you can overcome this situation you find yourself in because you do not believe in giving up. You must fight to come back to us. Your sisters miss you greatly, as does your father.” Lowering his voice, as he did whenever sharing his feelings, he would say, “I miss you. I miss our debates. I miss your teasing. Most of all, I miss your smile and your delightful laughter. I wish to hear you laugh again.” 
 
    Darcy often spoke about his sister as well. “You will like my sister when you are able to meet her properly. I believe she already finds you a special person. I wish the two of you to be friends and, if possible, to one day become sisters.” 
 
    In addition to speaking encouragingly to her, he often held her hand and found it delightful to rub his thumb gently over her soft skin. More than anything, he often imagined having the right to caress her check and many times, imagined what it would be like to kiss her. 
 
    Darcy often encouraged his sister to speak informally to Elizabeth, telling her Elizabeth needed friends she could reply upon not to give up on her ability to overcome this obstacle facing her. As a result, Georgiana continued as she had begun to share personal information with Elizabeth and began referring to her as Miss Lizzy. Jane had shared the doctor’s suggestion about referring to Miss Lizzy by the name she had heard most often before her injuries. 
 
    March brought with it some other occurrences. The first happened on an excursion into Meryton by Jane and Georgiana. Jane wanted to obtain a new book for Elizabeth’s hearing pleasure, and Georgiana agreed to accompany her. When Darcy found out about the trip, he requested a moment of his sister’s time to speak privately with her. 
 
    “I must warn you George Wickham joined the militia stationed here. I want you to be protected from him. If at all possible, I would prefer you stay by the coach. If he should approach you, do not speak to him. I am going to send a footman along to watch out for your well-being. I will warn him about Mr. Wickham as well.” He did not want to curtail his sister’s ability to travel to town, but he would not risk her safety either. “Please promise me to stay near the footman and Mrs. Bingley.” 
 
    Georgiana’s previous experience with the man proved his untrustworthiness. “I promise I will stay by the coach. I only want to accompany Mrs. Bingley. I have no need to purchase anything at this time. I will make sure I stay near whoever you send.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Darcy instructed the footman to allow no militia officer near his sister and to make sure she stayed in the coach. He had also chosen one of the younger, taller, and more threatening looking of the footman employed by Bingley. 
 
    Georgiana happily remained in the coach as they stopped at the bookshop. She hoped Jane would find a book to spark her sister’s interest and maybe cause her to react in a manner other than just sitting and staring into space. As she sat waiting, she allowed her mind to reflect on Miss Lizzy. She had easily recognized William’s attraction for the young lady, but wondered about the seriousness of his feelings. As she pondered a possible relationship between the two, her thoughts were interrupted by the sight of Miss Lydia Bennet dressed in the same crimson dress she had worn at the Christmas dinner. She watched as the young girl slipped into an alley after looking around as if to make sure no one noticed her actions. Fearing what the girl meant to do, because Lydia’s previous behavior reminded Georgiana more of a spoiled child and her current actions appeared suspicious, Georgiana slipped out of the coach and silently motioned for the footman to follow her. She too moved in a manner so as not to attract attention. As she gained the opening of the alley, she waited until the footman stood beside her. 
 
    “Look carefully around the corner and tell me what you see,” she directed him quietly. She had no desire for Miss Lydia to see her. 
 
    After a moment, he turned to her whispering, “There be a young lady dressed in red kissing a man dressed in a red coat. It be improper for you to see, Miss.” 
 
    “Do you recognize the officer?” She needed to know the name of the man so she could share it with her brother. She would then make him share what she had witnessed with Mr. Bennet. 
 
    “No, Miss. I’s never seen any of them officers,” he replied. 
 
    “Let me see.” She had to have a name. 
 
    The footman stepped back but stayed beside her for protection as directed by Mr. Darcy but still believed the sight improper for her. Mr. Darcy had paid him well to watch over Miss Darcy, and he would not fail in his duty. 
 
    Georgiana gasped softly for she would recognize the man anywhere, dressed in any fashion. She quickly retreated from the area and reached the coach slightly out of breath. Turning to the footman, she said, “As soon as we reach Netherfield, I wish you to follow me to find my brother. You need to verify what we have just witnessed.” 
 
    “Yes, Miss.” He would do whatever she asked. 
 
    Georgiana anxiously waited for Jane to reappear so they could hurry back to Netherfield. She did not think anything bad would happen before she spoke to her brother, but she needed to inform him of what she saw sooner rather than later. To her, it seemed an eternity before Jane returned but knew it had probably been a matter of minutes. 
 
    “Georgiana, are you not well?” Jane noticed her friend’s paleness when she entered the coach. She worried one of her guests had fallen ill while under her care. 
 
    “No, I am fine. I just need to see my brother. I have an important matter I must speak to him about as soon as we return to the house.” She spoke quickly and quietly. 
 
    Jane rapped on the roof to indicate her readiness. “We shall return home promptly. Is there anything I can do to assist you?” Jane sensed Georgiana’s desire to return quickly. 
 
    “No. I must really speak to my brother before anything else is done.” She twisted her hands together anxiously. 
 
    “It will not take long for us to reach the house,” Jane assured her still worried for her friend. She reached out and placed her hand over Georgiana’s which were clinched tightly together before finally settling back in her seat opposite of the young lady. 
 
    If Georgiana could have made it happen, she would have found a way to make herself instantly appear at Netherfield and preferably standing next to her brother, but wishing it so, did not make it happen. Instead, she waited for the slow, slower than she wanted, return trip to end. In fact, her haste almost caused her to leave the coach before it stopped and the footman arrived to help her out of the coach. She indicated for the footman who accompanied her to follow her into the house. 
 
    “Where might I find my brother?” She inquired of the butler as soon as she saw him. 
 
    “I believe, miss, he is in the study with Mr. Bingley.” 
 
    Without replying, she turned and rushed to the study. In fact, the footman who accompanied her found it hard to reach the door and open it for her before she performed the action. 
 
    “William,” she blurted out. “I urgently need to speak to you privately.” 
 
    Bingley rose as soon as she entered the room, and at her request, he bowed saying, “I will leave the two of you to your privacy.” 
 
    “Thomas, please shut the door,” Georgiana said as soon as Mr. Bingley crossed the threshold. Darcy gave the footman a look as he remained on their side of the door. Seeing her brother’s look, she added, “I asked Thomas to remain so he can verify what I saw today.” 
 
    Darcy nodded, motioned his sister to be seated, and then sat down beside her. 
 
    “William, you must hurry to Longbourn and warn Mr. Bennet about George Wickham. He must protect his daughter from that man,” she declared in a rush. 
 
    Darcy looked toward the footman, who cleared his throat and then explained, “Miss Darcy seen the youngest Bennet daughter go ‘tween two buildings. Miss Darcy followed, but tells me ta look aroun’ the corner without bein’ seen. I sees Miss Lydia kissin’ an officer. I din’t know the man.” 
 
    “George Wickham.” Georgiana blurted out. “I did recognize him. I remembered you said he joined the militia stationed in town. 
 
    “You are positive about Wickham and Miss Lydia?” He looked at both of them. 
 
    “I rightly don’t know this ‘ere Mr. Wickham, but I knows it were Miss Lydia Bennet,” Thomas declared. 
 
    “I believe you Thomas. You may leave now,” Darcy informed him. The rest of his conversation with his sister needed to remain private. 
 
    As soon as the door closed behind Thomas, Georgiana said, “William, Miss Lydia was wearing Miss Lizzy’s dress. Talk seriously to Mr. Bennet and if necessary, tell him about last spring. I trust Mr. Bennet, but I do not trust Geo . . ., I mean, Mr. Wickham. You know he would never marry a lady who does not have a large dowry. I do not want him to ruin the Bennet family. They have suffered enough.” 
 
    “Maybe I will not need to tell him about your involvement, but I will warn him if you believe it necessary.” Darcy replied reassuringly. 
 
    Georgiana reached out and clasped his hand between both of hers. “You know it is. You know him. You know he would ruin Miss Lydia without feeling any guilt. You cannot allow the Bennet family to face the shame he would cause. You cannot allow it to happen to Miss Lizzy. She does not need to mourn the loss of another sister.” 
 
    “I will do it for you,” he said as he patted her hands holding his. 
 
    “No, William. Do it for Miss Lizzy,” Georgiana countered. “She is important to me, and I believe she is important to you.” 
 
    Darcy only smiled. 
 
    “Go now! Do not wait!” Georgiana released his hand, rose quickly, and attempted to pull her brother up. “Stop sitting here and thinking about it. Just do it!” she prompted. 
 
    Darcy chuckled, “Yes, sir,” and he gave her a little salute as he stood. He had never seen her so demanding before, but he was relieved to see she was not mourning the loss of Mr. Wickham’s company or drawing in on herself in fear and depression. 
 
    “Stop teasing and do your duty to save Miss Lydia’s reputation, even if she does not deserve it.” She declared pointing toward the door. 
 
    Georgiana fumed at her brother’s slowness, and she meant what she said. Miss Lydia had the two sweetest sisters she knew — three if she counted Miss Mary — making Georgiana care about Lydia’s reputation. Any girl who would intentionally kiss a man she was not engaged to was not a proper lady. In addition, any girl who would intentionally steal her sister’s dress so she could flirt with a scoundrel deserved to lose the respect of her family and friends. To be intentionally ruined, however, was not deserved by any young lady too silly to understand what ruination truly meant. She had been such a silly young child once, but she would never allow anyone to deceive her again. 
 
    As her brother walked out of the room, Georgiana felt relieved to see him going, but she felt guilty she had allowed such a man to deceive her. She needed someone to talk to, to finally confess her guilt, but whom could she share it without feeling like the person would look down upon her. Then she remembered Miss Lizzy. The one person she felt comfortable speaking with; the one person she trusted to share something so improper with; someone she felt would not condemn her for her foolishness. 
 
    Georgiana left the study and made her way up to Elizabeth’s room. If she found anyone else present, she would request to be left alone with her friend. She would gather up her courage and share her disgrace with Miss Lizzy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    (Mid-March) 
 
      
 
    Of his own accord, Darcy would not have chosen to visit Mr. Bennet, but his sister’s information and prompting caused him to make the effort to inform Mr. Bennet about his daughter’s questionable actions and the corrupt manners of a man paying her excessive attention. Besides, his sister’s comment about the affect such shame would have on Elizabeth confirmed the rightness of his actions. 
 
    During his ride over to Longbourn, Darcy reflected on his sister’s forcefulness. Before she had been shy and reserved, but since coming to Netherfield, his sister had matured and seemed to have gained a sense of confidence. He knew if Georgiana had the opportunity to befriend Elizabeth, Elizabeth would help improve his sister, but it seemed Jane Bingley and Mary Bennet also played a role in his sister’s improvement. Assisting in the care of Elizabeth, he believed, also helped. He was proud of the young woman his sister was becoming. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy to see you sir,” Mr. Hill, the Bennet’s butler, informed his master. 
 
    “Show him in Hill,” Mr. Bennet rose from his comfortable chair after laying aside his book. He worried Mr. Darcy might be bringing discouraging news about his dearest daughter. 
 
    “Mr. Bennet,” Darcy greeted with a slight bow, which the older man returned. 
 
    Darcy admired the gentleman’s bookroom. Its shelves not only overflowed with books, contrary to Bingley’s meager collections in his larger library, but it also smelled of leather, which bound many of the books he noticed on the shelves. In fact, the shelves were not the only furniture in the room filled with books. Darcy noticed the side tables and Mr. Bennet’s desks held stacks of books. The room also felt comfortable; a room any true bibliophile would enjoy settling in while reading. 
 
    “Have a seat, Mr. Darcy. Might I offer you tea or something stronger?” At least he remembered his hosting skills. 
 
    “Not at the moment, sir. I have come to you with some information about your daughter.” 
 
    This worried Mr. Bennet even more. “Has something happened to my Lizzy?” He retook his seat once Mr. Darcy sat, but he remained instantly ready to rise and leave for Netherfield if necessary. 
 
    “No. Miss Elizabeth remains the same. The daughter I speak of is your youngest, Miss Lydia.” Darcy frowned as he recalled his sister’s description of the event she witnessed. 
 
    “What silliness has she done now?” He relaxed a little, but prepared to laugh at the antics of his least favorite daughter. 
 
    “Something serious, I fear. While in town this morning with Mrs. Bingley, my sister happened to see your youngest daughter there as well. In fact, Georgiana claimed Miss Lydia wore the crimson gown you mentioned at Christmas belonging to Miss Elizabeth. My sister saw her acting suspicious, looking around to make sure no one was watching her before slipping between two buildings. My sister and her footman followed and observed your youngest in the arm of an officer. The kiss my sister witnessed between the officer and your daughter shocked her. As I mentioned a short time back, my family has known George Wickham for some time. I gave you some information about my past with him, but I believe it is time I provide you with a little more information about the man.” 
 
    As Darcy’s discomfort rose, he stood and began pacing, as per his normal habit when upset about a situation. 
 
    “As I mentioned earlier, Wickham has spent many years gambling, carousing, and dallying with ladies of the wrong sort. I believe I also mentioned his ruination of innocent young ladies as well as not caring if they were of the serving class, the daughters of merchants, or ladies from respectable families. His pleasure has always been his only goal.” Darcy felt uncomfortable of having to relay such despicable behavior. “After university, he began seeking to marry an heiress, and he cared not how he won her. I mentioned my father’s will and his intent for Wickham to join the church. I believe you understand why I felt uncomfortable offering him the position.” Darcy turned and directly faced the older gentleman. “I thought providing a monetary payment would end my need to ever meet him again. If you can believe this, he first wanted ten thousand for the living.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet laughed when he heard the outrageous amount. 
 
    “My reaction exactly,” Darcy agreed suddenly sitting down. “I declared the three thousand a one-time offer which would not last through any arguing. Unfortunately, this was not the last I saw of him. It should not surprise you, he turned up less than two years later declaring he had decided to take orders so he could have the living my father originally left him. I informed him he would receive nothing else from my family or me, and if he took orders, he could find someone else willing to offer him a position. He threatened to get even with me for denying him what, he claimed, was rightfully his.” He stopped unsure whether to say more. 
 
    “It was not the last you heard from him, was it?” Mr. Bennet had seen men of this ilk before and knew of what they were capable. 
 
    “No, it was not, but the next part of this story is not something I wish to share, but my sister said I must.” He did not add ‘if necessary’ because he felt the telling was necessary. 
 
    “Tell as little as you wish, for I will believe what you have to say,” Mr. Bennet offered. He noticed the telling becoming harder on the young man sitting in front of him.  
 
    Mr. Wickham had visited his home often to take tea, and he had not thought much of the man. He also noticed the man taking too much interest in his youngest daughters and even spending an excessive amount of time with Lizzy. He had felt uncomfortable every time the man locked his eyes on Lizzy when she was not looking at him. He said nothing to any of his daughters about his feelings about the man, but now he knew it was time he took an active role in protecting his daughters from the likes of Mr. Wickham, especially since Lydia had been seen kissing the man. 
 
    “Last summer, I had sent my sister on holiday at Ramsgate. I had hired a woman I believed trustworthy and reliable as a companion.” 
 
    Darcy’s agitation caused him to rise and pace again.  Mr. Bennet realized this was a habit for the younger man and made no comment about it but stored the knowledge away for a later date. 
 
    “I have often regretted this error,” Darcy continued as he paced, “but it could have turned out even worse than it did. I later discovered this companion was a compatriot of Mr. Wickham’s, and their goal was my sister’s dowry of thirty thousand pounds. Wickham led my sister to believe he was in love her and tried to convince her to elope. He told her not to mention the plans to me so they could surprise me, but he failed to tell her I would never have been pleased with the surprise or what he truly wanted was her money.” Darcy suddenly stopped pacing. “Fortunately, a friend informed me about Wickham’s presence in Ramsgate. I immediately traveled there and arrived in time to stop the elopement from occurring.” The pacing began again. “When my sister discovered the truth about the man, she felt shocked, heartbroken, and ashamed. It took a long time for her to recover, but I believe she is finally on the mend.” He paused his pacing as he said, “Helping with the care of Miss Elizabeth seems to have helped her, and her friendship with your eldest daughter also appears beneficial. When she saw your youngest in the arms of a man she knew to be a rake and worse, she demanded I inform you of your daughters indiscretion and the man’s untrustworthiness around innocent young ladies.” Darcy retook his seat. 
 
    “I thank you for your honesty and concern, Mr. Darcy. I can assure you I will protect Lydia.” This time, Mr. Bennet knew he truly would take control of his household. Mr. Bennet folded his hands together. “I will also inform my wife Mr. Wickham is not what he seems, and he will no longer to be allowed in my home or near my daughter. I think I will also begin asking around town about his accounts. I believe all the fathers in the area need to be warned about the man without, of course, mentioning your sister’s involvement with him.” Mr. Bennet would never spread gossip about any innocent young lady. “I also believe Lydia needs to discover her actions carry consequences, and my wife will experience the same.” 
 
    Darcy sat forward in his seat. “I am sorry I had to be the bearer of bad news, but at least your daughter is safe. I hope she will remain so in the future.” 
 
    “More because of your information and my next actions, rather than her own good sense, I fear,” Mr. Bennet chuckled. 
 
    The two men spent the next half hour talking about Elizabeth and how they might find a way to help her come out of her state of shock. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    While Mr. Darcy visited Mr. Bennet, Georgiana made her way to Elizabeth’s room. She needed to speak to someone about what had happened last spring, but realized only Miss Lizzy afforded her the comfort to speak easily. Mrs. Annesley, her companion, although a wonderful lady, was much older than her, so Georgiana never felt compelled to speak with her about what happened. In fact, she feared talking to the older lady about something so personal and shameful. Also, she felt she could not share her feeling with her brother. Being a man, as well as her brother, she believed he would not understand her point of view about the occurrence. In addition, she still felt at fault for believing George Wickham’s lies. She failed to understand her brother actually blamed himself for the entire event. By opening up to Elizabeth, Georgiana would, for the first time, finally voice everything she felt about the entire incident. 
 
    As she entered the room, she noticed one maid in attendance. Elizabeth, she noted, sat in an overlarge chair near the window staring out. 
 
    “Alice.” It pleased Georgiana to remember the maid’s name. “You may leave. I will sit with Miss Lizzy until her sister comes in.” 
 
    “Thank ye, miss.” The maid rose, bobbed a curtsy, and hurried out to the room. 
 
    Georgiana pulled another chair closer to Elizabeth and sat down. She managed to get the chair right beside Elizabeth’s. At first, she wavered about how to begin, but then decided to just open up and saying anything and everything as it came to her. 
 
    “Miss Lizzy. I imagine you have never done anything foolish in your life. William tells me you are very intelligent, and I have always believed my brother. I know he is a good judge of people. For this reason, I believe you would never do anything as foolish or shameful as I have done.” Georgiana giggled slightly as she added, “If I begin to ramble horribly, please stop me.” 
 
    She knew Elizabeth would not stop her because she had, as of yet, never spoken to anyone. 
 
    “I guess it is best to begin at the beginning, as most people say. This may be a long story, but I really need to tell someone about what happened, and I must confess, I feel very comfortable speaking to you.” 
 
    Again, she looked to see if Elizabeth had reacted in any manner, but she saw the same blank stare. 
 
    Georgiana decide to begin with her father’s role in the story. “My father had an extremely close friendship with his steward. This steward had a son about William’s age named George. As boys, my brother and George were close friends and did many things together but they often did not allow me to join them. I guessed all boys are like that, I mean by not allowing a little sister to join them.” She absently waved her hand. “When the time came for William to go off to school, my father paid for George’s admission to the same school, and later he paid so George could attend university. I saw neither of them for most of the year, but when they were home on holiday, William always made sure to spend extra time with me. George paid little attention to me but sometimes he would pat me on the head and ask how I was doing. It was never anything special.” 
 
    Georgiana looked over at Elizabeth again. She realized she rambled, but she wanted to give as much background information as possible without boring her friend. She felt a friendship with Elizabeth even though the lady never spoke or responded. Seeing only Elizabeth’s blank look, she continued. 
 
    “After my brother graduated, I saw more of him and less of George Wickham, but I did see George often coming out of my father’s study. He would smile at me and then walk off. I had not really understood at the time that his smile was rather odd. I mean, it was not the kind of smile one really gives to a friend. There was nothing sincere about his smile. I wish, now, I had understood the difference between a sincere smile and one forced to appear friendly.” 
 
    Georgiana paused as she remembered her naïveté at the time, but then shook her head at her failing and resumed her narrative. 
 
    “Mr. Wickham visited less frequently until he stopped coming around until after my father died. I know my father had often mentioned leaving Mr. Wickham something in his will, but I never knew what. Daughters are seldom taken into their father’s confidence.” 
 
    She regretted she had not taken the time to speak to her father more often. Maybe had she begun conversations with him, she would have been wiser and not as easily deceived. 
 
    “About three years after my father’s death, I convinced William to take me out of the school I attended. I hated the school. None of the young ladies were friendly toward me except when brother came to visit. Then they all wanted to be my friend. I soon discovered they wanted to get closer to my brother not to me. They cared nothing about me,” she sighed, “and cared only about my brother’s worth and the fact he was master of Pemberley. I shared this information with my brother, and he happily agreed to find me a companion and hire masters to continue my education. Since this occurred in the spring, I convinced my brother to take me on a holiday. Unfortunately, a business obligation occurred preventing him from accompanying us for the first month or so, but it did not stop him from sending me on holiday.” Georgiana absent-mindedly began to pleat the material of her gown’s skirt; a nervous habit she seldom noticed when agitated, but something Mrs. Annesley constantly corrected her on. “He hired Mrs. Young as my companion. He could not have known the type of person she was or he would never have hired her. I can only guess she had the proper references because he believed he could trust her to protect me while we were in Ramsgate.” 
 
    Georgiana reflected on matters she had not understood at the time, then looked down and noticed the action of her hands, which caused her to smooth out the wrinkles in her skirt. 
 
    “Afterwards, I realized how truly naïve I had been about many household procedures. I spoke to my Aunt Helena, while staying with her and my uncle when William first came to stay with Bingley, about the procedures one followed when looking to hire new staff. I learned a great deal about household management from her.” She smiled remembering her uncle’s family. “Uncle Ainsworth is my mother’s only brother and Colonel Fitzwilliam’s parents, and they are my dearest relatives. I have another aunt, my mother’s older sister, but I avoid her whenever possible. She always frightens me.” Georgiana giggled softly recalling her least favorite aunt. 
 
    She wondered if Elizabeth had relatives she preferred not to visit. 
 
    “Anyway, I completely enjoyed the first fortnight. Mrs. Young and I spent many hours walking on the beach. She allowed me to bring my sketching supplies, and I improved my artistic abilities during the time. I also spent many hours practicing on the pianoforte available in the house my brother rented. I wrote to William every other day sharing all I did and telling him how happy he had made me by allowing me this special holiday. He replied to every letter I wrote. Everything changed after the first fortnight. It began the day Mr. Wickham appeared on the beach. Mrs. Young seemed pleased to see him claiming an acquaintance with him while living in London. I shared with her my family’s history in relation to him, and she said a family friend would surely be a welcome guest while we remained in Ramsgate. I wrote my brother a letter that same evening telling him about George and his sudden appearance. Surprisingly, the next letter I received from my brother mentioned nothing about George.” 
 
    She often castigated herself for not realizing her brother’s letter provided evidence of something being wrong. He often asked if she still enjoyed her time at Ramsgate. She never questioned why he made no mention of the events she shared with to him after George Wickham’s appearance. Not until later did she begin to wonder if her brother received her letters. She realized she had not, as yet, asked about the letters. 
 
    “Do you think I should have asked my brother about receiving my letters? I have often wondered about it, but I must confess I am afraid of mentioning anything about the incident to him. Why can I speak to you so freely and not to my brother?” She realized she had gone off track so she delved right back into her story. “I guess I should have realized something was not right, but I thought I was so in love. I could think about nothing but how happy I would be with Geor . . . I mean Mr. Wickham. Sometimes I find it hard to remember not to refer to him so informally, but I do assure you, Miss Lizzy, I no longer harbor any affection for him.” 
 
    She giggled softly. “Afterwards, I wrote him a letter calling him a snake and the vilest man I ever met. I compared his kisses to the slobbery kisses of my brother’s favorite hound. Of course, I burned the letter as soon as I finished writing it, but it felt so good to put my feelings into words. I am just sorry he never learned about my changed opinion of him.” 
 
    She realized she could still write the letter but it would be improper for her to send it to him. Of course, she could have William hand deliver it and if she did not sign it, no one would know she had written it. The idea pleased her, but she realized the folly of such an action. Besides, her brother would never agree to such inappropriate behavior. 
 
    “Anyway, I really might have eloped with the vile man. He spent another fortnight telling me how much he loved me and how he could not live without me. I failed to realize how much I wanted to hear a gentleman, besides my brother, say such words to me. Mrs. Annesley says, ‘When one does not receive the necessary love or attention from those in their immediate family, they look for it somewhere else.’ I never realized I felt neglected by my brother until after my conversation with her, but I can readily admit, now, I did feel neglected. Not that William never told me he loved me or did not do special things to please me, but he did not spend much time with me. I failed to realize how alone I felt. When Mr. Wickham finally proposed we elope, I felt excited by the prospect. He said we could surprise my brother by returning from Scotland as husband and wife. He said we could have a family celebration of our marriage afterwards. He painted such a lovely picture of happiness, and I never questioned why it had to be a surprise. I was so gullible, so pathetically and easily swayed by his words.” 
 
    Her guilt built as she admitted her faults, and she began to cry, softly at first, but, as she continued, she realized she had begun sobbing as much as crying. 
 
    “I would have ruined my family and my life if I had allowed myself to be taken away by George Wickham. Only my brother’s early arrival saved me. William was furious when he discovered George in the house with me. There was a maid in the room; I made sure of it even though Mrs. Young continually said it would be alright for me to be alone with the man I would marry. Deep down inside, I always felt uncomfortable being alone with him, and after what he said in front of me to my brother, I now understand why.” A large sob escaped as Georgiana remembered his harsh words. “He called me a stupid, insipid, child, and said the only thing he found attractive about me was my thirty-thousand-pound dowry.” 
 
    Georgiana broke down even more remembering the scene and sobbed even harder. She knew she could not go on. She really wanted someone to hold her and tell her everything would be all right. She had not expected to feel her hand being taken and squeezed. When she looked up, she saw Elizabeth staring at her; she realized the lady actually looked at her and the pressure on her hand was real. 
 
    “For all have sinned and come short of the glory of God,” Elizabeth said so softly Georgiana almost did not hear her. 
 
    Elizabeth’s words caused Georgiana to break down into loud sobs; without realizing it, Elizabeth’s words caused Georgiana to believe she was condemning the young girl for her foolishness. Something Georgiana had not expected from the lady she had been tending so kindheartedly. She felt no anger toward Elizabeth, just great shame. 
 
    Not consciously aware of her actions, Elizabeth rose from the overly large chair, pulled Georgiana up from her own seat, placed her in the larger chair, sat down beside her, and wrapped her arms around her cuddling her to her chest. 
 
    Georgiana’s sobs continued for many minutes before she noticed Elizabeth’s hand was gently stroking down her back. A comforting action she often experienced as a child when Mrs. Reynolds, Pemberley’s housekeeper, would also hold her and provide her with the sympathy she needed while growing up. She had never known a mother’s care, but suspected this action would be something a mother would do, or maybe even an older sister. 
 
    Still so softly she barely heard her, Elizabeth said, “Mary often quoted Romans 3:23 reminding us we all sin. She said we must remember there is no one in all the world that has not in some way sinned, but God forgives us, so we need to learn to forgive ourselves. You are not alone.” Elizabeth’s hold felt stronger. “You have a good cry. You deserve it,” Elizabeth advised. 
 
    Georgiana, so lost in sorrow and shame, had not noticed how rough and strained Elizabeth’s voice sounded, nor did Elizabeth recognize how much it hurt and how much effort it took for her to say so much. 
 
    Georgiana, still in shock because of Elizabeth’s words, actions, and response, did just as she was told. She could not say how long she sat wrapped in Elizabeth’s arms and being stroked, but she felt good being able to cry and receive comfort. 
 
    As she comforted the young girl in her arms, Elizabeth looked around the room, as if seeing it for the first time, and wondering where she was. Nothing appeared familiar, but as she thought more about her surroundings, she wondered what should be familiar. She seemed to have no internal compass telling her what normal was or what it should be. In addition, she realized her body, or at least her muscles, felt stiff and sore, not to mention the soreness she felt in her throat. 
 
    Why does nothing look familiar? Looking around the room more, she tried to find something familiar but nothing she saw seemed to spark any significant memories. “Memories,” she murmured softly and realized it hurt to speak and her voice sounded funny. What is wrong with me? She found it easier to think her words than speak them. She looked down at the young girl she held and noticed the she had drifted to sleep. 
 
    I wonder who she is. She had spoken about a heart wrenching experience, but are we related somehow? She thought about this fact, but no memories came to identify the girl, and then she realized no memories came to identify her. Who am I? I must know my name. Somewhere, there must be a memory of who I am, or where I live? But the more she tried to dig through her mind she found nothing. It suddenly dawned on her, I have no memories before this child telling me her story. I said something to her, but what did I say? I thought I mentioned a name, but whose name and why can I not remember it now? What is wrong with me? 
 
    Her eyes roamed around the room again, and another thought occurred to her. I must have some memories or at least some knowledge. I can identify the different pieces of furniture. There is a bed, I am sitting in a chair, and over there is a dressing table and chair. I know some things, but I know nothing about myself. I must have a family, and my family would consist of a father, a mother, and possibly brothers and maybe sisters. But who are they? Where are they? Why is everything about me, my family, this girl, so confusing and unrecognizable? 
 
    Someone had the answers, she finally realized, and this realization helped her not to panic. Someone could provide her with all the answers she needed, she just needed to wait for someone to arrive or the young girl to wake up. 
 
    Elizabeth also felt listless and slightly discomposed but she could not identify why; something told her it was unnatural for her to feeling this way. She looked down at the young girl cradled against her remembering the girl’s story again. This girl had suffered, and then, for no explainable reason, Elizabeth felt a kinship with her as far as the suffering part was concerned. She wondered again about the girl’s name and if they were in some way related. 
 
    I would like someone like this as my sister, she reflected. 
 
    Her eyes wondered the room one more time and lit upon the vanity with a mirror on it. Reflected in the mirror where a lady and a young girl sitting in a chair together. The older lady was holding the younger lady. She instantly recognized the younger of the two for it was the young girl in her arms, but the other lady she did not recognize. Her hair was an interesting shade of brown, but with the sunlight hitting it, there were some reddish shades as well. Woodsy was the first word that came to mind when she thought about the color. Had she seen the color somewhere before? She focused on the face and, because of the distance, could not distinguish the eye color, but the color looked darker rather than lighter. The eyes also looked as if they had dark shadows under them, but they were still interesting looking. In fact, she thought they were rather memorable, but, unfortunately, she did not recall seeing them before, but she would not forget what they looked like now she had seen them. The rest of the face was interesting but not, in her opinion, beautiful. The nose was small, straight and just slightly turned up at the end but not unbecoming, or so she thought. The lips were full and had a hit of pink in them. Overall, it was a nice face, but not one she felt familiar with. She knew it belonged to her, but she had no memories of ever having seen it before. 
 
    Just who is the person looking back at me from the mirror? She thought about the question for only a moment, but received no answers. 
 
    More questions began to fill her thoughts, but still no answers appeared for the plethora of questions. Thinking began to hurt, so she decided she would sit quietly and continue to comfort the young girl in her arms. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    (Mid-March; same day) 
 
      
 
    Many hours later, Jane, with a maid accompanying her, came into Elizabeth’s room so she could relieve Georgiana of her duty tending Elizabeth. The maid had informed her Miss Darcy had sent her from the room saying she would tend to Miss Elizabeth’s needs. Jane had meant to relieve her earlier in the afternoon but had unexpectedly been delayed by a small household problem. What she saw when she entered the room both surprised and pleased her. Elizabeth and Georgiana sat in the same chair, and Elizabeth had her arms wrapped around the young girl who was sleeping. Jane also noticed her sister looked toward her when she opened the door actually making eye contact. This surprised Jane even more since Elizabeth had looked no one in the eyes since she had been attacked. 
 
    Jane, not feeling calm but trying her best not to rush over to her sister, walked over and whispered, “Lizzy?” 
 
    Elizabeth just looked at her but did not speak. Jane noticed no recognition but at least awareness in her eyes. The blank look no longer remained. What she saw instead was confusion. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Jane could not believe her sister was really back with them, and she wanted to learn everything she could from her sister about what had happened back in December and how Elizabeth was finally able to return to them. 
 
    Still staring at her sister, she mouthed, “Fine.” 
 
    Jane did notice her sister was looking curiously about the room. “Lizzy, do you know where you are?” 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head. 
 
    Jane feared asking if she remembered the attack in case it caused her sister to relapse. The doctor told them to let Elizabeth recall events on her own because another shock could damage her mind permanently. Colonel Fitzwilliam agreed saying it was best to allow someone in her condition to remember things on her own. 
 
    “Lizzy, you have been sick and are at Netherfield.” Jane took the vacant chair next to Elizabeth, and asked, “Do you remember anything?” 
 
    Elizabeth’s reply was once again a shake of her head. Jane was unsure why her sister did not speak. 
 
    Jane doubted what to say next, but thankfully saw Mr. Darcy peering in the door. Before he could speak, Jane put her finger to her lips. Then she quietly said, “Your sister is sleeping, sir.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy slowly came into the room and saw his sister leaning against Elizabeth. He noted they both had their arms wrapped around each other, and the sight caused pleasant warmth to envelope him. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Miss Elizabeth?” Jane noted the kindness and concern in his voice. 
 
    Surprise was evident in Elizabeth eyes, but she still did not speak; instead, she looked toward her sister. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy has been helping to take care of you.” Seeing shock cross her sister’s eyes, she hastily added, “Papa gave him permission to assist with your care, and his sister,” she motioned toward Georgiana, “has also been helping.” 
 
    Jane wondered if her sister had questions. Deep confusion and concern filled Elizabeth’s countenance. Because Jane knew her sister so well, she imagined Lizzy had questions about what had happened. Jane also knew she would not be able to answer most of them.  
 
    Jane’s major question was why Georgiana was asleep in her sister’s arms, and what had caused her sister to come out of her shocked state. She hoped Georgiana would be able to provide some answers when she woke up. 
 
    Without meaning to, Jane surprised everyone by rising quickly from her chair and quietly declaring, “I must inform Papa you are awake. He will want to see you as soon as possible.” Then as Jane was making her way quickly out of the room, she said offhandedly, “I must have Charles send an express to Dr. Franklin.” 
 
    Mr. Darcy walked over and pointed to the vacant chair asking of Elizabeth, “May I?” 
 
    Elizabeth just nodded. Her look of confusion rose as she watched him sit down beside her. 
 
    “You should know, Miss Elizabeth, we were all very concerned for you.” 
 
    Elizabeth did not really respond but just watched the man ever so carefully. He feared she would rise up from her chair and run from the room because of the fleeting look of terror in her eyes, but it disappeared as quickly as it had begun. 
 
    Darcy decided she regained no memories of the attack, but she seemed to be cautious of those around her. In addition, he noticed she did not open up to her sister. 
 
    “I believe your father will try to provide you with more answers to the questions you might have. I imagine Mrs. . . . I mean your sister will send a footman to inform your father . . .” he found it hard to know just what to say considering everything. “What I mean is your father should be here shortly. Maybe I should carry my sister to her room so she will not be a hindrance to you.” 
 
    Elizabeth quickly shook her head in response. Darcy noticed her arms tightening ever so slightly around her in a protective manner. He wondered whom she was protecting his sister from, him or someone else. 
 
    “As you wish,” Darcy replied softly trying to calm what he thought might be uncertainties. 
 
    Before either of them could interact further, they both noticed Georgiana’s eyes fluttering open. Darcy noticed they were still slightly red from crying and he wondered what had caused his sister such sorrow. 
 
    Georgiana looked around before coming face to face with Elizabeth. She blushed slightly before saying, “I am so sorry. I did not mean to fall asleep.” 
 
    Elizabeth responded with the smallest of smiles – only the slight upturning at the corners of her lips, and then she lovingly stroked Georgiana’s hair. 
 
    “Maybe you would like to refresh your face,” Darcy said softly to his sister. He had been witness to her tears before, and afterwards, she excused herself saying a cold cloth on her eyes would restore them. 
 
    “I should like to do just that,” she murmured and slowly moved her arms from around Elizabeth. 
 
    Darcy wished he could wrap his arms around Elizabeth and hold her in the same manner she had been holding his sister. He did notice Elizabeth relaxing her hold on Georgiana just before the young girl rose from the chair and excused herself leaving Darcy alone with Elizabeth and the maid who now sat over in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth, might I bring you anything?” 
 
    She stared at him, but he did notice the vacant look was gone, but the liveliness he had seen during her last stay at Netherfield still remained missing. She, at least, seemed to notice her surroundings, and this pleased him. It indicated her recovery. 
 
    “Could I bring you a glass of water?” He offered. 
 
    Her slight nod prompted him to rise, walk over to a small table set at the side of the room, and fill a glass from a pitcher, both of which had been setting on the table. When he returned to her side, noticing she watched his every move, he slowly handed her the glass. He did not let go of it until she held it tightly in her hands. He also noted she held the glass with both of her hands. Once she started to drink, she continued until she drained the glass. 
 
    “Would you like more?” Darcy asked when she finished, and she nodded again. 
 
    She had finished two full glasses when Jane came back into the room. 
 
    “Where did Georgiana go?” Jane asked scanning the room. 
 
    “She needed to freshen up.” Darcy smiled as he responded. 
 
    Jane was beginning to notice Mr. Darcy smiled more when he was around her sister. 
 
    “Has Lizzy said anything?” She looked at her sister and saw the empty glass in her hands, so she hoped Lizzy had asked for a drink. 
 
    “No. I offered her the water, but she responded in nods and shakes to all my questions.” 
 
    “Papa will be here shortly. Maybe she will speak to him. Did your sister say anything before she left the room?” Jane eyed her sister closely looking for any signs of acknowledgement. 
 
    “No. She seemed rather embarrassed when she awoke. I thought it best to question her later.” Darcy retained his slight smile, and Jane wondered if his smile was due to his sister or to the fact Elizabeth was finally aware of those around her. 
 
    Turning to her sister, Jane addressed her directly. “Is there anything I can get for you, Lizzy?” 
 
    Elizabeth had been watching the conversation, but Darcy saw little interest in her attentions. She gave no response to her sister’s question. 
 
    “When did your sister last eat?” Darcy wanted to offer her food but his lack of knowledge about when she last ate stopped him. 
 
    “Lizzy. Are you hungry?” When no response was forthcoming, Jane asked, “Would you like something to eat?” 
 
    Elizabeth did respond then with a slight nod of her head. Turning to the maid, Jane said, “Please have a tray brought up with some broth and soft food, and also a pot of tea. Mr. Darcy, would you care for tea?” 
 
    All during his stay, Darcy had noted Jane’s hospitable attention to her guests. He remembered her as soft spoken and kind toward everyone, and he was happy Bingley had ignored his recommendation and married the lady of his heart. As he watched them together during his stay, he realized Miss Jane Bennet had loved his friend all along, but he had failed to see it, just as he had failed to see Elizabeth’s true feelings for him. He hoped he would be able to change her opinion and have the opportunity to apologize for his offensive comment at their first meeting. 
 
    In response to Jane’s question, he replied, “Yes, and it is possible my sister will be joining us shortly.” 
 
    “Please bring extra cups and have a footman inform my husband we are taking tea in my sister’s room,” she directed to the maid. 
 
    “Maybe your father will arrive be in time to join us,” Darcy pointed out. 
 
    “I hope he is,” she replied. 
 
    While they waited, Jane and Darcy both tried to converse with Elizabeth, but she only watched them. At one point, her sister reached out to take her hand, but Elizabeth drew back from her. 
 
    “Do you suppose she is fearful of us?” Jane wondered aloud. 
 
    “I believe your sister might be fearful of everyone around her. Most likely, it is a reaction to the attack. I am not sure how much she understands about what is occurring around her, but at least she responds to some of our questions.” Darcy meant to reassure Mrs. Bingley. 
 
    “Lizzy,” Jane decided to pose a direct question to her sister about the events of the attack. “Do you remember what happened to you while you were on a walk in the woods last December?” 
 
    They both watched for a reaction or response for Elizabeth, but she only sat and watched them. They could not decide the cause of her unresponsiveness. Did she not remember or did she intentionally repress the memory? When the door opened, she did look to see who entered. Darcy watched his sister slowly come into the room. 
 
    “Miss Lizzy,” she walked over to Elizabeth, “I wish to thank you for your kindness. You do not know how much it meant to me, and I do apologize for falling asleep on you.” 
 
    To Georgiana, Elizabeth did respond, but only slightly. She gave the young girl a small smile and then her features reverted to watchfulness. 
 
    “I wish I knew what she was thinking,” Darcy said to no one in particular. 
 
    “Maybe the doctor will have some answers for us. I am sure he will be here tomorrow,” Jane added. 
 
    She had written the letter right after penning a note to her father, and then arranged for her husband to send it express immediately. She hoped, when her father arrived, Elizabeth would respond to him. 
 
    As Jane focused her thoughts on her father’s arrival, Darcy focused his on Elizabeth. If only, he kept thinking. He watched her eyes hoping to see a hint of what she might be thinking or feeling, but her eyes, even though watchful, remained void of most emotions. 
 
    Darcy would have been shocked if he had been able to hear her thoughts for they really were not thoughts. Instead, Elizabeth experienced warning signals telling her not to trust anyone. She knew to trust men less than women, but her mind still warned her not to trust but to keep to herself. The only one she had feelings for was the youngest girl. She instinctively knew she and the girl shared something extremely painful. They both knew deception, hurt, and misuse at the hand of another person. Internally, Elizabeth felt a pull toward the young girl believing she felt comfortable enough to speak to her, but not with everyone else around them. For now, she discovered, it hurt to speak. The few words she had spoken caused great pain and had been hard to utter. For now, she knew the others would understand her nods and shakes, so she would not need to say anything verbally. 
 
    From watching Elizabeth, Darcy could discover none of those feelings or thoughts. He could see nothing in her eyes but fear and wariness. He wondered if she might feel doubtful of her safety around the people in the room. Did she not know, he wondered, everyone in the room loved her and would do whatever was necessary to protect her? 
 
    Mr. Bennet entered the room while both Mr. Darcy and Jane were deep in thought. Georgiana, however, began to feel a new kinship with Miss Lizzy, but she did not understand why. She did feel pleased Miss Lizzy had spoken to her and then held her; she was the first one Miss Lizzy had spoken to since becoming conscious of her surroundings. 
 
    Mr. Bennet rushed to his daughter’s side and grasped her hand, but because of the warnings, she quickly pulled back her hand. “Lizzy, my dear. What is the matter? Do you not recognize your old Papa? I am here to help you in any way possible.” He pleaded. 
 
    Elizabeth just watched him, but he too saw a guarded look in her eyes. 
 
    “I promise, I will let nothing harm you again.” He wanted to reassure her of his protection. 
 
    “Papa,” Jane admonished. She knew the doctor had warned them all about saying something, which might force Elizabeth to remember what had happened. 
 
    Elizabeth sat quietly watching and listening to everything and everyone in her room, but her mind seemed swathed in a heavy fog. She had no memories of these people, she had no memory of the past, and she had no idea of where she was. She did recognize the simple fact that she was in a bedchamber, she knew words like male and female, and she understood her minds warning about not trusting anyone around her except the young girl. She did remember the story the young girl told her, and she knew the two of them shared an experience of deception and deeply rooted hurt, and though she knew the girl’s story about what caused her pain, she did not know what caused hers. She just knew something bad had happened, something in the foggy depths of her mind was trying to wade through the heaviness and thickness of the fog, but it could not break through to her conscious mind. In fact, whenever she tried to focus on it, her struggles made her head ache, so she gave up. She felt extreme frustration at what she could not remember. These people all seemed to know her, some seemed to have more knowledge about her, but she could remember none of them. They were all strangers to her except the young girl whose name kept slipping away. 
 
    As Elizabeth waded through the fog in her mind trying to listen to what the others said around her, they kept trying to get a response from her. Darcy wanted more than anything to tell her how much he respected and admired her, Georgiana wanted to warn her not to speak about what had been shared, Jane wanted to share her happiness with her sister, and Mr. Bennet just wanted his beloved daughter back. All felt frustrated at not being able to achieve their goal, so heaviness hung over the room causing Elizabeth’s head to hurt even more, and eventually, the fatigue caused by the pain caused her eyes to close, and she drifted in a fitful but dreamless sleep. 
 
    Jane, upon realizing her sister was asleep, quietly ushered everyone but Mr. Darcy out of the room. When they were alone, she requested his assistance in taking Elizabeth to her bed where Jane felt her sister would be able to rest easier than sitting up in the chair. 
 
    It pleased Darcy he would at last be able to hold the lady he loved, even if briefly, so he gently picked Elizabeth up being careful not to wake her. After he gently laid her on the bed, Jane stood watching her sister and asked, “Mr. Darcy. Do you think Elizabeth recognizes any of us?” 
 
    “No. I have seen no recognition in her eyes, only confusion.” He kept his voice low so as not to disturbed Elizabeth’s sleep.  
 
    “I thought she looked a little fearful of us. Could we be scaring her somehow?” Jane frowned slightly. 
 
    “I wondered the same.” Darcy suspected her fearfulness might be connected to the attack even if she had no recall of the event. “If she sees us only as strangers because of memory loss, then having so many people around her might cause her some fear. She might not understand we are here to care for her. She might not understand what we feel for her, and it might take her sometime to remember her previous life and us. I would suggest only one or two of us remain in the room with her when she is awake. Maybe we just need to speak quietly around her and make only slight references to her past.” 
 
      
 
    Darcy could not help but consider loud noises might cause her discomfort. 
 
    He then added, “Topics unrelated to her personal life might be best for the present. If we speak about our own lives, she might begin to remember who we are.” 
 
    Jane smiled slightly and recognized the wisdom of his advice. “I find your suggestions agreeable and beneficial. I will have to warn Papa again about not speaking about the attack. I do not think my sister is ready for that particular memory.” 
 
    “She seemed more comfortable around Georgiana,” Darcy pointed out. “I cannot help but wonder why.” 
 
    “Maybe they talked about something before I came into the room which helped them bond in some way,” Jane commented thoughtfully. 
 
    She too had noticed how Elizabeth focused more on Georgiana than anyone else who had been in the room. Dare she, she wondered, ask the young girl what she had spoken to Elizabeth about? Was it her right to seek what might be personal information? She left the question for another time not wanting to think about it further. 
 
    “Shall we join the others, Mr. Darcy? I believe Alice is capable of watching my sister while she sleeps,” she had pointed to the maid who was still sitting unobtrusively in the corner of the room. 
 
    “Please call us when Miss Elizabeth awakens,” Mr. Darcy directed of the maid who replied with a slight nod. 
 
    For the next few hours, the Netherfield party and Mr. Bennet conversed in the downstairs drawing room, the one Jane preferred because of the pale blue colorings and less ostentatious decorations, about Elizabeth’s situation and remarking about all their hopes of the doctor arriving on the morrow and being able to provide them with some helpful suggestions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    (Mid-March until the end of March) 
 
      
 
    The doctor did arrive the following afternoon, but he did not provide the answers Elizabeth’s caretakers wanted. He affirmed all of Elizabeth’s injuries had healed, but added patience and familiar surroundings would be the key to her memory returning. Of course, this would be harder since she still had not returned to her home. The doctor understood the reasoning behind his patient remaining at Netherfield, but added familiar faces would help as much as familiar surroundings. He attributed her lack of voice to the throat injury and lack of use. In all, he recommended patience, kindness, good food, rest, exercise, and repeatedly speaking to her about her family and life but avoiding any mention of her attack or her sister’s death. 
 
    He also stressed taking Elizabeth on small excursions out of doors, “Fresh air is always a good restorative,” he advised. 
 
    All her caretakers agreed to follow the doctor’s advise, and soon after he departed, Jane and Georgiana, making sure Elizabeth would not take a chill because the spring wind proved slightly chilly, ushered her outside for a walk around the gardens. 
 
    Elizabeth’s mind remained in a foggy haze as she walked, but she enjoyed the feel of the fresh breeze and the sun shining on her face. She walked slowly because the muscles in her legs remained stiff and sore. In fact, movement in general caused her some discomfort. Those tending her assured her with easy exercise, the aches and pains would recede. As they walked, she half listened as Jane and Georgiana spoke. She began accepting information shared with her. For instance, Jane was her sister, Mr. Bennet was her father, Georgiana Darcy was the sister to Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bingley owned the house she was staying in, and Mr. Darcy . . .. She did not understand his relationship to her. Sometimes, she saw him as a friend, but other times he appeared more than friendly; not in a bad way, she thought. 
 
    If only the fog would lift, she thought more than once. She often wondered why, if Mr. Bennet was her father and Mr. Bingley only a friend, she resided at Netherfield rather than her own home. She also wondered about her mother, a woman she had no memory of and had never seen since she woke up. 
 
    Jane had explained about her being unconscious and then awaking in a shocked state, but Elizabeth remembered sleeping and waking. Therefore, in her mind, time existed only after she woke. She had no memories or dreams of any sort about a time before waking. It remained a blank nothingness in her mind. 
 
    “Lydia is upset with Papa because he will not take the family to Brighton,” she heard Jane saying. “Since the militia are due to leave next week for Brighton, she believes she should follow them. Papa declared they would travel nowhere for a holiday because the family is still in . . ..” Jane abruptly stopped. 
 
    Elizabeth had no knowledge of why Jane did not finish her thought, and Jane felt guilty because she almost mentioned the family’s state of mourning. Information the doctor strongly advised against sharing. Since Elizabeth had no memory of the attack or the attacker, both doctors continually stated having the information thrust upon her could harm her recovery. 
 
    ‘Allow her to remember on her own, in her own time,’ both doctors often had advised. 
 
    “I am sure your sister will understand the reasoning behind his denial,” Georgiana offered to try to smooth over the situation. 
 
    Jane’s laugh sounded slightly harsh, and Elizabeth noticed the oddness in her sister’s laughter. Jane’s laugh sounded wrong in her mind, but she had no idea of why and had no memories for comparison. 
 
    “Let me just say, Lydia is more concerned she will not be able to see Mr. Wickham again.” 
 
    At the mention of the man’s name, Elizabeth abruptly stopped. She did recall what her young friend had shared about the man. Thinking about such a man being around any young girl caused her fear. If only she could warn Jane about him, she thought, but could not voice her concerns. Even though Elizabeth had not heard the doctor’s report to her family and friends about her voice, she found talking painful for her throat. The words she had spoken to Miss Darcy had hurt terribly, and since then, she had not attempted to say anything. 
 
    Both Jane and Georgiana noticed Elizabeth’s abrupt stop. “Lizzy, dear, is something wrong?” When no response came, she asked, “Are you weary, should we return you to the house?” 
 
    Georgiana, on the other hand, suspected she knew why Elizabeth had stopped walking. The mention of Mr. Wickham’s name linked with Lydia Bennet’s name caused her concern as well. She determined to speak to her brother as soon as they reentered the house. 
 
    Receiving no response from her sister, Jane took her arm and slowly steered her back toward the house saying, “I should not have allowed you to walk so far. I will make sure you have time to rest before you join the rest of us in the drawing room.” 
 
    Georgiana, guessing Elizabeth’s reaction to Wickham’s name, whispered so Jane could not hear her. “My brother has already warned your father about the man.” Georgiana smiled slightly as she felt Elizabeth’s arm, which she held, relax after hearing her reassurance. 
 
    While Elizabeth rested, Georgiana did seek out and speak to her brother privately, and he shared with Georgiana something of his earlier conversation with Mr. Bennet concerning Wickham. 
 
    Pleased, Georgiana added, “You must also inform Mr. Bennet about his youngest daughter wanting to run after the man. Make sure he keeps Lydia away from Mr. Wickham for he would surely ruin her without any pity for her family or for her.” 
 
    Darcy assured his sister he would inform Mr. Bennet after luncheon about his youngest daughter’s desire to still pursue the man in question, and Georgiana felt relieved. For her part, she would share with Elizabeth her brother’s intentions. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Darcy’s second visit to Longbourn resulted in two visitors from the Bennet family. These visitors brought news of changes and triggered pleasant memories to surface for Elizabeth. The first visit was from Mr. Bennet. Two large trunks accompanied his arrival. 
 
    “Elizabeth,” he began once he settled in the drawing room with his two eldest daughters and Miss Georgiana. “I thought it best to bring your belongings so you would feel more comfortable while you are here. I am sorry you cannot as yet return home, but I want you to enjoy a time of peace and quiet while you recover. The doctor did say the less disruptive and noisy the environment the quicker you would regain your memories.” 
 
    Elizabeth just nodded in response still unclear about so many things. 
 
    “I have made some necessary changes at home,” he directed this more to Jane than to Elizabeth, “and I fear those changes will cause some major upheaval at Longbourn, but I do not regret my decision. Until things are more settled, I would suggest, Jane, you do not pay a visit to your mother. As of this moment, neither your mother nor Lydia will be making many social calls.” 
 
    “Why, Papa?” Jane found his comments curious because her father had never taken a strong stand to bring his house in order. 
 
    “Just accept my word about this.” He reached out and patted Jane’s hand. 
 
    Mr. Bennet then changed the direction of the conversation and began to reminisce about Elizabeth’s childhood. He told tales of her accidental swim in the local river and their debates over books and newspaper articles they both read. Elizabeth discovered his memories created familiar pictures in her mind of each event, and the fog clouding her memory slowly dissipated, at least enough for those good memories to slip through, for she saw herself as a very young girl curled up in an overstuffed chair in her father’s book room reading. She vaguely remembered some of the books they read together and bits and pieces of conversations about those books. She also recalled an ornate table located in the room with an even more ornate chessboard on it. She remembered bits of advice Papa had given her about playing chess. She even recalled the names of each piece and how they moved. The memory brought forth the desire to set down to a game of chess. Overall, her Papa’s visit helped her remember some of her time growing up, but she knew much remained missing; memories still buried deeper in the fog. 
 
    ***************** 
 
    Later the same evening, while everyone visited after supper in the drawing room, Elizabeth sat down by a small table where she earlier had set up a chessboard she found in the library. She had decided to play around with the pieces to see what she would remember about playing. Mr. Darcy noticed her actions and joined her. 
 
    “Do you play, Miss Elizabeth?” He asked quietly with a friendly smile. 
 
    She hesitated only slightly before nodding. 
 
    “Maybe I should have asked did you play chess?” His smile broadened, and she noticed a slight dimple on his left cheek. 
 
    With a smile, she nodded again. 
 
    “Would you like to play a game and see what you remember?” 
 
    Her smile broadened as she nodded. She looked closely at him and realized he had extremely lovely deep brown eyes and a straight proud looking nose. A handsome face, she decided; one she would not mind seeing every day. 
 
    They spent the evening facing each other over the board, and Mr. Darcy would make small comments about strategies while Elizabeth tried to recall all she could about the intricacies of the game. She did recall her father saying the game required more skill than chance. From that evening on, Elizabeth and Darcy began meeting nightly across the chessboard, and Darcy enjoyed her smiles and the lessening of the fearful look in her expressive eyes, while Elizabeth began to feel more relaxed around the man who sat across the chess board from her. She was beginning to believe he was someone she could trust almost as much as she already trusted his sister. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The day after her father’s visit, Jane and Elizabeth sat outside enjoying a spring breeze. 
 
    Elizabeth had spent the previous night pondering three important questions. Why did one arm hurt more than the other? Why did her legs feel stiff and sore? Why did she find it painful to speak? She felt Jane would be the easiest person to speak with, but she had to find a way to ask her questions with a minimal amount of words. She used the early morning hours to formulate a plan and hoped it worked. 
 
    Besides her building trust in Mr. Darcy and his sister, Elizabeth realized she was also beginning to trust the lady claiming to be her sister. Jane, as she recalled her name, smiled so kindly and lovingly at her, that Elizabeth felt a growing bond with her. She would be the one Elizabeth felt who could answer many of her troubling questions about her aches and stiffness. So, the next morning, when they were together, Elizabeth touched her sister’s hand to gain her attention and rubbed the sorer of her two arms. 
 
    “Does your arm still hurt?” Jane had noticed Elizabeth rubbing the arm, which had been broken. 
 
    Elizabeth shook her head but still rubbed her arm. Jane watched, confused at first, but thought about what her sister seemed intent on doing. As she thought about the rubbing action, she wondered if her sister was not indicating pain but an ache because Elizabeth had confirmed it did not hurt. 
 
    “Does your arm ache?” Jane finally asked after some thought. 
 
    Elizabeth responded with a nod and a shake. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Jane mused aloud still thinking out her sister’s actions. Still speaking aloud but more to herself, she said, “Maybe it is stiff.” 
 
    Elizabeth nodded a few times and Jane noticed her response. 
 
    In a hoarse voice, Elizabeth asked, “Why?” 
 
    Jane suddenly realized what her sister wanted to know. “Lizzy, your arm was broken back in December. It healed while you were still suffering from shock, so you probably do not remember. The doctor said the arm would be stiff and somewhat sore until you could exercise it more. In fact, because you spent more time sitting and sleeping, he said your muscles would hurt until you could work the stiffness out of them.” 
 
    Listening intently, Elizabeth wondered if her legs felt stiff and sore for the same reason, but remembering one seemed to ache more than the other, she began to rub it. 
 
    Watching her sister, Jane noticed when she began to rub her leg. “It also was broken.” Jane laid her hand on the one Elizabeth had been rubbing. “When it healed enough, Georgiana and I helped you walk around the room to try to exercise it, but it still needs more exercise before the soreness will be worked out.” 
 
    Knowing her sister understood her gestures, Elizabeth touched her throat rubbing it only once. 
 
    Jane chuckled seeing a puzzled look on her sister’s face as she rubbed her hand across her throat, she said, “You did not break anything in your throat, but it was injured.” She sobered as she recalled the intense bruising she had seen. “It was a severe injury, and the doctor said it might hurt the first few times you spoke. He believes with use it too will hurt less each time you speak.” Jane would not mention the doctor’s concern about internal damage to Elizabeth’s throat. 
 
    “Jane.” Again, the sound of Elizabeth’s voice was horse and rough, but she forced the words out. “Help me . . . get . . . better.” She spoke slow pronouncing each word carefully. She wanted to know so much about her past life, and she knew her sister could provide the answers she needed. 
 
    “I will do everything possible to help you.” Jane smiled at her sister’s efforts and desire to improve. 
 
    Elizabeth then remembered feeling restless when she woke each morning and wondered if her sister knew why. Trying to determine the best way to ask about it, she hunted her memory for the proper phrase. After a little thought, she asked, “Morning, before, I did what?” Elizabeth discovered speaking was just a little easier. The ache remained, her voice still sounded rough, but it did not burn like it had when she first spoke to Georgiana. 
 
    Jane smiled remembering her sister’s love. “You used to go out for long walks in the morning. You loved walking. You declared it helped you think and made you better prepared for the day. You also enjoyed working in the garden and visiting the tenants to see about their needs.” 
 
    “Walk,” Elizabeth said wistfully. “Miss walking.” She stopped in thought before asking, “How often? How far?” 
 
    “Every day, weather permitting. It was nothing for you to walk three or four miles a day.” 
 
    Elizabeth stood up. Determination etched on her face. “Walk,” she declared. 
 
    Grinning, Jane also stood. “Yes, but not too far. You must begin slowly. Your legs are not ready to walk three miles, and I am not a great walker,” Jane added laughingly. 
 
    Elizabeth replied with a weak laugh. Laughing, she realized hurt a little more than talking. She wondered which muscles she used to talk and which she used to laugh. She had never considered muscles being used to talk and laugh before. She wondered if her father had a book about the subject. She smiled as the thought occurred because she realized she had just gained another lost memory. Her father’s bookroom was filled with many interesting books on a variety of interesting topics. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The second visit occurred three days later. The butler ushered Mary Bennet into the drawing room where both her sisters sat speaking to Miss Darcy and Mrs. Gunther.  Mary’s visit brought surprising revelations, more for Jane than Elizabeth because Elizabeth did not recall much about her mother or her youngest sister. 
 
    “You will never believe what has happened at home.” Mary began looking between both Jane and Elizabeth. 
 
    “I know you are not one to carry tales, so I imagine something important happened,” Jane replied soberly. 
 
    “Not only important but also serious,” Mary offered. “It seems someone saw Lydia kissing one of the officers while she was in Meryton. Not only was she in town, but she went there after Papa forbade her from leaving the house without his permission.” 
 
    “Is Papa going to force the man to marry her?” Moving past her initial shock, Jane added, “She is only just six and ten.”  
 
    Elizabeth remembered seeing Lydia at the Christmas dinner wearing a pretty, red dress, but she had been quickly removed and sent home. Her memory of the gown surprised her, but if her recollection was correct, it was an extremely pretty gown.  As for Lydia, she had paid little attention to the brash, loud girl who had behaved like a spoiled child. It was the first memory she recalled of the time Jane had said she was in shock. It surprised Elizabeth to recall such a trivial incident. 
 
    “Is she not too young to be out in society?” It shocked Mrs. Gunther to hear one as young as Lydia had been observed committing an act, which would not only ruin hers but also her family’s reputation.  
 
    “Mama presented her to Meryton society when she was four and ten because . . .” Jane suddenly stopped speaking when she realized Lydia had been presented at the same time as Kitty. “She was too young, but Papa allowed it because he did not want to argue with Mama. He said Meryton society was so small it did not matter.” 
 
    Georgiana remained extremely quiet during the conversation because she had been the one who witnessed Lydia kissing Mr. Wickham and because of the shock of hearing Lydia had been out for over a year. She had never desired to be presented to society, not even the limited society of her own neighborhood. 
 
    “It is obvious from how she behaved at Christmas she is much too young to mingle with society. I am surprised your mother allowed it.” Mrs. Gunther observed. 
 
    “Mama wants to see all her daughters married as soon as possible because of the entail on our home, but you are correct. Lydia is too young, and her present behavior proves it.” Mary offered, and Jane nodded in agreement. Elizabeth just looked on bewildered. 
 
    Why would any mother allow her daughter to act improperly, to be seen in a compromising situation, and not do something to correct said behavior? Miss Lydia, Elizabeth instinctively realized, would ruin the family. 
 
    “Papa, despite the fact she was observed, is not going to force a marriage,” Mary offered as an answer to Jane’s earlier question. “He said the officer involved, and he stressed this man was not a gentleman, would be the worst possible husband and declared no lady should be married to someone who would never be able to support his wife or any children which might result from a marriage,”  
 
    “Did Papa speak to the family about this situation?” Jane wondered aloud, and then wondered why he had not said anything during his visit. 
 
    “No,” Mary said but hesitated before continuing. “Please know I did not mean to listen to a private conversation, but when I heard Papa declaring Lydia was no better than some of the serving maids at the inn, I could not stop myself from listening.” 
 
    Both revelations shocked Jane. She never suspected Mary would ever eavesdrop, but for her papa to make such a comment proved how upset he was about the sighting. 
 
    “Papa told Mama he could try to challenge the man and force the issue, but Mama pleaded with him not to challenge anyone or he would end up dead, and then she would be thrown into the hedgerows. Papa said it would be better to punish Lydia by returning her to the nursery than by forcing her to marry a scoundrel. Lydia wailed about wanting to marry Mr. Wickham.” 
 
    Mary’s mention of Mr. Wickham’s name shocked Jane. “Surely not Mr. Wickham. He seemed such a pleasant gentleman. I cannot imagine him behaving so improperly.” 
 
    “I would not lie, Jane.” Mary defended. “Papa also said he had directed Mrs. Hill to pack up all the gowns in Lydia’s room with the exception of the two plainest. He informed Mama the dressmaker would pay a visit to Longbourn and make Lydia a new wardrobe befitting her new position. I heard Lydia giggle and declare it would be her trousseau being made. I wish I could have seen Papa’s face because his voice dropped low, and it sounded like he was growling as he spoke. He said, ‘No! Your wardrobe will reflect your new position as a child no longer out in society. You will return to the nursery, and I will hire a suitable governess. I will find the strictest lady I can find.’” Mary paused allowing a smile to grace her lips. “I had to suppress my laughter because I did not want Papa to discover I had been listening. His decision pleases me for this is just what Lydia needs.” 
 
    “Lydia and . . .” again Jane stopped to avoid adding Kitty’s name. To cover her slip, she quickly added, “You are correct Mary. Lydia has needed this for many years. At least Papa took time to teach Lizzy and me – Lizzy more so because she asked questions and learned everything she could. Mary, you had a little of Papa’s time, but he refused to continue when you started reading only religious works. Lydia never wanted to learn anything. She only wanted to play and have fun, and unfortunately, Mama supported the idea.” 
 
    “It sounds as though your youngest sister was spoiled by your mother,” Mrs. Gunter observed. 
 
    “I am afraid Mama always treated Lydia as her favorite and never seemed to tell her no,” Jane replied, Elizabeth noted, with a frown of disapproval. 
 
    Leaning slightly forward in her seat, Mary interjected, “Mama should have been as strict with Lydia as she had been with Lizzy and me.”  
 
    Mary’s comment made Elizabeth wonder why their mother had been strict with the two of them and not with this younger sister. What kind of mother shows favoritism to such an extent? Elizabeth silently pondered the question but asked for no further information for she wanted to hear what else was being shared. 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Mary continued, “Mama always claimed Lydia shared her lively disposition.” 
 
    “Playing and having fun, however, are the prerogative of little children not young ladies out in proper society,” Mrs. Gunther proclaimed. 
 
    “Lydia will no longer have the option for fun and play,” Mary boldly stated, “and Mama was livid when she heard Papa’s decision. She began to rant about the unfairness of his decision and how he mistreated her favorite daughter. She said he only cared about Lizzy,” Mary blushed when she said this remembering her sister’s presence in the room. “I am sorry,” she directed the apology to Elizabeth. “I never envied you Papa’s attention. Sometimes, I felt intimidated by Papa and you because you discussed issues and topics I little understood.” 
 
    Elizabeth listened intently to all Mary had been saying, but she still felt bewildered by why her father would favor her above all his other daughters. Was not a father to love all his children equally? Of course, she wondered the same about a mother, but to her knowledge, her mother had not once come to visit her. The omission caused her pain and regret. 
 
    “Papa stopped Mama’s rant when he told her there would be no other options available for Lydia unless Mama wished to send her wayward daughter off to school. If she wished it, he would willingly send her, but it would be to the strictest school he could find. He also informed Mama Lydia’s tuition or governess expense will be coming out of her household and personal monies. I heard Mama get up from her chair, screech, and stomp toward the door. I stepped back from the door quickly enough to avoid being hit in the face when she violently shoved the door open. I was relieved she did not slam it behind her or she would have seen me. I nearly screamed myself when I felt a hand on my shoulder, but Mrs. Hill’s calming voice stopped me.” 
 
    Mary decided she would not tell those present about the smile on Mrs. Hill’s face. 
 
    “She put her finger to her lips warning me to remain silent. She then rapped on the open door and stepped in only long enough to let Papa know Lydia’s belongings had been moved into the nursery.” 
 
    “Why did Papa have all the gowns in Lydia’s room packed?” She wondered if he had meant to remove Kitty’s gowns at the same time. 
 
    “Papa said he wanted nothing to remain in case Lydia thought to sneak downstairs, retrieve something to wear, and leave the house. It is also why he had all of Lizzy’s clothes brought to her.” 
 
    “What does he plan to do about Mr. Wickham?” Mrs. Gunther questioned. She felt the man needed to be dealt with in some manner because, even if no one else realized it, the man presented a threat to all young ladies in the area. 
 
    “I talked to Papa later in the day, and he told Mama and me he had gone into town to speak to the merchants. It seems Mr. Wickham has run up bills with all of them. He believes the man owes almost five hundred pounds. Papa then went to speak to Colonel Forster about what had happened with Lydia, and the Colonel called in a few of the other officers to question them about Mr. Wickham. It seems he also owes most of the officer’s money. Most are debts of honor.” 
 
    “He is a gambler, in other words,” Mrs. Gunther clarified. She wanted the ladies to understand men like him could not to be trusted with money. 
 
    “It seems Mr. Wickham is not the man we thought he was,” Jane directed to Elizabeth. She remembered Elizabeth once liking the congenial young gentleman, but she could no longer think of him as congenial or a gentleman. 
 
    “Papa discovered more. He went back to the merchants and asked some other questions. It seems a few of the shopkeepers’ daughters are in trouble. One has been sent away to stay with relative in the north. Being in trouble for any young lady means only on thing,” Mary whispered the last knowing it was something proper young ladies did not talk about, but she wanted her sisters and Georgiana Darcy to be warned about the man. 
 
    “Surely not!” Jane declared. “Maybe he is a gambler and runs up debts, but surely he cannot be so cruel as to use any young lady so improperly.” 
 
    Mary only laughed. Elizabeth did not remember her eldest sister would try to find a way to clear Mr. Wickham of something so immoral, but Elizabeth well remembered Georgiana’s confession about the man. 
 
    Georgiana, although slightly pale, which Elizabeth noticed, said, “My brother grew up with Mr. Wickham and knows the man is capable of behaving even worse than just kissing an innocent girl. I cannot give you details, but if you question whether Mr. Wickham could do something so improper, I beg you to talk to William. He will tell you the truth about the man.” She directed her response to Jane since she seemed incapable of believing poorly of the man.  
 
    Elizabeth wanted to smile reassuringly at her young friend, but did not want to draw attention to herself or any more attention to Georgiana. Instead, she reached over and squeezed the young girl’s hand, happy she had been sitting next to Georgiana when Mary paid her visit. 
 
    The rest of Mary’s visit proved less shocking for all involved, but Elizabeth pondered everything she heard and all she noticed left unsaid. Twice her sister Jane had begun to link Lydia’s name with something or someone else, but try as she might, Elizabeth could not draw forth any memory to help her solve what she saw as a mystery. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    For the next fortnight, the Netherfield residences, Mr. Bennet, and Mary shared small pieces of information with Elizabeth. Jane, Mary and their father shared inconsequential information about Elizabeth’s childhood, her sisters – but still omitting mention of Kitty – and mother, and neighbors Elizabeth had been close to like Charlotte Lucas. 
 
    Mr. Darcy talked about books she had mentioned reading and some of the conversations they had while she had been at Netherfield tending to her sister while she had been sick. When he first mentioned her sister’s illness, she had shown much concern, but he had assured her the illness had been a slight cold from which her sister quickly recovered. He also spoke about the admiration he held for her wit, intelligence, kindness, and charm, and he also told her how much he appreciated her kindness to his sister. The fact Georgiana had shared her story involving Wickham with Elizabeth had been kept from him, however. 
 
    Georgiana spent time with Elizabeth speaking about her fears, especially the fear of trusting any gentleman to be honest with her. She also expressed her concerns about being presented saying she would be happy to wait until she was eight and ten or even twenty before facing London society. While Georgiana talked, Elizabeth seemed more focused on the conversation although her responses contained limited words. Over time, Georgiana grew more attached to Elizabeth, and she began planning ways to promote a match between Elizabeth and her brother. She knew her brother needed a lady like Elizabeth, and she believed Elizabeth would truly fall in love with her brother; for, in her mind, who could not love her brother. 
 
    Mrs. Gunther, who finally began visiting Elizabeth more frequently, often related stories to Elizabeth about her family, her marriage, and her time as a widow living alone in London. Elizabeth felt sympathy for the lady for she had truly loved her husband. She also realized Mrs. Gunther held her nephew in the highest regard and it pleased her to act as his temporary hostess while Jane spent the majority of her time tending her sister. Elizabeth did feel as if someone else had once acted as his hostess, but she could not recall the person. In fact, she discovered if she tried too hard to recall a memory, she caused herself a headache. After just a few instances of the ailment, she stopped trying to force forward any memories. She found it less painful to allow them to return when they chose to rather than when she tried to wrest them from her memory. Over all, she had found Mrs. Gunther to be an extremely pleasant conversationalist. 
 
    Jane and Mr. Bennet continued to share stories with Elizabeth about some of her childhood. They talked about her long walks, her tree climbing escapades, her teasing manner, her kindness to the servants and tenants of Longbourn, and her extensive lessons with her father. The few times Mary visited, she talked about music and Elizabeth’s ability to play and sing. 
 
    Elizabeth listened to everything shared with her. Most of it brought back no memories, but a few times, she saw vague recollections through the fog clinging to her mind. As March drew to a close, Elizabeth experienced her most vivid memory, which concerned a large tree near a tall hill. She tied the memory to the stories Jane and her father told about her tree climbing experiences. Elizabeth saw an image of what looked like an extremely tall tree. Without actually seeing herself, she knew she was perched high up on a branch and looking down on the world around her. She was unsure what age she was at the time, but since the tree appeared so large, she wondered if it was a younger child’s memory because everything felt larger than she knew it should. She felt comfortable in her position but also felt she was hiding from something or maybe someone; however, she recalled no clear memory of who or what she hid from. As the location of the vision widened, she also saw the land laid out below her and realized her position allowed her to see some houses spread over a long distance. She wondered if she would ever be able to locate this tree and discover if her vision were real or just something her mind had created to try to fill in her missing memories. 
 
    “I could ask my sister about the memory,” she said aloud to the empty room her sister declared was hers as long as she resided at Netherfield. “Maybe she would know, but if she never saw the place, then she might not realize which place I was recalling.” She thought further on the idea, but finally decided to keep the memory private for the time being. 
 
    The more time she spent with her sister, she began to feel a special bond with her, but she noticed she experienced the same bond with Miss Georgiana. During one of the young girl’s visits, she had requested Elizabeth refer to her by her Christian name, but she had noticed Georgiana always called her Miss Lizzy, so she returned the respect by addressing the girl as Miss Georgiana. The gentlemen who visited her – her father, Mr. Darcy, and on some occasions Mr. Bingley – caused her some uneasiness. A sense of fear caused the unease, but she never understood the source of those feelings. On the periphery of her memory, she believed something lingered which triggered those feelings, but the fog covered the source keeping it securely hidden. 
 
    Not understanding why, Jane did not often speak to Elizabeth about her marriage to Mr. Bingley. Elizabeth knew they were married because the servants often referred to her sister as Mrs. Bingley or mistress. When the marriage took place, however, Elizabeth did not know. Jane wanted her sister’s memory restored before she shared the details of such an important event. Jane and Elizabeth had always imagined standing up for each other at their weddings. Because of the circumstances of Elizabeth’s attack, it had not been possible, and Jane felt a sense of loss because her sister had not been present for the ceremony.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    (April) 
 
      
 
    April came bringing all the familiar signs of spring. Birds were heard singing outside the open windows, the early daffodils and crocuses were a riot of colorful blooms, and other flowers were just beginning to peek through the ground. Elizabeth was finally beginning to bloom as well for she began speaking more. 
 
    At first, she began by naming each person who came to visit her. Most times she included a greeting such as “good morning”, “good afternoon”, or “good evening”. Her voice remained slightly raspy, and it carried little volume. The first time she spoke in a complete sentence, it triggered a vague memory of a high shrill voice saying something about nerves, but she could not connect a name to the memory. 
 
    When she did speak in complete sentences, which conveyed complete thoughts to whomever she spoke, they always smiled at her. Their smile always confused her for she could not understand the reason why they would smile.  
 
    The nicest smile, she decided, belonged to Mr. Darcy. She began enjoying his company more – it did not, however, mean she trusted him more than any of the other gentlemen – but other than being a family friend, she often wondered about his continued presence. He often spoke about his estate in Derbyshire, and from his descriptions, it sounded as if the county was not one near her home county. So why does he remain at Netherfield, she often wondered. Of course, she realized it would mean his sister also would leave, and Elizabeth did not want to lose Georgiana’s friendship. As much as she liked her sisters, Jane and Mary, she felt most comfortable around Georgiana. A connection existed between the two ladies Elizabeth could not fully explain. For her part, Elizabeth just accepted the fact the connection existed. 
 
    Elizabeth began spending more time with Mr. Darcy. They would sit together in the library while he read to her. She enjoyed his voice and the conversations they had about books he read to her. He seemed to enjoy reading more than anyone else in the house, and she suspected he enjoyed it as much as she did. Since the purpose of the exercise was to help her regain her memory, he read books she suggested she might remember. She felt most familiar with Shakespeare, so many of his plays Mr. Darcy read aloud to her. 
 
    One day she mentioned remembering a book about little people and giants. 
 
    “You have read Gulliver’s Travels?” He should not have been surprised for he had discovered their familiarity with many of the classics. 
 
    “Maybe,” she hesitantly answered. “Maybe if I heard some of the story I would remember.” 
 
    “It is a stroke of luck for I have a copy of the book in my small selection I store here on this shelf.” He pointed to one of the shelves behind him. 
 
    Very few of the shelves housed books, but this one seemed fuller. She wondered just how many books Mr. Bingley owned in the library. He walked over to the shelf and retrieved the book. Then he sat down in the chair beside her and began, “Gulliver’s Travels by Jonathan Swift.” 
 
    They had reached chapter two, when he spoke two familiar words, tolerable enough. The words triggered a memory, and Elizabeth heard, in Mr. Darcy voice, tolerable but not handsome enough. 
 
    “What did you say?” Mr. Darcy abruptly stopped reading. 
 
    “Did I say something?” Elizabeth looked at him questioningly. Had she said it aloud? 
 
    “I thought I heard you say, tolerable but not handsome enough. Did you not just speak those words?” 
 
    “I recalled a memory,” she said softly. 
 
    “Did you really hear those words?” 
 
    “Maybe.” She hesitated trying to think. “A vague memory,” she added, and then, “I am not sure if I am correct.” 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth, I beg your forgiveness.” He completely surprised her for she wondered why he needed her forgiveness. 
 
    She only stared at him in confusion, but said nothing. 
 
    “No one but Bingley was meant to hear me, and I can assure you there was no truth in my words.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Why?” She asked simply still confused by the brief memory of those few words. 
 
    “There was an assembly in Meryton the day I arrived at Netherfield. Bingley insisted I attend, but all I wanted to do was remain in my room and read quietly.” He looked down at the book in his hands, and keeping a finger at the page he left off reading, he tipped the book back and forth in his hands. 
 
    She did not speak, but only looked at him questioningly. 
 
    “I was road weary and had only recently convinced my sister I was not angry with her about an incident which occurred over the summer.” He finally looked back up at her. 
 
    Elizabeth realized she knew which incident he referred to, but she did not say anything about her knowledge. She still had no intention to share Georgiana’s private conversation even though he was Georgiana’s brother. 
 
    “I felt unfit for company, but Bingley continued to persuade me.” He justified while continuing to watch her. 
 
    “Why did you go?” Had she wanted to remain home, she believed she would have.     
 
    With a slight groan, he replied in two words. “Miss Bingley.” 
 
    The name confused her at first, but then another memory resurfaced. A tall proud disdainful woman appeared in her vision. The same name spoken by Mr. Darcy accompanied the image. Knowledge slowly followed, Mr. Bingley’s sister, who hoped to marry Mr. Darcy. Then she remembered Mr. Darcy’s look of distain when the lady would grab his arm or try to tempt him into a more intimate conversation. She suddenly realized Mr. Darcy had no desire to marry said lady, and Elizabeth covered her mouth as she chuckled. Seeing her chuckle, he hoped it indicated a return of some memory. 
 
    “I believe you understand,” he said. “But I will give you more of the story. I mentioned my desire to remain behind, and Miss Bingley offered to remain home to keep me company. How she felt she could keep me company while I retired to my room to read is questionable. I found the idea of her company completely undesirable. To avoid the lady, I agreed to attend, but I warned Bingley I had no wish to dance. He did not believe me. He felt I should be pleased to dance with all the fine ladies in attendance, but as I said, I was fatigued.” 
 
    “Poor Mr. Darcy,” she said and patted one of his hands still holding the book before withdrawing it and placing it back in her lap. 
 
    “In more ways than one, for Miss Bingley insisted I dance with her and her sister. When Bingley finally appeared beside me demanding I dance, I felt ready to walk out of the room and return to my room at Netherfield. When he pointed to a lady I should dance with, I thought he meant one of your younger sisters. I must confess none of them tempted me. I never imagined he meant you, and I never meant anyone to over hear my comment. Therefore, once again, I beg your forgiveness Miss Elizabeth.” This time, he reached out to touch her hand but was careful to only touch the top and then briefly because of its position. 
 
    “Yes. I forgive you,” she replied and tried to give him a slight smile, but he also noticed a slight blush rush across her cheeks when he touched her hand. 
 
    Her smile, however, was not the one he had grown accustomed to before her attack. He had seen her smile a few times since coming out of her shock, but none had the same sparkle as her previous ones. The smile he remembered reflected her joy of life and made her entire face light up and her eyes to twinkle merrily. He hoped, with time and restored memory, the smile would also return. 
 
    “Please, continue to read,” she directed. Even though they had only reached the second chapter, she felt something familiar about the story. 
 
    Darcy would not forget that day because Elizabeth had spoken more to him since his arrival back at Netherfield. He spent days cherishing the memory and wished to repeat the event. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    (April) 
 
      
 
    Not only did April see the beginning of spring and Elizabeth’s speech returning, but it also brought an unwelcome visitor to Netherfield. Miss Caroline Bingley had finally run her brother to ground. 
 
    Late one sunny April day, near the beginning of the month, Caroline Bingley breezed into the music room while Jane, Bingley, Mr. Darcy, and Elizabeth listened to Georgiana practicing. 
 
    “Charles!” Caroline declared as she entered the room. “I have found you, at last. You could have informed me you were returning to this God forsaken area. No one with any sense would want to live in such an uncivilized community. Why, you would be shocked . . .” 
 
    “Caroline!” Bingley interrupted. “I have guests, and your rudeness is completely unwelcomed. This is my home, and it is time you recognized the fact.” 
 
    Caroline’s eyes finally registered the people present. “Mr. Darcy, it is very pleasant to welcome you to my brother’s home, and I see your sister is visiting as well. Now that I have arrived, I will make your stay much more enjoyable. I doubt my brother knows how to entertain guests properly.” 
 
    “Caroline, you are not my hostess, nor will you ever again be my hostess,” Bingley informed her. 
 
    Caroline laughed, but everyone knew she had forced it. Elizabeth watched and realized this lady had been the image she saw when Mr. Darcy mentioned the name of Miss Bingley. On the borders of her fogginess, slightly out of reach, another memory struggled to break through. 
 
    “Charles,” she started, glaring at Jane and Elizabeth. “You should not be entertaining two unmarried ladies with no proper hostess.” She declared boldly. 
 
    “I am not entertaining two unmarried ladies,” he began smugly, but then chuckled as he looked toward Darcy. “I amend the statement. I am entertaining two unmarried ladies, but one has her brother here to act as her chaperone, and Miss Elizabeth has her sister acting as hers.” 
 
    “Are you implying Miss Eliza Bennet is chaperoning her sister?” 
 
    Darcy repressed a laugh at Miss Bingley’s failure to listen closely to her brother’s comment. 
 
    Caroline’s offensive address brought forth, for Elizabeth, the memories struggling to penetrate the fog. Miss Bingley’s snide remarks and cuts all came flooding back, and Elizabeth realized she did not look favorably upon this lady. She vaguely recalled Miss Bingley clinging to Mr. Darcy’s arm while he seemed desirous of escaping her grasp. A slight smile crossed her face, which she did not realize, but Darcy saw the it and wondered about its cause. He missed this smile for it was the first truly humorous smile he had seen since before her attack. 
 
    “Mrs. Bingley needs no chaperone,” Bingley declared. 
 
    Two days previous to this visit, Jane had finally shared the details of her marriage with Elizabeth. Elizabeth had enjoyed hearing about her sister’s wedding and about her happiness. She, however, still had no memory about the promise they shared to stand up for each other. She, also, had no prior memory about her sister’s attachment to Mr. Bingley. To Elizabeth, her sister and Mr. Bingley had only just met, but Jane assured her theirs had been a longer acquaintance and both had grown closer during each subsequent meeting. Jane explained, with limited details, Mr. Bingley’s initial arrival in the area and how Jane had immediately liked him. She told her sister it had been natural for them to develop a strong liking for each other because they shared similar likes. The explanation helped her sister accept the fact that Jane and Bingley married for love. 
 
    “Mrs. Bingley?” Caroline sputtered. “When did this happen? How could you have done such a thing without telling Louisa or me?” Her voice began to raise as she spoke. “Did we not warn you . . .” 
 
    “Caroline!” Mrs. Gunther cut her niece off much to Bingley’s delight. “Are these the manners of a proper young lady?” Caroline had been so enraged she had not heard the entry of the newest member of the Netherfield party. 
 
    “Aunt Alyse! What are you doing here?” Her tone made it sound more like a demand than for an explanation. 
 
    “I happen to be here at the request of my nephew, which is more than I can say for some present. I was happy to meet Mrs. Bingley while she was still Miss Bennet. Such a charming young lady and a perfect match for your brother.” 
 
    “I imagine this is why Miss Eliza is here. Wanting to enjoy the benefits her sister has acquired through marriage to my brother,” the irate young lady sneered. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth,” and Bingley stressed her appropriate name, “is here as my guest, and you will either refrain from offending my guests or you may leave in the same conveyance you arrived. I will not have any guest under my roof being offended by your ill manners. Am I making myself clear?” His words carried a demand, and it shocked Caroline to hear her brother sounding so authoritative. 
 
    “Yes, Charles,” she tried to sound repentant, but she fooled no one in the room, not even her brother. 
 
    “I will have a room prepared for you,” Jane offered with a pleasant smile. She willingly forgave her new sister for she believed Caroline’s reaction was due to her unexpected surprise. 
 
    As soon as Jane and Caroline left the room, Darcy pulled Bingley aside and whispered, “This could cause a problem.” 
 
    “How so?” His friend was confused by the comment. 
 
    Bingley’s failure to recognize the delicacy of the situation shocked Darcy. 
 
    “Your sister must never learn the details about the attack on Miss Elizabeth. You know she does not look on Miss Elizabeth favorably.” 
 
     “I am not about to share the event with my sister, Darcy. Besides, I still do not understand what Caroline could have against Miss Elizabeth.” 
 
    “Bingley. Your sister believes I am gullible enough to propose to her. It will never happen. She knows I admire Miss Elizabeth; therefore, she sees Miss Elizabeth as her competition and enemy. She would do anything to ruin Miss Elizabeth as a perspective bride in my eyes. You must keep careful watch on your sister. I fear what she might do thinking it would advance her chances with me.” 
 
    “I believe you think too highly of yourself, Darcy. My sister might see you as a possible suitor but she would never do anything improper or unladylike to attract your attention.” 
 
    Darcy gave a displeased chuckle, “Bingley, you amaze me. Are you so blind you have not seen the way your sister throws herself in front of me? Have you not seen how she attaches herself to my arm without being invited to do so? Can you be so gullible, you believe everything she tells you?” 
 
    Bingley was ready to argue Darcy’s point, but recalled his earlier realization about his sister being a fortune hunter. How he had forgotten such an important fact made him frown. When Jane entered the room, he immediately recalled how both his sisters had tried to make him believe his angel did not love him and how they had declared she would not marry him for any reason but his wealth and her mother’s orders. Darcy’s concerns were valid, he acknowledged. His sister had acted improperly the last time she resided at Netherfield; he vividly recalled her throwing herself at his friend. Bingley would watch his sister closely for she just might act irrationally in her desperation to gain what she most desired – becoming the mistress of Pemberley. 
 
    Elizabeth’s memories of Miss Bingley proved correct. From every interaction with the lady, she could tell Miss Bingley not only disliked her but the lady resented her. It took only two encounters for Elizabeth to realize why the lady resented her. Miss Bingley did everything in her power to draw Mr. Darcy’s attention to herself. Elizabeth also did not fail to realize Mr. Darcy had absolutely no interest in Caroline Bingley. In fact, she noticed he went out of his way to avoid the lady even to the extent of ducking in a closet so their paths would not cross. Observing the event from an open doorway of the music room caused Elizabeth to laugh for the very first time. Georgiana had been with her at the time. The laugh surprised Georgiana; she remembered, during his first visit, her brother writing about the enjoyable laugh of a young lady he met. He compared her laugh to the bells they once heard at a musical event held in their local town. The bells’ tonalities had differed; and one set had a high clear tinkling sound. A pleasurable sound she never forgot. Hearing Elizabeth’s laugh reminded her of those bells, just like her brother had described. 
 
    “Miss Lizzy.” Georgiana attracted her attention. “What did you find so humorous, if you do not mind me asking?” 
 
    Elizabeth’s speaking had improved with use, and the more she spoke the less it hurt. It pleased her when her voice slowly became stronger and her voice did not sound so gruff. 
 
    “Your brother hiding from Miss Bingley.” She still spoke soft and slow, but she kept it even softer so she would not be heard by anyone but Georgiana. 
 
    Georgiana replied softly for the same reason. “She has been attempting to trap him into a marriage from the first day her brother introduced him. Mr. Bingley made the mistake of telling his sister my brother had a large estate and was the nephew of an earl. Miss Bingley wants to improve her place in society and believes by marrying my brother, she will become the toast of London and a sought-after London hostess. What she does not realize is my brother hates society, and if he could, he would only visit London out of season, never attend any social events, and only visit the theater, museums, and book shops.” 
 
    Both ladies laughed softly not wanting to draw attention to themselves, but Mr. Darcy, who just then chose to enter the room, heard their soft laughter. 
 
    “I hope I am not interrupting,” he spoke to both ladies. 
 
    “No,” Georgiana informed him. “Miss Lizzy was just saying how she saw you hiding from Miss Bingley. It was very ingenious of you to make such good use of a linen closet.” Georgiana laughed again. 
 
    “Well done, Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth chimed in with her own laugh following. 
 
    “I am pleased I could entertain you both.” He too felt his actions of avoiding Miss Bingley deserved a laugh, but he tried not to laugh too loud for he did not wish to attract the unwanted lady’s attention. 
 
    Since he stood by the door, he closed it behind him before he proceeded further into the room. 
 
    Darcy and the two young ladies spent an enjoyable three hours closeted in the music room. Elizabeth, whose memories still returned only in bits and pieces, spent time with Georgiana relearning to play the pianoforte. Darcy enjoyed listening to the ladies he held dearest practicing techniques and duets, so he spent much of his time with them. 
 
    While the trio enjoyed their uninterrupted time, Miss Bingley searched inside and outside of the house for Mr. Darcy. Finally frustrated beyond her own endurance, she called her lady’s maid into her bedchamber. Bingley happened to be walking by her slightly open door when Caroline began her rant. 
 
    “I want you to locate Mr. Darcy. Ask all the servants if you have to, but find out where he is. I will not allow that country chit to use her arts and allurements on him to keep him from seeing I would make him a better wife. I want you to discover why she is here. Something is not right about her, and I want you to find out every bit of information you can about her presence here. I also want you to discover what the staff thinks of Jane Bennet. I must find some way to get my brother away from her. Maybe I can find a way to end the marriage. He could have done so much better. Jane Bennet is nothing. She has no connections to advance my cause, and she brings nothing valuable to the marriage. She must have tricked my brother into marrying her.” 
 
    Bingley did not stay to hear any more. He should have held tight to his latest realization of his sister being nothing but a fortune hunter. He conceded his sister would try to trap his friend into a marriage, and she would try to discredit both Miss Elizabeth and his wife. He would not allow his sister to ruin his marriage or the happiness of anyone he called family or friend. As soon as he left the area of his sister’s room, he went to find Mrs. Nicholls, his housekeeper. 
 
    “Mrs. Nicholls, you will direct all the staff not to share any information with my sister regarding my guests and this includes her lady’s maid. Remind them their loyalties lie with me and not with my sister or her maid. I pay their wages not my sister, and she holds no sway over dismissing any of my staff. Please let them know I will be extremely displeased to discover any staff sharing private information with either Miss Bingley or her maid. Remind them Mrs. Bingley is the mistress of the house so my sister’s orders are not to be followed. All household orders are to come from me or my wife.” Mrs. Nicholls nodded but hid a knowing smile. 
 
    Miss Bingley’s presence in the house caused various frictions throughout the household. The first time she tried to overstep her bounds by ordering a servant, she found him denying her request and turning away from her. Because he did not follow her dictates, she threw some small delicate ornaments at the door through which the servant had retreated. Upon discovering the damage, Jane spoke to her husband about the destruction. He had the housekeeper begin an itemized list of objects his sister damaged or destroyed. He would hold her accountable for her actions, something he had never done in the past, but this was no longer her home, it was the home of him and his wife. 
 
    Miss Bingley’s next act of cruelty occurred the following day when she found Elizabeth and Georgiana together in the music room. Miss Bingley informed Georgiana her brother wanted to see her in the drawing room. Being skeptical of the request, Georgian did not leave completely. Instead, she remained just outside the door, which she intentionally left ajar.  
 
    “Miss Eliza, why don’t you return to your own home? You are not wanted here. Mr. Darcy will never offer for you no matter how you try to tempt him.” Miss Bingley sneered. 
 
    Georgiana did not hear Elizabeth reply but knew she must have when Miss Bingley said, “I highly doubt that. I know your type, trying to work your way into his notice by flaunting your charms, batting your lashes, and gazing at him alluringly with your fine eyes. I will not allow him to fall for your tricks. I will protect him from you, and you will never become the mistress of his home. You are a country nobody, no better than a harlot showing off your charms. It will never work.” 
 
    Georgiana almost screamed when she felt a hand touch her arm. Her quick turn before the scream revealed her brother standing slightly behind her. 
 
    “How long has she been in there with Miss Elizabeth,” he whispered. 
 
    “Long enough to thoroughly insult her,” Georgiana whispered back. 
 
    “Remain here,” he said before stepping around her and entering the room. “Miss Bingley,” Georgiana had heard her brother’s severe tone only once before, and it occurred when he faced down George Wickham. “You will cease this minute. Your slanderous insults are offensive to Miss Elizabeth and me. You owe the lady a sincere apology. I will also be informing your brother of your words and actions, and if he does not act immediately, I will. There will be consequences for your insults.” 
 
    “Caroline Bingley, what have you done?” 
 
    Miss Bingley had heard her aunt’s reprimanding tone more than once. Mr. Darcy already had her trembling; her aunt’s icy tone completed the job. 
 
    “I think, young lady, after what I have heard and seen, it is time you finally retire to your Aunt Gertrude’s home in the north.” 
 
    Everyone in and near the room heard Miss Bingley’s unpleasant sneer. “Aunt Gertrude has banned me from her home, so you will not be able to threaten me with visiting her.” 
 
    “So I learned the last time we visited. My sister, however, owes me a favor. In fact, a very considerable favor, and she is already aware of what I was planning to ask. You must understand, it was only a matter of time before I knew you would need to be removed from society. Your lack of consideration for others already has offended too many important people, and this incident only reaffirmed my decision.” 
 
    “Charles,” Miss Bingley turned to her brother who had been one of the people who had entered the room after their aunt. “You will not allow her to send me away, will you? You need me for who will make sure your home is in proper working order.” 
 
    From the look on Bingley’s face, everyone present knew Miss Bingley had just said the wrong thing to sway her brother’s sympathy. 
 
    “I agree with Aunt Alyse. It is time you suffer the consequences of your rudeness and cruelty. I will not allow my guests or my staff to be insulted or harmed in anyway by your actions and words.” 
 
    “Please, Charles, I promise to change. I will do whatever you ask, only do not send me to Aunt Gertrude’s.” Miss Bingley feared her Aunt Gertrude more than any of her other relatives. The lady had a way of knowing whenever she lied, effectively thwarted all of her plans to achieve her goals, and ruled her household with an iron fist. She could never gain any advantages from her aunt’s servants. She knew if she appeared repentant enough, her brother would believe her – it had always worked in the past, so she suspected it would work now. By placating everyone, she would have time to find a way to rid herself and Mr. Darcy of Eliza’s unwanted presence. 
 
    “Return to your room while I consider my options,” Bingley replied, but from his tone, Miss Bingley knew she would get her way. 
 
    As soon as Miss Bingley left, Darcy asked, “How can you accept her word she will not cause any more problems. Her words to Miss Elizabeth were cruel and hurtful, and I for one do not believe she regrets the harm she might have caused.” 
 
    “Mr. Darcy,” Jane, who had followed her husband into the room but not heard the cruel words hurled at her sister, interceded. “We must allow her a second chance. Everyone is capable of change, and I believe Miss Bingley is sincere about changing.” 
 
    Elizabeth, who had suffered the onslaught of Miss Bingley’s insults, regained a memory of once saying Jane could think ill of no one. She remembered telling her sister, “You would have pleaded with God to give Lucifer a chance to change when he dared to make a throne and place it above God’s throne. You would have said no one could be so evil and not want to change.” The memory almost caused a laugh, but the seriousness of what occurred and the hurt from the cruelty of the lady’s words repressed the urge. 
 
    Mrs. Bingley’s decision did not please Darcy, but he was not master of the household, and Miss Bingley was Jane Bingley’s sister-in-law. He could not understand Mrs. Bingley’s quickness to forgive considering the one who had been insulted and harmed had been Jane’s own sister. 
 
    It surprised Darcy when Jane, Bingley, and Mrs. Gunther left the room leaving him unsupervised with Miss Elizabeth, and of Georgiana, he saw no sign. Taking advantage of the occurrence, Darcy sat down beside her but not too close, for he had noticed she often flinched when any man appeared too close to her. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth, I apologize for not having come in sooner. Miss Bingley had no right to speak so harshly to you. You deserved none of her spitefulness. I hope this will not hinder your recovery in any way.” He did reach out and take both her hands in his and was pleased she allowed the connection. 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Darcy.” Elizabeth looked down at their joined hands and squeezed his slightly before looking back up at him. “Miss Bingley’s presence has caused a few memories to resurface. I seem to recall her previous behavior and expected very little welcome from her.” 
 
    “I am happy your memory is slowly returning, but I regret the incident which brought an unpleasant memory to the surface.” He returned the squeeze he had felt from her. 
 
    “I will overlook the regret if it means I regain a small portion of my memory.” He enjoyed the soft small smile she returned to him. 
 
    “Have you had any other memories resurfacing? Maybe some which are more pleasant to remember?” Darcy was always hopeful of her regaining all her memories, but he hoped the pleasanter ones would return first. 
 
    Elizabeth noticed his intense gaze; the look often surprised her, but she felt as if she had seen just such a look in his eyes before. If only she could remember. 
 
    “I seem to remember more about Jane and Papa, mostly in relation to when I was younger. When Papa and Jane speak about my past, I recall bits and pieces, and a few times vivid pictures flash into my mind. It is like looking through a hazy window and watching the events unfold as they speak about them.” 
 
    Darcy noticed her happiness and pleasure as she spoke. “Could you share one or two, which you found enjoyable?” 
 
    He hoped her sharing would help bring other memories forward. In addition, he desired more knowledge about her and her life. He came into this situation with the intent to finally ask her to be his wife. He had made the resolve when Bingley first told him about the attempted murder of Elizabeth. He had shared his honest intentions with Mr. Bennet; he now desired Miss Elizabeth to return his feelings, but before she could, she needed to remember everything about her past. 
 
    “One of the most vivid memories was sitting in Papa’s book room either reading or playing chess with him. As those memories clarified, I recalled some of the debates we had over something we read. I remember him teaching me, first how to read and later how to play chess. I am vaguer about our mathematics lessons, but I do know he taught me how to work with figures.” 
 
    She looked thoughtful for a moment. He liked the way her nose scrunched up ever so slightly when she was deeply in thought. 
 
    “I think,” she continued, “I helped with the financial accounts. In fact, I have a vague memory of working with his books. Spending time with Jane is another strong memory.” Here she smiled pleasantly revealing to Darcy it was a happy memory. “We often spent many hours talking after everyone else retired. I also vaguely remember picking flowers in our garden and working with her in the stillroom. I think I remember what my bedroom at Longbourn looks like, but I cannot affirm the memory without actually seeing the room.” 
 
    “Do you miss your home?” He knew he missed Pemberley when away for long periods, but currently, he felt more at home sitting beside her. 
 
    “Yes and no. I am enjoying being around my sister, and I enjoy Papa and Mary’s visits, but I do not seem to feel any regrets about not seeing my mother or Lydia.” She looked at him intently as she asked, “Is it wrong of me to feel this way?” 
 
    “No.” His recalled she never seemed close to her mother, and Lydia seemed, in his opinion, a challenge to be around at even the best of times. “Maybe your relationship with them is not nearly as strong as your relationship to your father and Mrs. Bingley.” 
 
    “Would you ever call her Jane?” It still seemed odd, to her, to hear her sister referred to by her marriage name. She regretted not being beside her sister when she married because another memory finally lingered on the boarders of her mind about the promise between them to stand up for each other when they married. What other promises have I failed to fulfill by losing my memory? 
 
    “It would be impolite to be so informal with her. I do not even refer to Bingley by his Christian name.” 
 
    “Why?” Her naturally curiosity, something else she seemed to remember about herself, was peeked. She seemed to recall other gentlemen calling her father Bennet. Absentmindedly, she uttered her thought aloud. “Do men always address each other differently than ladies?” 
 
    “In what way?” He asked rather confused by her questions. 
 
    Elizabeth stared at him confused. Did he read my mind or did I inadvertently speak aloud? 
 
    Self-conscious about their hands still being joined, she gently pulled hers out of his hold and folded them in her lap. 
 
    “You asked if men address each other differently than ladies address each other. I wondered in what way do ladies address each other.” He chuckled at her look of dismay.  
 
    “Oh!” She chuckled in response. “I had not realized I spoke. It was only a momentary thought.” 
 
    She then paused as she wondered whether she should answer him, but then found no reason why she should not. No secret surrounded about how ladies addressed each other. 
 
    “In formal gatherings, we do address each other in a proper manner using Miss or Mrs., and in the case of those of the peerage by their title. It is only proper. When we are among friends, however, we allow each other to use our Christian names, but only after being given permission, you understand. Your sister, for instance, has my permission to refer to me as Elizabeth or Lizzy, but I have noticed she still calls me Miss Lizzy.” She watched him closely for any response to her revelation, but he only smiled knowingly. 
 
    “I believe it is out of respect for you. My sister holds you in the highest regard. While you were unaware of those around you, your sister asked her to refer to you by your Christian name, but my sister felt it improper because she had not your permission. She did, however, agree to call you Miss Lizzy because the doctor suggested we use your given name.” He wanted to reach out again and hold her hand but refrained by clasping his hands tightly together. 
 
    She paused in reflection. “Oh! I believe I understand now. Anyway, ladies who develop friendships do allow their friends to address them by their Christian name at informal gatherings. Men, however, seem to address each other mostly by their sir names. Sir William, for instance, always addresses my father, as Bennet, while Papa addresses him as Sir William because of his elevated rank. You and Mr. Bingley refer to each other as Darcy and Bingley, but never as Charles or William.” She had often heard Georgiana address him so. 
 
    “William is not my Christian name.” He informed her with a smile. 
 
    A smile she had become extremely familiar with over the past months. His smile made her feel tingly all over, and when his dimple appeared and his bright blue eyes sparkled, her heart fluttered. She often pondered the meaning of her reactions, but had, as of yet, come to no solid conclusion. 
 
    “Would you mind if I ask what your given name is?” 
 
    “I do not mind. In fact, I am pleased to share it with you.” 
 
    He felt warmth inside when she smiled, and he too noticed the sparkle in her soft brown eyes. 
 
    “My Christian name is Fitzwilliam, but when Georgiana began talking, she could not say such a mouth full. At first, all she could manage was ‘Fit’ but I found it unpleasant, so I encouraged her to say ‘William’. It took almost a year before she could say more than ‘Will’, and then it became William. I never bothered to make her use my full name.” He finally unclasped his hands but could not decide what to do with them to stop his growing desire to take her hands in his. 
 
    Elizabeth thought for a moment before asking, “Is not your cousin’s name Fitzwilliam. I seem to remember Georgiana calling him Colonel Fitzwilliam.” 
 
    “It is. My mother’s family has a tradition of naming the first-born son after the mother’s family name. Hence, my name is Fitzwilliam, my mother’s brother’s name is Ainsworth, and his son is Harlow.” He chuckled seeing the amused look on her face. 
 
    A soft laugh escaped before she replied, “It could prove awkward at times.” 
 
    “Maybe it explains why gentlemen refer to each other by their last names.” 
 
    Still curious, she asked, “But what about brothers? If you had a brother, would you both be called Darcy by your friends.” 
 
    “No. In such a case, the second, or ever third and fourth sons, would be addressed by their Christian names, except in families with titles. My oldest cousin, the colonel’s older brother, is addressed as Lord Maidensmoor . . .” 
 
    He was interrupted by Elizabeth’s laugh. She had never heard the name before, and she could not repress the surprising laugh, which erupted from her, but she tried to stifle it by covering her mouth with her hand. Instinctively, Darcy reached out and pulled her hand away from her lovely mouth and chuckled in response. 
 
    “I understand and am not offended by your response. My cousin hates his name and always requested his friends to call him Moor or even Lord Moor. Those foolish enough to address him as Lord Maiden or even Maiden often ended up on the floor with a bloodied nose. It is unadvisable to upset a viscount whose father is an earl unless you are the heir to a dukedom.” 
 
    Still laughing and enjoying the feel of her hand in his, she replied, “I can understand his feelings completely. How did his family earn such a title?” 
 
    “There was a small village near the Scottish boarder named Maidensmoor. I know the moor part comes from the fact the village is surround by moors, but the history about the Maiden part of the name is no longer remembered. Rumors suggest a young maiden became lost on the moors and search parties set out to find her.” 
 
    Unconsciously, he began to rub his thumb on the top of her hand, which he still held. 
 
    “Unfortunately, it took more than a week for them to locate her, and by then, she had died of thirst and starvation. Tales include a hurt ankle hampering her ability to walk, the young girl trying to crawl home, and one declaring she intentionally ran off because her intended had either deserted her or mistreated her. No one remembers the true tale because it occurred over five hundred years ago. Anyway, a Fitzwilliam relative served in the king’s army during the Scottish uprising and his heroism was rewarded with the Viscount title and a small estate near the village. No one would turn down such an honor even with such a name.” 
 
    So fascinated by the story, Elizabeth did not realize she was allowing Mr. Darcy to hold her hand and was only subconsciously aware of his rubbing the top of it. 
 
    “Was he already an earl?” She asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes. The family earned the title of earl about one hundred years prior. They welcomed any additional titles happily. Besides, only the eldest son must suffer the title until he became the new earl.” Darcy was finally aware of her hand and his actions, but since she was not drawing away from him, he continued his actions enjoying the feel of her soft warm skin. Smooth like silk, he thought. 
 
    “So, your eldest cousin is addressed as Lord Moor, and his brother as Fitzwilliam, I suppose.” She remained more focused on their conversation than his actions. 
 
    “Yes, so it would be awkward if we both were addressed as Fitzwilliam.” 
 
    “I guess I should have remembered this, but maybe I have always wondered why gentlemen use last names rather than Christian.” Elizabeth reflected on it momentarily, but when no recollection of such information came, she dismissed it before thinking of something else. 
 
    “It has been my pleasure to educate you on something you had either forgotten or just been curious about.” He chuckled softly and nearly raised her hand to kiss it, but the aborted effort did stop his rubbing of her hand. 
 
    He saw her smile broaden and wondered about her thoughts. He had no need to question her for she freely offered the thought, which caused her mischievous smile. 
 
    “Did anyone ever call you Fitzy?” She chuckled. She finally looked down at their joined hand but did not pull her hand away from his causing them to smile at each other. 
 
    Knowing she accepted their gentle connection, he continued without hesitation. “No! I would have had the same reaction my elder cousin had at being called Maiden. I prefer Darcy or William.” 
 
    “I see,” she continued to chuckle. “Since I do not want to garner your wrath, I will continue to address you as Mr. Darcy, then.” 
 
    He laughed with her, but did not tell her he would be even more pleased if she addressed him as William. 
 
    Georgiana interrupted their time alone by joining them, and shortly thereafter, Miss Bingley came into the room. Her entrance caused Darcy to excuse himself, but knowing how Miss Bingley would often insult Miss Elizabeth, he decided to request Mrs. Bingley to join the other three ladies. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    (Mid-April) 
 
      
 
    As April progressed, the weather improved and more visits occurred between the Netherfield residents and Miss Mary Bennet. She happily escaped her home because of its frequent upheaval. Lydia’s new governess arrived, and Lydia’s screeched protests often rang throughout the house. In addition, the governess forced Lydia to begin lessons on the pianoforte causing Mary to cringe at the plethora of discordant sounds. Mary Bennet began to see Netherfield as a safe haven from Longbourn. 
 
    One fine afternoon, with just her two sisters present in the drawing room, Mary shared the local news with them over tea. 
 
    “Charlotte’s wedding will occur soon,” she declared before sipping her tea. 
 
    “Lady Lucas must be happy. I knew she worried Charlotte would never marry,” Jane added handing Elizabeth a plate with a lemon tart. She remembered lemon tarts were Elizabeth’s favorite and had finally requested the cook make them once a week. Today had been the first time they had appeared. 
 
     “Yes. Charlotte impressed the new vicar at Meryton. I heard him declare her a fine intelligent lady. Charlotte seemed pleased when he finally proposed. I know she wanted to wait until you could stand up with her.” Mary directed the last comment to Elizabeth who had reached out and accepted the offered plate. 
 
    From information shared with her, Elizabeth knew she had once been a close friend with Charlotte Lucas, the daughter of Sir William and Lady Lucas – she often reminded herself of family and friend connects so she would not forget them. 
 
    “Charlotte has not been to visit or asked me to stand with her,” Elizabeth reflected aloud before daintily raising the tart and taking a small bit smiling at the tangy flavor. 
 
    “Visitors have not been encouraged because of your memory.” Jane clarified while handing another plate to Mary with a ginger biscuit on it. 
 
    Having finished her small taste of the tart, Elizabeth replied, “I wonder if seeing her would bring back memories of our friendship.” Elizabeth often wondered why she had so few visitors. 
 
    “Maybe you are correct. I believe I will have Charles send a letter to the doctor asking his opinion. Maybe it is time for you to receive selected visitors.” Jane hoped the doctor would agree. She could see no harm in more of their neighbors visiting if they carefully selected who should be allowed. Their Aunt Philips would be questionable because she had problems refraining from discussing inappropriate topics such as the murder of her niece and speculation about the murderer. 
 
    “Charlotte decided to have her sister Maria stand with her,” Mary informed them all before taking a bit of her biscuit. 
 
    “Does she expect me to attend?” Elizabeth trembled slightly at the thought of leaving Netherfield even for the wedding of a friend. She found the idea of remaining at Netherfield somewhat comforting. Here she felt safe, protected, and cared for. The idea of protection somewhat confused her for she could not understand what she might need to be protected from. 
 
    Shivering slightly at the thought of losing that feeling of being protected, Elizabeth set her plate down on the table beside her, took her cup of tea, which she had placed on the table earlier, and took a sip. Its warmth reinforced her safe feeling while thinking about Netherfield and its occupants. 
 
    “I doubt Papa will allow you to attend, Lizzy. It could be very confusing for you with all the people around. They will know you, but you will probably not know most of them. Papa and Charles agree it is still best for you not to have visitors.” Jane went on while she stirred the cup of tea she had prepared for herself. She wanted to add they believed the murderer remained somewhere in the neighborhood, and everyone at Netherfield cared about Elizabeth’s safety. “No one wants you to suffer a relapse of memory loss, and the doctor specially warned us not to allow you to be shocked.” Jane then took a sip of her tea. 
 
    “I think I would feel uncomfortable being around so many people, so I will gladly remain here while the rest of you attend the wedding.” Elizabeth felt relieved to know she would not be forced to attend. Besides, Charlotte might be her friend, but she did not remember her, not even slightly. 
 
    She also had no desire to mingle with so many strangers, and her feelings brought up a vague memory of Mr. Darcy once saying he did not do well around people he did not know. Was this how he felt? She wondered. I could ask him? Maybe he could help me understand my trepidation about strangers. She took a long sip of tea while she pondered that thought. 
 
    Before any more could be said, Miss Bingley entered the room. Her normal scowl appeared on her face as soon as she saw the three Bennet sisters. 
 
    “I was looking for Mr. Darcy. Might you know his whereabouts?” She directed her question to Jane. 
 
    Elizabeth had noticed Miss Bingley never addressed Jane by her Christian name or her married name. In fact, it appeared as if she only talked over Jane’s head. She had caused no more problems since Jane had argued to allow her to stay, but she avoided Jane and Elizabeth as much as possible. Elizabeth had noticed, Miss Bingley frequently tried to attach herself to Mr. Darcy, but every time she grabbed his arm or tried to stand or sit too close to him, he moved. Even Elizabeth recognized overly flirtatious manners and when the recipient of the flirtation repeatedly tried to avoid the lady. She often wished she could laugh aloud at the spectacle Miss Bingley made of herself but knew it would be impolite and improper to do so. 
 
    “I believe he and Charles are inspecting the fields,” Jane informed her sister-in-law. 
 
    Before Miss Bingley could say anything else, Mrs. Gunther glided into the room. It always amazed Elizabeth how graceful the older lady moved. She knows how to make an elegant entrance. To a slight extent, she envied the lady her ability and often felt tempted to request lessons on how to enter a room in such a manner. 
 
    “Caroline,” Mrs. Gunther declared, “I was just looking for you. Your maid wondered which dress you wanted her to prepare for this evening. Maybe you should find her and inform her of your desires.” 
 
    Elizabeth gently placed her cup on the table by her plate while she repressed her desire to laugh, for she believed Mrs. Gunther intentionally found ways to send her niece out of the room. 
 
    As soon as Miss Bingley departed, Mrs. Gunther stood at the door watching her niece ascend the staircase before she motioned to a footman, whispered something to him, and then closed the door. 
 
    “One can never be too careful with Caroline around. She has a nasty tendency to eavesdrop on private conversations. I hope you do not mind, Jane, I have instructed the footmen to always monitor the inhabited rooms. I did not specially say to make sure my niece did not linger by the door, but I believe they understand my unspoken intent.” Soon after her wedding, Jane had requested Mrs. Gunther to use her Christian name and in return, the lady requested her to address her as Aunt Alyse. 
 
    “Charles did ask you first to be his host, and I have no problems with you giving instructions to guard our privacy, Aunt Alyse. I know we have held a number of conversations we preferred kept from Miss Bingley,” Jane replied also placing her cup on the table and offering to pour for Mrs. Gunther who only shook her head. 
 
    “She is your sister-in-law, you should be addressing her as Caroline,” Mrs. Gunther declared. 
 
    “She has not given me permission,” Jane admitted. “Until she does, I will continue to address her as Miss Bingley.” 
 
    Mary also laid her empty plate on the nearby table while listening to the exchange. 
 
    “It is her loss not yours, my dear.” Mrs. Gunther regretted the presence of her niece knowing how much she could disrupt a household. She also did not trust her niece; she had seen her unguarded looks toward Miss Elizabeth especially when Mr. Darcy attended to the lady. Everyone in the Bingley family knew Miss Bingley’s desire to marry Mr. Darcy, and Mrs. Gunther realized Mr. Darcy would never marry her niece. She wished her niece understood how much the man detested her unwelcome overtures. 
 
    “I have come bearing news.” Mrs. Gunther declared as she finally took a seat near Jane. “Charles and I are in agreement about Caroline’s future.” She turned directly to Jane. “I know, my dear, you believe Caroline will change and be more agreeable, but I know it will never happen. I have been watching her closely, and she is planning something. Whether it is a way to try to compromise Mr. Darcy or to hurt your sister, I am not sure, but I can assure you she is planning something.” 
 
    “You do not think her capable of changing and becoming more accepting of how Mr. Darcy feels about my sister’s needs?” Jane’s face reflected her hope. 
 
    “No, child.” Mrs. Gunther reached out and clasped Jane’s hand with hers and patted the top of it with her other hand. “Caroline cares only about her own desires, and as she always has in the past, she will walk over anyone in her way.” 
 
    “What can be done?” Mary asked turning Mrs. Gunther’s attention from Jane to her causing her to release Jane’s hand. Mary had liked the lady the moment she had met her. An instant and mutual rapport had developed between the two of them. 
 
    “My sister Gertrude and I have been writing to each other for the past year. I informed her it would be her duty to undertake Caroline’s training in compassion, charity, and restraint.” She addressed the room in general. “I have already mentioned to Charles that my sister owes me a tremendous favor, and I informed her of the favor I expected. Together, my sister and I have planned a number of activities for Caroline to undertake to help her learn how to show compassion to others, serve them in a charitable manner, and restrain her temper, which includes refraining from insulting and offending others with her words. It will be a large undertaking, but my sister does have a number of friends who will be helping her. I am just waiting for Caroline to commit one more act of cruelty, which I hope will not harm someone, before we forcibly send her north.” 
 
    Elizabeth wanted to applaud Mrs. Gunther’s plan, but she knew her sister would not appreciate her response. Many of her memories about Miss Bingley had returned, and they all included harsh comments about Jane, her family, and about her. If only Jane could understand how cruel Miss Bingley truly was, but the lady in question had always put on a fake smile anytime she interacted with Jane, and poor Jane had been deceived into believing Miss Bingley’s sincerity. 
 
    “If Charles has agreed to your plans, then I will not interfere, but I still believe Miss Bingley has some good in her somewhere, and it is only wanting the right encouragement to bring it out.” 
 
    “Even you, Jane, cannot be so blind as to see what Miss Bingley is really like,” Mary declared surprising Elizabeth greatly. 
 
    Papa and Jane both had related how Mary’s religious beliefs induced her to be forgiving. Jane, she knew, had a forgiving nature. Recalling this information caused Elizabeth to frown in confusion.  
 
    “Elizabeth,” Mary had seen her sister’s reaction, “I might generally encourage forgiveness to all my sisters, but even I can see when someone is beyond deserving forgiveness and does not mean to change their wrong behaviors. Miss Bingley has shown no repentance, and her false smiles do not deceive me. I see right through them, and what I see is not pleasant.” 
 
    “Mary, how can you say such a thing?” Jane criticized her sister. 
 
    Elizabeth, however, wondered how Jane could fail to see the truth of her sister’s words. 
 
    “Really, Jane. I am saying nothing but the truth.” Mary countered in all sincerity. 
 
    “I completely agree with her, my dear.” Mrs. Gunther supported Mary’s observation. “You will just have to trust us on this point.” The lady smiled at all present and declared, “Now, let me ring for more hot tea and some fresh biscuits.” 
 
    No more was said about Miss Caroline Bingley but Elizabeth picked up her lemon tart and finished eating it while the others spoke about fashion and decorations. When the fresh tea was delivered, Elizabeth noticed one lemon tart remained on the previous tea tray, and since she had enjoyed the first one, she reached out and took the last one. As she took a bit, the action brought forth a vivid memory causing her to gasp and drop the tart back on the plate, which she promptly placed on the table beside her. 
 
    “Lizzy,” Jane responded instantly to her sister’s reaction. “What has happened?” She could see her sister was upset about something, and her worry for her sister’s well-being caused her to rise and move closer to her sister. 
 
    “Our mother enjoyed lemon tarts,” she said to Jane. 
 
    “Yes, she does,” was her sister’s reply, but Jane could not discern why her sister would ask such a question. 
 
    “She was angry at me for eating the last one,” Elizabeth added with a severe frown. “She hit me for eating it.” 
 
    Elizabeth’s comment surprised Jane for the event had happened many years previously. From her sister’s questioning look, she knew Elizabeth wanted clarification about the event. 
 
    “Yes, she did.” 
 
    “How old was I, Jane?” The frown remained. 
 
    Jane watched as a single tear rolled down Elizabeth’s cheek. She felt the same pain as she had all those years ago when she had witnessed the event. As she felt then, she felt now; she wanted to instantly comfort her sister when their mother had slapped her across the face, but knew she had to wait until they were alone or their mother would have punished her as well. Knowing no one would stop her now, she instantly sat beside her sister and wrapped her arms around her. 
 
    “You were two, and I was four.” Jane tried to comfort her sister. 
 
    “Why did she slap me? I was too little to understand what I was doing was wrong.” Elizabeth let out one sob but laid her head on her sister’s shoulders. 
 
    The other ladies looked on in sympathy while listening to what she realized was a returned memory; the first real memory any of them had heard Elizabeth having, although not a pleasant memory. 
 
    “Mama was with child at the time, and I believe she wanted lemon tarts more often than when she was not with child. Our Aunt Gardiner says ladies who are with child sometimes crave certain foods during that time. Mama always seemed to want lemon tarts whenever she was carrying one of our sisters.” Jane continued to hug her sister and gently rubbed her back in a soothing manner. 
 
    “Did Papa know she slapped me?” Another sob escaped as Elizabeth spoke. 
 
    “No, and we never told him about it. But you cried yourself to sleep that night, and Mama also sent you to bed without any supper. At least, she told the nursery maid not to feed you. Mrs. Hill, bless her, brought some supper up for you before you went to sleep. She said no child should be put to bed on an empty stomach because it would cause nightmares,” Jane chuckled softly at the memory. 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled as well as she replied, “Everything Mrs. Hill did not agree with she claimed caused nightmares.” 
 
    “You have remembered something no one has ever mentioned before. I hope this is a sign your memory is slowly returning,” Jane commented and the other ladies smiled hopefully. 
 
    “Thank you, Jane,” Elizabeth sniffed and then sat up straight and smiled. “It is a memory. Not a pleasant one but still my memory. Maybe my oldest memories will return first.” Pausing briefly in thought, she then added, “Maybe I do not remember anything before the age of two and now I can work forward to recalling events in my life.” Her smile grew as she added, “I hope the next memory is much more pleasant.” 
 
    Jane refrained from replying for she knew many of Elizabeth’s memory would not be pleasant, and the last one she would remember would be the worst of them all. 
 
    After that incident, the ladies found more pleasurable topics to discuss until they retired to their rooms and prepared for supper. 
 
      
 
    *************************** 
 
      
 
    The beginning of the third week of April brought about the return of another unexpected visitor to Meryton. 
 
    “Jane, you will never guess who paid Papa a visit this morning,” Mary declared as she was shown into the drawing room and arrived in time for tea. 
 
    Her sisters and Mrs. Gunther stopped their conversation and focused completely on Mary. 
 
    “Do not keep us in suspense,” Jane replied as she poured a new cup of tea for Mary. 
 
    “Mr. Collins.” Mary reached out and accepted the hot cup before taking a seat. 
 
    “Is this the person Papa mentioned as his cousin?” Elizabeth vaguely remembered his name mentioned in a conversation when she was first trying to recover her memory. Of the man, she had no memory she realized as she slowly sipped her tea. 
 
    “Yes. He paid us a visit last November but left shortly after December began.” Slowly sipping her tea, Jane wondered if her sister remembered anything about their cousin, or if she remembered the entail on their home. 
 
    “His arrival pleased Mama. She thought he might have changed his mind about marrying one of her daughters.” Mary’s feelings reflected her father’s attitude rather than her mother’s but she did not share this. She did, however, cautiously take a sip of her tea knowing it might prove too hot. 
 
    “What did Papa have to say about his visit?” Jane placed her cup on the serving cart in front of her. She feared their mother would again try to force Elizabeth to marry the man. 
 
    Jane hoped Elizabeth would not recall their cousin’s insultingly disastrous proposal or their mother’s anger after learning Elizabeth refused him. Their mother’s anger only increased when she learned Mr. Bennet would not force Elizabeth to marry the man. If Elizabeth had to remember the event, Jane hoped it happened at a much later date. 
 
    Elizabeth just enjoyed her tea as she listened to her sisters’ exchange but had no recollections about this person they discussed. 
 
    “Papa informed the family Mr. Collins was not welcome to visit or stay at Longbourn because . . .” Mary stopped abruptly realizing she almost made an error. 
 
    Mary’s failure to finish her comment confused Elizabeth, but she set the omission aside without commenting on it. She realized this was not the first time someone had started to say something and then abruptly stopped without offering a reason. 
 
    Mary continued with, “Papa said the family has faced enough changes and did not need an unwelcomed guest. He said Mr. Collins only came to pay his respects and did not expect the gentleman to remain long in the area.” 
 
     “Is this the gentleman our mother dislikes because he will inherit Longbourn when Papa dies?” Elizabeth recalled a little of what she had heard in an earlier conversation as she finished her tea and set aside her empty cup.  
 
    “Do you remember Mr. Collins, Lizzy?” Jane thought this might be another returning memory. 
 
    Mary was finally able to drink some of her tea as she listened to her sisters. 
 
    “No. I only remember Papa’s comment about him. He spoke scathingly about the gentleman and mentioned something about Mother’s displeasure concerning his visit. I suppose I met him when he last visited.” 
 
    “You did. You did not think well of him,” Mary giggled careful not to spill her tea. 
 
    “Of whom are you speaking?” Mr. Darcy asked as he walked into the room. He had caught only the last comment by Miss Mary. The ladies began to rise at his entrance but he waved the courtesy aside even though he offered them a bow. 
 
    “Mr. Collins, our cousin,” Mary muttered through her laugh. 
 
    “My aunt’s parson,” Darcy replied. “Yes, I remember him. Knowing my aunt, the man’s lack of intelligence and sense do not surprise me.” 
 
    “Would you like a cup of tea, Mr. Darcy?” Jane offered. 
 
    “Yes, please,” he courteously replied before taking a seat as near Elizabeth as possible without sitting right beside her. 
 
     “Your aunt does not surround herself with people who are sensible or knowledgeable?” Elizabeth responded after she watched Mr. Darcy take his seat. It shocked Elizabeth any landowner would hire someone incapable of performing their tasks well. 
 
    “You must understand, Miss Elizabeth. My aunt prefers people who will accede to her wishes and not ask any questions.” After speaking, he stood up, took a step nearer to Jane, accepted the cup she was handing him, and then took a small sip.  
 
    Since she had filled Mr. Darcy’s cup, Jane offered, “Would anyone else like more?” The only responses were shaken heads, and Mary held her cup up to show she still had some. 
 
    “I see.” Elizabeth then laughed in response to Mr. Darcy’s comment. “Maybe I do not see, really. I cannot understand why she would hire someone who could not think for themselves or make their own thoughtful decisions.” 
 
    “My aunt believes she knows best concerning every decision made concerning her land, estate, and family. Unfortunately, this leaves no room for anyone who wants to make their own decisions.” Finding the tea just cool enough, he took a longer drink. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled at Mr. Darcy’s response. “I guess I can understand why Papa does not like his cousin. I have learned from Papa’s visits he prefers those who are as knowledgeable as him and who can participate in a sensible conversation.” 
 
    Realizing she did desire another cup of tea, Elizabeth picked her cup up, stood, walked to Jane’s position, and handed it to her sister. “Please, I would like a refill,” she said as she handed her cup to Jane who nodded, took it, and refilled it adding the touch of lemon she knew her sister enjoyed. 
 
    “You are correct, Lizzy.” Elizabeth turned toward Mary. “Papa has little liking for gentlemen as foolish as Mr. Collins. I discovered Mr. Collins does not even write his own sermons.” Mary grimaced showing her contempt. “He allows his patroness to write all his sermons for him, then he practices reading them in front of her and she tells him when and where he makes a mistake. Why, she even directs him on what hand gestures and facial expressions to make while presenting his sermon.” 
 
    Everyone laughed at Mary’s depiction, and Elizabeth realized the man was probably even more foolish then she had first imagined. 
 
    “So why is he here?” Elizabeth asked after she stopped laughing and was able to accept the full cup her sister held toward her without fear of spilling the hot liquid. 
 
    “He claims he came to bring comfort to the family after he heard about your injury,” Mary hurriedly replied before finishing her tea and placing it beside Jane’s on the serving cart. 
 
    It had not taken Mary long to offer a believable reason for the man’s appearance in the area.  She had realized she could not mention Mr. Collins came to offer his condolences to the family on the loss of Kitty, but she would tell Jane the truth later and inform her Mr. Collins never mentioned Elizabeth’s injuries nor inquired about her recovery. He only rambled on about his condolences for the loss of a daughter and how Lady Catherine had declared it was his duty to visit his family and personally share their sorrow. 
 
    “Why did it take him so long to arrive?” Elizabeth found it hard to believe any family member would have waited so long to visit after hearing about a serious accident to a family member. 
 
    “According to him, he had an accident which kept him home bound for some time,” Mary offered. “Papa claimed he offered his sincerest apologies for not coming sooner, but went on to share all of Lady Catherine’s counsel about his duty to family. Papa informed Mr. Collins the family no longer needed his services for his daughter’s health had greatly improved.” 
 
    While the ladies spoke, Darcy finished his tea and also returned the cup to the serving cart. At the same time, he had noticed Elizabeth had finished hers as well and silently offered to return her cup as well, which she handed to him with a smile. 
 
    “Will he be coming here?” Elizabeth had no desire to meet someone her father thought so little of. 
 
    “No. Papa told him you did not welcome visitors at this time,” Mary hastily replied. 
 
    “I will inform the staff if he does come to visit, he is to be kindly turned away,” Jane offered. Even though she did not like their cousin, she would not be rude to him. 
 
    “Enough about your cousin,” Darcy declared. He watched as Elizabeth went from slightly interested in the information her sisters shared to slightly disturbed. He could form no opinion about her feelings, but thought she needed something to help cheer her up. “I have come offering a plan to have an impromptu picnic in the back garden.” 
 
    “I find the offer extremely pleasing,” Elizabeth declared. “I have not enjoyed a picnic since last summer. Do you remember Jane? We all decided to eat our lunch out of doors because Mama declared her nerves could not stand another moment of our chatter. I believe Lydia had become upset about a bonnet she was redoing and K . . .” Elizabeth promptly stopped. 
 
    A name had come unbidden to Elizabeth’s memory and then completely vanished before she could utter it. She felt slightly dizzy for a moment and feared she might black out. Jane reached out a hand to her as she saw her sister sway and Darcy did likewise being nearer to her. 
 
    “Lizzy, are you ill?” It had shocked Jane when Elizabeth began speaking about the picnic. She clearly remembered the event, but for Elizabeth to speak, as if she too remembered, stunned her. When her sister abruptly stopped before mentioning Kitty’s name, she feared her sister’s memory of the murder had returned. 
 
    Jane’s questions helped Elizabeth regain her focus, and she said, “I am fine. What had we been talking about?” Elizabeth looked around at those present and had no recollection about what she had just said. 
 
    “You mentioned a picnic we took last summer.” Mary offered wondering if her sister had remembered Kitty. She too had leaned forward in her seat when she saw her sister sway but knew she was too far away to offer help. 
 
    “Did I?” Elizabeth again looked around at everyone. “I . . . I do not remember what I said,” she confessed. 
 
    “I think a picnic for luncheon would be a wonderful idea,” Mrs. Gunther added. She was the only one who still held her empty cup. 
 
    She felt her presence had not been needed while the sisters spoke about their cousin, but like Mr. Darcy, she too saw the need to refocus everyone’s attentions. 
 
    “Yes, we could all do with some fresh air and sunshine,” Mrs. Gunther added and stood up to place her cup along with all the others. “Have you spoken to the cook about preparing lunch as a picnic, Mr. Darcy?” 
 
    “Not as of yet,” he offered. 
 
    “I shall see to it immediately.” Since Mrs. Gunther was still standing, she offered to perform the service for Jane. “You stay with your sisters,” she finished with a smile. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Later in the day, in an offhanded manner, Miss Bingley heard about the return of the Bennet cousin. She recalled Mrs. Bennet boasting about an engagement between him and Miss Eliza. The knowledge of his return perked her interest. She wondered about his reason for returning. Had he come to visit his intended? Were they already engaged or had he yet to ask her? An engagement would solve her problems about having Miss Eliza in the house and coming between her and Mr. Darcy. The day after the man’s return, Miss Bingley sent her maid to deliver a note to the gentleman requesting a meeting with him at a place of her choosing. The lady felt she had finally discovered a way to remove Miss Eliza from her home and arrange it so Mr. Darcy would never again look at her rival as anything other than Charles’ sister-in-law. 
 
    Miss Bingley knew she had to act quickly, so she hastily devised a plan and intended to make her suggestions profitable for Mr. Collins. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    On the Wednesday after Mr. Collins’ arrival, the Lucas family hosted a dinner for the family and friends of the betrothed couple in honor of their upcoming nuptials. As planned, Elizabeth remained behind at Netherfield, and Miss Bingley begged off claiming she had a severe headache. Miss Bingley arranged to have her supper brought to her room on a tray, and Elizabeth dined alone. 
 
    Elizabeth did not regret missing the celebration dinner. Upon first hearing Mr. Collins’ name, she felt worried she had forgotten something important about the man, but the fogginess, which often plagued her since her accident, seemed especially dense whenever someone mentioned the man’s name. As she sat eating her meal, she recalled a conversation she had, one day earlier, with Jane concerning Mr. Collins, and Mr. Darcy was present at the time. 
 
    ‘When did I first meet our cousin?’ Elizabeth asked trying to retrieve any buried memories about the man. 
 
    ‘This past November. He came and spent a little over a fortnight with us at Longbourn. Mama’s nervous complaint increased when she learned of his visit because she claimed he came to evaluate his future home and its holdings. Papa declared, even before his arrival, he would be someone to bring him amusement because of the ridiculous letter he wrote. You found him annoying especially when he began to follow you around and try speak to you.’ Jane paused in thought before continuing. ‘I guess speak is a little bit of a misrepresentation. Every time he spoke, Mr. Collins either sermonized or praised his patroness; he especially praised his patroness’s bountiful assistance to him. Mary shared about Lady Catherine writing his sermons, and I believed her correct for the man has no original thoughts of his own. He always referred to the advice his patroness gave him.’ 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled. ‘Jane, you actually said something negative about another person.’ 
 
    ‘I have only spoken the truth,’ Jane defended. 
 
    ‘He did stand up with you for the first set at the Netherfield ball,’ Darcy pointed out to see if she would remember the man’s incompetence as a dancer. 
 
    ‘Was he a good dancer?’ Elizabeth shifted her focus from Jane to Mr. Darcy. She did not remember the ball or any of the dancing. Those memories remained missing. Even her cousin’s visit was missing. She vaguely remembered meeting Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy at an assembly in Meryton, and how Jane became ill during a visit to Netherfield to attend a dinner, but she remembered nothing after Jane’s illness. Those memories were either vague or nonexistent. 
 
    ‘I believe he stepped on your toes, often,’ Jane stifled a laugh by placing her hand over her mouth. 
 
    ‘And I saw him take many missteps and wrong turns during the dance,’ Darcy added helpfully. He did not mention his concern for her while watching her suffering through the dance with her cousin. 
 
    ‘I am surprised Mama did not try to arrange a marriage between him and one of her daughters.’ Elizabeth added jokingly but then noticed a strange look pass over her sister’s face. 
 
    Elizabeth suspected her sister was holding back some information. What could Jane be hiding? Did our mother attempt to arrange a marriage between one of us and our cousin? Mary is the only sister interested in religious matters, but she did not speak well about him. Elizabeth reasoned their mother would never have encouraged a match with Jane because she vaguely recalled their mother declaring Jane would marry best of all her daughters. No, Mother always declared Jane’s beauty would earn her a husband of large fortune, and Jane had certainly achieved it. Who else would their mother have pushed toward such a match? Less than a minute passed before Elizabeth inhaled sharply. 
 
    ‘No! Tell me it is not true, Jane. Please tell me our mother did not expect me to marry the man.’ She did not even remember meeting the man, but she suspected she would never have been able to respect much less love such a man. If Papa had found the man wanting, she believed she would also because she did remember she shared many similar opinions with her father. 
 
    ‘Your father would never have allowed it.’ Darcy declared remembering what Mr. Bennet had shared with him. 
 
    Jane saw a look of awareness on Mr. Darcy’s face but also a grimace; she had long suspected his affections for her sister, but his reaction to the possible marriage of Elizabeth to Mr. Collins affirmed her beliefs. 
 
    ‘Mama wished it, but Papa supported your refusal. Mr. Collins left Longbourn the same day declaring no Bennet would remain in Longbourn after Papa’s death.’ Jane’s words were meant to assure her. 
 
    ‘Oh, Jane! How horrible!’ Elizabeth felt shocked. 
 
    Without remembering any details about the man, his time visiting, or his conversations, Elizabeth still felt repulsion for the man. 
 
    ‘He might be your cousin, but his words and actions are not those of a gentleman, and as a clergyman, they are even worse,’ Darcy boldly declared. He provided her with some support by reaching out and holding her hand since he was seated next to her on the sofa. Elizabeth smiled at his small sign of comfort. 
 
    Recognizing Elizabeth’s stress over the conversation, neither Jane nor Mr. Darcy said anything more about Mr. Collins. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    As her friend’s wedding had drawn closer, Elizabeth wished she could remember more about Charlotte, but she only seemed to recall snippets of information about people with whom she had no present contact. She wished the same were true of her mother, as well, because only dismal memories concerning her mother returned. She began to wonder if she ever shared pleasant moments with her mother. So far, memories of her mother included reprimands about her unladylike manners and behavior. She did have a few hazy memories of a lady who would comfort her when she felt hurt and alone, but the lady had no face or name, and she knew it was not her mother. 
 
    Elizabeth pondered all these thoughts while sitting alone at the table while everyone else but Miss Bingley were off enjoying the celebration dinner. She also replayed some of her memories about the lady who did provide her comfort. She tried hard to put a name and face to the lady, but the harder she tried the fuzzier the memories became. She even went through a list of names she could recall, but no name seemed to fit. 
 
    As Elizabeth’s meal neared its end, Miss Bingley entered the room. 
 
    “Miss Eliza, I thought maybe you would join me in the drawing room for a cup of tea. I already ordered a maid to prepare and deliver the tea to us.” 
 
    Elizabeth found it rather forward of Miss Bingley to presume Elizabeth would want to share tea with her and presumptuous of the lady to order the servants to do anything. A request would have been politer considering Jane was mistress of Netherfield and not Miss Bingley. Realizing the lady’s rudeness, Elizabeth decided not to repay her with the same in return, so she agreed to join Miss Bingley in the drawing room. 
 
    As she entered the room, Elizabeth saw the tea things already prepared, and when Miss Bingley took a seat in front of the service, she thought nothing of the action since Jane was not present to act as hostess. Elizabeth accepted her cup and wondered what the two of them would even find of interest to talk about. It surprised her when Miss Bingley began a discussion of Charlotte’s wedding. 
 
    “Miss Lucas is to wed this Saturday, so I understand. Will you attend the service?” 
 
    “No. Papa has decided it is best if I remain here. Since my accident, my memory has been somewhat foggy, and the doctor advised I avoid large groups until I remember more.” 
 
    Elizabeth felt it was enough information to share. Jane and her father both told her not to reveal how much of her memory was still missing. Other than orders from the doctor who had attended her, she was unsure of the reasoning for the instructions. 
 
    “What type of accident did you have?” 
 
    Jane and Mr. Bingley also informed Elizabeth that other than a small group, which had been at Netherfield right after her accident, no other members of the community knew the details about her accident. She gathered, from what they told her, even her mother and youngest sister had no real idea about what occurred. According to Papa, she had taken a serious fall and struck her head on a rock causing her to lose consciousness and her memory. She did not really remember much about the time before or after the accident or during most of her recovery. Jane had informed her about broken bones because of the accident, but she did not remember experiencing any pain from the injuries. Miss Bingley would not extract much information, Elizabeth decided. 
 
    “I had a fall.” 
 
    “What type of fall.” 
 
    “Serious.” Elizabeth watched, with a feeling of personal pleasure, a scowl cross Miss Bingley’s already sour expression. 
 
    “How serious?” 
 
    To avoid answering the questions, Elizabeth raised her cup to her lips and took a small sip to check its temperature. Deciding the questions had become too personal and rather annoying, Elizabeth changed the subject. “Will you be attending Miss Lucas’ wedding?” 
 
    Watching Miss Bingley’s grimace deepen, Elizabeth took another small sip of her tea, which she found slightly unpleasant. She could not decide what type of tea she had been served, but it did not taste like the tea she usually drank with her sister and Georgiana Darcy. She also noticed Miss Bingley’s cup sat untouched. 
 
    “No. I have no desire to attend the wedding of someone I am hardly acquainted with. I believe you, however, are a close friend of the bride. It will seem rude for you not to attend her wedding.” She frowned as she watched Elizabeth sip slowly for her cup. 
 
    “Papa feels differently, and I will do as he requests,” Elizabeth replied setting down her cup.  
 
    Elizabeth found she could not finish it; she detested the bitter taste and felt slightly nauseous making her wonder if Miss Bingley had added something to it other than sugar. Elizabeth usually used lemon in her tea, but she noticed its absence from the cup Miss Bingley had served her. 
 
    “I believe your father is wrong. He should not force you to miss your good friend’s wedding. I would never allow Charles to refuse me attendance to the wedding of such a close friend. I think you should be able to make your own decision about attending. If I were you, I would go no matter what Charles said.” Miss Bingley noticed Miss Eliza looking drowsy, so she continued along another line. “I was surprised not to see you dressed in mourning colors. You must not miss your sister. Her death, I believe was rather sudden.” 
 
    Elizabeth was confused by the comment. No one had mentioned the death of a sister. Jane, Mary, and Lydia she had seen, but no mention had been made of another sister. Did she have a sister no one would talk about? How had she died, and why would her sisters and father keep the information from her? She was deep in thought so only heard part of what Miss Bingley was saying. 
 
    “. . . you country people do not have very close family ties, or maybe you are used to family members dying suddenly. I must say, it reflects poorly on you and your family. I imagine Mr. Darcy must look down on you and your family due to your lack of respect for each other.” 
 
    Elizabeth noticed Miss Bingley twisting her napkin in her hands and wondered what the lady had to be nervous about. She also noticed Miss Bingley’s voice started to become like the buzzing of a pest to her senses. She wished she could swat at the lady and make her stop, but she felt her limbs growing heavier every minute. She looked at the cup of tea setting on the table in front of her and again wondered if something had been added to the cup. Was that why it tasted odd? 
 
    Miss Bingley continued to drone on, but Elizabeth lost more of her focus on her surroundings. Her eyes and limbs grew even heavier, and she seemed to be losing to the drowsiness overtaking her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    (3rd week in April) 
 
      
 
    Although surprised, Georgiana felt pleased as well for her brother had allowed her to attend the celebration at Lucas Lodge, but he reasoned since all the Netherfield guests had been invited it would be proper for Georgiana to attend. She enjoyed her time talking to Maria Lucas, who was near her in age, but was surprised the young lady seemed almost as silly about officers as Miss Lydia. Happily, Maria did not mention George Wickham, but she seemed familiar with a number of the other officers. 
 
    All evening, however, she felt as if a piece of information dangled just out of her reach. Every time Mr. Collins, who had also been invited to the dinner, made an outlandish comment about her aunt, she wanted to cringe. Her Aunt Catherine scared her, and if she never personally visited her aunt again, she would be very happy. Anne, her cousin, however, she did miss. They maintained a frequent correspondence, which began the day Georgiana first went off to school. If it had not been for the letters she received from the colonel, Anne, and her brother, school would have been utterly unbearable. For this reason, she had begged her brother to find her a companion so she would not need to return to school the past fall. Of course, neither she nor her brother could have known how untrustworthy the companion would be. Mrs. Annesley, her current companion, served her well as a companion in a motherly fashion, but she did not fulfill the role of someone sisterly. She truly hoped Miss Lizzy would fill the role, but first her brother would have to admit his love for the lady. Upon returning to Netherfield, she excused herself and went directly to her room. 
 
    The rest of the Netherfield party retired to the drawing room where they found Miss Bingley sitting quietly on a chaise lounge. Darcy wondered why she looked so contented as if she were engaged in a pleasurable activity. 
 
    “Where is my sister?” Jane looked around the room expectantly. 
 
    “Miss Eliza excused herself about an hour ago. She felt fatigued and retired early.” Miss Bingley gave a slight wave of her hand like she was dismissing away the concern for Miss Elizabeth as if it were of no importance.  
 
    Jane believed her sister had left only because she did not want to be in the same room as Miss Bingley, but Jane would not voice her opinion aloud.  
 
    As Bingley began to talk about the evening and the dinner, Darcy carefully watched Miss Bingley. He did not trust having her in the house with Elizabeth, and he feared she would say or do something to cause Elizabeth to have a relapse. A bored glaze appeared in her eyes as her brother spoke, and moments later, she indicated she would retire to her room. Those who remained in the room noted Darcy’s pleasure at her departure. With Miss Bingley’s exit, all the rest of the party also began to leave with Bingley and Darcy the last to retire. 
 
    Deeper into the night, Jane woke suddenly sitting straight up in bed shaking with fear. Her abrupt movements woke her husband. When she first married, she had resigned herself to sleeping alone, just as her parents had, but Charles had informed her his parents always shared a room, and he planned to follow their model. After their first week as a married couple, she realized she enjoyed his idea of how married couples should sleep. 
 
    “Jane, my dear, what is wrong?” He asked sleepily. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she murmured, listening intently. “I thought I heard someone calling my name, but I hear nothing now.” 
 
    “If someone needs help, they will ring for their maid or call out again. Best to get some sleep, and we can find out in the morning if something happened.” Bingley had not fully awoken and only wanted to return to sleep. 
 
    Her husband’s reassurance, however, did not ease her building anxiety, nor could she force herself to lie back down. She felt something was awry, but she knew not what. 
 
    Realizing his wife remained upright, Bingley finally sat up on his side of the bed. “Would it help if I went into the hall? If someone really is calling for help, it might be easier to hear them out there.” 
 
    “I would appreciate it.” Jane appreciated his assistance but still felt no easier. 
 
    At the same time Jane woke up, Georgiana also was roused from her sleep, but not in fear but in sudden recall of something important she felt she had to share with her brother. Compelled to action, she cared not about the time. She instantly donned her robe and slippers and promptly padded her way to her brother’s room. Thankfully, she had a full moon shedding much needed light into the hall through the end windows making it easier to reach her brother’s door. 
 
    Upon reaching it, she knocked softly, but after the second knock realized he would never hear it, so she knocked harder. On her third hard knock, she saw Mr. Bingley come out of his room. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” she said. “I did not mean to wake anyone else.” 
 
    “Are you in distress, Miss Darcy?” He wondered if she had called out her brother’s name, and his wife had heard her. 
 
    “No. Not distress, but I have some information I must share with my brother. I know it cannot wait until morning.”  
 
    Just then, Jane came out of their room and joined Georgiana outside Mr. Darcy’s door. She too had donned her robe and slippers. 
 
    “Are you in need of help? Did you call out for assistance?” Jane too thought she might have woken hearing Georgiana call for help. 
 
    “No. I did not call out, but I must share my information with William. I feel so strongly about this I cannot wait until morning. I must tell him now. I feel it is vitally important.” She explained again. 
 
    “What is all this?” Darcy opened his door and was surprised to see three people standing outside of it all dressed in robes and slippers. He gave thanks he had the forethought to put his banyan on before he answered the door. 
 
    “Please, William. I must speak to you. I cannot wait until morning.” 
 
    “Jane woke up believing she heard someone calling for help. She was shaking,” Bingley explained. 
 
    “I felt fearful, as if something terrible had happened,” Jane explained. 
 
    All three, although inter-speaking their words, had spoken quickly, and the ladies’ anxiety was revealed through their tone. 
 
    Motioning with his hand, he said, “Come in.” Darcy knew the hallway would not be an appropriate place to speak. 
 
    As everyone entered, he directed them to different places to sit. He did not have much seating in his room, so he suggested he and Bingley sit on the bed while the ladies sat in the two available chairs.  
 
    “Since your experience was just a feeling of fear, Mrs. Bingley, why don’t we start with my sister. Maybe what she has to say will help you figure out what fear caused you to awake so suddenly in the night.” 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. Georgiana pushed aside her foolish feelings knowing she had to share because she still felt its importance without realizing why it felt important. 
 
    “After the first of the year, I received a letter from cousin Anne. I did not think much about it at the time. In fact, I found it rather humorous, but while we were at Lucas Lodge, I kept feeling as if I knew something of importance I had to share. I tried all evening to recall what it might be, but the memory would not come.” 
 
    A thought suddenly struck her causing her to declare, “I think this is how Miss Lizzy must feel about her missing memories; they are there but they will not come forward.” 
 
    Georgiana paused to recall where she was in her narrative before beginning again. “Anyway, I decided it must not be as important as I thought, so I pushed it aside. Just a few minutes ago, while I slept, the words of the letter came back to me. The words more or less screamed out at me, and I knew I had to share them with you. I knew what Anne had written could not wait until morning. I felt their importance but do not understand in what manner they are important. I know you will make more of them than I did.” 
 
    “What did our cousin write about?” Darcy knew Anne and Georgiana corresponded, but he felt certain Anne had nothing of significance to write about, which would make this nightly visit necessary. He, however, would humor his sister. 
 
    “Anne wrote about the rector at Hunsford. She said he had been visiting his cousin in Hertfordshire.” 
 
    “Mr. Collins,” Jane murmured, and Darcy and Bingley remembered the man’s visit to the county. 
 
    “I did not recall his name, so I did not make the connection when I met him this evening. Not until Anne’s word came forcibly back did I make the connection. She wrote her mother was upset with her rector because he was unable to fulfill his pastoral role for some weeks due to an accident. She wrote, ‘Mother is extremely put out by Mr. Collins.’ It was those words, which came rushing back to me while I slept. It is funny, he talked all evening about his patroness, but he never mentioned her name, so I did not make the connection.” 
 
    “What kind of accident?” Her brother inquired leaning slightly forward in expectation. 
 
    “His coach hit something. I recall not what; I would have to pull out the letter to get it completely correct, but I do remember her describing his injuries for they seemed odd but rather funny, at that time. I also heard Mr. Collins saying to another guest how if things had turned out differently, he would now be married to Miss Lizzy. He seemed to be complaining about how she rudely turned him down and declared he could never make her happy. He said, ‘As if it were my place to make her happy. Why the wife must make the husband happy, not the other way around.’ I confess I felt an instant dislike of the man.” Georgiana grimaced as she recalled the man. 
 
    Darcy felt furious with the stupidity of the man. Elizabeth, he would be happy to inform the man, deserved happiness, and he agreed with her comment. Mr. Collins would never be able to make her happy, and the man did not deserve such a gem of a lady. 
 
    “What about his injuries?” Even though Darcy continued to conceal his feelings about Miss Elizabeth from the others, he still wanted to find out more about the man who thought he deserved such a paragon. 
 
    “I want to get this correct, so I may have to stop and think, but please, do not interrupt me or I might lose the memory again,” Georgiana said. 
 
    “We will listen intently,” Jane informed her as she reached out and patted the young girl's hand while she shot a look to both men warning them to do just as Georgiana asked. 
 
    “I cannot remember how the accident occurred, but there was something about the coach going off the road and hitting something.” She stopped and thought a moment. “A tree maybe, but I guess it is not as important what it hit but what it caused. Anne said the man could not speak for well over two weeks because during the accident, he bit his tongue. I guess he had a local apothecary look at it, and the man had told him not to speak and to eat only soft food until it was completely healed. Anne also said the man had scratches to his face and arms. She said she thought it was funny because when the man first returned, he came straight to Rosings, and she saw blood on his shirt but not on his jacket. She said it was odd he could be injured severely enough to bleed but the blood missed falling on his coat. She said she did not mention it to Mr. Collins but did comment on it to her mother who said she should not worry about where the man bled or did not bleed. I found it funny because I had never heard of anyone biting his tongue so hard it would require weeks to heal. Anne said he must have bit it when the coach crashed.” She stopped and looked directly at her brother. “Have you ever heard of anyone having such a severe bite?” 
 
    Darcy looked at Bingley and wondered if his friend made the same connections he was making. To his sister’s question, however, he answered, “No. Never. Was there anything else Anne wrote about Mr. Collins?” 
 
    “It seems Mr. Collins did not speak about the accident or any other events until after his tongue healed, but later he made a comment to Aunt Catherine being upset about something and saying he would talk about it later. Anne believes he was waiting for her to leave the room before he would share anything else. Anne said she decided to allow them some privacy, but out of curiosity, she went to the next room, which had a connecting door. She opened the door slightly so anyone looking at it would not notice it was open. She said Mr. Collins complained about his cousins declaring all the Bennet girls were too silly to be the wife of a clergyman, so he could not force himself to marry any of them. Wait . . .” Georgiana stopped instantly, turned and looked at Jane, seemed to consider something, and then said, “He lied. He told Aunt Catherine he did not propose to any of the Bennet daughters, but last evening he claimed he had proposed to Miss Lizzy. Why would he lie to our aunt?” 
 
    “Maybe he was too embarrassed to admit he had been turned down,” Bingley offered helpfully. 
 
    “Or he had another reason for lying about what really took place,” Darcy added taking everything under serious consideration. 
 
     “Maybe Charles is correct, and he did feel embarrassed about being rejected,” Jane added wanting to support her husband and not having been present when the gentlemen were informed about the injuries the murderer might have had. 
 
    Darcy thought for a moment before asking, “Did Anne say anything about Mr. Collins having a red coat?” 
 
    “Darcy, what are you thinking?” Bingley, at first, felt confused and then thought he might understand what Darcy was trying to discover. 
 
    “Give me a moment,” Darcy directed. “Did Anne say anything about a red coat?” He asked again. 
 
    “Funny you should ask because she did. In a later letter, she wrote about driving by the parsonage and seeing him at the side of the house burning some brush, but within the brush, she saw something red. She stopped and walked over to the fire and noticed it was a red coat. She asked him why he would be burning a coat, but he only indicated he still could not speak. She forgot about the event until he gave a sermon about Joseph’s coat of many colors. Later, when she was able to speak to him without her mother hearing, she asked him about the coat again. He claimed he had owned the coat before becoming a clergyman, but since it was so colorful, he felt it was improper for him to wear it; hence, his reason for burning it. Anne said he could have given it to one of the parishioners in need of clothing, so she found his actions wasteful.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Darcy said as he got up and began pacing around his room. 
 
    “Why?” Bingley asked but was not ready to suspect the worst of a clergyman. 
 
    “Do you not see?” He returned. “Mr. Collins, after returning to Hunsford at the beginning of December, had scratches upon his face, hands, and arms. He was unable to talk for some weeks because of biting his tongue, or so he claimed later. In addition, my cousin sees him burning a red coat. Bingley, does this not indicate something to you?” 
 
    “He might really have been in an accident.” Bingley argued still not wanting to accept the worst. 
 
    “Do you remember what the doctor said about possible injuries to the person who attacked Elizabeth?” Darcy was unaware of his use of her Christian name, but for so long he had been referring to her as Elizabeth in his mind that it came naturally to his speech. 
 
    “He said the attacker would have scratches about his face . . .. Wait, do you believe he could be the one we have been searching for?” Realization of the truth overwhelmed Bingley. 
 
    “Mr. Collins? You think Mr. Collins attacked my sister and killed Kitty?” Jane abruptly stood shocked by the thought. After listening to everything Georgiana shared, however, she could not help but wonder if Mr. Collins, a man of God, could possibly be so evil. Completely stunned, she hastily sat back down. 
 
    “It fits.” Darcy abruptly stopped his pacing. “He matches what the doctor said we should look for. He could have made up the story about an accident. 
 
    “If he is the man we are looking for, then Miss Elizabeth is in danger,” Bingley declared. 
 
    “Lizzy!” Jane jumped up and rushed out of the room. 
 
    Everyone else quickly followed her out. She went straight to her sister’s room, and with every step, she felt the return of the fear, which had woken her earlier. She did not even knock on the door; she just entered her sister’s room. She let out a small cry at the sight before her. The moon was shining into the room. The curtains had not been drawn. She saw an indentation on the bed where someone had been lying, but the counterpane had not been drawn back. Whoever had lain there had not attempted to use the covers. Clothing had been strewn around the room as if someone had hastily been looking for something. 
 
    Jane quickly turned, “She is gone. Someone took her.” Jane knew Elizabeth would never have left the house without letting her know, and besides her father, no one else would have invited her to leave the house. 
 
    “Bingley, ring for the servants. Have them search the house for her. Also, send someone to the stables and have my horse made ready. If she was taken from the house, I will need to find her before it is too late. Also, ask around among the servants and see if anyone remembers seeing anything unusual.” Darcy did not wait for a reply, but made quickly for his dressing room to change. He felt the urgency of quick actions. 
 
    When Darcy returned to the now lit hall, he noticed a number of servants standing near Bingley. 
 
    “Darcy, you need to hear this.” Bingley motioned him over. “Mrs. Nicholls, tell your part first,” he directed. 
 
    “Miss Bingley came to the kitchen, sir, requesting a tea tray prepared. She waited for it to be prepared, and then said she would take it to the drawing room herself. It seemed odd because she always expected someone else to convey the tray when she requested it.” 
 
    Darcy noticed the lady was ringing her hands nervously as she spoke.  
 
    “Afterwards, she brought the tray back, and I was surprised when I noticed she emptied the tea cups instead of making one of the maids empty them,” Mrs. Nicholls observed. 
 
    Bingley motioned to one of the footmen when Mrs. Nicholls finished speaking. 
 
    “Miss Bingley requested my ‘elp ta take Miss Bennet ta ‘er room. Miss Bingley said the lady ‘ad fallen asleep while sharin’ tea with ‘er. The lady were unable to stand and walk, so I were required ta carry ‘er up to ‘er room. Miss Bingley were goin’ ta make me go alone, but I says it were improper fer me ta take a lady ta ‘er room alone. Miss Bingley agreed ta lead me ta Miss Bennet’s room. Since I were carrying the lady, I couldn’t ‘elp but smell ‘er breath. It smelt off – too sweet, rather sickly. I ‘member once smelling somethin’ like it afore, Sir. It were when me mother ‘ad been given laudanum by the apothecary.” 
 
    “Thank you, James.” Bingley said before he turned to a very young girl. “Amy, please tell Mr. Darcy what you saw before you retired for the night.” 
 
    Amy gave a nervous little bob before saying, “Yes, sir. I were outside. I’d forgotten me last chore. I’d seen Miss Bingley leading Miss ‘lizabet. She were walkin’ funny like. Miss Bingley seemed mad. There were a coach waitin’.” She too suddenly began to ring her hands. “I thought it were funny fer it ta be there. A man in black got out, he said somethin’ I didn’t ‘ear. Miss Bingley said too ‘urry afer the family returned. They pushed Miss ‘lizabet in rather roughly and ‘anded the man a bag. She said somethin’ ‘bout Gretna Green. The man yelled up ta the drive ta ‘urry on afere he got in. Miss Bingley, she turned. I sees a big smile on ‘er face.” 
 
    “What time was this?” Darcy gruffly asked. How long ago had she been taken? He wondered. 
 
    “T’ere near midnight, sir.” Little Amy, in her nervousness bobbed a quick curtsey again. 
 
    “How were you able to see with it being so late?” Jane, who had been standing in the hall as well, asked curiously. 
 
    “Moonlit night, ma’am,” the young girl replied with a slight smile to her mistress. 
 
    “Did anyone see you?” Darcy asked. 
 
    “No sir. I ‘id. Didn’t want Miss Bingley ta know I’d fergot a chore.” 
 
    “Thank you, Amy.” Bingley said but added, “My sister is not the mistress of my home. You have nothing to fear from her.” 
 
    “Thank ye, Sir.” Amy curtsied again. 
 
    Before Amy could leave, however, Darcy asked one more question. “Amy, this man dressed in black. Did his clothing remind you of a clergyman?” 
 
    Amy paused in thought for a moment, then replied, “Yes, Sir. ‘e did.” 
 
    Relieved to know the direction the coach might have taken if the girl heard correctly, Darcy planned to leave immediately. He did not want to think about the man stopping along the way to finish what he had started in the woods last December. 
 
    “I am going to search for them,” he told Bingley. Turning to Jane, he added, “Do not worry, Mrs. Bingley. I will not stop until I find her.” 
 
    “But if he killed Kitty, what will stop him from killing Lizzy. He must believe she will tell everyone what he did.” Fear was evident in Jane’s panicked look. 
 
    “I can only hope I catch up to them before he is able to carry out his plans. He will not want to do it anywhere nearby. I suspect he will want to be further away. I can travel faster on horseback then he can in a coach.” 
 
    “Please find her.” She then put her hands together and looked up. “Please, God, keep my sister safe.” 
 
    “Bring her back safely,” Georgiana whispered to her brother, and then went to stand beside Jane and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “I’m coming.” Bingley declared. 
 
    Darcy happily noticed his friend was already dressed for travel; although, he had no idea when Bingley had taken the time to dress. He also hoped Bingley had thought to have two horse prepared so he would not have to wait for him. 
 
    Darcy noticed it was shortly after one in the morning when they left Netherfield. He hoped Mr. Collins waited and traveled some distance away before he decided to take any action against Elizabeth. He too offered a quick prayer, like Mrs. Bingley, to keep Elizabeth safe. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    (April 23rd) 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth remembered a number of important facts as she sat in the coach. First, she knew Miss Bingley put something in her tea because when she first awoke, she felt lightheaded and groggy with her vision slightly impaired. Second, she began to remember her sister Kitty. Third, she remembered Mr. Collins in relation to her injuries and the killing of her sister Kitty. The last fact caused her fear. As soon as Miss Bingley and Mr. Collins maneuvered her into the coach, none to gently she remembered, she feigned sleep hoping her cousin would not get in with her. Unfortunately, she felt him enter the coach, but she refused to allow him to believe her awake. Even when she heard him say, “Soon enough, I will take care of you forever,” she gave no reaction. The words, however, caused a shiver to run through her, but she refused to bring forth the memory of what occurred in the woods. She felt the memory straining to break out, but she needed to focus on getting away from her cousin for she knew his intentions. 
 
    Best to ignore his mutters, she decided. His profanity about her still being alive and how he could not afford for his patroness, the great Lady Catherine de Bourgh, to ever learn about what he had done surprised her. Elizabeth wished she had recalled the events of the attack sooner, but she could not do anything about it now. Her greatest concern was finding a way to escape from the coach and her cousin. She hoped they would stop somewhere with other people around, but she lost that hope when he muttered, “ . . . cannot afford to be seen.” She judged the coach traveled for fifteen or thirty minutes when a jarring impacted the entire vehicle, and she felt the coach stop. She wondered if it would provide her an opportunity to escape. She felt the movement of the coach when her cousin left, and she peeked out the window to see if she could slip out but saw her cousin and another man standing near her side of the coach. 
 
    “Don’t know, Sir. ‘it somethin’. Too dark ta see prop’ly. Told ya I needed ‘elp driving at night, even with this ‘ere full moon.” The voice was gruff and displeased about the mishap. 
 
    She knew it had to be the driver speaking because her cousin replied. “I paid you enough. You could have shared it to hire someone to assist you. It was your choice.” 
 
    “I can’ot go on unless I ‘as another set o’ eyes.” The driver’s voice was harsh and rather loud. 
 
    “Let me make sure my fiancée is attended to, and then I will sit with you and become your second set of eyes.” 
 
    Mr. Collin’s voice did not sound pleased, but if Elizabeth read the man intentions correctly, he wanted to quickly reach his destination so he could dispose of her. She held no false hope he would let her go and no idea which direction they had gone or where he intended to take her. 
 
    She quickly closed her eyes when she heard the latch on the door moving. She refused to offer any indication of her awareness of the current happenings. She felt and heard him moving around in the coach, and then she felt his hands around her ankles. She felt him wrap some type of cloth around them, but she could not determine what he used. Thankful he had not used rope she hoped the cloth would give if she worked at it. He then grabbed her wrists and held them tightly in one of his hands. He forced them to cross over each other, and she instinctively fisted her hands. She hoped he would not be able to see her reaction due to the darkness inside the coach. Again, he used some type of cloth to tie her hands together. She tried keeping them apart as much as possible while he fumbled to hold them with one hand and tie with the other. He finally had to release her hands to finish tying them allowing her to pull them slightly more apart. She already had a plan formulating in her mind. As soon as the coach began to move, she would open the door and allow herself to roll out of the coach. She would hit the ground hard, but if she continued to roll away from the road, she could hide herself in the brush and maybe neither Mr. Collins nor the coachman would see her escaping. She only worried they might notice her exit when the coach rocked because of her actions. 
 
    He must have felt he had her securely tied, for she heard the door open, and Mr. Collins saying, “I believe she will sleep until we reach our destination. It should not be more than an hour from here, if I am not mistaken.” 
 
    “Takes longer in the dark,” the other man grumbled. 
 
    “Can you not go faster? I was hoping we would be further away by now.” 
 
    “Likes I says, too dark. The moon ‘elps, but not when the clouds pass o’er.” 
 
    “Let’s just go,” Mr. Collins grumbled. 
 
    Elizabeth reached out for the door handle and discovered it was stuck, making it impossible for her to open it. She slowly moved to reach the other side of the coach. She wanted to keep her movements slow and easy so she did not rock the coach. She did not want Mr. Collins stopping to investigate what might be happening inside. She found the other latch easier to turn, so she eased the door slightly open but saw the ground moving swiftly past. Fear began to overtake her, but she reminded herself her courage grew when faced with difficult situations. Was this not the reason why she fought so hard when she had been attacked? She would not give in now. She got down on the floor to be closer to the ground level and inched as close to the door as possible. She pulled her body into as small of a round shape as possible while she watched for the right moment to make her move. Just as she decided to propel herself out the door, the coach began to round a corner, causing the coach to lean in the direction she meant to fall. A tremendous bump occurred helping her to fall out the door. She remembered, when falling, to roll as she hit the ground; advice she remembered reading in a book. 
 
    She laughed about it at the time and told her father, ‘I have just read the funniest thing in this book.’ 
 
    ‘What is that, my dear?’ her papa had asked. 
 
    ‘It says how in a fall, if the person rolls with the fall, they will receive less injuries. I am not sure how it can work, but I do wonder if it is true.’ She, of all her sisters, asked more questions because she wanted to learn all she could. 
 
    ‘As funny as it sounds, it is the best advice to heed in almost any fall. In fact, if you ever fall off a horse, it is helpful to draw into yourself and roll as you hit the ground. It will not stop all injuries, but might save you from suffering broken bones,’ he had informed her. She remembered him chuckling about it at the time. 
 
    She questioned his advice at the time but now found it extremely helpful. Had she not been busy with her fall, she might have laughed as she recalled the odd conversation she had shared with her father at the time. 
 
    Focusing her concentration on her actions, she continued to roll until she realized she rolled in a ditch. A ditch offered her some cover from being seen and placed her further from the road. She stopped to look around for any additional cover she could find. She noticed a dense wood just past the ditch and decided it provided the best cover. She needed to hide first and then try to get her bindings off. 
 
    Elizabeth wriggled her way into the tree line, and once there, she used her teeth to pull the knot out of the binding around her wrist. When she had it completely off, she realized her cousin had used a lady’s stocking as her binding, and when she managed to untie the one from around her ankles, it too was a stocking. She only briefly wondered where he got the articles but then, focused all her attention on moving deeper into the trees. She found spots among the trees where she could see the stars, but she had little knowledge of the constellations so she tried to watch the movement of the moon to gather her directional bearings. She believed she was traveling south, but then realized she had no idea which direction Mr. Collins had taken her from Netherfield. If the coach had traveled south, then she needed to go north, but with four directions to choose, she finally admitted she was lost. She would seek some sort of dwelling but hopefully not the one Mr. Collins had been headed toward. She believed she moved in the opposite direction from where she had come, but she admitted the possibility of becoming turned around while moving through the woods. She could not afford to encounter Mr. Collins after escaping from his clutches or he would likely succeed in disposing of her.  
 
    Although not advisable to walk in the dark, the full moon, even with the trees above her, offered enough light for her to dimly make out where she was going so she could avoid large obstacles like rocks and fallen tree branches. She also realized, as she walked, she was becoming thirsty. She had not considered thirst or hunger being a problem, but with her throat feeling parched, she realized it would become a factor in her survival. She thought back to a few books she had read about survival. The most memorable book was Robinson Crusoe, and although she was not marooned on a desert island, she did need survival advice. 
 
    Water, she thought. I need water. She spent time listening for the sounds of running water; it was something she remembered from the book. She continued to walk despite the lateness of the night. The driver had been correct, the moonlight did help a little until the clouds rolled across it. She meant to put as much distance between her and her abductors as possible. About midmorning, she finally heard what she listened for. The soft babble indicated water running over rocks, possibly a small stream like the one she crossed every time she walked up to Oakham Mount. She allowed her sense of hearing to lead her and finally located the stream. Rushing forward, she quenched her thirst. 
 
    I can follow this trail. It might lead to a village or town, and possibly something to eat. Maybe I can find my way home. As she continued walking, she thankfully found some small bushes of berries and ate them until she had her fill. Then she pulled a handkerchief from the small pocket of her gown and filled it with the rest of the ripe berries she found, saving them for later. She did not know if there would be more bushes along the stream or not, but she would not take a chance about finding more later on. 
 
    She walked all day without finding signs of life, but she attributed it to the stream running through woods rather than open space. She also used the time to recall some of her happy memories. Her first was of her sister Jane. Jane had always been her closest friend as well as her elder sister. If her vague memories of the more recent time were correct, her sister was now married to Mr. Bingley. How or when it happened, she had no recollection, but she could discover those answers after she returned home. She would not consider any ’if’ in her thinking. 
 
    ‘Lizzy, he is everything a young man should be,’ she remembered her sister saying of Mr. Bingley. ‘He is congenial and smiles at everyone.’ Her sister had been right about both characteristics. Without looking for the memory, she recalled his sister, Miss Bingley, was neither congenial nor likable. 
 
    ‘Did you see her gown, Louisa. Six inches of mud, at the very least, was on her hem.’ Something she overheard Miss Bingley declaring to her sister when she arrived at Netherfield to visit and tend Jane who had taken ill the night before. 
 
    Not wanting to recall anything else about the least likeable of the Bingley siblings, she turned her thoughts back to her sisters. Mary was next in line after her. 
 
    “I wonder if Mary has been practicing on the pianoforte every day? With me absent from the house, she would have the instrument all to herself,” she chuckled aloud. “Poor Mary. If only she could learn to add feeling to her playing.” She had tried to encourage her sister in that direction, but Mary preferred technique to emotion. “If only she realized how much was lost when she overlooked what the composer felt when he originally wrote the music.” She mused. 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled, shook her head, and turned her memories to another sister. 
 
    “Now Lydia is all about emotion, but unfortunately, she has little control of hers. She only looks to pleasure and cares little how ridiculous she looks to others.” 
 
    A vague but recent memory surged forward. She had overheard a conversation. She could not recall when or where, but it had to do with Lydia and Mr. Wickham, a man she did remember because of Miss Georgiana’s confession about the man. 
 
    ‘She was kissing him,’ she remembered hearing. Her sister had been seen kissing Mr. Wickham while in town. If she had been seen, then it could ruin her reputation and the reputation of her entire family. “Did Mama never teach Lydia about what it would mean to ruin your family’s reputation?” She heard the frustration in her voice. 
 
    An image of two young girls running through town yelling out to officers appeared in her mind, but she quickly pushed it aside. “I will not think about her. Not yet, not now. I need time to go home first before I process any memories of her.” Kitty had been the other girl, but memories of her second youngest sister were still too hard to deal with at the moment. 
 
    She spent the rest of her walk recalling only good memories, and at the end of the first day, she decided to spend the night in a tree rather than on the ground. She had seen no wild animals but would not risk an encounter at night with no protection and little cover. She remembered, as a child, hiding in a tree from her mother. She upset her mother many times, but one particular time, Elizabeth had spent most of the day in the branches of an old oak in order to avoid being reprimanded. She even remembered taking a nap in the tree, so she believed she would be able to safely spend the night in one. She found the largest tree making sure it had low enough branches easy for climbing and climbed high enough to be safe but not too far from the ground in case she fell out while she slept. To add extra precautions, she wrapped her arms around another low hanging branch after curling up in the juncture of the branch and tree trunk. 
 
    Without meaning to, her mind began to dwell on her confusion about Mr. Collins’ personality. How could a man of God even consider committing such a foul crime? It seemed unconceivable to her he would even think to do such a thing, but then she recalled a part of his proposal. 
 
    ‘Cousin Elizabeth, you must accept my kind offer for you will never receive another. Your inappropriate behavior is extremely off-putting to any proper gentleman, and I am the only one who can shape you into the proper wife and lady. Your impertinence and lack of self-control when speaking is in need of severe corrections and you will find me extremely willing to do whatever is necessary to improve all your shortcomings and flaws. Only a firm hand will lead you to correct that which needs correcting.’ As he spoke, she saw him smile, not in a pleasant manner but in a cruel way, as if the thought of causing pain and fear excited him. His look confirmed to her he was not a husband she would ever find happiness with, and when her mother had demanded her father force the match, she had cringed at the idea of allowing any man to force her to bend to his will. 
 
    The memory disturbed her, but she began to understand Mr. Collins had a hidden side to him; a side that seemed to enjoy cruelty and forcing others to fit into what he believed was proper and right. She wondered if this was something instilled in him through his father, and if his father used cruelty to mold and shape his son while he was a child. The thought sent shivers through her. She forced her mind to stop dwelling on the man and the past, and she was finally able to lean against the rough bark and fall asleep. 
 
    When she woke up near dawn, she discovered herself still securely positioned exactly where she fell asleep, and she thankfully experienced no troubling dreams. She knew, at some point, she would have to face the memory of Mr. Collins’ attack, but she continued pushing the memory back as far as possible saving it until a safer time to allow it to rush forward. She needed to focus on survival and returning home before she faced the terror she knew the memory would bring. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    (April 23rd – 24th) 
 
      
 
    While Elizabeth managed to survive her first day after her escape, Darcy and Bingley tracked the coach’s journey. The coach’s wheel tracks proved fresh because of a light rainfall earlier in the day making it easier for them to follow. Even with the tracks of Bingley’s coach’s goings and comings the previous day, the last set leaving remained deep and distinguishable. The same road conditions helped them to discover when the coach turned off the road and headed west. 
 
    “I thought he would continue North, but he must have some other destination in mind,” Darcy comment to Bingley as they followed the tracks. 
 
    “It looks like the coach stopped here,” Bingley pointed out a spot. “There are foot prints around where the coached stopped. They are deep and two different sizes. Both men. No sign of a lady’s footprints. I wonder why they stopped.” 
 
    “They do not go off to the side of the road. Maybe something happened to the coach. If this was them, then Elizabeth remained inside.” Darcy hoped she remained alive and quickly sent up silent prayers for her safety.  
 
    They followed the coach tracks all day, but never over took it. Not until nightfall did they finally locate the place where the coach stopped. 
 
    “Look,” Bingley pointed out, “I see what looks like a hut. Maybe they are in there.” 
 
    “I suggest we leave the horses here and walk quietly up to the hut. I do not see the coach, so maybe it is behind the structure. I do not want to warn anyone of our presence.” Darcy did not want Mr. Collins to panic and harm Elizabeth if he thought he had been found. 
 
    “Maybe we should come at the place from different directions in case he tries to run,” Bingley suggested and Darcy nodded in agreement. 
 
    It was a quiet and careful approach with each man scanning the area for any sign of someone watching. At one point, Darcy lost sight of Bingley, but continued forward. He pulled out the small pistol he had brought along; he did not want to shot anyone but would do whatever was necessary to protect the lady he loved. 
 
    As he stealthily approached the door, he noticed Bingley coming around from the backside of the house. “No coach out back,” Bingley mouthed. 
 
    They both walked up to the nearest window to peer in, but saw no one on the inside. 
 
    “They must have left already,” Bingley said, but still in a whisper. 
 
    Darcy motioned for Bingley to open the door while he held his gun at the ready. 
 
    Bingley slowly opened the door, stopped, and gasped. Darcy moved around him to see inside. 
 
    “I think he is dead.” Bingley, even in the fading light, looked ashen. 
 
    Darcy stepped closer, “He is.” He had noticed blood on the back of the man’s head. “I do not see any sign of a struggle. He must have killed him quickly and from behind for the man fell forwards after being hit with something heavy.” 
 
    “I do not see Miss Elizabeth. Do you suppose he buried her?” Bingley asked after scanning the small area of the hut. He had seen no other doors, so what he saw was all there was to the place. 
 
    “Bingley, he did not take the trouble to hide the coachman’s body, so why would he hide Elizabeth’s. If anything, he would have left her beside the coachman and made it look like the man had attacked her and they killed each other during their fight.” Darcy feared Mr. Collins had only meant to dispose of one witness before taking Elizabeth somewhere else. He prayed she was still alive, and they would be able to find her before it was too late. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth could never have been strong enough to overpower a man his size. No one would have believed it possible even if they were found together.” 
 
    “You are forgetting one fact. Mr. Collins is a rather foolish man. You must remember him from his time at Longbourn. He is not the kind of person who reasons out or carefully plans his actions. If he did, he would have made sure not to leave a trail we could follow. I imagine he believed the coachman’s body would not be found so soon. Maybe he thought no one would follow him after he left Netherfield. If it had not been for your wife and my sister, we would not have discovered Elizabeth missing until later this morning.” 
 
    “My sister has a lot to account for. Why would she treat my guest, my wife’s sister, in such a manner? Why would she send her off with a murderer? I cannot account for her actions.” 
 
    “Bingley, a jealous woman will do anything to remove a rival from her own path. Your sister honestly believes I will consider offering for her. You and I both know it will never happen, but she believes only what she wants to believe. I will admit she did not know she was sending Elizabeth off with a murderer, but still, to send her away with anyone but her own father is highly reprehensible. In this case, even scandalous since Elizabeth is a single lady, unaccompanied, with a single man. Maybe she believes I will not consider marrying a lady caught in a scandalous situation, even if it was not of her own choosing. Your sister has a lot to answer for, and she will have to face the consequences of her actions.” Darcy’s expression revealed his displeasure at Miss Bingley’s actions. 
 
    “I do not believe she meant any real harm to befall Miss Elizabeth,” Bingley tried to reassure him knowing Darcy would hold his sister fully responsible if any harm befell Miss Elizabeth.  
 
    “I care not for what she believed, Bingley. If I find Elizabeth harmed in any way, I will make sure your sister pays for her crimes, and I do see her actions as a crime, so do not try to persuade me otherwise.” Darcy’s scowl was undeniable. 
 
    Bingley did not argue. He had seen Darcy upset on only a few occasions, so he knew when Darcy was serious. This matter could get no more serious, especially if they found Miss Elizabeth harmed or worse. If they did not find her alive, he feared his sister would be facing criminal charges, and with Darcy having an earl for an uncle, there would be no way Bingley would offer assistance to his sister. If they did not bring Miss Elizabeth home alive, he also feared facing his own wife. Miss Elizabeth had been under his protection, and she had been harmed because of his sister. Would his angelic Jane ever forgive him? Could he expect to be forgiven? 
 
    “We will put the man’s body somewhere else until we can send someone to retrieve it,” Darcy directed. 
 
    Bingley and he wrapped the driver’s body and stored it in a small shed located outside. They would send the nearest magistrate for the body as soon as they could discover one, which meant they would have to locate a nearby village. Since darkness was falling and cloud cover obscured the moon, they spent the night in the small hut. 
 
    They too woke at dawn and once again followed the coach tracks hoping they would locate it before the end of the second day. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    On the second morning because of the sunrise, Elizabeth realized she had moved westward the previous day. Unsure if she should try to veer north or south, since she had no idea which direction the coach had first taken after leaving Netherfield, she decided not to leave the stream because it would mean deserting her only known water source. If only she could find someone to tell her where she was, maybe she could tell which direction she really needed to travel. Her greatest fear, however, was crossing Mr. Collins’ path. If he found her, he would harm her; of this fact she had no doubt. 
 
    She traveled until about midday when she finally noticed the woods thinning and spied an open field. She walked as close to the edge of the tree line but still kept hidden. Looking about, she finally spied a little girl walking through the field. 
 
    The child was a reminder of her youth for she was skipping, running, and walking through the grasses and occasionally stopping to pick an early bloom. Elizabeth recalled doing the same as a child. Not wishing to frighten the girl, Elizabeth stepped out into plane sight before saying, “Might I ask you for help, young lady?” Upon a closer look, she judged the child to be about five or six years old. 
 
    “Oh my!” The child stared wide-eyed at her with a number of plucked flowers in her hand. 
 
    Elizabeth could not tell if the child’s look expressed fear or shock. 
 
    The child walked slowly toward her, stopped, and asked, “Are you a wood nymph? Mama read me a story about a wood nymph, and she said I would know one because of the color of her hair. She said her hair would look just like the bark of the tree she was from, and there would be leaves in her hair.” 
 
    Elizabeth reached her hand up and realized her hair had mostly fallen out of the pins, and then she felt something she pulled out of her hair. Sure enough, she had at least one leaf in her hair. Chuckling, Elizabeth declared, “No, child. I might look like a wood nymph, but I am as human as you are.” 
 
    “Why are you in the woods then?” Her curiosity was evident. 
 
    “I am lost. I hope you might tell me where I am.” Elizabeth squatted down to the child’s level. 
 
    “You are in the woods of Lord Martindale.” She spread out her empty hand indicating the woods Elizabeth had just left. “He owns them, and this is his field, but he allows me to walk through them.” Again, her free hand indicated the field around them. 
 
    “What village is near here?” Elizabeth smiled encouragingly. 
 
    “Mortonville. I live there with Mama and Papa and my three older brothers.” She smiled in return. 
 
    “What is your name?” Elizabeth was enjoying their talk. 
 
    “Molly.” The child’s smiled enlarged. 
 
    “Do you know your last name?” 
 
    “Of course, I do.” The child declared boldly squaring she shoulders and standing up straighter. “Mama said every child should know their full name, especially if they were to become lost. My name is Molly Morton.” 
 
    Elizabeth refrained from chuckling at the child stance and determined comment. She decided the child did indeed remind her of her. As a child, she too had not enjoyed the feeling of an adult speaking down to her. Instead of chuckling, she did, however, smile at the child. 
 
    “I am very pleased to meet you Molly.” Elizabeth stood and curtseyed to the child. 
 
    Molly chuckled and curtseyed in return and then asked, “Do you know your full name?” 
 
    Elizabeth laughed again but remained standing upright. “Yes. My name is Elizabeth Eleanor Bennet.” 
 
    “If you know your name, then how did you become lost?” Molly frowned in confusion. 
 
    “A bad man took me from my home in the middle of the night, and I could not see where we were going. When I was able to get away from him, I had no idea where I was, but I just started walking hoping I was going toward home.” Elizabeth explained. 
 
    “Were you?” The little girl asked round-eyed at the story she heard. 
 
    “No. I believe I became turned around while in the woods. Now I will have to try to find another way to get back home.” She replied. 
 
    “Maybe my papa can help. He is always helping other people. It is part of his job you see.” The child’s cheerfulness encouraged Elizabeth. 
 
    “Oh!” The child’s understanding of what her father did surprised Elizabeth, and from the way the child spoke, she realized the child’s parents were not tenant farmers or labors, and possibly, not even merchants in the local town. “What exactly does your father do?” She asked 
 
    “He is the rector at the church in the village. He says his job is to help all lost people find their way. I did not understand what he meant but I think I do now.” Molly declared proudly. 
 
    Elizabeth repressed her laugh at the child’s misunderstanding, and the child continued speaking. 
 
    “He helps people like you find their way back home. I know he would be happy to help you find your way home. I will take you to him.” She paused and then asked. “Are you sure you are not a wood nymph? You are pretty enough to be one. You look a lot like the one in Mama’s book.” 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled at the innocence of her young rescuer and her belief in the fantastical. If she was younger or the child was older, she could see them becoming good friends and beginning a correspondence with each other. 
 
    “I am very sure I am not a wood nymph.” Elizabeth declared. “I do not mind walking in the woods, but I would not enjoy living in them.” She had to admit her night spent in the tree was not a way she would like to live. 
 
    “That is sad. You would make the perfect wood nymph,” Molly declared frowning at the loss of meeting a mythical being. “I will still take you home and ask my father to help you,” she declared resolutely. 
 
    Elizabeth took a few moments to decide if she should take the young girl up on the offer of help from her father. Now she knew her location in relation to home, but she realized she would have a long walk ahead of her, not to mention her lack of food and water for such a journey. In addition, she had no money, so she could not afford to buy passage home. Her chances of having Mr. Morton turn her over to her cousin was minimal especially if she mentioned being abducted by him, but would her reputation be ruined if others were discovered she had been abducted. She could not mention the attack or the fact her cousin meant to kill her for she had no proof to give other than her own word. She could inform the gentleman her father would want her delivered to no one but him and mention a reward would be offered for her safe return. Word of a reward might be helpful, and she thought, her father would offer something for her safety. Besides those reasons for going with the young girl, she also hoped she might be offered a real meal. It had been two days since her last real meal; although helpful, the berries had not been enough to ward off her hunger. Sound sense and hunger won out. 
 
    “Miss Molly, I would welcome your father’s help in contacting my father so he might come for me.” Elizabeth decided accepting the help was her best hope of returning home. 
 
    “Good. I want my Mama to meet you. I am sure she will agree with me about you looking like a wood nymph,” Molly proclaimed triumphantly. 
 
    Molly reached out a hand to her, and Elizabeth gladly took it. The two then began their walk to Molly’s home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    (April 24th Late – 25th) 
 
      
 
    Two days after Elizabeth’s kidnapping, Mr. Bennet received an express from Mr. Josiah Morton advising him of his daughter’s location. Mr. Bennet sent a reply with the express rider stating he would leave early the following morning to retrieve his daughter. Since the express arrived late in the evening, Mr. Bennet felt it wiser to wait until morning for two reasons. One, he would not risk traveling in the dark, and second, he hoped Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley would arrive before he left. Immediately after the two men departed Netherfield, Jane had informed her father about Elizabeth’s kidnapping and the possibility of Mr. Collins being Elizabeth’s attacker and Kitty’s murderer. 
 
    Mr. Bennet then sent a message to Sir William informing him of the possible identity of the man they were seeking. Sir William, after receiving word from Mr. Bennet, paid a visit to Jane who relayed everything she had learned from Georgiana the night Elizabeth had disappeared. When Sir William arrived, Georgiana also was present to answer any questions Sir William might have concerning her information about Mr. Collins. 
 
    While Mr. Bennet was receiving the express about Elizabeth’s location, Darcy and Bingley were continuing to follow the coach track. They finally determined the man had decided to head toward London. Bingley could not determine why the man would choose that direction, but Darcy suspected he meant to return to Hunsford and seek the assistance of Lady Catherine to cover up his involvement in the abduction of Elizabeth and death of the driver. He refused to believe the man had killed Elizabeth, but he could not account for her disappearance. Since they found no trace of her around the small hut, he hoped she managed to escape, but he refused to give up tracking Mr. Collins just in case he still held her captive. Upon reaching the first village after leaving the hut, they immediately located the constable and local magistrate. 
 
    As soon as both men were found, Darcy informed them, “Gentlemen, Mr. Bingley and I have found a man murdered in a small hut near here. We have been tracking a suspected murderer but have yet to locate him. He is dressed as a clergyman, is short and stout, and has long lanky dark hair. We also suspect he has kidnapped a young lady, and we are hoping to catch the man before he harms the young lady.” 
 
    “And why are you following the man?” The constable found it unusual that two seemingly wealth young gentlemen would undertake such a task rather than the constable from the area the young lady was abducted. 
 
    “The young lady is a gentleman’s daughter. He wants her returned unharmed and without stirring up a scandal, which would ruin her reputation,” Darcy replied. Darcy had warned Bingley not to mention Miss Elizabeth’s name or the name of her family because leakage of the Bennet name would cause other serious problems for the family. Darcy would allow no hint of scandal to be tied to Elizabeth’s name, and he continued to fervently pray no harm had come to her. 
 
    The two listeners frowned disapprovingly at the continued information Bingley and Darcy related and soon made their exit to travel to the site to retrieve the body of the murdered man. 
 
    After the constable and magistrate left, Bingley and Darcy continued to follow Mr. Collin’s trail. They stopped at each coaching inn, even the most inhospitable looking ones, giving a detailed description of the man, including the clerical garb he wore. In two villages, the hostlers informed them such a man stopped but only to change horses. They also claimed the blinds had been drawn on the coach making it impossible to see inside, and no one exited the coach. On Saturday, the two gentlemen stopped at one inn where Mr. Collins had requested food, but no food or drink was delivered to the coach. In the next village, witnesses declared the man traveled alone. In the third village they visited, they discovered no sighting of the man. Everyone they spoke to declared no clergyman stopped or passed through their area. Because of the lateness of the day, Darcy and Bingley decided to stop for the night and renew their search first thing Sunday morning. 
 
      
 
    ************************* 
 
      
 
    While Darcy and Bingley spent Saturday searching, Mr. Bennet arrived in Mortonville to retrieve his daughter. Elizabeth, upon his arrival in the house, threw herself into her father’s arms and wept. She finally allowed herself the liberty to mourn for Kitty and express her overwhelming sense of helplessness because of the attack and kidnapping. She had repressed the images as long as possible, but the sight of her father caused some of them to rush forward. 
 
    “Papa,” she wept onto his chest. “He killed poor Kitty,” she began between sobs. 
 
    “Hush, child. Cry first and explain later,” he cautioned her while also trying to soothe her. He was thankful her words were quiet enough that no one else had heard her comment. 
 
    “Where did you find her, sir?” 
 
    “I did not. My daughter Molly found her coming out of the woods on Lord Martindale’s land.” Mr. Morton smiled toward his young daughter, and she shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    Realizing no introductions had been made, Mr. Bennet offered, “Forgive my manners. I am Mr. Robert Bennet, Elizabeth’s father.” He had recognized the name of the local landowner. 
 
    The man bowed saying, “I am Mr. Josiah Morton, my wife Mrs. Morton,” he indicated the quiet, plain lady standing next to him, “and Miss Molly Morton.” 
 
    Molly gave a small curtsy and Mr. Bennet bowed to all three before taking a seat with Elizabeth still clasped in his arms. She continued to cry softly. Mr. Morton and Molly sat down near them and Mrs. Morton took a seat across from her husband and daughter. 
 
    “Miss Bennet explained she had become lost after having been in a slight coach accident.” Mr. Morton went on to explain. “Somehow, she had been left behind when the driver and another man pulled the coach out of the ditch.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet noticed his daughter nodded as Mr. Morton spoke. He reasoned Mr. Morton was telling the story rather than Lizzy because of her tears, so he did not interrupt but only continued to listen.  
 
    “Miss Elizabeth believed they did not realize she had fallen out of the coach as it slid into the ditch. She believed she must have hit her head for when she came to, she found herself all alone. I guess she had been wandering in the woods for the past two days seeking someone to help her. I was surprised to learn she had not followed the road.  Miss Bennet, however, explained the darkness made it difficult for her to determine the direction she was headed, so she must have left the ditch in the opposite direction of the road.”  
 
    “I am thankful for your daughter’s kind offer to assist my daughter.” Mr. Bennet patted his daughter’s hand and noticed her tears were slowing. 
 
    “According to my daughter, it is my job to help those who are lost find their way home.” The man chuckled softly. “I do not think she understood I referred to those lost in sin and needing to find their way back to God.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet did see the humor in the misunderstanding, but his concern for his daughter overrode his desire for a good laugh. The laughter, he knew, would come later when he and Lizzy shared the story with the rest of the family. He also realized Lizzy’s memory of the events in early December had returned. He would not speak about the event until they were in the coach traveling back home. They had no need to speak about such a personal matter in front of strangers, even strangers who had helped return his daughter safely to him. 
 
    “Again, I am thankful she was found by someone who was willing to provide assistance. We do not wish to impose on your hospitality, so if you could direct me to a respectable inn for the evening, I would be grateful. My daughter and I will not attempt to travel back home until morning.” The trip had taken a greater part of the day, and again, he did not want to be traveling after dark. 
 
    “Mr. Bennet, I would be most happy if you would stay the night with us. We have plenty of room, and it would be inhospitable to make you stay at the inn when my family can very happily host you and your charming daughter. Are you positive you wish to be traveling on Sunday? It is not common for anyone to travel on the Sabbath.” Mrs. Morton was nodding in agreement with her husband’s offer and observations. 
 
    It did not surprise Mr. Bennet for a clergyman to point out the impropriety of traveling on the Lord’s Day, but explained, “My daughter has been missing since Wednesday, and I believe it is imperative I return her to my family. I will not suspend their grief by staying away longer than necessary. I too would prefer not to travel on the Sabbath, but it cannot, at this point, be helped. I hope you will understand and not be offended.” 
 
    If it was my daughter, I would feel the same way,” Mr. Morton assured him. “I cannot even imagine what Miss Bennet’s mother must be feeling not knowing if her daughter is healthy and well. My wife,” he reached across to pat his wife’s hand and then looked to his daughter, “would be in near hysteria if our only daughter had gone missing.” 
 
    By this time, Elizabeth had finally finished crying and was wiping her eyes on a handkerchief her father had handed to her.  
 
    The company was able to spend the evening enjoying good conversation and a fine meal. Elizabeth excused herself to retire early, as did Mr. Bennet. Mr. Bennet had already informed his hosts he and his daughter would leave as early as possible the following day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    (Sunday, April 26th) 
 
      
 
    With the sun still low in the morning sky, a maid woke Elizabeth to help her dress for her departure. Elizabeth happily prepared for her journey but wondered to which home she would return. She had not realized, until faced with the prospect, she felt more at home at Netherfield with her sister than she did in the home she grew up in.  
 
    She remembered much of her time while at Netherfield, or at least the time dear Jane had referred to as her time after waking up. She could not help but wonder if her feelings toward Netherfield being more like home were because of her overwhelming guilt about Kitty’s death. Because of her memory loss, she must never have processed what happened on the day of the attack, and when her memory did return, she had been too busy trying to survive to allow herself time to sift through the memories. As soon as she saw her father, some of the memories rushed forward. Besides remembering her sister’s death, she remembered it was her fault. She wanted time alone with her father to reveal everything to him about the attack and to share her sense of guilt about it. She knew her father would listen, and he would be able to help her determine how much of the event was really her fault. 
 
    With the promise of their upcoming conversation, Elizabeth rushed through her preparations. Mrs. Morton had kindly given Elizabeth one of her old gowns she could no longer wear, telling Elizabeth it was better she wore it than it being put into a scrap bag. Elizabeth’s fall from the coach and walk through the woods had caused some serious damage to her gown, and she encouraged Mrs. Morton to throw what remained of it in the fire. Although Mrs. Morton’s gown was old, Elizabeth noticed it was actually in good condition. Elizabeth kindly thanked the lady for her generosity and declared the gown infinitely better than the one she arrived in even if it was too long for her. Mrs. Morton kindly had one of the maids shorten the gown’s hem so Elizabeth would not trip on it.  
 
    As soon as she finished her morning ablutions, Elizabeth went downstairs where a light breakfast had been laid for the two travelers. Elizabeth had a cup of tea and a piece of toast claiming she did not want more. Her stomach, after two days of only berries, was not ready to accept large portions of food. Besides, Elizabeth wanted to leave as soon as possible, but not because she did not appreciate all which had been done for her. Instead, she was anxious to see her sister Jane and feel her sister’s arms around her. She needed to know Jane and her father would forgive her for what happened to Kitty. Her mother, she believed, would remind her of her accountability in Kitty’s death. 
 
    Once both Bennets were comfortably seated beside each other in the coach, the coachman began the journey home. Elizabeth waited until open fields surrounded them before she began to share her memory of those awful events with her father. 
 
    “Papa, I never believed Mr. Collins capable of what he did. Had I known I needed to fear the man, I would never have gone for a walk, and especially not alone. I could very easily have taken Henry with me.” 
 
    Henry worked as a stable boy. He had done so since he was four and ten. Now he was more a young man than a boy, but his title had not changed. 
 
    Her father moved from his side of the coach to hers and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Lizzy, no one could have guessed a man of God would commit such a vile act. We all thought him silly and foolish but not vindictive and dangerous.” 
 
    “I had no idea he remained in the area. He had packed and left the house the day I rejected him. Your refusal to force me in the match also angered him. I now believe marriage to him would have been worse than a marriage without love and respect. Who knows how he would have treated me if you would have forced me to marry him?” 
 
    “I too am thankful I did not allow your mother to force the issue.” He had his arm around her and his hold tightened drawing her closer to him. “When did your memories of him return?” Curiosity about what sparked her returned memory prompted his question. 
 
    “When I saw his face in the moonlight, he was talking to Miss Bingley, and she told him he to hurry before the family returned. Then the two of them roughly pushed me into the coach. At first, I did not understand what was happening, but then he got into the coach and made a comment about needing to finish the job he had started. It was those words which caused me to begin remembering, but because of the situation I found myself in, I pushed the memories back and focused only on finding a way to escape.” 
 
    Elizabeth shivered slightly causing her father to draw her a little closer to his side. 
 
    “How did you escape?” He had been curious about her escape as soon as he had received Mr. Morton’s express. 
 
    “The coach had a minor mishap, and the driver said he could go no further because of the dark. He said if he had someone to help him watch the road, then he could continue the trip. Mr. Collins grumble about the lack of a second man to help, but then tied up my hands and legs and went to sit beside the coachman. I used his absence to open the door with the intent of rolling out of the coach. My exit was assisted when the coach leaned dangerously in the direction I meant to go as it hit a bump or dip in the road. I actually fell out of the coach. I remembered reading about drawing your body into a ball when you fell, and I recalled you saying I should remember the advice if I ever fell off a horse. I believe the tilt and lurch of the coach helped cover my movement out the door and possibly, when the coach righted itself, the door closed. I did not wait to see if it would stop or if he would come after me. I thought only about freeing my hands and feet and fleeing into the woods. I discovered my hands and feet were tied with lady’s stockings, and at the time I thought it odd. I could not help but wonder where he got them.” 
 
    “I believe they were yours. When your sister went into your room, she said it looked like someone had rummaged around through your closet and drawers. The maid, who saw Miss Bingley taking you out of the house, mentioned her carrying a valise and handing it to Mr. Collins. I believe Miss Bingley thought you would need a change of clothes while Mr. Collins ran off with you. She claimed Mr. Collins said you were engaged, but then you called off the engagement. She thought it only right he come and claim his true bride and take you to Scotland so he could marry you there.” 
 
    “Why would Miss Bingley do something so cruel? Why did she believe I would want to marry such a man?” She shook her head in disbelief. She recalled how Miss Bingley had disliked her, but to deliver her into the hands of a murderer was an action beyond such a simple negative feeling. 
 
    “Miss Bingley’s jealousy prompted her actions, I imagine, but you must know, she did not know Mr. Collins murdered your sister. In fact, those of us tending to your care never informed Miss Bingley about the attack you suffered.” He squeezed her shoulder in reassurance. 
 
    “Jealous? What have I ever done to make her jealous of me?” Elizabeth remembered she never liked Miss Bingley, and with her returned memory, she recalled the lady’s belief Mr. Darcy would marry her. Even as far back as November, Elizabeth knew Mr. Darcy would never agree to marry Miss Caroline Bingley. She often noticed his look of revulsion every time the lady latched onto his arm. And why was Miss Bingley not informed of the attack, she wondered. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy paid a great deal of attention to you. He remained by your side whenever possible. He even assisted in your care when we feared you would not survive the injuries your received.” Her father smiled as he shared this new information with his daughter.  
 
    This information stunned Elizabeth. She honestly believed Mr. Darcy disliked her, and yet he went out of his way to help care for her. She did remember Mr. Darcy spent a great deal of time with her, and she was willing to admit, to herself at least, she had enjoyed his company and attention. Still, she did not understand why he had gone out of his way to return to Netherfield and take part in her care. What, she wondered, was she missing or not understanding. She tried to recall anything he might have said to help her understand his reasoning but found no useful memory. 
 
    Mr. Bennet knew his daughter’s thought focused on Mr. Darcy’s attention and kindness to her, but he needed her account of the events. “Tell me everything you remember about the attack.” 
 
    “I remember feeling exasperated because Mama was once again berating me for turning down Mr. Collins, and she went on saying Mr. Collins would throw us all out of the house the moment you died. She claimed no one would make the proper mistress of Longbourn but one of her daughters. She claimed I was the daughter who should have married the man because no one else would ever request my hand in marriage. She reiterated I had failed my family by not doing my duty. I could stand her tirade no longer, so I escaped as soon as possible. I remember not how long I walked but finally turned to walk back toward home when I saw a bit of red through the trees. I first thought it was one of the officers, and I could tell the man was walking toward me. I stopped to see who would emerge through the trees and was surprised when I realized it was Mr. Collins. I could not account for his wearing an officer’s jacket, but it looked so odd on him, I laughed. My laughter angered him for he said I would have nothing to laugh about when he finished with me. I turned to walk away from him, but he grabbed my arm and pulled me toward him.” She shivered as she vividly recalled the scene, and once again, felt the same fear she had experienced at the time of the event. 
 
    Mr. Bennet watched as a look of fear suddenly crossed his daughter’s face. Even though his arm was around her, he continued to watch the reactions in her eyes and on her face as she spoke. Since her earliest years, she had amazed him by how expressive her eyes were, and how, by watching her, he could discover her feelings. He also noticed her facial expression would infrequently offer more evidence of her internal emotions. 
 
    Elizabeth took a deep breath trying to repress her overwhelming feelings of fear before continuing. “He kissed me. It was revolting, and I tried to pull away. He then pushed his tongue into my mouth,” she grimaced at the memory, “and I bit him. He slapped me across the face two or three times while calling me appalling dishonorable names and then took my face with his free hand, squeezed it and put his mouth on mine again. This time when he pushed his tongue into my mouth, I bit down as hard as I could. I tasted blood and briefly wondered if I had hurt myself, but his cry of pain made me realize it was his blood. He cursed again while I tried to spit his blood out, but then he hit me again but with his fist instead of the flat of his hand. I remember screaming, and he twisted my arm behind my back to stop me from trying to get away. I heard a snapping noise and then screamed again because of the shooting pain in my arm.” 
 
    She paused trying to gather her disoriented thoughts wanting to recall what actually happened next. She did not want to get the order of the events mixed up, but she was having a hard time looking at the events in her mind's eye without trying to block them completely because there was so much fear, pain, and revolution tied into the memory. 
 
    “Take your time, Lizzy. This is a long trip. If you need time to stop, we can resume this conversation later.” 
 
    “No, Papa.” She was resolved in her decision. “I want to get the telling over as quickly as possible, and then I never want to speak about it again.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet did not have the heart to tell her she would have to repeat the story at least once more to Sir William and the constable. He also knew Mr. Darcy would want to hear about the events and believed the young man would want to throttle his aunt’s clergyman after hearing her account. He would understand Mr. Darcy’s reaction for he felt the same toward his cousin. How a man of the cloth could ever commit such a fowl act was beyond him. 
 
    Not knowing her father’s thoughts, Elizabeth continued. “I believe this is when Kitty found us. She yelled at Mr. Collins telling him to stop. I believe she tried to grab his arm so he would stop hitting me, but he only turned and hit her. I did not see her do it, but Kitty must have picked up a fallen branch because I heard the impact, and it caused him to release my arm. I immediately cradled it to my body and knew it was broken. Mr. Collins turned on Kitty. This is when I saw the branch in her hand. I screamed to her to run home and get help, but she did not heed my warning. She did not understand the danger. She raised the branch to hit him again, but this time he caught it and wrenched it way from her. He grabbed her around the throat, raised his other hand, and hit her at least twice before putting it around her throat as well. I think he twisted her head because I heard another snapping noise just like the sound I heard when he broke my arm. He then picked Kitty up by her neck and threw her.” 
 
    She sobbed once burying her face into her father’s shoulder before continuing. 
 
    “I saw her hit the tree, fearful of her safety, but when I saw her sitting against the tree, I noticed her eyes were lifeless. I instantly knew she was dead. I began screaming again. Papa! He murdered my sister,” were the last words she spoke before she broke down sobbing heavily. 
 
    Mr. Bennet pulled her to him, wrapped both his arms around her, and rocked her as he did when she was a child and would come to him for comfort. Of all his daughters, he knew Elizabeth was his favorite, but it did not ease the pain he still felt at the loss of his younger daughter. He would not have wished them to trade places, but he did wish none of this had happened. He had believed his cousin was just a silly, pompous, idiot; he never suspected the man’s violent temper, so violent it would lead him to kill one daughter and try to kill another. The man needed to be found and made to pay for his crimes. 
 
    When Elizabeth stopped sobbing, her father handed her his handkerchief, which she used to wipe her eyes and nose. She then pulled slightly out of her father’s hold before continuing. 
 
    “Mr. Collins threw me on the ground. He cursed saying horrible things about me, about Kitty, about our family. He declared what he was going to do was what I deserved for turning down his superior offer. He said I would never receive an offer from anyone else after he finished with me. The way he spoke, I knew he meant to kill me too. He pushed me to the ground and fell on me. I heard another snapping.” She took a deep breath as the memory of the pain returned. “This time my leg began to hurt. He had one hand between us and the other grabbed my throat. I could feel him trying to pull up my skirt. I screamed because of the pain he caused my arm with his weight, and his movements intensified the pain in my leg.” 
 
    Again, she had to pause finding it hard to breathe normally. She was finding it hard enough to recall the events, but experiencing the pain for a second time proved harder than she thought possible. It was almost as if the event was occurring at the present time rather than the past. She had to take a deep cleansing breath before she could continue. 
 
    “I also found it hard to breath as he squeezed my throat tighter. I remember feeling some wet on my leg and thought the bone must have broken through my skin causing it to bleed. He cursed more and again called me the vilest names I ever heard, and then both his hands were around my neck. I believe it was then I stopped screaming because I could not breath. I knew I would die but I also feared he would defile me after I was dead. I feared what you would say and do when you found Kitty and I both dead. I even wondered briefly if anyone would realize he was our killer. Then everything began to fade until I remembered nothing more. I did not fully remember much of anything until it all came back when I was pushed into the coach.” 
 
    Elizabeth gave two more sobs but did not begin crying again. Her father waited until she seemed just a little calmer, and then asked. “Do you remember anything about your time at Netherfield while healing?” 
 
    “A little,” she replied tentatively. 
 
    She was unsure how much to say about her memories for she wondered if they were all true or if some were created from her imagination. 
 
    “I remember Mr. Darcy reading to me,” she began but chose to recall each event carefully, “and I remember his sister being kind to me. I am still unsure why he and his sister are at Netherfield. In fact, I am unsure of why I stayed at Netherfield rather than my own home.” 
 
    It was something she thought about while fleeing Mr. Collins. She looked to him questioningly hoping for an answer. One thing she did remember clearly, which she would not reveal to anyone because Georgiana had told her in confidence, was the incident with Mr. Wickham. She knew Georgiana trusted her with that secret. 
 
    “Two words.” Mr. Bennet’s serious expression surprised her. “Your mother.” 
 
    “Her nerves?” She asked knowing most things caused her mother’s nerves to become a problem. 
 
    “It was more than just her nerves. She was coping with the death of her daughter and her inability to travel from house to house to share her misery. I also felt it better not to tell her about your attack and especially the manner of the attack. Your mother would have spread exaggerated details all around the village without considering how it would ruin your reputation. She would have declared it an attack on her delicate nervous condition and would never think about the consequences until it was too late. Besides, you would never have received the same loving care at home as you did at Netherfield.” 
 
    “How bad was I?” She could not help voicing the question aloud. 
 
    “We did not know if you would survive the attack. Mr. Bingley went directly to London to find a competent physician to assist Mr. Jones. As an apothecary, Mr. Jones did not feel qualified enough to tend to all your injuries. Besides a broken arm and leg, he feared you had some broken ribs, and your throat was so bruised and swollen, he feared you might have problems breathing.” 
 
    “Why did Mr. Bingley attend to my needs?” She pulled completely away from her father so she could turn slightly in the seat and look at him. Mr. Bingley’s involvement in her care had confused her as she regained her memory. His taking her to Netherfield had also surprised her. After Miss Bingley’s second letter to Jane, she believed he had no intention of returning causing her sister more pain. She reasoned his sisters and friend had convinced him Jane was not good enough to become his wife. 
 
    “Mr. Bingley found you. He heard you screaming and went to provide assistance. He saw a man strangling you, but he only saw the red coat and not the man’s face. He sent for help as quickly as possible, and since you were closer to Netherfield, he had you transported there. Because of your mother, I was reluctant to take you home, and Mr. Jones warned of the danger of moving you. Mr. Bingley made all the arrangements for your care.” 
 
    “Papa, I am sorrier than I can say for allowing Kitty to be killed. I realize it was my fault, but I did try to warn her away. I wanted her to run, I really did. I would have done everything possible to stop Mr. Collins from going after her. I never thought she would try to protect me,” she whimpered through her feelings of guilt and remorse. 
 
    Mr. Bennet once again wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her tightly against him. “It is not your fault, and I will not allow you to take the blame for what that man did. He is the villain not you.” His words felt strong and thankfully, reassuring. 
 
    “But she would still be alive today if I had not gone alone on my walk,” she was near tears again. Her papa might be forgiving of her, but would others be as forgiving when they learned the truth of the event or would they blame her for her sister’s death? 
 
    Her reflections caused her to add, “I promise I will never again walk unattended. I will make sure I am accompanied whenever I walk. I will never walk alone again.” She shuddered as she thought again about the danger she had faced. 
 
    “Until Mr. Collins’ capture, I will not allow any of my daughters to take long walks away from the house. I also plan to have someone watching over you at all times, until this issue is resolved.” His resolve was firmer than she ever remembered him being. 
 
    “What brought Mr. Darcy to Netherfield?” Her curiosity about his presence had not abated. “I thought he would never want to return.”  
 
    “While in London, Mr. Bingley met Mr. Darcy, and Mr. Darcy provided the name of a highly qualified physician. Mr. Darcy’s return to Netherfield with Mr. Bingley also surprised me. In fact, I questioned him on his appearance, but his words to me assured me he only meant to help in any way possible. He is an honorable man, Lizzy. I think you will like him once you become better acquainted with him.” He did not believe her mental state ready to learn about Mr. Darcy’s affections for her. The gentleman could declare his intentions to her at a later date; a time when she would be ready to hear about his true feelings for her. 
 
    “Did he play chess with me while I was recovering?” She had vague recollections of many events and wondered if this one was true. It was, she silently admitted, a good memory of her time while at Netherfield. 
 
    “I mentioned to him you played. We thought playing might help your memory. I also think he did not believe me when I told him you won as many matches as you lost,” he chuckled. 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled in return; the first real laugh he had heard from his daughter since before the attack. This laugh caused her eyes to sparkle and caused him to hope his daughter finally had returned to them. 
 
    Those games had been one of Elizabeth’s happier recollections, so she laughed as she asked, “Did he discover you spoke the truth?” She believed she remembered winning at least one match. 
 
    “Yes. I believe he went easy on you during the first match because it ended too quickly. He did not make it easy for you during the second match, and even though you still won, it was a very evenly played game. Your skills greatly impressed him.” He patted her hands in her lap with his free hand. 
 
    “Did Jane and Mr. Bingley really marry?” Elizabeth felt like she had missed so much but still did not realize the extent of the mental and emotional injuries. 
 
    “Yes. Within a day of Mr. Bingley returning from London, they were married.” He laughed again.  
 
    After all the horror and pain she had shared with him, she was pleased he could still find some humor in other situations she shared. 
 
    “So quickly?” This surprised her. Who would have thought Jane would agree to marry in such a short time. 
 
    “I believe Mr. Bingley and your sister felt it better to marry without the aid of your mother, and had they waited, Jane would not have been able to remain at Netherfield to tend to your needs.” 
 
    “Mama did not object?” She could not understand her mother not desiring to plan an elaborate affair to show of her skills to her neighbors. 
 
    “Your mother was not informed of the marriage until afterwards. Remember, Lizzy, your younger sister had just died. Any proper arrangements would have required a wait of at least six months for half mourning. Your mother’s nerves were only one of my considerations. Jane felt it best to have a quiet ceremony with just Mary and me in attendance. You were still unconscious, so you could not attend. Jane really did regret your absence, but we all agreed it was the best arrangement possible.” At the time, he had believed it was the appropriate step, and Jane had encouraged him to agree, for all she wanted was to marry the man she loved and stay by her sister’s side. 
 
    “And I missed seeing her married,” Elizabeth said forlornly. They had always agreed to stand up with each other, and she had missed her opportunity. “Tell me everything about the time after the attack. What was it really like for me, and for you and the family?” 
 
    Thereafter, Mr. Bennet gave his daughter an honest accounting of her time while unconsciousness, then in a state of shock, and finally conscious but without much of a memory. It took a greater part of the morning to cover everything including the family changes, which occurred because of Lydia’s scandalous behavior. Her father’s strong actions surprised, pleased, and impressed Elizabeth, and she hoped her youngest sister would eventually benefit from the new regulations she would live under. Elizabeth had always wished for a governess in the household when she was younger, but her mother declared it a waste of money because anything her daughters needed to know she felt she could teach them. How wrong her mother had been, for she never taught her youngest daughter how to behave as a proper young lady. 
 
    Elizabeth remembered how their Aunt Gardiner had instructed Jane and her about proper manners as young ladies. As memories of the times Jane and she spent in London resurfaced, she smiled at the kindness and care their aunt had showered upon them. Unfortunately, their aunt had been unable to provide the same education for the younger Bennet sisters because of the growth of her own family. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    While Mr. Bennet and Elizabeth traveled home, Darcy and Bingley passed through four more villages receiving the same response from those questioned. “No, Sir. Seen no one like that fer more than three, maybe four months.” 
 
    Upon reaching the fifth village with the same response, the gentlemen decided Mr. Collins must have gone in a different direction. It was late afternoon on Sunday, and they were only fifteen miles from Meryton, so they decided to return to Netherfield. Darcy hoped they might discover something had been heard from Mr. Collins or Elizabeth. If no word had arrived, Darcy planned on mounting a full-scale search for Elizabeth including calling for the services of some Bow Street runners and requesting the militia’s assistance. He felt the help would be given considering they were tracking a murderer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    (Sunday, April 26th) 
 
      
 
    Mr. Bennet, although wishing he could return Elizabeth to her own home, realized the folly of such an action. With Mr. Collins still free, he might attempt to once again harm his beloved daughter. So, he had directed his coachman to Netherfield where he would leave her under the protection of Jane’s household. He also hoped Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy might have returned from their search. He held no hopes they would have found the scoundrel; if they had been successful, he would have heard from them sooner. 
 
    While passing through Meryton, Mr. Bennet informed Elizabeth he would return her to Netherfield. He had long since returned to the opposite side of the coach to allow Elizabeth some extra space. 
 
    “Why?” She was surprised he would not want her at home. 
 
    “Mr. Collins has not been caught, yet. You will be safer at Netherfield.” 
 
    “What about Miss Bingley? She helped Mr. Collins abduct me.” She felt she could not reside in the same house as someone who meant her harm. In fact, she shivered and wrapped her arms protectively around her body at the thought. 
 
    “You no longer need to worry about her.” Mr. Bennet pulled one of her hands away from its position around her and patted it reassuringly. 
 
    Elizabeth doubted her father’s reassurance, and her raised eyebrow revealed her skepticism. He knew the look for he often used it himself when encountering his wife and youngest daughters. 
 
    “Miss Bingley is no longer at Netherfield. Her aunt and Jane had her packed and transported north early the following morning.” He still held her hand. 
 
    “Her aunt?” Elizabeth thought aloud, and then she remembered another older lady who had been in residence while she resided there. “Mr. Bingley’s aunt. Yes. I believe I remember her,” Elizabeth finally said as more memories flooded back. 
 
    “You will like her. You liked her when you still struggled to remember. She is a very intelligent lady. I have had some very interesting conversations with her during my visits.” 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled. “Much more interesting than any conversation you have had with Mama, I presume.” 
 
    “Indeed.” He chuckled in return and released her hand. He was pleased to see she had relaxed and both hands returned to her lap. 
 
    “Just remember you are married.” 
 
    “I doubt your mother would ever let me forget such a fact,” her father chuckled again. “It does not mean I cannot enjoy the conversation of an intelligent lady, however.” 
 
    Elizabeth laughed softly, but watched her father’s expression. She could tell he was truly impressed with Mrs. Gunther. Remembering the lady’s name, gave Elizabeth a feeling of assurance about her returning memory. 
 
    “I am happy Jane sent Miss Bingley away. I never trusted the lady before my memory loss, and I have even less reason to trust her now.” Elizabeth shifted in her seat trying to determine how close they were to Netherfield, now she knew their destination. Her father’s voice drew her back to the conversation. 
 
    “I believe Jane is finally learning she cannot trust everyone. It has been a hard lesson for her to learn, but I am hoping it will be a beneficial lesson.” 
 
    “As do I.” Her words were sincere. 
 
    By this time, they were nearing Netherfield, and Elizabeth gazed out the window again hoping to see her sister. Her father had sent no message telling Jane when they would arrive, but if positions had been reversed, Elizabeth would have been watching and waiting at any window with a good view of the drive. As soon as she saw a coach approaching the house, she would rush expectantly out of the door. Even as she thought of her own actions, she laughed as she saw Jane coming out the front door. She also noticed her sister gripping her hands, a sure sign of her sister’s anxiety. 
 
    “So like Jane.” She murmured to no one in particular, and her father smiled in response to her softly spoken words. 
 
    Elizabeth could hardly contain herself at the sight of her sister, but she knew she had to wait for the coach to stop and for someone to hand her down. She could not afford to jump out of the coach like she might have because she had realized, while resting at the Morton’s home, her ankle must have been twisted at some point during her escape or walk. Not a serious injury, but one needing tender treatment. 
 
    “Oh, Lizzy!” Jane cried as she rushed toward the coach. 
 
    Elizabeth knew Jane would recognize her because she had let the window down and leaned slightly out so she could wave to her sister letting her know she was well. 
 
    “Jane!” Elizabeth responded. 
 
    The step was quickly let down, and Mr. Bennet departed first. He then held his hand out for his daughter. As soon as possible, Jane and Elizabeth embraced and wept on each other. Jane, slightly taller, laid her head on Elizabeth’s shoulder, while Elizabeth leaned against her sister’s shoulder. 
 
    Their father, while they still embraced, ushered them lovingly into the house before he excused himself. “I must attend to some immediate business,” he informed them. “I will join you as soon as I am finished.” 
 
    Elizabeth had no idea what business he might mean, but Jane suspected he would contact Sir William and the constable. 
 
    Much needed saying between the two sisters, so they retired to the drawing room and chose to sit comfortably beside each other, but before they could begin, they heard male voices entering the front door. Jane promptly jumped up from her seat and rushed toward the drawing room doors. As soon as they opened, she threw her arms around her husband saying, “She is safe. She is home.” 
 
    Elizabeth saw Mr. Darcy standing right behind Mr. Bingley, and her eyes locked with his as soon as his gazed fixed on her. Never before had she felt such a fluttering near her heart as she did when she saw him. She could not explain her reaction, but she felt extremely pleased to see him. Rising, she greeted him in the only way allowable; she gave him a slight but pleasant smile. He quickly moved past the embracing couple and reached her side. As he reached her, he bowed, and still smiling, she responded with a curtsey. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth, I am extremely pleased to see you safe. How were you able to get away from your cousin?” His question mirrored the same one her sister had meant to ask only moments before the men returned. 
 
    It pleased Elizabeth she would only have to give the account one more time, but she was still unaware she would have to share the story with Sir William and the constable. Just before the gentlemen had returned to Netherfield, Mr. Bennet had sent a footman with messages to Sir William and the constable requesting their presence as soon as possible at Netherfield Park. With the return of Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy, Mr. Bennet breathed a sigh of relief realizing Elizabeth would only have to give one more accounting of the events leading to the death of Kitty and her near death. He had no desire for her to dwell on those events any more than necessary. 
 
    Before Elizabeth began speaking, Jane, having already rung for tea, served everyone and offered cold meats, cheese, fruit, and biscuits. This allowed all to have a little nourishment after a long day, which was only to get longer. 
 
    After everyone finished enjoying the small repast, Elizabeth repeated the account about her abduction and escape to the present company, which not only included her father, sister, and the two gentlemen, but also Mrs. Gunther, Georgiana, and Mary, who had joined the sisters at the same time as the gentlemen had returned. As she spoke, she fixed her gaze most often on Mr. Darcy. She watched his face take on a hard, displeased expression, and at first, she thought his displeasure focused on her until he noticed her watching him, and then he smiled kindly at her. Although unsure of what caused his fiercer look, she felt uncomfortable about questioning him. 
 
    About the time she finished her narrative, Sir William and Mr. Quincy, the constable, were shown into the drawing room. With their presence, Elizabeth once again related the events of the attack, but first she questioned if Mr. Darcy wished his sister to be present for her narrative of events might be found too sensitive for Georgiana. 
 
    Georgiana protested this idea. “If Miss Mary is allowed to stay, then I request the same privilege. We are near enough in age,” she declared. 
 
    Her open defense of her continuing presence surprised her brother. Before coming to Netherfield, she would have bowed to her brother’s preferences. Darcy moved over to his sister’s side saying, “I will consent to you remaining, but if I notice you becoming distressed, I will insist you leave the room.” 
 
    “I will be fine, William. I foresee no problems. Now, please allow Miss Lizzy to tell us her recollections of the event.” Georgiana remained calm and determined. 
 
    Darcy and Elizabeth both chuckled softly at Georgiana’s comment, but then Elizabeth slowly began to reveal everything she remembered about the attack on her and the death of her sister, providing the same details she shared with her father. 
 
    Mr. Bennet had earlier seen his daughter’s reactions as she spoke, so this time, he watched Mr. Darcy. He noted every facial expression, from shock to compassion to anger to outrage, and he knew the man would gladly put the noose around Mr. Collins’ neck if he were given the choice. As he watched Mr. Darcy, he began to wonder how long it would take for the man to approach him requesting his daughter’s hand in marriage. 
 
    Mr. Quincy stopped her only once to ask if she was certain of the identity of her attacker. She and her father gave him a disapproving look, and he only responded, “I must be sure you are not mistaken in your identification.” 
 
    “I can assure you Mr. Quincy. Just because he wore an officer’s red coat did not mean I could not identify him. I knew who he was the moment he said my name, and this was before I actually saw his face.” 
 
    “I had to be sure,” he replied again. 
 
    Elizabeth continued with her story, but everyone noticed when the tears began to slide gently down her cheeks. It still hurt her to remember seeing her sister murdered, and she did not think she would ever banish the memory of her sister’s dead eyes staring at her. 
 
    When she finished her narrative, Mr. Quincy asked her about her kidnapping and if she was sure she could identify the man who had taken her. Again, she assured him she knew the man, and her identification was not in error. 
 
    “As soon as he is apprehended, I will see him charged with murder. I fear it will mean you giving testimony about the event. I think we would all prefer not to mention his assault other than it being an attempt to murder you.” Mr. Quincy looked to Mr. Bennet for understanding of the necessity. 
 
    “I would prefer if my daughter did not have to give her testimony in person. I fear what my cousin will say against her. Even though we will all know it is lies, we cannot be sure how his solicitor might make it look, or how it might damage her reputation. The fact he murdered Kitty, however, should prove much against him.” Mr. Bennet turned to Mr. Darcy. “Will your aunt offer him her support? Will she claim he was at Hunsford when the attack occurred?” 
 
    Darcy wondered the same thing, but then his sister spoke up. 
 
    “If my aunt claims he was in Hunsford, I can supply a letter which proves he was not. My cousin, Anne de Bourgh wrote to me about Mr. Collins’ return to Hunsford. Her letter led William and Mr. Bingley into suspecting Mr. Collins as the murderer. My cousin gave details about Mr. Collins’ condition when he returned from his visit to Longbourn, and she mentioned the date of his return. I think it will prove helpful information for whoever prosecutes him.” 
 
    “This will prove helpful.” Mr. Quincy and Sir William agreed. “Do you happen to have the letter with you?” Mr. Quincy added. 
 
    “Yes. It is safely locked in my writing box up in my room,” she assured them. 
 
    “Good, good!” Sir William declared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    (Sunday, April 26th – Evening) 
 
      
 
    Once Elizabeth completed her narration the gentlemen began a discussion about what could be done to find and arrest Mr. Collins. Losing interest in the gentlemen’s conversation, Elizabeth pulled her sister off to a corner where they were far enough away to speak quietly. Her curiosity about Miss Bingley needed satisfaction. 
 
    “Tell me, Jane. What occurred with Miss Bingley the morning after my disappearance? Father says you sent her away.” Elizabeth took her sister’s hand in both of hers. 
 
    “First,” Jane squeezed her sister’s hands, “I must tell you one of the maids saw you leaving the house with Caroline and turning you over to our cousin. The maid said you seemed unable to walk properly, and we suspect Caroline put something in the tea she served you after supper. Since the maid saw everything and heard bits and pieces of their conversation, we were able to piece together what happened. Charles and Mr. Darcy left immediately to search for you. I did not send a note to Papa until morning.” 
 
    Being curious about the use of Miss Bingley’s given name, Elizabeth said, “Caroline? When did you become friendly enough for her to allow you on a first name basis?” Elizabeth chuckled nervously not sure how well Jane would take to teasing about what might have been a sensitive subject. 
 
    Jane smiled reassuringly. “Charles said she was my sister whether she liked it or not, so I should refer to her as Caroline. He would not allow her to feel superior me, he declared. So, I have been practicing using her given name,” Jane chuckled softly. “It is easier to do when she is not around.” 
 
    With a softer chuckle, Elizabeth said, “I will use her more formal address since she is not my sister.” 
 
    The two sisters smiled at each other indicating a mutual agreement to address Miss Bingley, as they both deemed proper. 
 
    “When did you find out I was missing?” Elizabeth returned to her curiousness about many of the events leading to the search. 
 
    “I tell you, Lizzy, it was all extremely odd.” Jane squeezed Elizabeth’s hands once again. “Georgiana and I both woke in the early morning with feelings of something being wrong. I thought I had heard you calling for help, but when I went into the hall, I heard nothing. Before I could go to your room, I saw Georgiana coming down the hall to wake her brother. She felt an urgent need to share some information with him. By the time Mr. Darcy answered his door, we were all gathered there.” Jane giggled as she recalled the meeting. “We must have looked like a very odd group. All standing in our robes and slippers and not seeming to care who saw us.” 
 
    “I wish I could have seen it,” Elizabeth laughed softly not wanting to call attention to their conversation. 
 
    “If you had been there, it might not have happened,” Jane said a little more soberly. 
 
    “Tell me more,” Elizabeth directed finally letting go of Jane’s hands and placing hers in her lap. 
 
    Jane told her about the letter Georgiana had received from her Cousin Anne, and how Charles had rung for the servant after they discovered Elizabeth missing. “We were lucky,” she declared, “for one servant saw enough for us to know who took you and to discover Caroline’s part in the abduction.” 
 
     “Papa said you sent Miss Bingley away.” The information had surprised Elizabeth when she first heard it. Her sister had never been harsh and unforgiving to anyone in the past. She needed to hear the entire story. 
 
    “The next morning, when Caroline came down to break her fast, I confronted her about what happened the evening before. She declared you had claimed tiredness and retired early. I told her she had been seen taking you out of the house in the early morning hours. She laughed declaring it impossible.” Jane slightly waved her hand indicating a dismissive manner. “She accused the servant of lying and said I should fire the servant for spreading false tales.” She grimaced before continuing. “I told her she was seen handing you over to Mr. Collins. She only laughed and said you probably ran off with him because you changed your mind again about marrying him.” Jane frowned even more at the thought of her sister doing so against her natural feelings. 
 
    “How did Miss Bingley know he proposed to me?” Elizabeth wondered aloud. 
 
    Jane huffed before replying. “She claims she heard others speaking about your engagement, and then rebuked your for breaking it off. She made some remark about you believing Mr. Darcy would lower himself to propose to a little country chit.” 
 
    Jane turned scarlet, and Elizabeth asked, “What? I know there is more because you are the same color as Mama’s favorite roses.” 
 
    “I must confess, and this brings me no pleasure,” Elizabeth noticed her sister’s hands were gripped tightly together, “but her comment made me so mad, I slapped her.” 
 
    Elizabeth gasped in surprise placing her hand over her mouth. 
 
    “I told her no engagement with Mr. Collins ever existed, and then I said, ‘I wonder how you came to believe such a lie. It is not like you ever met Mr. Collins since his return to Meryton.’” Jane pulled her hands apart. “Every invitation we received where he attended, she claimed a headache and remained at the house.” 
 
    Jane waved her hand dismissively again. Elizabeth noticed her sister was using her hands more when she spoke, which she knew meant her sister was extremely vexed by what occurred, for otherwise, her hands would have remained demurely clasped in her lap. 
 
    “No one else would ever have mentioned an engagement between the two of you, so I knew she could have only heard the account from Mr. Collins.” 
 
    Elizabeth held her hand to her mouth to suppress her laughter, not only about her ethically upright sister slapping Miss Bingley but also her believing Miss Bingley could lie to Jane. 
 
    “I told her she lied because unless she arranged to meet him, there was no other way she could have heard such a falsehood. I also said, ‘No one in this house would make up such a tale.’ She just said she must have heard it from one of servants.” 
 
    Jane turned red again fisting her hands, and Elizabeth waited for her sister to continue. She knew something more happened. 
 
    “I called her a liar, right to her face. I am so ashamed.” Jane then quickly covered her face with her hands and then lowered them as she added, “Not of declaring she lied but because I wanted to slap her again.” 
 
    This time Elizabeth could not hold back the chuckle forcing its way out, but she held both hands over her mouth so as not to disturb the gentlemen. In the process, however, she caught the eyes of Mr. Darcy watching her and wondered if he meant to find fault in her, something she had once thought whenever she caught him staring at her, but then he surprised her by flashing her a charming smile complete with dimple. She had forgotten about his dimple until that moment, but then remembered she had seen them often since his return to Netherfield during her time of convalescence. 
 
    “Do not laugh at me Lizzy,” Jane protested softly but sternly. 
 
    Elizabeth was finally able to stop, and when she did, she took both Jane’s hands again and said, “I am not laughing at you Jane. I am laughing because there were many times in the past when I wanted so much to slap the sneer off the lady’s face, especially when she was talking down to us and putting down our family. Our family might not always display the best manners, but we are more than a notch above the Bingley’s on the social scale. Our family money was not made in trade, and the Bennet family has been landowners for over seven generations. Miss Bingley cannot say that of her own family. Now,” Elizabeth clasped Jane’s hand tighter and then released them. “Enough about your feelings of guilt just tell me why she was sent north.” 
 
    “For two reasons. I do not know if you remember when she first arrived, while you were still trying to remember the past, but she made some extremely unladylike comments about you. Charles told her he would send her north to their Aunt Gertrude, but I said I would give her another chance. When I discovered her role in your abduction,” this time Jane reached out to Elizabeth and patted her hand, “I told her she would never again be welcome in any of my homes, and she would have to find another place to live.” 
 
    Elizabeth saw her sister shiver slightly at the mention of the kidnapping. 
 
    “I informed Aunt Alyse about what occurred when she first came down to break her fast.” Seeing a questioning look from her sister, she added, “Charles’ Aunt Gunther requested I refer to her so.” When Elizabeth nodded showing her understanding, Jane continued. “Aunt Alyse was in the dining room when I confronted Caroline. After I told Caroline she was no longer welcome, Aunt Alyse informed her niece she would be sent north just as Charles and she had promised. I guess they told Caroline a few days earlier if she caused any problems or did anything which could be seen as harmful, they would make sure she traveled north to live with Aunt Gertrude. Caroline began screaming and yelling about the unfairness of our treatment of her. Loudly declaring how you had promised to marry our cousin, and you deserved to be made to fulfill your promise. This was when we got into our altercation causing me to slap her.” 
 
    “Jane, it is only right she was sent away.” Elizabeth gripped one of her sister’s hands because she did not want her sister feeling guilty. If Mr. Bingley and his aunt both felt it was the right steps to take, then her sister should not feel at fault for carrying out their threat. She then released Jane’s hand. 
 
    “It would have mattered very little if I had not agreed because Charles would have sided with his aunt, and Caroline would still have been sent north.” Jane giggled a little. “It happened so fast. One moment, Caroline and I were arguing . . .” 
 
    Elizabeth laughed at the thought of her sister heatedly arguing with someone, something she had not seen happen since Jane had been a child when Lydia had tried to take Jane’s favorite doll. 
 
    “Do not laugh at me, Lizzy.” Jane reprimanded trying to frown but struggling not to laugh with her sister. 
 
    “I wish I had been here to see you lose your temper. It happens so very seldom.” Elizabeth proclaimed with her widest grin. 
 
    “It was not pleasant. Anyway, when we began to disagree . . .” 
 
    Elizabeth interrupted again to say, “Argued,” Jane found herself also chuckling at the incident. 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed. “When we began to argue,” she stressed the last word this time, “Aunt Alyse motioned to one of the footmen, whispered to him, and he immediately left the room. As soon as I finished telling Caroline what I thought, Aunt Alyse stood up and declared, ‘Your belongings are being packed as we speak.’ She told Caroline her actions were deplorable and unforgiveable this time, and said Charles would agree with her. She claimed it was time Caroline be sent to her Aunt Gertrude. She then informed Caroline her aunt would be expecting her because she would send an express, which would arrive before Caroline did. She also told Caroline, her entire time with her aunt had already been planned out between the two ladies, and whether Caroline liked it or not, she would learn how to be less disrespectful toward others and behave in a more ladylike manner. Caroline screamed about her superior education in a ladies academy, and Aunt Alyse said it was obvious Caroline had learned nothing beneficial.” Jane giggled again. 
 
    “Was it really so funny?” Elizabeth asked but chuckled softly along with her sister. 
 
    “Yes.” Jane declared. “If you could have seen Caroline’s face, you too would have laughed. She turned so red she resembled a large tomato. She then made some very crude, cutting remarks about both her aunts, and Aunt Alyse said Caroline’s current behavior just proved her point.  Within fifteen minutes, the maid entered the room saying everything has prepared, and Aunt Alyse ushered Caroline out of the room with the aid of a footman. Georgiana had only just joined us, but she and I followed Aunt Alyse and Caroline out to the main hall. The butler had Caroline’s outer wear in hand, helped her don her pelisse and bonnet, handed her gloves and reticule to her, and then motioned for the footman to open the door. Aunt Alyse took Caroline’s arm and ushered her out the door and into the waiting coach. The last thing I heard Caroline say was we would be sorry we ever treated her in such a fashion, and she would write Mr. Darcy a letter declaring how unfeeling and unkind we had been to her.” 
 
    “She really intends to write a letter to a gentleman not attached to her in any manner?” Elizabeth wondered how Mr. Darcy would react to receiving such a letter. ‘Would he read it, turn it over to Bingley, or burn it?’ She looked toward the gentleman as she thought about his reaction. 
 
    “I believe she does. Of course, I doubt he will read it. If I have learned anything about the gentleman, he will not allow Caroline to trick him into committing such an error in propriety. I believe he will turn the letter over to Charles without opening it. I am going to suggest Charles send the unopened letter back to his Aunt Gertrude and allow her to attend to the matter.” 
 
    Elizabeth laughed saying, “If I did not know better, I would have thought I had spoken aloud, or worse yet, you were hearing my thoughts.” 
 
    Jane looked at her questioningly, so Elizabeth added, “I thought Mr. Darcy would not read it and possibly turn it over to your husband, but I also thought he might just burn it instead.” 
 
    Jane laughed at her addition. 
 
    “Jane, this is so unlike you,” Elizabeth chuckled even more. “I am extremely happy to see you taking such a firm stand and not allowing anyone to sway you in this matter. Bravo, sister,” Elizabeth declared the last a little louder than she meant to causing all eyes to turn toward them. 
 
    Mrs. Gunther and Georgiana, who had also gone off to another corner to speak quietly, walked over and joined the two sisters. Elizabeth had failed to notice when Sir William and Mr. Quincy had departed, but the other three remaining gentlemen had also been attracted to the laughter and moved over to join the ladies. 
 
    “Have you been explaining to your sister the events surrounding Caroline?” Mrs. Gunther asked grinning widely. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, she has,” Elizabeth replied. 
 
    “Good. I think it is something we can share with Charles once the gentlemen have finished discussing what is to be done about Mr. Collins and Elizabeth’s safety.” 
 
    Charles nodded to his aunt in agreement, and Darcy decided he wished to hear the conversation as well. He had noticed the absence of Miss Bingley as soon as they had arrived, but he had made no mention of the fact. 
 
    “I think we have managed to come to an agreement,” Charles began. “Sir William will send word to Colonel Forster requesting his men to begin a hunt for Mr. Collins, and Darcy will write to his aunt requesting information about Mr. Collins’ whereabouts.” 
 
    “I will not mention to my aunt why I need to know where he is, only we were surprised by his sudden disappearance from the area. I will ask if he has safely returned to his home,” Darcy added. “It is best not to mention his involvement in murder and kidnapping, but, at some point, his crimes will have to be made known. It will reflect poorly on him considering he is a rector but, hopefully, not on my aunt for hiring the man.” 
 
    “Mr. Bennet suggested, and we all agreed, it would be best if you, Miss Elizabeth,” nodding toward her, “do not leave the house unless accompanied by two footmen, and limiting your walks to the back garden.” Bingley then looked toward Darcy. “Darcy and I will hire some extra footmen for the task. Mr. Bennet agreed to the recommendation.” Mr. Bennet nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I believe I can agree with those limitations. I have no desire to meet my cousin ever again. Maybe Jane should also be accompanied when out of doors. He might consider taking her so he can use her to lure me away from any protection.” Elizabeth had shivered slightly when she considered what the man might be capable of beyond kidnapping her again, and she would not see any other sister harmed by him. “Maybe,” she added, “all my sisters should have some protection. Mr. Collins might be desperate enough to use any of them against me.” 
 
    Darcy chuckled, “We are all thinking along the same line. Your father,” he indicated toward the man with a slight nod, “believes it necessary to hire extra footmen to watch over his household as well. Mrs. Bennet and Lydia will find themselves limited to the house and small gardened area. Miss Mary will take up residence here to keep you and Mrs. Bingley company.” 
 
    “Lydia will be busy as it is with her new governess. Your uncle has sent a qualified lady from London. She comes highly recommended, and I believe Mrs. Annesley is acquainted with the lady,” Mr. Bennet informed to group. 
 
    “I believe your father is correct, Miss Lizzy. Mrs. Annesley did write a letter to your uncle suggesting a friend who had just lost her position as her charge married a few weeks ago,” Georgiana offered. 
 
    “I can see why Mary will be happy to reside here for a while. It will not be quiet at home with Lydia complaining about lessons and a governess, while Mama will bemoan remaining secluded and not being allowed to visit all her neighbors,” Elizabeth observed. 
 
    “Since our full mourning is not even half over, I believe it is best your mother remain at home and allow her friends and neighbors to visit her,” Mr. Bennet replied. “It is past time to make changes, and I realize it will not be easy, especially for me, but as head of the family, it is time I took some affirmative action and make our family more respectable. With Jane so advantageously married, and you . . .” He almost mentioned Mr. Darcy’s desires, but realized nothing official had been decided or declared, and it was not his place to inform his daughter about the man’s intentions. He quickly changed the direction of his previous comment, “You only returned to us, not just from being kidnapped but from experiencing the loss of your memory. You have healed physically, now you need time to heal emotionally from the trauma you experienced at the hands of a villain.” 
 
    All nodded in agreement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    (End of April and First of May) 
 
      
 
     The rest of April proved very quiet after Elizabeth’s return to Netherfield. Mary had been welcomed into her sister’s home, and Georgiana and Mary found ways to keep Elizabeth busy so she would not dwell on the events of the past. One of Mary’s greatest pleasures was practicing on the pianoforte at Netherfield for it was a better instrument than she had at home. In addition, both Georgiana and Elizabeth practiced with her. 
 
    In May, the Bennet sisters would finish their mourning, but Elizabeth felt she had not properly mourned the loss of her sister. All her other sisters would stop wearing dark colors, but Elizabeth decided she would wear greys and browns extending her time for an additional three weeks to properly mourn the sister whose death she had witnessed. 
 
    The beginning of May showed no signs of Mr. Collins’ whereabouts. Darcy’s aunt, Lady Catherine, had sent a reply stating she had not seen nor heard from Mr. Collins since he departed for Hertfordshire. She demanded her nephew locate her rector and return him to his parish. Darcy replied he had no knowledge of the man’s location, but an active search was underway to locate the man. He omitted all comments about the man being wanted for murder. 
 
    Georgiana also received a letter from Rosings but from her cousin. Anne wrote: 
 
    I am happy to say the new curate is a blessing to the community. He is a wonderful orator and happily he does not follow mother’s dictates. He writes his own sermons, and even though Mother has final approval of them, in her opinion, he completely ignores most of her suggestions. She keeps saying she will fire him, but until Mr. Collins returns, she cannot afford to lose him for no one else is willing to apply for the position. Even the bishop has warned Mother it was in her best interest to retain him for even he could not find another candidate willing to serve our parish. All the parishioners welcome Mr. Biltmore, for this is the curate’s name, and attendance on Sunday’s has greatly improved. I often hear others commenting on how wonderful his sermons are. They are uplifting and joyful. Maybe this is why Mother does not like them. She prefers lectures on how sinful the people are and how they must give up their sinful ways and become better tenants and community members. In other words, dear cousin, Mother wants everyone to do as she says. One day, I overheard Mother threatening Mr. Biltmore about replacing him. I wondered if he knew what his bishop had told Mother, for he told her she was welcome to try to replace him, but he knew most graduates from the seminary already heard about her reputation and were unwilling to assume a position in her keeping. He also told her he only took the position because he already had the offer of a living in another county when it finally comes open. I regretted hearing he would not stay if Mr. Collins did not return. Mother was furious and declared she would write the bishop about his disrespectful behavior and words, and he replied he would be happy to deliver her message personally since the bishop was due to visit him in four days' time. Mother said no more and dismissed him. She was angry the rest of day yelling at the servants. I was curious about what kind of reputation my mother had, so a day later, I paid a visit to Mr. Biltmore along with Mrs. Jenkinson. I asked him about Mother’s reputation. He informed me it was improper to eavesdrop on private conversations, but laughed as he said it. I knew he was only teasing. He did inform me most of the young men coming out of the seminary, and many who had been out for a while and looking for a living, had all heard about Mother’s overbearing and dictatorial manners. He said few clergymen are willing to bow down to such demands as they had heard about her making to those who had been hired by her in the past. He said most would not even take the post as curate under her control but would look for something more inviting and suitable. 
 
    Georgiana began to laugh at her cousin’s words, which caught her brother’s attention. 
 
    “What do you find so humorous?” He rose from his seat and walked over toward her. 
 
    “Anne’s latest letter.” She held up the letter. 
 
    “Is it something private between the two of you, or might you be willing to share it.” He took a seat nearer her. 
 
    Georgiana laughed recalling Anne’s comments. “She is not telling me anything in secret, and I doubt you will be surprised by her observations.” 
 
    Darcy just waited patiently for his sister to continue. 
 
    “Anne writes about the new curate filling in for Mr. Collins. He informed Aunt Catherine, when she threatened to dismiss him, no one else would be willing to take the position if she dismissed him. It seems Aunt Catherine has a poor reputation as a holder of a valuable living, and nobody wishes to be dictated to by her. Anne says he writes his own sermons and does not follow the changes Aunt Catherine demands he makes. Anne also says attendance at Sunday services has gone up since he has filled the curate position.” 
 
    “Might I read the letter when you have finished with it.” He motioned to the letter. 
 
    “I am more than willing to share Anne’s letter with you once I have finished reading it. I feel there is more levity to come as I continue to read,” she chuckled. 
 
    Darcy did look forward to reading what their cousin Anne had written, but was also surprised by the latter half of the letter. Two evenings later, he found time to speak to his sister alone about the contents of the letter. 
 
    “Georgiana,” he began as they sat down together in the small sitting room attached to her bedchamber. “What did you think of the rest of Anne’s letter?” 
 
    “I found it interesting. I think Anne would be happy to see Mr. Collins replaced by Mr. Biltmore. She seems to like him.” She observed. 
 
    “I agree with your observation, but I might add she likes him more than just as the curate or a replacement for Mr. Collins.” He frowned slightly at his suspicion. 
 
    “Do you think she is interested in him?” Georgiana sat facing him with her hand demurely resting in her lap as she had been taught. She had often wondered why ladies where supposed to keep their hands still while in the presence of company, especially young gentlemen. She had noticed during her course of stay at Netherfield that both Jane and Elizabeth would use their hands when they were extremely upset or highly amused. 
 
    “Do you not?” He wanted his sister’s honest input, so he reached out and clasped her hand in assurance of his desire for her observations. 
 
    “She did seem to speak highly of him, and I did get the impression she visits him more often than she ever visited any of the other rectors her mother hired. Do you suspect she is forming an attachment for him?” Georgiana looked thoughtfully at her brother. 
 
    “Yes, I believe it might be possible. We do not know, however, if he has the same feelings for Anne or if he would take advantage of her being an heiress. I would not want her to marry where her affections are not returned.” Of course, Darcy was not willing to offer for Anne just to deter her attentions from the gentleman either. He had other plans for his future, and they did not include Anne as his wife. 
 
    “No. She should be sure he feels at least as much for her as she feels for him. I agree with you, to marry only because the other sees the advantages of her wealth would end in unhappiness if not for both at least for Anne.” 
 
    “I think I will write our uncle about the possibility of Anne forming an attachment for this gentleman. Anne never mentions his age, but, since it appears he is only just out of the seminary, he might be younger than her.” Darcy added thoughtfully. 
 
    “Do you think he might be a fortune hunter?” Georgiana felt slightly sick remembering another fortune hunter who deceived her. 
 
    Darcy was unsure, but he thought his sister was thinking about her involvement with George Wickham the previous year. He would not mention her narrow escape, but he would write their uncle requesting his assistance. 
 
    He had already written to his uncle earlier in the year reminding him: 
 
    I feel no compulsion to marry Anne no matter how hard my aunt tries to push the idea. Anne and I have agreed we will never be suitable for each other, and we have both encouraged the other to find someone to make them happy. With this in mind, I have found a young lady who does make me happy. Unfortunately, she has suffered an injury, so I will not offer my proposal until after she has recovered from her injuries. Fitzwilliam has already met her, as has Georgiana. I do not know if your son wrote about his visit to Netherfield, but the lady is residing here until the doctor declares her fit to return home. Her name is Miss Elizabeth Bennet, and although you will not be familiar with her family, her father’s family has owned Longbourn for more than seven generations. I believe, once you meet her, you and aunt will find her an intelligent, witty, and respectable young lady. 
 
    He had opted not to write more about her family or relations deciding to leave those facts for later. He also wrote to his cousin, Colonel Fitzwilliam, declaring his intentions and requesting his assistance in assuring his parents about Miss Elizabeth’s stellar qualifications as Darcy’s future bride. 
 
      
 
    ************************* 
 
      
 
    May also brought about warmer weather, and one afternoon, Jane requested Elizabeth’s company on a walk around the garden. The gardens were the only acceptable area for walking for all the ladies at Netherfield. It kept them closer to the house thereby affording them better protection should Mr. Collins decide to attempt something. 
 
    “Lizzy,” Jane said as soon as they were away from the house and out of the hearing of the two footmen assigned to guard Elizabeth. “I have news of importance to share with you, but you must not tell anyone else until I say you may.” 
 
    Elizabeth, who was holding her sister’s arm, gripped it tighter. “Please let it be happy news. I do not think I am ready for melancholy news. My life has been too filled with sadness as it is.” Elizabeth teased; although, she truly hoped it was good news. 
 
    “I believe I am increasing,” Jane whispered, although no one was near enough to hear if she had spoken in a normal voice. 
 
    “Really? How can you tell?” Elizabeth knew few of the mechanics involved, but Aunt Gardiner had always been able to tell when she was expecting another child. Her aunt, however, had not shared with Elizabeth any of the signs to indicate such a joyous event. 
 
    “I wrote to Aunt Gardiner. She kindly sent back a list of possible symptoms. The most obvious one is the absence of my,” here her voice lowered significantly to say the word, “courses.” Elizabeth chuckled at Jane’s seeming hesitancy to say the word. Jane retaliated by slapping her arm lightly with her free hand before continuing. “Another one is being sick in the morning. I am experiencing both. It has been two months, and for the past week, I have been ill every morning. My maid has me eating dry toast and drinking weak tea every morning. She claims it helped her mother every time she was in a delicate condition, and her mother has had eight children.” 
 
    “Does Charles know?” Elizabeth asked but now in a more serious tone. 
 
    It had taken a while, but Elizabeth now felt comfortable referring to her new brother less formally. He had requested, more than two months ago, for her to call him Charles, but she had felt unable to comply with his request because she did not feel as if she knew anyone well enough to us their Christian names except for Jane and Mary. Now she was even able to address Georgiana less formally, but Mrs. Gunther and Mr. Darcy remained as they were; one because of Mrs. Gunther being so much older and the other because Elizabeth had no understanding with him but she was learning to respect him and see him as a good friend. 
 
    “I am waiting to feel the quickening before telling him. I do not wish to raise his hopes only to have something happen.” She replied softly. 
 
    “Then why are you telling me?” She loved the fact her sister had confided in her first, but she did not understand her sister’s reasoning. 
 
    “I need someone who will understand if I need to leave the room quickly because of my sickness. I must confess some foods Cook has served have turned my stomach because of their smell. Aunt warned me this could happen, but until recently, I had not believed her. Just yesterday, the fish at supper turned my stomach. I was almost forced to leave the table. In the coming weeks, if I do need to leave, you must give Charles a believable excuse for my quick removal. Maybe you could tell him I have had a touch of upset stomach, or some such excuse.” She seemed to be seeking Elizabeth’s agreement. 
 
    “How long do you believe you might feel this way?” Elizabeth desired to know how long she would have to lie to her new brother. 
 
    “Aunt said it could be a few days, or possibly a few weeks, or the rest of my time carrying the babe.” Jane shuddered slightly at the mention of the last part. 
 
    “Oh my! I didn’t realize it could last so long.” It surprised her. Elizabeth never remembered her aunt suffering such inconveniences throughout her entire confinement. “You should alter the menu so your cook does not serve items which cause you discomfort.” Elizabeth wisely saw the benefits of such an action. 
 
    “Charles might notice the change and ask awkward questions.” Jane did not like making such a decision without her husband’s approval, nor did she like the idea of lying if asked for a reason for the changes. 
 
    “Jane, you are the mistress of the house. If you change the menu, I doubt your husband will begin asking why. He will probably see it as a way you are finally assuming your role as the mistress of the household. I imagine Miss Bingley had a large say in the menus before your marriage, and I understand Mrs. Gunther acted as the hostess while you were taking care of me. Now I am recovered, it is only natural for you to assume your rightful role, and part of the role is making decisions about the menu. If he wonders about the changes, he might just put it down to you selecting your preferences rather the preferences chosen by others so far.” Elizabeth wanted to present the most logical reasoning, and this she felt was the most believable one to share with her sister. 
 
    Jane seemed to relax somewhat before replying. “I had not seen it in such a manner. You are correct. There were a number of choices I would have changed once I took over the management of the household. Maybe Charles will not question the changes. Thank you, Lizzy. I feel much better now that we have spoken.” 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled. “Aunt Gardiner once told me men generally do not question their wives’ decisions concerning the household, and they seldom ask questions when changes occur around the house. She said Uncle never questioned her when she made certain changes around the house until they were married a number of years and already had two children. She said he then began to learn why she made certain changes. She never mentioned what changes, but I would imagine one had to do with the menu for meals.” 
 
    “I will do as you suggest, then at least I would not suffer from the queasiness I experience now.” Jane was becoming more convinced Lizzy’s suggestion would prove helpful. Besides, she really did want to become more involved in running the household now her sister had finally recovered. 
 
    “Maybe your sickness will not last long,” Elizabeth offered reassuringly. 
 
    “Aunt says it is different for every lady, but it can be different for each child, as well. I could suffer for months with this child and then experience no sickness with the next. It does not make sense to me,” Jane shrugged her shoulders and then added, “but she would never tell me an untruth.” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled at her sister and patted the arm she held. “I promise to help whenever possible, but it will be very hard not to say something which might give away your condition.” Her smile grew larger and her hold on her sister’s arm increased just a little as her excitement rose. “I am going to be an aunt. How wonderful it sounds. Wait until Mary hears your news.” 
 
    Jane stopped walking as she stiffened. “Please, Lizzy! Do not tell her until I give you permission to. It is bad enough you know before Charles, but to have two of my sisters know before him might hurt his feelings. I want him to be as happy as I am when I finally share my secret with him.” 
 
    “Well, I hope the quickening happens soon. I might become so excited I forget myself and inadvertently say something I should not.” Elizabeth laughed excitedly. 
 
    “Lizzy!” Jane lightly slapped Elizabeth’s arm with her free hand. “Do not tease me so. If I thought I could not trust you with my secret, I would not have shared it with you.” 
 
    Elizabeth sobered as she replied, “Dearest Jane. I promise I will keep your secret until you are ready to share it, but I am going to watch over you carefully so you do not harm my nephew or niece. I will be the best mother hen following you around to make sure you are taking care of both of you.” 
 
    Jane giggled. “Lizzy, you have always watched out for my welfare. How can I ever thank you?” 
 
    “By staying safe,” she replied with a large grin. “Now, I believe you have walked enough and you should sit down and rest.” So saying, Elizabeth turned them both back toward the house. 
 
    “What am I going to do with you?” Jane giggled following her sister’s lead. “I hope Charles is not this overprotective after I tell him about the newest family member.” 
 
    Both ladies walked into the house laughing and were met by both Bingley and Darcy who were interested in knowing what made the ladies so happy. 
 
    “It is a beautiful day, I remember who I am, and I have family and friends who care for me and are watching over my safety,” Elizabeth replied with an extra smile at her sister. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    (Second Week of May) 
 
      
 
    May progressed slowly. Elizabeth continued to keep a close watch on Jane. Many others kept a close watch on Elizabeth not wanting anything or anyone else to harm her. One particularly warm sunny afternoon, Elizabeth was out walking the back garden enjoying the cool breeze while the sun shone down on her. She had wandered to the back of the garden where it met the trees from the woods beyond. With the house still in sight, she did not worry about her safety. She kept her two footmen in her line of sight but not close enough for them to hear her when she began talking to herself, something she was prone to when thinking seriously about a concern or problem. This particular afternoon, she was trying to decide whether to visit her mother and sister Lydia for she had not seen either since she regained her memory. 
 
    “December is the last time I saw either, and the last thing Mama said was how I had let the family down. How I had not fulfilled my duty to the family by marrying my cousin. Will she still hold it against me after what he did? Will she blame me for Kitty’s death saying if I had married him, he would not have killed Kitty or attacked me? How could I marry a man capable of such violence?” So many thoughts and so much guilt still plagued her. “I am not sorry I rejected him,” she said with feeling. “If he would do such things to someone he claims he loves, what would he do to someone who he discovers is revolted by him? By his touch?” 
 
    She shivered remembering how he tried to touch her, and she wrapped her arms protectively around her body. 
 
    “Would Mama still be as hostile toward me as she was then? Would she blame me for Lydia being required to have a governess?” 
 
    Elizabeth’s chuckle was caused less by humor than by open agreement with the need for Lydia to learn how to behave as a properly brought up lady. Visions of Lydia’s overly flirtatious and inappropriate actions came to mind. How could their mother condone such behavior in any of her daughters? 
 
    “She is her favorite, but you would think she would want her to act more like Jane rather than some lady of loose morals. She always praises Jane’s exemplary behavior, yet encourages Lydia’s improper ones. How can she encourage something so vulgar? Does she not realize how unrefined Lydia’s manners are? Is she so blind to the shortcomings of her favorite daughter?” 
 
    Completely lost in her argument and thoughts, she walked nearer to the tree line than she had meant to. Too many emotions and thoughts cluttered her mind. Then, out of the corner of her eye, Elizabeth saw a flash of red coming toward her through the trees. Screaming was her first reaction. Her screams caused the two footmen to rush to her side, but she also noticed the red coat also running toward her. This triggered her fearful memories causing her to scream again. Before she finished, Mr. Darcy was beside her and the person in the red coat appeared from out of the trees. 
 
    “I’m sorry, so very sorry. I really am sorry,” she heard herself saying. She felt as if she could not apologize enough for her reaction. 
 
    “Miss Bennet.” Mr. Wickham said as he walked up to her. “What frightened you?” He, as well as the others, was baffled by her reaction. 
 
    “It was the coat,” she said pointing to Mr. Wickham. “Your coat. I thought Mr. Collins had come back for me. All I saw was the red coat.” Her voice trembled from the fear she experienced, and she felt embarrassed by her over reaction. 
 
    “Maybe you should leave, Wickham. Your presence does not seem welcomed at the moment,” Mr. Darcy said less than politely. 
 
    “No.” Elizabeth protested. “It is not Mr. Wickham’s fault. It is mine. I overreacted.” Elizabeth felt foolish, but also realized the fear she experienced was real. 
 
    “Darcy, as you well know, I am many things, and I imagine Miss Bennet is now aware of my many faults as well,” he gave her a slight smile but then focused back on Darcy, “but I am not a murderer. I would never dishonor my father or yours by something as reprehensible as murdering an innocent young lady.” Wickham declared. He then turned to speak directly to Elizabeth. “Miss Bennet, I did not mean to frighten you, but when I saw you, I worried about your safety. I know a murderer is still around somewhere, and I did not know if you had any protection nearby.” Looking toward the two footmen, he added, “I am happy to see I was wrong.” 
 
    “You are forgiven for this incident, Mr. Wickham, and I do know about your many faults,” Elizabeth told him. “Had I been a Bennet son rather than daughter, I would have called you out for what occurred between you and my youngest sister.” 
 
    “Dueling is illegal,” Mr. Wickham retorted but had a slight smile. 
 
    “With anything but fists it is,” she quickly replied. 
 
    “Miss Bennet, I am hardly afraid of you. It would be easy to overpower you,” Mr. Wickham warned with a laugh. 
 
    “As a female I am weak, but were I male, I would not be. In addition, I am not unfamiliar with fighting.” She defended herself. 
 
    “I do not wish to bring up such a subject, but you were attacked.” He reminded her but at least he did not continue to smile. 
 
    With Georgiana’s story still in her thoughts, she realized Mr. Wickham reminded her of a snake especially when he smiled. 
 
    “Correct, Mr. Wickham,” Elizabeth’s voice took on a hard edge. “I was, and had the man been leaner, the fight might have ended much differently.” She forced herself not to shudder at the memory of the event. She would not show weakness to this man. “You see, I am more agile and quicker than he will ever be, but his weight was to his advantage. He outweighed me by many stones, so when he fell on me, I could not push his excessiveness off me.” She declared. 
 
    “Wickham, it is best if you just leave,” Darcy warned. He could see the conversation was upsetting Miss Elizabeth, and he would not allow it to continue. 
 
    Mr. Wickham bowed to Miss Elizabeth, and then turned back to Mr. Darcy. “I was commissioned to speak with you and Mr. Bingley. Colonel Forster wishes to know the name of the village where you lost track of Mr. Collins. He intends to begin backtracking the man’s movements from there. He believes Mr. Collins must have taken another road somewhere between the two villages.” 
 
    “If you believe you will be safe, I will direct Wickham inside,” Darcy more or less asked her permission. 
 
    “I will be fine now, Mr. Darcy.” She offered with a slight smile of reassurance. 
 
    “If you will follow me, Bingley and I will give you directions to share with the colonel.” Darcy then turned and walked quickly toward the house leaving Elizabeth in the protections of the two footmen. 
 
    The two men walked off and Elizabeth was left with her two guards. She was shaken by her experience and by the conversation with Mr. Wickham. She had known how to fight, she reminded herself, which is why Mr. Collins did not walk away without visible signs on his person of their encounter, but she had been right when she said he outweighed her. She remembered the suffocating feeling of him lying on top of her and forcing the air out of her lungs. The memory was so vivid, she shuddered ever more. She had not realized she had also turned extremely pale, but the footmen had noticed her loss of color. 
 
    “Miss Bennet,” one of the footmen began, “Are you well?” 
 
    She wanted to reassure him she was fine, but she could not lie. “It was the unexpectedness of the seeing his red coat,” she explained. “I will be fine. I just need time to overcome my . . .,” she did not want to say fear, but it truthfully was what she felt. “I believe I will return to the house,” she decided to say. 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” the men replied in unison as they followed her. 
 
    She needed no more of that kind of excitement. To offset her fears, she searched out Georgiana and Mary and requested they practice with her. She knew music would help calm her as well as focus her thoughts on something besides Mr. Collins. Her conflicted thoughts about visiting her mother and sister she would revisit another day. 
 
      
 
    ************************* 
 
      
 
    The days following her shock at seeing Mr. Wickham’s red coat found Mr. Darcy spending more time with her. They were often bent over the chess table trying to out maneuver each other, and many times, a game would last two days while they tried every skillful strategic move they knew in order to out maneuver their opponents. Sometimes Georgiana and Mary would watch while Darcy and Elizabeth stared thoughtfully at the board trying to determine their next move. 
 
    One particularly long interval of deep thought by the two opponents caused Georgiana to say to Mary, “I do not think I would enjoy playing chess. I believe I would get a headache from thinking so hard, and in the end, what does it matter. It is only a game.” 
 
    Her comment caused Elizabeth to laugh breaking her own concentration, but she replied, “Sometimes, Georgiana, chess is like life. If you do not take the time to think carefully about your next move or decision, you will find yourself making a serious error.” 
 
    Elizabeth had not meant to apply her comment to Georgiana’s error concerning Mr. Wickham, but for Georgiana, it did just that. 
 
    “You are right, Lizzy.” Georgiana had finally agreed to drop the ‘Miss’ in front of Lizzy’s name. “If I had been more careful in my own thought process, I might have realized something was not right.” 
 
    Even though it was an extremely vague reply, Elizabeth instantly knew what Georgiana was referring to. She could not say anything aloud because Mary did not know about the event, but Elizabeth just reached out, took the girls hand, squeezed it, and gave her a broad understanding sympathetic smile. She was pleased Georgian had been sitting next to her. 
 
    “I know. We could all claim the same thing at times.” Elizabeth replied. 
 
    Mary and Darcy gave them both a confused look, but Georgiana and Elizabeth just continued to smile knowingly at each other. 
 
    Becoming quickly bored watching a thinking contest, Mary suggested, “Maybe we need to practice our duet again. I would like to play it this evening after supper.” 
 
    “We shall go and practice then,” Georgiana agreed, and both girls rose gracefully from their seats and departed from the room. 
 
    Darcy sat back in his chair and asked, “Might you fill me in on what I missed?” 
 
    Elizabeth looked around to make sure they were alone before saying, “Some time back, Georgiana shared a story with me. It was about something she had done and felt sorry about later. I believe her revelation caused me to speak for the first time since the attack.” 
 
    Darcy frowned at her use of the word ‘attack’. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy, do not be upset with your sister. She needed someone to speak to, and I believe she felt safe sharing with me because of the state I was in.” She could not allow him to be angry with his sister for sharing something so private and sensitive. She could understand Georgiana’s need to talk about the event especially with another lady. 
 
    “I am not upset with my sister,” he assured her. 
 
    “Then you must be upset with me for knowing about the incident,” she countered. 
 
    “No. It is not what you think. I am not upset with either of you about what happened last spring. I am upset about . . ..” He paused knowing to confess the word ‘attack’ upset him would sound foolish. “It is just . . .” he was carefully searching for the right words. “We all tried so hard to avoid using that word around you for fear of it upsetting you more.” 
 
    “What word?” Elizabeth was confused by the comment. 
 
    “Attack. None of us wanted to remind you about what you suffered.” 
 
    His look showed her his concern, and she smiled because she realized how much he cared about her feelings. She reached out and took his hand. “Mr. Darcy, just like your sister, this is something I need to speak about in order to overcome my fears of the event. Yes, it is hard for me to remember what happened, as well as to remember the pain and loss, which accompanied Mr. Collins’ attack. To try to ignore it, however, is not something healthy. Healthy means getting the feelings out and overcoming them. This is what your sister needed as well, and I happened to be a safe person for her to share with. I guess I surprised her when I spoke to her, but if I remember correctly, my voice was extremely soft, and it hurt to talk so the words must have sounded . . ..” She had to think of how they might have really sounded and struggled to find the right words. “Maybe,” she finally continued, “they sounded like the wheels on a gravel road. Course and rough.” She looked at him carefully to see if he understood what she meant. 
 
    “I think I understand,” he finally replied. “When you first spoke to the rest of us, your voice did not sound like you. There was a roughness to it, and sometimes one had to listen carefully to hear what you said. Dr. Franklin claimed it was because of the swelling caused by . . ..” He wondered if she remembered Mr. Collins had tried to strangle her, and if it was right for him to remind her of the horrendous act. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy, you can say it. You cannot undo it by refusing to mention it. Mr. Collins tried to strangle me, and if Mr. Bingley had not come when he did, I would have died.” 
 
    She had faced the truth of the situation since the return of her memory. She had also learned from Jane why Charles happened to be in the area at the time. She had already thanked him for rescuing her, and she told him how pleased she was for thinking about her when he wanted to learn the truth about her sister’s feelings. She had declared, “It proves you are a good and wise man,” which caused him to smile boarder than she had ever seen him smile before. She thought, at the time, it must be how one looked when their ego was highly flattered. 
 
    “You are correct. If I could undo the event, I would, but, as you pointed out, there is no going back, only forward. Might I request our friendship to continue forward as well?” Darcy actually hoped to forward more than a friendship, but he was not willing to overstep his progress. One false step, and he would lose the good feelings he had already shared with her. 
 
    “Friendship, Mr. Darcy? Are we only friends?” She maintained a serious look in an attempt to get him to open up more. She had spent many hours contemplating why he had remained to help with her recovery, even going as far as bringing his sister to Netherfield. 
 
    “I hope we are friends. Do you question my wanting to be your friend?” He feared he might have pushed too hard too fast. 
 
    “I thought we had passed the friendship stage. I seem to remember some words about admiration, fine eyes, a pleasing smile, and a witty personality. Maybe there was also something about being surprisingly intelligent as well.” This time she could not maintain her serious demeanor, so she allowed a small smile to slip through. 
 
    “You remember all that do you?” He questioned, but he too allowed a smile to appear. 
 
    “Yes. I seem to remember those words, and I believe you were the one who spoke them.” She replied allowing her smile to grow. 
 
    “Maybe, Miss Bennet, I was speaking about your sister,” he too allowed his smile to grow. 
 
    Elizabeth knew the moment his words turned into a tease, and it pleased her. “Jane has been declared many things, but never witty or intelligent.” Realizing what she said could be taken wrong, she hastily added, “Although she has never been called silly or unintelligent.”  
 
    Hearing her own words, she realized how wrong they sounded and she began to laugh. She had never been at a loss for turning a neat phrase, but for some reason, her words were not coming out properly.  Her laughter caused Darcy to laugh in return. 
 
    When he was finally under control again, he replied, “No one would ever believe Mrs. Bingley was not intelligent, but I will confess her knowledge is not as extensive as yours is.” 
 
    “Yes. Mama always warned me gentleman do not like intelligent women, and they definitely do not marry intelligent women. They also avoid impertinent ones as well.” 
 
    “I think your mother is completely wrong, for this gentleman has fallen deeply in love with a lady who is both intelligent and impertinent. In addition, she does have fine eyes, is caring, loving, and forgiving as well as witty and an excellent chess partner.” 
 
    “You really believe I am all those things?” Elizabeth felt extremely flattered and then blushed as she realized he had declared he was deeply in love with her. She wondered if he realized his confession. 
 
    “I never mentioned the lady’s name,” Darcy teased, but he had missed his use of the words ‘deeply in love’ even though it was how he felt. 
 
    Elizabeth played along by putting an extremely pretty pout on her lips, and Darcy could not resist the temptation she presented him, so he stood up, carefully leaned forward to avoid disrupting the chess pieces and kissed her divinely tempting lips, an unusually bold move for him. 
 
    The kiss between Darcy and Elizabeth was not disrupted even when Jane walked in the room. She witnessed the kiss, but instead of saying anything, she quietly backed out of the room. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth, Elizabeth,” he said as he sat back in his chair as his being flooded with the depths of his emotions for her. 
 
    His deep husky tone sent shivers through her, and she did not want her delightful feelings to stop. She said nothing, but anxiously awaited his next words. 
 
    “Marry me?” 
 
    He was not telling her, she knew, he was asking, but she had expected more. Maybe she thought he should have said more because of the vague memories of her time not connecting with the world. They called it ‘shock’, but she referred to it as her time away. Away from the world, away from the pain, and away from the memories – happy, sad, or otherwise – she was not ready to face, but she had not been completely shut off from what was happening around her; she just could not or maybe would not respond to any of it. 
 
    She remembered him telling her, ‘I must confess how ardently I love you, but it has not been easy for me to admit my feelings. At first, I found your family unacceptable because of their behavior. I guess you are aware of their faults, but since they are your family, you have learned to accept those imperfections. Unfortunately, it was not just your family’s behavior, which concerned me, it was your family’s social position. I found it far below the qualifications I thought I had to find in a bride. You must think me overly proud, but I believed my family expected more from me. Maybe I expected more of my choice as well. Maybe you will hate me if you ever know the truth, but I feel you should understand why I did not declare myself earlier.’ 
 
    As she remembered his confession, she wished she could have seen his face as he spoke. Was he relieved he had not spoken earlier or did he regret an opportunity he might have lost had she died? 
 
    In all honesty, she could not refute his words against her family because he had been right about her recognition of said faults, but as to accepting them he had been wrong. She did not accept them; she had only learned to live with them and wish they would learn to improve. 
 
    He had continued with his objections to a match with her. ‘I also had to consider your lack of connections. From my earliest years, my relatives had instilled in me the need to marry a young lady with wealth and valuable connections. They even stressed someone from a titled family should be much sought after.’ 
 
    She was glad at the time she could not talk for she would have berated him for his disparagement of her family. She might have declared how arrogant and prideful she had found his behavior. She even realized, slightly shocked, she might have declared his behavior ungentlemanlike. 
 
    She then remembered more of his declaration. ‘As I look back at my objections, I can only laugh at myself. I have no need of extra wealth, and I do not find mixing socially an enjoyable pastime. I prefer the country to town life, so wanting a lady who preferred town and a social life was self-defeating to my own happiness. I realized how foolish I had been and began to reexamine my feelings and your qualifications.’ 
 
    As she remembered much of his confessions, she was amazed at his analytical approach to his considerations about marriage. He was much like her when she finally faced serious matters without first rushing to hasty conclusions. 
 
    He had then gone on to declare, ‘I wanted so many times to tell you how I felt but I did not wish to raise your expectations. I left believing I could forget about you, but the separation only made you more desirable. When Bingley arrived requesting the name of a qualified physician and relating the murder of one Bennet sister and the attack and injury to another, my heart nearly stopped beating. Had you been the murder victim, I do not know what I would have done for suddenly I realized I could not go on with life if you had been taken away from me forever.’ 
 
    Examining his reasons against a marriage to her from a more logical less emotional standpoint, she realized they made sense to her. Maybe the reason had not made sense right away, but with time to recall his words, she realized he had examined all of it rationally. She could understand his hesitation to align himself to her family. Having had the time to know him better before she made any response to his current declaration helped her to realize an important trait of his.  He took time to weigh all the pros and cons of a question before he made his final decision. 
 
    She was surprised to realize she must have internally and subconsciously considered all he had shared even before the return of her memories about him, about her, and about her family. Finally, his reason for marrying her touched her heart and her soul, as she again recalled his list of her admirable traits. She had not believed he could be a man of such deep emotions. She remembered thinking him a shallow, heartless, selfish, prideful man, but realized he was much more. All her recollections took less then ten seconds; she still faced him across the chessboard and the look of hope had not left his face. 
 
    Before answering, however, she looked deep within her for her feelings about him and discovered she respected him and even held him in deep affections. Briefly, she wondered, ‘Is this love? If he were to leave and never return, would I miss him? Would I miss his company, the sound of his voice, his companionship, his protection?’ She felt something shift within her as she thought about his no longer being near her. And then, she realized, ‘Yes. Without realizing it, I have fallen in love with him.’ 
 
    “Yes,” she replied simply and only loud enough for him to hear her. 
 
    His joy at her reply made him glow, and she believed his look could out shine the afternoon sun. Her heart swelled with satisfaction knowing she caused      such happiness as she saw.  Darcy watched as Elizabeth gracefully rose from her chair, rounded the table to stand beside him, and leaned in for a kiss; a kiss meant to seal their agreement. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    (Second Week of May, Same day) 
 
      
 
    The rap on the door brought them quickly apart, and the footman opened the door declaring, “Mr. Bennet to see Miss Bennet.” 
 
    It had been too short a kiss in Darcy’s opinion, but as Elizabeth gracefully rose for the chair, he enjoyed watching her lithe smooth glide as she moved to greet her father pleased with the picture she presented. 
 
    “Papa. I did not expect you today.” Elizabeth said as she took his hand. 
 
    Together they walked to the settee, but Mr. Bennet bowed to Darcy, who also stood at the gentleman’s entrance and bowed in return, and then took a seat relinquishing his daughter’s hand. Darcy and Elizabeth also took a seat but not beside each other as they might have desired. 
 
    “I have come to take you home.” He was smiling more than she had seen in the past. 
 
    “Is it safe for Miss Elizabeth to return home?” Darcy had no wish for her to leave Netherfield. Her acceptance of his hand in marriage prompted his desire to keep her near him. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied simply with a smile to both. 
 
    “What about Mr. Collins, Papa? Will the footmen travel to Longbourn with us?” Elizabeth looked confusedly at her father. She too felt unsure about leaving Netherfield and Mr. Darcy. 
 
    “No. Their assistance is no longer necessary.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet’s smile grew and Elizabeth realized he held back information, his way of teasing through omission. She had seen him do it many times in the past especially with her mother and her younger sisters. 
 
    “Tell us, Papa. Stop teasing and reveal what you are hiding.” Elizabeth demanded. 
 
    Darcy noticed her serious tone, and her words came out as a command and as a warning she would not stand for any prevarication on the part of her father. Mr. Bennet also noted his daughter’s tone, and he knew not to withhold information.  
 
    “Mr. Collins has been found.” He bothered not to mince words and blurted out the facts. 
 
    “Has he been incarcerated by the constable? Has a trial been decided upon?” Darcy needed all the information to make sure his fiancée would be completely safe from the man. 
 
    “No to both your questions, Mr. Darcy. There will be no trial.” He watched their shocked expressions, and then saw the anger building on Mr. Darcy’s face while his daughters began to reflect fear. His daughter’s fear caused him to quickly add, “Mr. Collins was found dead, so you have no need to fear him ever again, Lizzy.” Mr. Bennet had leaned toward her and taken both her hands in his as he spoke the last. 
 
    “Dead?” Elizabeth and Darcy spoke in unison; both were shocked. 
 
    “Yes. Colonel Forster and his men followed the road back toward the last village where he was seen. They finally found a small track leading off into the woods. They decided to follow it looking for any sign of a coach traveling the road. The road was poorly maintained, according to the colonel. He credited Mr. Wickham with locating the coach. It seems it had gone over an embankment, a rather steep one from how the colonel described it, and at the bottom were the remains of a coach.” Mr. Bennet squeezed both Elizabeth’s hands, which he still held, before adding the rest. “Underneath the coach, they found Mr. Collins’ body. The colonel suspects he did not die instantly.” 
 
    Elizabeth detached her hands from her father’s placing them in her lap. She did not know how to react to that particular piece of information. Was it right to feel satisfied a man who tried to kill her had suffered before dying or should she feel sorry for his suffering? She would keep the question to herself, but her agitation caused her to rise, walk toward a window, and gaze out at the landscape. 
 
    “The coach must have gone over the edge and rolled a few times. From the damage to it described by one of his men, it must have landed on Mr. Collins.” Mr. Bennet spoke loud enough so Elizabeth could hear from her location at the window. He knew she needed distance away from them to think so he had not joined her. “He was pinned and unable to move himself or the coach.” He directed his next words to Mr. Darcy. “I imagine you and your cousin did not see the road as you passed it for the colonel mentioned it was partially hidden by overhanging branches and overgrown brush. He believed it was a seldom-used road. How Mr. Collins had found it is questionable, unless he had some prior knowledge of it before hand. It is useless to speculate since there is no way to question anyone about his motives or thinking.” 
 
    “I will need to send my aunt an express informing her about his death.” Darcy informed them. 
 
    “Will you tell her he was a murderer?” Elizabeth asked from her place at the window. She had thought about this quite a bit but had not asked him if he had informed his aunt about her sister’s murder or about Mr. Collins’ involvement in it. 
 
    “No. I saw no purpose in sharing his vile actions. She would only have declared it impossible for a man of the cloth to commit such a heinous crime. Unless it appears in the papers about his role in Miss Catherine’s death, I see no reason to share it with my aunt. Let her hear he died in an accident and nothing more.” Darcy could not honestly hold his aunt accountable for the man’s actions, and he wondered if she could ever have suspected the man was capable of such an abhorrent deed. 
 
    “I would prefer to name him as the killer of my daughter to the entire world, but for what purpose. It will be enough for our neighbors to know the murderer has been found dead and will not return to harm anyone else’s daughters.” Mr. Bennet declared. 
 
    Elizabeth agreed with her father and her new fiancé, and thinking about Mr. Darcy in such a role, she realized he needed a private moment with her father. 
 
    “If you two will excuse me, I would like to find Jane and share the news with her.” She gave Mr. Darcy an extra joyful smile as a hint about the news she really wanted to share, and then she curtsied to both gentlemen before leaving the room. 
 
    “Mr. Bennet, might I have a few moments of your time?” Darcy would not wait to request Mr. Bennet’s permission to marry Elizabeth. They had discussed the possibility when Mr. Bennet questioned him about his motives for being at Netherfield, so he knew the man had to know the moment was coming. 
 
    Mr. Bennet nodded his agreement and motioned Mr. Darcy to take a seat nearer him. Before him, he saw a man in love and quite happy, joyful even. He knew Mr. Darcy would be asking for Lizzy’s hand in marriage, but he wondered if Lizzy truly loved this man. Both he and Lizzy had once believed the man too proud and aloof, but over the months of Lizzy’s recovery, he had seen another side to Mr. Darcy. The man he discovered pleased him, and he just hoped his Lizzy had seen this more pleasing side of the gentleman as well. 
 
    Mr. Bennet smiled as he formed his words, “Just what are you going to propose to me, sir?” 
 
    Darcy laughed at the man’s word play. “The proposal was actually offered to your daughter, and she has made me the happiest of men by accepting my hand in marriage. From you, I wish to ask your permission and blessing.” 
 
    “Had you asked before December’s event, I would have said no because I knew Lizzy did not respect or admire you. I have noticed, however, her feelings changing for you.” Mr. Bennet looked at the chess table and a thought occurred to him. He got up, moved over to the board, examined the pieces, and then asked. “Who is winning?” 
 
    Darcy also rose and joined Mr. Bennet. “I would say we are evenly matched at the moment. It could go either way,” Darcy said feeling confident he could eventually win the game. 
 
    “She will checkmate you in five moves,” Mr. Bennet declared. 
 
    Darcy frowned and carefully examined the pieces before replying, “I do not see the possibility.” 
 
    “No, you might not, but I have played with Lizzy longer than you have, and I have seen this strategy before. She will sacrifice her queen causing you to make a move, which will allow her to checkmate your king.” 
 
    He looked closer wondering how such a maneuver was possible, and then felt sure she would never sacrifice her queen in such a risky manner. “I still do not see how?” He declared. 
 
    “Look closer, look beyond the known and examine how each piece could become a risk to your king especially if she made the sacrifice.” 
 
    Darcy looked closer and made multiple moves in his head until he finally saw how she could do just as her father claimed. Mr. Bennet saw the instant the young man figured out how it could be done. 
 
    “I would never have conceived of such a maneuver,” he declared. He felt awed by her deductive reasoning in manipulating such a trap. “In all the games we have played, she has never made such a move before.” 
 
    “I showed you this so you will fully comprehend you are not marrying a docile compliant wife. Lizzy will continually challenge you; she will not bend to your will like many young ladies who have been taught their husbands will rule over them. If you try to force your will on her, she will fight back. I am hoping you fully comprehend what a marvelous individual you will be marrying.” Mr. Bennet’s look revealed his determination for Darcy to understand his deep concern about his daughter’s future. 
 
    Darcy smiled broadly. “I have known for some time she is unlike any other lady I have ever encountered. My wealth, social standing, nor connections swayed her into seeing me as acceptable. She has always been a challenge, and I believe, she intentionally took an opposite position in some arguments just to see if she could sway my opinion in her direction. I can assure you, Mr. Bennet, I have no wish for a docile, compliant wife. I want one who will challenge me when I need challenging and stand beside me in support when I need it.” 
 
    “Good. I am happy we agree on this point. Acknowledging her finer points and accepting them relieves my worries for her future. You will also have to understand, Lizzy will not make sacrifices, such as this,” he indicated the board, “unless she believes it will help someone she loves. In the case of this game, the queen is only a way for her to achieve her goal, and its loss would have hurt no one but her. In the case of Mr. Collins, had Elizabeth realized her refusal of his proposal would have led to her sister’s death, she would have accepted him unless she could have found another way to protect her sister.” 
 
    “That man proposed to Elizabeth?” Darcy felt a rage within him at the thought of Elizabeth married to such a vile and violent man. He was further angered by the thought of the dangerous position she would have been in had she sacrificed herself in marriage to such a man as Mr. Collins. 
 
    “Yes, but my consent would still have been needed. No matter what my wife had promised, I would never have consented, not even if Lizzy had accepted him. I very much doubt I would have allowed him to wed any of my daughters. I just wish I had seen his violent nature.” Mr. Bennet shook his head at his lack of insight into the man. 
 
    “But such a man!” Darcy was still seething. His beloved could never have married someone as contemptible as Mr. Collins turned out to be. 
 
    “Had I known my cousin was capable of such depravity, I would never have allowed him in my home, and especially anywhere near my daughters. I knew the moment I read his letter the man was a fool.” Mr. Bennet grimaced at the memory and at his foolishness for having laughed at the man’s letter. “The bulk of his missive praised his noble patroness and expounded on her command to heal the breech existing between our families. His comment about offering an olive branch was an obvious indication he meant to marry one of my daughters. I had already decided it would never happen.” Mr. Bennet shook his head. “No, despite her mother’s plans, Lizzy remained safe from marrying him. I knew he would never make her happy, and she could never learn to respect, much less love, such a foolish man. Besides, it was believed Jane would save the family by marrying Mr. Bingley. A casual observer might think I pay little attention to my family, but I see more than most know, with the exception of Lizzy, however, for she is more knowledgeable about how much attention I actually pay to events happening with my family.” 
 
    “But Bingley did not propose to her before leaving Netherfield after his ball.” Darcy pointed out and felt the guilt of his involvement in the desertion. 
 
    “Yes. I had not known about his intention to remain in town until Jane received the letter from Miss Bingley declaring it. Poor Jane was heartbroken, but only Lizzy and I were aware of her deeper feelings. Jane, you must understand, does not wear her heart upon her sleeve like so many other young ladies.” Mr. Bennet smiled sadly at his lack of becoming more involved while the younger man had been in the neighborhood. Maybe if he had spoken to Mr. Bingley about his intentions when he noticed the amount of attention the gentleman had shown his daughter, events might have evolved differently, but then he remembered Bingley was the one to save Elizabeth’s life. 
 
    “I wish I had known.” He truly regretted his words to Bingley. He had almost caused heartbreak to two people who deserved so much more from him. “I feel I must tell you about my part in Bingley’s decision.” It was only right to confess his fault. The man would be his father-in-law and deserved the truth. 
 
    “There is no need, Mr. Bingley revealed everything to me when he first asked for my daughter’s hand in marriage. I am grateful to him for not listening to your advice or his sister’s admonitions against Jane. If he had not taken the initiative to come and speak to Lizzy about Jane’s feelings, I would have lost two daughters rather than one.” Mr. Bennet, again, shook his head sadly in remembrance. 
 
    “I too am grateful he did not listen to me. I had not realized how much I loved your daughter until I thought I might lose her forever.” Darcy frowned at the thought. 
 
    “It is funny how we can blind ourselves to the truth until it is almost too late to take action. We are both grateful Mr. Bingley loved Jane enough to return seeking the truth.” Mr. Bennet wisely pointed out. 
 
    “I do sincerely offer my apology for my role in almost ruining the happiness of two very deserving people.” 
 
    “It is in the past.” Mr. Bennet, in an uncharacteristic move, reached out and patted the younger man’s hand much like a father would do to reassure a son. “As Lizzy always reminds me, we should remember the pleasures of the past, and I feel she is right. I always try to remember the good and put aside the bad, for the bad cannot be undone, but the good can bring more pleasure.” 
 
    “I will remember that, for I believe it would be useful to me as well.” Darcy chuckled softly before adding, “I want to begin creating many good memories with your daughter, memories which will stay with me through the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Good.” Mr. Bennet sat up straighter resolved to enjoy the rest of their talk. “I think we understand each other. Now I can freely give you my permission and my blessing. I imagine you would like a short engagement, but I must warn you, Mrs. Bennet will demand a lavish wedding, for she missed being able to plan the perfect wedding for Jane.” 
 
    “I, myself, would prefer a quiet wedding. I am sure Elizabeth feels the same way. Since you are in half mourning for Miss Catherine, maybe we could arrange to have the wedding in two or three weeks.” Darcy suggested hopefully. 
 
    “I think I can persuade Mrs. Bennet to agree. She will, however, want to make a trip to London to purchase Lizzy’s trousseau, and she will probably demand Jane’s company on the trip. I imagine she would like to provide Jane with a few items as well. Of course, my brother and sister-in-law will be happy to host my family, so there will be no problem there.” Mr. Bennet added. 
 
    “If they leave soon, I will convey them in my coach. I will need to return to London to have the settlement papers drawn up, and I would like to be near Elizabeth while she is in London.” Darcy had plans to enjoy his time in London,  and with the threat of Mr. Collins out of the way, he knew it would be a joyful time for them all. 
 
    Mr. Bennet chuckled. “I am not surprised, young man. Believe it or not, I was young once, and I loved my wife. I still love her even though she is trying at times. I will have to warn any young man who offers for Lydia’s hand that he will need to curb her silliness right from the start of their married life or he will end up with not only a silly wife but silly daughters as well.” 
 
    Darcy, despite the fact he agreed with the silliness of Mrs. Bennet and Lydia, still chuckled as he added, “You did end up with two extremely bright and intelligent daughters, as well.” 
 
    “I will take it as a compliment, but I wish I had continued my efforts to raise bright daughters. I must confess, after Mary’s birth, I realized there might never be any son, so I gave up my efforts and allowed my wife to take over the education of the younger girls. I was fortunate with Lizzy. She would not allow me to stop her education, and Jane was always such a sensible child she failed to follow her mother’s silliness.” 
 
    The gentlemen’s conversation stopped when Elizabeth and Jane entered the room. Congratulations were offered to Elizabeth from her father who declared, “I know you will find great happiness with the gentleman you have chosen to marry. I also know he will find you willing to challenge and correct him whenever he has need of it.” 
 
    Elizabeth blushed at her father’s words, but Darcy only laughed. Jane then congratulated Mr. Darcy on making a wise choice and said, “You will never regret marrying my sister. I believe you will both find the love and happiness you deserve.” 
 
    Mr. Bennet, as he watched the scene, had only one regret. He had to return home and inform Mrs. Bennet about the wedding. He did not look forward to the squeals of delight or the plethora of discussion to come about lace, ribbons, silks, and flowers. ‘You will not have a quiet homecoming, my dear daughter,’ he thought to himself, but he still smiled as he thought about the bright, loving, and protected future she would have with Mr. Darcy. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    (May 18th) 
 
      
 
    Mr. Bennet had been correct about the need to travel to London for Elizabeth’s trousseau, but the proposed trip to London presented another upheaval in the Bennet home. Lydia was most adamant she too should be allowed to accompany her mother and sisters to town. She argued her need to obtain new gowns while in London. She advanced the idea that with two sisters married she should, once again, be allowed out in society, but her father, firmly ensconced in his rightful parental role, vetoed the demand. He warned his youngest daughter she would not be allowed into society until she could prove she could curtail her wild and silly behavior and behave as a proper young lady should. He also added she would further have to demonstrate in improvements by being able to hold a sensible conversation with her father for, at least, one-half hour everyday including the Sabbath. This prerequisite caused a flood of tears and railing by his youngest, which was unfortunately suffered by the rest of the family. 
 
    So it was, two days after Elizabeth returned home, Mrs. Bennet, Jane, and she were comfortably seated in Mr. Darcy’s coach and journeying to London. Elizabeth was pleased to see the sun shining brightly on that particular Monday morning. 
 
    Darcy had offered Elizabeth the option of her family staying at his townhouse, but Elizabeth declined wisely saying, “As much as I would enjoy being under the same roof as you before the wedding, I do not want Mama to believe she can just come and visit without an invitation. Offering her the option to stay, now, will only lead her to believe it is an open invitation. I love my mother, but I do not want her forever on our doorstep.” 
 
    Darcy chuckled at her declaration; he agreed with it, but he would not vocalize his agreement for he did not want to offend Elizabeth in any manner. 
 
    He did not, however, need to say anything for Elizabeth said it for him. “I know you agree with me, and I have a feeling, now the fear of Mr. Collins returning has been resolved, Mama will begin to visit Netherfield every day. Poor Jane will have to contend with her unless Charles and she decide to find another estate to buy. For their benefit, I hope they do and that it is far enough away Mama will not be able to just arrive for a day’s visit.” Elizabeth chuckled as she watched Darcy take in her advice and realized the truth of her observation. 
 
    Her comment prompted him to think about estates closer to Pemberley for Bingley to purchase. He knew the two sisters were extremely close, and he believed they would both be happier if they lived nearer to each other. He did not mention this to Elizabeth or Bingley, but decided it would not hurt to look closely into the options available by writing to his agent in Lambton about estates for sale in the nearby area. He could then mention it later on to Bingley when a suitable estate was discovered. 
 
    The first half of the trip proved rather noisy because Mrs. Bennet kept up a running commentary about the wedding. 
 
    “It will be the grandest wedding Meryton has seen. We will have more flowers than Lady Lucas provided for Charlotte . . .” 
 
    Elizabeth rolled her eyes at her mother’s extravagant ideas about flower arrangements. Leaning as near to Darcy as possible, she whispering, “I wanted a small wedding. Maybe we should elope.” 
 
    “I know just the type of gown you need. Lots of lace will be necessary . . . ” Mrs. Bennet droned on. 
 
    Darcy chuckled at Elizabeth’s comment and replied, “A special license would allow us to marry while we are in London.” 
 
    “All the girls will need new gowns, although Mary will not appreciate hers . . .” Mrs. Bennet continued not hearing anything but her own voice. 
 
    “Tempting.” Elizabeth replied softly. 
 
    “. . . and we must have yards of ribbon and lace for decorating the church. Jane, you must have a new gown for your sister’s wedding, and Lydia must stand up for Lizzy —” 
 
    Elizabeth broke in immediately. “No, Mama! Jane will stand up for me.” 
 
    “But Lydia needs to be seen —” 
 
    “No. She has already been seen in a compromising situation. I will not have her behaving so poorly at my wedding.” Elizabeth argued. 
 
    “That was not her fault,” Mrs. Bennet defended. 
 
    “Yes, Mama. It was her fault. She knew exactly what she was doing, and she believes you encouraged such behavior.” Elizabeth had remembered the conversation she had with her youngest sister about her actions. 
 
    ‘But, Lizzy, Mama said we must be encouraging, and I am in love with George. He is going to marry me,’ she had declared when Elizabeth confronted her behavior. 
 
    Elizabeth had laughed saying, ‘No, Lydia. He would not have married a penniless young lady, but he would have ruined you without any concern for you and your family or the consequences of his actions.’  
 
    When questioned about what consequences she meant, Elizabeth was forced to point out, ‘He would have made it impossible for you or your sisters to marry respectable worthy husbands, and definitely not gentlemen. It would also have caused the entire family to be shunned by our friends and members of the community. And depending on how many liberties you would have allowed or he would have taken, you could have ended up with an unwanted child!’ Her anger at her sister’s lack of understanding had risen as she spoke until she was nearly yelling. 
 
    What really surprised Elizabeth was that Lydia’s new governess had been witness to the lecture and had only nodded her head in agreement with everything Elizabeth had said. She had not even admonished Elizabeth for nearly yelling at her sister. Lydia, for her part, had at least seemed to understand the extent of the harm, which might have been caused. Of course, it still had not stopped her from wanting to return to society or traveling to London to buy pretty new gowns. Elizabeth continued to hope the governess would help curb some of Lydia’s wild and improper behavior. 
 
    “Mama, you are always telling her to encourage young men, and she believed her actions were the kind of encouragement you meant. Because of her flirtatiousness, I do not want her standing up with me at my wedding.” Elizabeth was determined to reign in her mother’s control of her wedding. “Either Jane stands with me,” she looked over at Darcy with a slight smile, “or Mr. Darcy will obtain a special license, and we will marry the next day in London with no fancy ceremony.”  
 
    Mrs. Bennet flopped back in her seat pouting, but unfortunately it did not stop her ramblings for long. She next focused on the benefits Elizabeth would have after her marriage. 
 
    Running her hand along the seat, Mrs. Bennet declared, “You shall have a carriage of your own just like this. And just think of the jewels and gowns you will have as Mrs. Darcy.” Looking at Mr. Darcy, she declared, “Lizzy, you will be allowed to make any changes you deem necessary to your new homes after the wedding.” Elizabeth heard the demand in her mother’s statement and blushed. 
 
    For his part, Darcy knew he would allow Elizabeth to make any changes she desired. Since the house had not been redecorated after his mother’s death, he was willing to admit some items might be out dated, and he knew Elizabeth would not allow her mother to dictate what changes needed to be done. Not her mother, not her sister, not her father, and not even he would be able to dictate anything to her. He would always remember to ask rather than tell when it came to her. He was pleased she was a unique individual, and he looked forward to soliciting her opinion when problems arose. 
 
    Elizabeth knew it was time to stop her mother’s offensive comments. “Mama, if I am to have new gowns after I wed, why do I need any new items before. Listening to you makes me feel we should turn the coach around and head home for we need nothing from London. It can all wait until after I marry.” The set of her jaw warned Darcy she would hold firm to whatever she was determined to do. 
 
    “Lizzy, how can you make such a declaration,” Mrs. Bennet whined. “No proper young lady weds before obtaining a trousseau —” 
 
    “Are you saying Jane is not a proper young lady?” Elizabeth interrupted, seeing a way of attempting to stop her mother. 
 
    “I would never —” her mother began, but again Elizabeth broke in. 
 
    “Jane wed quickly without a large wedding and no trousseau. I would be happy to follow her example.” Elizabeth smiled. 
 
    Once again, Darcy was able to read her intentions, which pleased him. Maybe this will become easier, he thought in connection to understanding his future wife. 
 
    “Jane had little choice. Kitty had just died so we could do nothing about a proper wedding.” Mrs. Bennet did not add she had no idea about Jane’s wedding until after the event had occurred. “She should have waited . . .” Again, Mrs. Bennet gave that pout Elizabeth had seen often when her mother felt deprived of her desire. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. “I will agree to the wedding and trousseau under two conditions.” Elizabeth offered. Her mother replied with only a frown. “The wedding will be kept simple. Father agreed it would be a small wedding because we are still in half mourning. It would be improper to have a large ceremony when my sister has been gone for such a short time. Second, I will choose my own gowns and other articles for my trousseau.” Her mother’s frown deepened. “You can make suggestions but I can reject them.” Elizabeth felt safe about making the offer because she knew she would never agree to anything she found offensive, unflattering to her, or overly frilly. 
 
    Mrs. Bennet leaned back, crossed her arms, and pouted more. 
 
    “Are we agreed?” Elizabeth offered a small smile to Darcy. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy’s uncle and aunt are peers, they will expect more than simplicity at their nephew’s wedding,” Mrs. Bennet whined. She had never had the arguing skills of her husband or daughter. 
 
    Darcy felt he could offer his beloved a little assistance. “My uncle and aunt know I abhor large crowds and big gatherings. They would not be surprised if I requested a small but elegant wedding.” He offered Mrs. Bennet a slight smile. 
 
    Elizabeth noticed his smile, which revealed his charming dimple. A feature she began to enjoy as soon as he began to smile more often. 
 
    Mrs. Bennet sighed heavily before saying, “Better a small wedding than no wedding.” Her arms were still crossed in front of her showing her displeasure at the idea. 
 
    Elizabeth held her laugh, for she knew there would be a wedding even if it would only be William, her, two witnesses, and a rector. 
 
    “Lizzy, a mother lives for the day her daughters marry. She has dreams about how the wedding should look.” Had her mother spoke in less of a whining and complaining manner, Elizabeth might have given in a little, but her mother's tone and look conveyed nothing but her own anger and disappointment. 
 
    “Mama, daughters have their own dreams about their wedding, and mine is simple and elegant without an overabundance of lace, ribbon, and flowers. Little rather than nothing should please you.” Elizabeth added. 
 
    Her mother’s arms tightened closer to her body and her frown deepened.  
 
    The second half of the trip became quieter because Mrs. Bennet, finally worn out by the argument and disappointment, dozed off. When her mother was asleep, Elizabeth reached over and took Darcy’s hand. He was seated opposite the three ladies. He would have sat beside her, but since they were only betrothed, he felt it was not appropriate. Her taking his hand pleased him, and it pleased him more when she mouthed, ‘I am sorry’ across to him. He responded by smiling. He did not realize his smile, to her, was the most welcome sight she would ever see. His face glowed with his smile, and she saw his love for her shining brightly through his eyes. She loved his dimple, and the larger the smile the more pronounced it was. She had decided early on, she would make him smile as often as possible. It had become her goal early in their newly formed friendship. 
 
    They finally reached the Gardiner home, and Elizabeth watched as Darcy smiled warmly as he greeted her relatives. A few weeks earlier, she had informed him they were the relatives she was most proud of next to her sister Jane and her father. He remembered when Miss Bingley had made crude comments about the Bennet family having relatives in trade, and he had not dissuaded her from continuing such comments. Of course, Miss Bingley conveniently overlooked the fact her father and relatives also came from trade. 
 
    Darcy was pleased the Gardiner home, from the outside, looked extremely fashionable even though it was near Cheapside. In fact, all the homes on the street looked fashionable, more so than he had expected. Upon first entering the house, he noticed its tasteful decoration and the modern yet comfortable furnishings. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth said as they entered the parlor, “I would like to introduce you to my uncle and aunt, Mr. and Mrs. Edward Gardiner.” 
 
    Darcy bowed to the elegant couple and added, “We have met before but only briefly.”  
 
    Taken aback, Elizabeth asked, "When?”  
 
    “We were introduced in Hertfordshire,” her aunt replied. 
 
    “Oh! I did not know.” Elizabeth chuckled at her lack of knowledge, but then she vaguely recalled Mr. Darcy once mentioning such a meeting. She could not, however, remember exactly when it occurred but knew it had to be sometime before the return of her memory. 
 
    “A more formal introduction is always welcome, my dear,” her aunt added. 
 
    When he first met them, Darcy had noticed they dressed fashionably, and he now admitted Mrs. Gardiner had a better fashion sense than Miss Bingley. He would be pleased to introduce this couple to his aunt and uncle. 
 
    Deciding to provide the formal introduction her aunt mentioned, Elizabeth said, “Uncle Gardiner, Aunt Gardiner, I am pleased to introduce you to my fiancé, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy.” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled as she watched the cordial interaction between Darcy and her uncle and aunt before they all took seats in the comfortable, neat parlor. 
 
    “I am not sure if you remember me,” her aunt said later as she was pouring tea for her guest, “but I grew up in Lambton.” 
 
    “I do not remember a Gardiner family. What was your maiden name?” Darcy knew most of the families living in Lambton, but Mrs. Gardiner did not look familiar to him. 
 
    “Grey, my father owned the bookshop in town.” She smiled charmingly as she continued to pour the tea. 
 
    “Your brother runs it now.” Darcy quickly declared with a broad smile. “I remember your father well. He was always willing to place special orders for my father, and your brother does the same for me. When was the last time you visited Lambton?” He asked as he accepted the cup of tea being handed to him and nodding his thanks. 
 
    “It has been many years. Raising a family has kept me in town, as has my husband’s business. During the early years, he could not afford to leave his business, but we were planning a trip north this summer. Lizzy was to accompany us, but we postponed the trip due to the family tragedy. I believe we will now wait until next summer to make the trip to the Lake District as we had planned.” She mentioned as she handed around the rest of the cups. 
 
    “I remember the trip.” Elizabeth could clearly recall the discussion with her uncle, aunt, and father about the possibility of traveling north for the summer. “I really wanted to see the Lake District. I have heard how amazing the area is, and I also hear the Peaks are a wonderful site to visit as well.” Although she had been smiling since taking her seat, her smile broadened at the remembrance of the trip. 
 
    “Maybe we could take our wedding trip to the Lake District, and the Peaks are not so far from Pemberley that we could not visit there as well,” Darcy offered, providing Elizabeth with a feeling of excitement. 
 
    “I think it is a wonderful idea,” Elizabeth replied before taking a careful sip of her tea. 
 
    “We will all have to visit the area,” Mrs. Bennet began holding her cup without paying it much heed. “I am sure we will soon be invited to visit Lizzy at her new home. She cannot be happy unless her family is available whenever she needs them. Oh! Just imagine the rooms you will have for redecorating, and the lovely time we will all have, and of course, you must plan a ball while we are visiting —” Mrs. Bennet would have continued, had Mrs. Gardiner not interrupted. 
 
    “Franny, allow the couple time alone. No newlywed couple wants visitors during their first year of marriage.” She admonished before allowing herself her first taste of the tea before her. 
 
    “But —” Mrs. Bennet sputtered before being interrupted. 
 
    “No, I know of what I say.” Mrs. Gardiner again cut her off knowing how silly her sister-in-law could become. “Let us focus on which warehouses we will visit tomorrow. We have many items to purchase and little time.” 
 
    Darcy was surprised at how well Mrs. Gardiner reigned in her sister-in-law’s overly boisterous personality, and this allowed him to enjoy his tea. 
 
    Before Darcy left, he invited Elizabeth and her extended family to dine with him three days later. The time would allow him to visit his solicitor who would draw up the settlement papers and prepare for the evening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
    (May 19th – 21st) 
 
      
 
    For the two days before the supper at Darcy’s home, Elizabeth toured warehouses and shops with her sister, mother, and aunt. She was grateful for her aunt’s presence, since Aunt Gardiner was the only lady she knew who could override her mother’s extravagant tastes. 
 
    “It needs more lace,” Mrs. Bennet declared loudly. “And the front needs to be lower.”  
 
     Elizabeth tastes were more understated, and the last thing she wanted was a wardrobe like the one Miss Bingley usually wore or which would have pleased Lydia. 
 
     Her aunt, knowing Elizabeth’s desires, replied, “Franny. Lace is not the answer. Lizzy is best dressed elegantly not highly decorated.” 
 
    “She needs to reflect the highest fashion not look drab and unappealing. She has a new position to uphold, and I will not send her to her new husband in last year's fashions,” Mrs. Bennet declared.  
 
    “Franny. I will not argue about her need for elegance, but overly adorned is lately scorned. Only those of new money, who feel they need to flaunt their wealth, embellish their gowns with more than is needed. Lizzy does not need more but less for her own beauty will highlight her gowns.” Aunt Gardiner staunchly argued. 
 
    Thankful for her aunt’s support, Elizabeth remained close to the lady whenever they were shopping. She had no desire to wear anything she thought would bring about embarrassment to Darcy, but was unable to make her mother understand her feelings. 
 
    On the day of his supper invitation, Darcy called on Elizabeth in the early afternoon and proposed a walk in the nearby park. Jane and a maid accompanied the couple but did allow them to walk far enough ahead to allow for a private conversation. 
 
    “I must thank you again, Mr. Darcy, for your kind invitation this evening.” Elizabeth held Darcy’s arm relishing the warmth and strength she felt through the fabric of his close-fitting dark green jacket. 
 
    “Please, Elizabeth, I have requested you call me Fitzwilliam, or William if you like. Mr. Darcy is too formal, and I feel we are past such formality.” He enjoyed her arm linked with his and had his free hand laid atop hers on his arm. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. “I like Mr. Darcy, or I could call you Darcy like your cousin and Charles. I do not think I will call you William because it was Mr. Collins’ Christian name. I want no reminder of him. I could call you Willy, but it sounds too childlike. Fitzwilliam is your cousin’s name, so if I address you as Fitzwilliam, how would I address him?” 
 
    “First, I refuse to allow you to call me Willy.” He frowned as he uttered the offensive name. “I have never liked that derivative of my name.” 
 
    “Oh! Has someone used it before?” She chuckled thinking how he would glare down upon anyone who addressed him so. 
 
    “Yes. When we were boys, Wickham addressed me as Willy, but only because he knew I hated it. As for Fitzwilliam, only my mother referred to me by that name. My father called me William, as does my sister. My friends always called me Darcy. I wish your cousin had been named something else because I would like to hear you call me William, but I suppose if you referred to me as Will, I could get used to it.” 
 
    “Will,” she let it roll off her tongue tasting it and deciding it just did not suit him. “No, not Will. It is too understated.” Then she tried his preference. “Will-yum,” she drew it out as she spoke it trying to decide if it really reminded her of the man she only wanted to forget. “Will – e – um,” she pronounced it another way and could not accept it either. “William,” she then said quickly trying to make it all one syllable. She liked how it sounded. “Yes!” She finally declared, “William it shall be,” and she knew she would keep it to the one syllable name, not divided or drawn out. It did suit him, she decided, and it did not remind her of the other man best forgotten. “This means I can now call your cousin Fitzwilliam,” she declared proudly, happy to have the name issue simply resolved. 
 
    Darcy just chuckled at her comment, but enjoyed hearing his name upon her lips. 
 
    Elizabeth allowed her mind to dwell on the name ‘Will’ a little more and realized she might like the sound of it when she had only moments to say his name, like when he kissed her senseless. Since their engagement, they had been able to steal a few minutes alone, and she had to admit, she was always breathless during those times. Maybe ‘Will’ would be best then, and maybe even when they were more intimate after their marriage. She had wondered about asking Jane about the intimacies of marriage, but realized Jane, because of her reserved nature, would never share something so personal, not even with her, even though they had always shared everything else with each other. She definitely had no desire to hear her mother’s views on the topic. Because of her mother’s silliness, she feared any conversion would either make little sense or scare her. Her aunt, on the other hand, was the perfect person she could trust and who would tell her anything she really needed to know. 
 
    While she was contemplating these things, Darcy watched her expression change from amusement, to seriousness, to what he thought was awareness, to joy. “A shilling for your thoughts,” he said. 
 
    “So much?” Elizabeth mused. “Whatever happened to a farthing for them?” 
 
    “Inflation,” he teased, and then added, “Your thoughts are worth much more to me. I am willing to offer a pound for them.” 
 
    “My, you are extravagant,” she teased in return gripping his arm tighter to show her affection for him. She was not sure, however, if she wanted to share those particular thoughts with him, and wondered what she could say without causing herself to turn bright red. 
 
    “Will you share them?” He became more serious. He did wish to know what she was thinking, but it had not occurred to him the thoughts might cause her embarrassment. 
 
    Pondering it for a few moments, she finally said, “I was only thinking about having a talk with my aunt. Some advice I would prefer to hear from her rather than my mother. Mama can be somewhat thoughtless when asked a serious question.” 
 
    “I see,” but he really did not understand what she might want to ask her aunt that she could not ask her mother. 
 
    Elizabeth laughed seeing his confused look. “Let me just say it has to do with our future and leave it there. I was wondering, however, how soon before we travel to Pemberley. I have heard it has a library, which is unsurpassed by any other in the entire country. Is this true, or is it an exaggeration?” 
 
    This caused Darcy to laugh. “I will not be modest. It is true. I cannot wait to see the look on your face when you see the library you will have access to every day of your life. I predict we will spend many enjoyable hours together in our library.” 
 
    “Then I will be pleased to journey to Pemberley as soon after the wedding as possible.” Her smile showed him she meant every word she uttered. 
 
    From there, their conversation turned to other aspects of their future together including the proposed wedding trip to the Lake District, an invitation to her uncle and aunt to visit, another invitation to Bingley and Jane with the possibility of showing them possible estates they might be interested in purchasing, and finally, the number of children they would like to have. 
 
    After returning from the park, Darcy remained for tea and then departed so he could prepare for the evening. Elizabeth was excited about seeing what would be one of her new homes. Darcy had mentioned the tour he would take her on once they arrived that evening, and she wished she could encourage her mother to remain in the drawing room while she and Jane were led on the tour, but she knew there was no way of discouraging her mother. 
 
      
 
    ************************* 
 
      
 
    Their entry into his home was loud, but only because Mrs. Bennet could not refrain from shrilly proclaiming, “Oh! Lizzy! How splendid! And this is just the entryway. You will have a most splendid home. And ten thousand a year added to all this.” She swept her hand around to indicate everything she saw in the grand hall. “Imagine how much grander Pemberley will be to this. How lucky you are to have two such magnificent homes.” 
 
    Her mother’s boisterous boasts caused her to blush as she saw the butler and footmen listening to her mother. If only, she thought, my mother could learn to hold her tongue or at least moderate her voice. 
 
    Darcy heard Mrs. Bennet’s ravings as he entered the hall, and he watched sympathetically as Elizabeth turned red at her mother’s comments. 
 
    As she began to say, “Once you are married, Lizzy you must —” 
 
    Darcy, however, in order to relieve some of Elizabeth’s embarrassment about what her mother would suggest, said, “Thank you Mrs. Bennet. I am pleased you are impressed by my home. My mother did some extensive redecorating a year before she died. I have not had the heart to change any of her work for she put so much love into it.” 
 
    “Oh!” Was all Mrs. Bennet could say in reply, and Elizabeth smiled at him relieved her mother had not completed her inappropriate comment. 
 
    “I find the décor extremely pleasing,” Elizabeth added, for she liked the muted colors and the subtle touches of elegance she saw. She had a feeling the entire house was tastefully decorated, and she could not imagine wanting to change anything. She did wonder, however, if after having children, they might not need to make some minor changes because of wear and tear, but until then, she had no plans to change anything she had seen so far. 
 
    Darcy ushered his guest into the drawing room, and mentioned taking Elizabeth on a tour after they had eaten. 
 
    “What a wonderful idea, Mr. Darcy, but I doubt my husband will be interested in a tour, so I will remain to keep him company,” Mrs. Gardiner said. Elizabeth silently wished her mother would remain behind as well. 
 
    “Men seldom enjoy listening to the ladies complement someone else’s home,” Mr. Gardiner added with a congenial smile. 
 
    “What interests do you have other than business, Mr. Gardiner?” Darcy wanted to become better acquainted with Elizabeth’s London relatives. So far, he had found them the complete opposite of Mrs. Bennet and her sister, Mrs. Philips. 
 
    “Fishing.” He beamed at the utterance of the word. “As a boy, I spent hours fishing. Now I find little time for the sport, and London does not provide favorable spots for good fishing.” 
 
    “You will be pleased to learn Pemberley has some excellent fishing spots.” It pleased Darcy to say he too enjoyed fishing. “I will happily escort you to each of them. I find fishing more pleasant than hunting.” 
 
    Elizabeth enjoyed watching two men she greatly respected discussing a topic of interest to each of them. 
 
    Soon supper was announced. Darcy led Elizabeth into the splendid dining room, and she noticed the room would easily seat twenty couples. She wondered if he and his sister held all their meals in this room. For two people, she felt it was a waste of space, and even for six, it was more than was necessary. Darcy seated Elizabeth to his right and Jane to his left with Mrs. Gardiner to the right of Elizabeth and Mr. Gardiner to the left of Jane, while Mrs. Bennet took a seat to the right of Mrs. Gardiner. Darcy wanted to keep Elizabeth close and Mrs. Bennet as far from him as possible. He felt his seating arrangements were appropriate for such an informal gathering. 
 
    “My uncle and aunt, the earl and countess of Ashbourne wish to meet you,” he said under his breath to Elizabeth. He did not wish Mrs. Bennet to hear him. He was unsure whether it would be wise to introduce his future mother-in-law so soon to his aunt and uncle. 
 
    “Maybe just Jane and I could arrange to visit without telling Mama,” Elizabeth replied, also under her breath. She felt embarrassed enough by her mother’s actions and words.  
 
    “Maybe your aunt could accompany you, if it can be arranged.” Darcy suggested. 
 
    Elizabeth suddenly smiled brightly. “I know just how it will be possible.” 
 
    “Lizzy, of what are you speaking,” Mrs. Bennet loudly asked from her position further down the table. “I cannot hear anything you are saying to Mr. Darcy.” 
 
    Could her mother embarrass her any more, Elizabeth wondered, while Mrs. Bennet’s comment reminded Darcy of his Aunt Catherine who said much the same because she wanted a share in any conversation being held in her drawing room. 
 
    “We were talking about books, Mama,” Elizabeth replied as she turned a bright smile to Darcy. 
 
    “I was asking your daughter if she has had the opportunity to visit Hatchard’s,” Darcy said hoping he understood the direction of her comment. 
 
    “Oh! Do they have a large variety of items we might be interested in?” Mrs. Bennet’s gleefulness surprised him. 
 
    “In fact, they do. Whenever I am looking for something new, I always visit them first.” Darcy grinned for he doubted Mrs. Bennet had ever stepped into London’s largest bookshop. 
 
    Mr. Gardiner laughed knowing his sister had no notion what was sold at Hatchard’s. It pleased him to inform her, “Mr. Bennet would have enjoyed shopping there. He would be lost among their books for hours.” 
 
    “Books? You mean as in reading material?” Mrs. Bennet frowned. She never cared about books. 
 
    Elizabeth wanted to laugh at the sour look her mother gave as she asked her question. 
 
    “Yes, Mama. Hatchard’s is London’s premiere bookshop. Anything you might want to read can be found there.” 
 
    “Waste of time, if you ask me.” Mrs. Bennet muttered. Her displeasure was obvious to everyone in the room. 
 
    “So, if I were to invite your daughter to accompany me on a shopping trip there, you would not be interested?” Darcy was hopeful she would decline the invitation. 
 
    “I believe I will have some other duties to perform for the next few afternoons. When were you intending to make the trip?” Mrs. Bennet returned looking down at her plate and preparing to take another forkful of food. 
 
    “Possibly the day after tomorrow, if I complete all my business,” Darcy replied to Mrs. Bennet’s question. 
 
    “I will be too busy to go. Maybe my sister will agree to chaperone Elizabeth. I doubt Jane will be interested. She does not read much,” Mrs. Bennet declared loudly before placing her forkful of food in her mouth. 
 
    “Oh no, Mama. I would really like to accompany them. I promised Charles I would purchase a selection of books for our library. It is sadly lacking in appropriate reading material, and Mary requested a specific book if we were to make a trip to Hatchard’s.” Jane smiled at her sister. She had heard Darcy’s comment about meeting his uncle and aunt and realized neither Mr. Darcy nor Elizabeth wished for her mother accompanying them. She felt slightly sorry for her mother but not guilty because she had made both promises. She but also realized, however, as she knew Lizzy had, their mother would embarrass them like she often did if she had been allowed to accompany them to the residence of an earl. 
 
    Mrs. Bennet swallowed her food before saying, “Well, I guess I can accomplish my tasks without your assistant then.” She grumbled. She disliked the idea of her daughter’s shopping without her, but she had no desire to spend hours in a bookstore. “If your husband has requested you to make some purchases, you must not let him down.” Mrs. Bennet was still not pleased about their trip to such an uninteresting shop. She would much rather shop for ribbons and lace than nasty, smelly, old books, which in her opinion, would not improve her life. 
 
    Darcy and Elizabeth smiled conspiratorially knowing they would be free from Mrs. Bennet even if only for one afternoon. He would arrange to have Elizabeth, her aunt, and her sister invited to his aunt’s house for tea as soon as possible. He would then arrange for another afternoon trip to take Elizabeth and Jane to Hatchard’s. If he planned two different days for the tea, it would allow for the possibility of his aunt having time to make the arrangements to fit her schedule. 
 
    The rest of dinner progressed pleasantly, and the tour, afterwards, did have its moments of pleasure, especially when Mrs. Bennet became interested in inspecting some rooms more fully, which allowed Darcy to stand in a corner and speak privately to Elizabeth. 
 
    Elizabeth had been pleased her mother had refrained from mentioning changes so far, but she knew it would happen soon enough. She hoped she would have her aunt’s support in reminding her mother it would be her choice whether she changed anything. Her mother might not appreciate her advice being ignored and would loudly voice her thoughts, making Elizabeth desire her wedding sooner rather than later. As soon as they were wed, she would suggest they depart for London or Pemberley. Elizabeth believed Darcy would be pleased to escape soon after the ceremony concluded. She felt it an unfortunate tradition to hold a wedding breakfast after the ceremony, but feared she would not convince her mother to forgo the tradition. 
 
    “It is a large house, Lizzy,” her mother gushed halfway through the tour. “It is almost larger than Netherfield, I believe. Your home nearly surpasses your sister’s.” Mrs. Bennet turned her next comment toward Jane. “You must ask your husband to purchase a home comparable to Mr. Darcy’s. Does Mr. Bingley have a town house in London?” Not waiting for an answer, she began discussing the need to see Jane’s house in town. 
 
    “Have no fear, William. I will not take Mama’s suggestions to heart when she makes them,” Elizabeth whispered with a slight chuckle. 
 
    “I have not heard her make any,” he whispered back. 
 
    “I fear she will wait until we return home and then she will make an extensive list of changes she will demand I make. I will happily ignore all of them. So far, I see no need to change anything.” 
 
    “I wish to show you the mistress’ chambers, but I would prefer your mother not to accompany us.” Darcy kept his voice soft and low, but Elizabeth suspected Jane, who stood nearby, had overheard. 
 
    “Mama, I am becoming tired. Might we join Aunt and Uncle in the drawing room.” Jane smiled at Elizabeth as she spoke. 
 
    “Well, if we must,” Mrs. Bennet grumbled, and then turned to Mr. Darcy. “Do not be too long,” she said before taking Jane’s arm and walking back toward the staircase to return to the drawing room. “I hope tea will be delivered soon.” 
 
    Darcy escorted Elizabeth further down the hall before stopping in front of a large ornate door. “My mother had this and the master’s door especially made. They are a little elaborate, but Mother liked to make an impression on guests who were privileged to see them.” 
 
    Elizabeth found the door charming and ran her hand over the decorative designs engraved into the wood. “I like it.” Then she opened the door and gasped. “William, it is amazing.” 
 
    The room was large enough to contain all three of the Bennet sisters’ bedrooms at Longbourn. Darcy watched as Elizabeth walked through the room examining each piece of light oak furniture running her hands gently over each piece before turning and smiling her approval at him. He felt proud and pleased she approved of his mother’s selections. He then watched as she walked to the first door, which he knew lead to the adjoining sitting room. 
 
    “Oh my!” She gasped as she opened the door. 
 
    “The room is attached to both our chambers,” Darcy informed her. “I foresee it as a comfortable place for us in the evening to read and talk before we turn in for the night. We might even use it to break our fast together some mornings.” 
 
    “I can see I will enjoy curling up in that overly large chair with a good book,” Elizabeth chuckled. She backed away, closed the door, and opened the next one revealing the dressing room. 
 
    “Why, this room is larger than my bedroom at home,” Elizabeth declared before moving back into the main chamber. 
 
    “What changes do you desire to make to the room?” Darcy asked waiting to hear her opinions. 
 
    “The few changes I would make are to the wallpaper and the counterpane, which are faded and the colors would not be my first choice. I can envision shades of pink, lavender, and yellow with splashes of light green. I always wanted a room resembling an indoor garden.” 
 
    “I will speak to the housekeeper tomorrow about your decision, and I will take you shopping one day this week so you can examine wallpaper, bedding, and furniture for this room.” 
 
    “Oh, no! William, I love the furniture, I cannot see replacing any of it. The only piece I might want to add is a chair just like the overly large one I saw in the sitting room. It would be perfect for curling up in to read, especially if you are busy and I must find another way to entertain myself.” 
 
    Darcy chuckled at her last comment. “I never want you to be far from me. I thought I might have either a chair or a desk added to my study so you would never be out of my sight.” 
 
    “What a wonderful idea. We could sit and write letters and attend to business together. I like the idea.” She beamed at him before adding, “A desk is a wonderful idea, but a third chair, just like the one in the sitting room would be heavenly.” 
 
    Darcy chuckled lightly, but on the serious side, he decided whatever choices she made for her chambers and the study here, he would duplicate and have sent to Pemberley so his housekeeper could begin remodeling those two rooms there as well. 
 
    Elizabeth returned home pleased about the visit. Even her mother had allowed the couple some little time alone after the tour, for which even Darcy was grateful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    (May 22nd – 23rd) 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Darcy sent off a note to his aunt requesting a day he could bring his fiancée to tea so they could meet. She sent a note back: I will be pleased to meet the young lady tomorrow. Please bring her to tea. 
 
    Pleased with the quick response, Darcy sent around a quick note to Elizabeth: As I once said, I abhor deception, but in this case let your mother know we will be going to Hatchard’s tomorrow afternoon. My aunt is looking forward to seeing you. 
 
    Once his note was sent, he made a trip to his solicitor’s office to collect the complete settlement papers, and to post an announcement of his engagement in the Morning Chronicle and The Courier. He wanted to make sure it was announced in both the morning and evening editions. 
 
    He had posted a letter to his aunt, Lady Catherine, two days earlier announcing his engagement to Elizabeth as well. He did not want her first indication of his plans to be read in the newspaper. He was sure she would be upset with him, for she had always declared, ‘Your engagement to Anne was planned from the cradle.’ She made this familiar statement every time he saw her, and he and the family were tired of the famous cradle engagement. Fortunately, he knew it was a fallacy for his mother had left a letter with his father to be delivered to him as soon as he left University. He had read the letter enough he could quote certain pieces, especially, If my sister declares an engagement exists between Anne and you, know I did not agree to such an unorthodox request. Chose a bride you will love, not one arranged for you especially by my sister. Even his father assured him any declaration by his aunt was false, and Darcy had informed his aunt numerous times he would not marry his cousin. She, however, never listened. 
 
    With his errands completed, he felt he had done all in his duty to prepare for his wedding and the introduction of Elizabeth to his important family members. 
 
    Prior to the tea at the earl’s home, Darcy had paid his uncle and aunt a brief visit to relay information about the attack on Elizabeth and the murder of her sister. He did not want them finding out about the incident in any other way. He, at least, could provide them with truthful information, and he wanted them to avoid upsetting Elizabeth by saying something indelicate, to which his aunt assured him she would never be so unfeeling or rude. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The day of the tea proved particularly sunny and warm. Had it not been for the prior engagement, Elizabeth would have enjoyed spending the day in the park with her little cousins. Mrs. Bennet still believed her daughters and sister-in-law were visiting the bookstore. Mrs. Bennet had no interest in books; she only looked at the plates in the fashion magazines her youngest daughters brought home. She believed only bluestockings actually read books, and she never wanted the stigma of such a title attached to her. Of course, even before she married Mr. Bennet, she knew he was a book lover, but she thought she could easily keep his attention away from books by flirting with him. After their marriage, however, she discovered her flirtatious behavior was not what attracted him to her. Her beauty had drawn him in; unfortunately, it was not enough to keep his undivided attention especially when she did not give him the desired son. Mrs. Bennet always resented her second daughter because of Mr. Bennet’s attentiveness to her, which was caused by Elizabeth’s enjoyment of spending time reading with him and learning from him. Had Mrs. Bennet been truly wise, she would have followed her second daughter’s example and spent time reading with her husband, but Mrs. Bennet was as foolish a lady as many other of her generation. In fact, Mrs. Bennet always had been foolish and would never change. 
 
    On the carriage ride to his uncle’s home, Darcy informed the ladies, “Uncle Ainsworth is my mother’s older brother, and Colonel Fitzwilliam is his second and youngest son. My Aunt Helena is always looking for ways to be involved in charity, and Georgiana enjoys spending time with our aunt. My aunt is also an avid shopper and knows some of the best places to find exceptionally fine wallpaper, bedding, furniture, and any other type of décor. I believe she will enjoy accompanying us on our shopping trip.” His last comment was meant especially for Elizabeth. 
 
    Mrs. Gardiner laughed when Darcy mentioned ‘avid shopper’, saying, “Mr. Darcy, nearly every lady is an avid shopper. The problem is many do not have husbands who can afford their shopping excursions. Lizzy, however, is an exception to the rule. She does not really enjoy shopping.” 
 
    “Unless it is at the bookstore,” Jane added with a giggle. Jane knew all her sister’s weaknesses. 
 
    Elizabeth wanted to add she would enjoy shopping for her new niece or nephew, but Jane had not felt the quickening yet, so she refrained. She did, however, suspect their Aunt Gardiner knew Jane’s secret. Their aunt had five children, so Elizabeth felt her aunt would see something in Jane only another mother would see and therefore, would be more aware of her condition. 
 
    When the coach finally drew up in front of the lavish home of the earl and countess, Elizabeth was impressed by its size. She hoped the house was as tastefully decorated as Darcy’s was. She had heard Miss Bingley, after she had first arrived at Netherfield, decry the poor tastes of the last owners and make extravagant plans for the redecorating she wanted to do to the rooms she spent the most time in. Elizabeth was pleased Miss Bingley never made all her proposed changes for she knew none would suit Jane’s tastes. Unfortunately, the few she did make were the first Jane had plans of changing. Jane then could redecorate the rest of the rooms as she chose and only if she felt it was completely necessary. Charles may not have realized it, but he had, in Elizabeth’s opinion, married an extremely thrifty lady, and Jane would never spend his money frivolously or foolishly. Jane did not take after their mother or Miss Bingley in that regard. 
 
    “It is a lovely home,” Elizabeth ventured, still hoping the inside was as pleasing as the outside. 
 
    “I have always been impressed with my aunt’s tastes. She is not like my Aunt Catherine who purchases items for grandeur rather than comfort.” Darcy’s smile displayed his pride in his aunt’s decorating style. 
 
    “I am sure we shall find the inside of your aunt’s home as lovely as the outside,” Mrs. Gardiner added, and Jane nodded her consent. 
 
    Elizabeth stared out the window a moment longer just enjoying the sight before her. She was trying not to allow the butterflies in her stomach to overset her. To say she was nervous was a bit of an understatement, but then she remembered her courage always rose when she thought someone meant to intimidate her. Of course, she did not really believe Mr. Darcy’s uncle and aunt would intentionally attempt it, but with their higher position in society, she did not know what to expect. She made sure she took a few deep breaths to clear her mind and set her resolve knowing such an action would be helpful once she was introduced to Darcy's relative. She was doubly thankful her mother was not one of today’s party. 
 
    When the coach stopped, Darcy stepped out first and then handed each lady out. Elizabeth exited last, so he took her arm, but wondered if he should offer his other to Mrs. Gardiner or Mrs. Bingley. Mrs. Gardiner made the decision for him by taking Jane’s arm as they fell in step behind Darcy and walked toward the massive front door. 
 
    As the butler was opening the front door, Darcy heard the one voice he had hoped not to hear any time in the near future. 
 
    “If you will follow me, Lord and Lady Ashbourne are expecting you.” The butler’s sour look confirmed Darcy’s fear this would not be the pleasant visit he had first envisioned. 
 
    “I tell you she has tricked him using her arts and allurements. You must put a stop to this and make him marry my daughter.” A loud determined voice commanded. 
 
    No one could miss the lady’s word for she was yelling louder than any of the ladies remembered Mrs. Bennet doing. In addition, the lady’s voice had an edge, which could cause shivers to run down one’s spine. Elizabeth looked behind her toward her sister and saw her cringe. Elizabeth wanted to step back and take Jane’s hand to help share her own courage with her. Elizabeth did not know who the lady was, but she strongly suspected the words were directed at her. 
 
    Darcy, hearing his aunt bellowing, laid his free hand over Elizabeth’s hand where it rested on his arm, and then squeezed it hoping it would convey his reassurances. 
 
    “Keep your voice down, Catherine,” a male voice responded. Elizabeth guessed it was the earl who spoke. 
 
    “I do not care who hears me. You will accede to my will. I am his only family, and he must do his duty to his family,” the bellowing lady replied. 
 
    Elizabeth heard a soft laugh, which surprised her. By now they stood outside the door, and she noticed it `slightly ajar, which accounted for their voices being easier to hear. 
 
    “You are not his only family,” the laughing voice replied. “My husband and I are also his family, and let us not forget who the head of this family is.” 
 
    “Yes, Catherine. Father never made you the head of the family even if you are a year older. I might also remind you Fitzwilliam is the head of the Darcy family. You have never been a Darcy.” The earl, Elizabeth guessed again, retorted sternly. 
 
    “It does not matter. Anne and I betrothed our children while they were still in the cradle. It cannot be undone,” the bellowing voice, it was still as loud as when they had first walked in the door, proclaimed. 
 
    Elizabeth gleaned at Darcy and saw a steely frown upon his handsome features. She wanted, more than anything else, to reach out with her hand to smooth out the frown lines, which she felt marred his dear face. 
 
    The butler paused in front of the door, knocked, then opened it and announced, “Mr. Darcy, Mrs. Gardiner, Mrs. Bingley, and Miss Bennet.” 
 
    Darcy bowed to his relatives, embarrassed by what he had heard from his Aunt Catherine but determined to make the proper introductions. While Darcy made them, Elizabeth, Jane, and her aunt curtsied to their host, hostess, and guest, but Elizabeth felt slighted by the snarl given to her by Lady Catherine. She knew which lady she was because she was seated apart from the other two who looked like a couple rather than brother and sister. She also noted Lady Catherine did not rise to return their greeting in the proper manner. Lady Ashbourne, after greeting them properly, directed them to have a seat. Elizabeth and Darcy chose to sit together, Elizabeth never letting go of his arm. Mrs. Gardiner and Jane also found a seat to share. As they were sitting down, Darcy whispered to Elizabeth, “Aunt Helena is my favorite aunt. When I was a child, Aunt Catherine always scared me.” 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled into her hand making sure no one saw her. 
 
    Darcy noted the absence of his cousin Anne and wondered if his aunt made the trip without her daughter. Moments later, however, Miss de Bourgh entered the room and he noticed she was not accompanied by her companion, something he had never expected because Mrs. Jenkinson always shadowed Miss de Bourgh everywhere. 
 
    “Cousin,” Miss de Bourgh said holding out her hand to him, for he had risen to greet her, “I am pleased to see you, and this must be your charming fiancée.” 
 
    Elizabeth too had risen to curtsy to Miss de Bourgh; her pleasing and sincere smile surprised Elizabeth. Miss de Bourgh, in Elizabeth’s opinion, was the only one present who had a right to be upset about Darcy’s engagement since her mother had repeatedly said she would marry her cousin. Of course, Darcy had shared the entire story with Elizabeth about his Aunt Catherine’s tale of a cradle engagement and the fact no such engagement had ever taken place. 
 
    Miss de Bourgh took a seat allowing Elizabeth and Darcy to return to theirs. 
 
    “You know my sister and I arranged your marriage from the cradle,” Lady Catherine, the owner of the bellowing voice Elizabeth realized, declared again as if everyone had not heard her declaration the first time she made it. 
 
    “No!” Darcy declared. “My mother never arranged any marriage. My father gave me a letter from my mother when I turned twenty, and she warned me you would try to force a marriage between Anne and I by saying she had agreed to the match. She said she never agreed to any marriage. She repeatedly told you she would arrange no matches for her children. Father told me he and my mother agreed that my sister and I should choose our own spouses. There was never any arrangement between our families or between my mother and you. This is your desire, not mine, not Anne’s, not my mother’s, but only yours. It will not happen, and I have informed you of this fact repeatedly over the years.” Darcy’s voice rose slightly as he spoke, and Elizabeth attributed this to his anger against his aunt - the one he had claimed scared him when he was younger. She, however, saw no sign of fear as he spoke. 
 
    “I have another objection to this marriage,” she boomed. “You cannot marry a murderess.” 
 
    Mrs. Gardiner and Jane both gasped at the lady’s declaration. 
 
    Elizabeth was stunned. Who had she murdered? She had been a victim not a criminal. She watched as her sister turned pale, and she reached out a hand for her even though she still held Darcy’s arm. She noticed Mrs. Gardiner taking Jane’s arm as well, but not the same one she had reached for. 
 
    “And just who do you believe Miss Bennet murdered,” Darcy demanded, his voice as stringent as hers. 
 
    “My vicar, Mr. Collins,” she boldly declared with a smirk upon her upturned lips. 
 
    “My cousin murdered my sister!” Jane cried out, the tears beginning to run down her cheeks. “How dare your call my sister a murderer.” It was the bravest, most authoritative declaration Elizabeth had ever heard her normally quiet, shy sister utter. She felt extremely proud of her. 
 
    “Mr. Collins is a man of God. He would never have committed such a crime,” Lady Catherine declared. 
 
    “You are correct on one point,” Elizabeth finally said. “He was your vicar. It was you, however, who sent him to my home telling him he must marry one of my father’s daughters. When my father forbade him from marrying any one of us, he should have listened and left us alone. I don’t know what kind of vicar he was to his parishioners but I can assure you, he was not faithful to God or the vows he took, for he did murder my sister, he tried to kill me, and then he killed another man within only days of his own death.” 
 
    She saw Lady Catherine was fuming and attempting to open her mouth to voice a retort, but Elizabeth carried on refusing to be interrupted. 
 
    “Mr. Collins was not murdered. He was killed in an accident while running away from the place where he had left the body of his last victim. If I had hired a man such as him to be my spiritual councilor, I would not want anyone to know about it for it would only reflect poorly on me because I had allowed such a sinner to deceive me into believing he was a man of God. I would be distancing myself from him, and I would not be admitting I even knew the man. Why, some might think you encouraged him to murder a young girl only six and ten years of age, and then try to murder her sister as well. No, I would not be defending a known killer.” 
 
    Elizabeth did not smile, she did not feel proud of her words, but she felt she had defended her family and especially her poor sister in the best possible manner. She noticed Jane nodding in agreement with all she had said. 
 
    “Your vicar murdered a child?” Lord Ashbourne roared standing to walk over to his sister and loom over her in her chair. 
 
    Elizabeth jumped slightly at the fierceness of his tone, and Darcy tightened his grip on her arm to provide support and reassurance. She wished Charles had been along to support Jane in the same manner. 
 
    “Yes, he did,” Darcy’s timbre was lower and quieter. “The militia stationed in Meryton began a search for him and finally find him pinned under his coach, which had gone over an embankment, rolled, and finally landed on him. If he had survived, he would have been tried and hanged. There was enough evidence besides Miss Bennet’s testimony to convict him. In fact,” and then he looked at his cousin, “Anne gave evidence he was the man being searched for before Miss Bennet could name him as the murderer of her sister.” 
 
    “Anne never did any such thing. How would she know what the man did while he was away?” Lady Catherine declared glaring at them all and especially at her brother who remained standing beside her chair. His fierce look had not lessened any, Elizabeth noted. 
 
    “Anne sent a letter to Georgiana describing his injuries when he returned to Hunsford — ” Darcy began. 
 
    “He was injured in a carriage accident,” Lady Catherine interrupted in defense of her clergyman. 
 
    “Every injury Anne described in her letter to Georgiana was also described by the physician to Mr. Bennet, Mr. Bingley, and me after he examined Miss Bennet. Anne also told of seeing Mr. Collins burning a red coat, which he had stolen from one of the militia officers and was wearing when he attacked Miss Bennet and her younger sister.” Darcy had continued ignoring his aunt. 
 
    All eyes turned to Miss de Bourgh. 
 
    “What Fitzwilliam says is true.” Miss de Bourgh addressed her uncle and aunt rather than her mother. “At the time I wrote the letter, I did not know about the attack which had taken place. I just found Mr. Collin’s injuries rather odd, especially the injury making him unable to speak for so long, and then I did see him burning a red coat. I was surprised he had even owned a red coat for I had never seen him wearing anything but black.” 
 
    Miss de Bourgh sat sedately in her chair, her ankles crossed, and her hands folded in her lap, but Elizabeth noticed a slight tremble to her hands wondering what was causing her nervousness. Was it caused by her mother’s glare? Surely it could not be the result of speaking to her relatives who all seemed interested in what she had to say. Elizabeth decided she would keep a close watch on Miss de Bourgh, not just because of her trembling hands, but also because of her apparent vulnerability. Miss de Bourgh, she decided, needed someone who cared about her welfare, and Elizabeth highly doubted Lady Catherine’s ability to be such a person. 
 
    “You must have been mistaken Anne. I am sure Mr. Collins would never do anything so improper,” Lady Catherine haughtily declared. 
 
    “No, mother.” Miss de Bourgh spoke directly to her mother. 
 
    Elizabeth could tell it was hard for the young lady to speak up against her mother. Miss de Bourgh definitely needed someone to encourage her and be a staunch supporter. Elizabeth wanted to chuckle, but resisted the urge; she knew she could be the person Miss de Bourgh needed most in her life at that moment. Elizabeth also noticed Jane provide the young lady with an encouraging smile, as did her Aunt Gardiner. 
 
    Miss de Bourgh then turned to her uncle saying, “I asked Mr. Collins about it. He claimed he no longer wore it because it was so old, but I could tell from the fabric it was nearly new. It did, however, have some other darker red stains on it. I did not ask him about them because he seemed disturbed about my witnessing the burning of it. Also, something in his look frightened me, so I hastily retreated.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You are just making this up. Mr. Collins would never do anything to bring disgrace to me or to his position. He is too thankful I gave him such a worthy living.” Lady Catherine loudly protested. 
 
    “Why would Anne make up such a story?” The earl asked his sister continuing to glare down upon her. Elizabeth could tell he believed Miss de Bourgh over his sister. 
 
    “She never liked Mr. Collins. She has wanted him replaced ever since I hired him. I have no idea what is wrong with the child.” Lady Catherine glared at her daughter as if daring her to defy her words. 
 
    The earl turned toward his niece but with a more pleasant look. “Anne?” Her uncle asked quietly. 
 
    It pleased Elizabeth he was asking her for clarification, and she could hear his concern for his niece in his tone and see it in his look. This was a man she was beginning to develop a respect for. 
 
    “I cannot rightly explain my dislike, Uncle. Ever since Mr. Collins took the position, I have felt there is something not right about him, and it goes beyond the fact that he does everything mother tells him. In outward manner, he is like all the rest of the vicar’s mother has bestowed the living on, but underneath, there is something wrong. A few times, when mother was not around, I witnessed such a look of anger in his eyes. I saw the same thing when I questioned him about the coat. It chilled me inside and out.” Elizabeth noticed Miss de Bourgh suddenly wrapped her arms around her body as if trying to keep warm. More than ever, Elizabeth wanted to walk over to her, sit beside her, and wrap her arms around the young lady as well; she wondered if Jane felt the same. 
 
    “This is all nonsense. Anne does not know of what she is speaking.” Lady Catherine huffed in disgust. “As for Mr. Collins’ death, I do not believe it was an accident. This hussy arranged to remove Mr. Collins because he was first in soliciting her hand. She could not get him to relinquish his rights to marry her, so she had him murdered. I do not know nor do I care how she did it, I just want to see her punished.” Lady Catherine glared at Elizabeth. 
 
    Elizabeth noticed how uncomfortable her sister and aunt looked concerning this stressful family encounter, so she leaned toward Lady Ashbourne who was nearest her and said, “Maybe we should make our excuses and depart. We could return another time.” She said it only loud enough for the lady to hear for she did not want Lady Catherine to believe she was forcing their departure. 
 
    “No!” Lady Ashbourne declared. She was near enough she was able to reach over and pat Elizabeth’s free hand, which rested on her lap. “You are my invited guests. If anyone should leave, it should be my sister-in-law with her false accusations.” She turned to her husband, who still had not resumed his seat but continued to stare angrily down at his sister, and said, “I believe, my dear, your sister’s slanderous remarks are unwelcomed in my home. I have never encouraged nor participated in slanderous gossip or rumors, and I will not begin now.” She next turned toward her niece with a wide smile, and Elizabeth noticed Miss de Bourgh’s arms unwrapping from around her and her hands returning to her lap. “Anne, dear, you are very welcome to stay. Your uncle and I would enjoy hosting you for a few weeks, if you should so choose.” 
 
    “I would like that very much, Aunt,” Miss de Bourgh smiled broadly. “Uncle Ainsworth has already informed me I could remain for the rest of the summer, and I gladly accepted his offer. Mother can return to our London townhouse, or she and Mrs. Jenkinson can return to Rosings.” 
 
    “Anne, the doctor has repeatedly told you the London air is not healthy for you.” Her mother retorted. 
 
    “No, mother. The doctors you forced upon me are not healthy for me. Not one of them has ever proven helpful in all the years I have had to suffer their ministrations. I wrote my uncle three months ago requesting an invitation to come stay with them. I might even decide to remain with them.” Elizabeth noticed the knuckles of Miss de Bourgh’s pale hands turning even whiter as their grip tightened in her lap. 
 
    “I forbid it. I am your mother and you will do as I say.” Lady Catherine bellowed causing her daughter to wince back in fear. 
 
    Elizabeth was glad she was near enough to Miss de Bourgh to provide some comfort. She turned to the young lady to encouragingly whisper, “My mother said the same thing when she demanded I marry Mr. Collins.” Miss de Bourgh seemed to relax slightly for she as well as Elizabeth both covered their mouths and laughed. Darcy, who had heard the comment, repressed his laughter but his favorite aunt noticed his smile. 
 
    Lady Catherine turned next to Darcy. “You will marry Anne. I will put the announcement in the papers today and have the banns read this Sunday. You will marry in four weeks. I am your nearest relative and you will not deny me. It is your duty to your family and to the memory of your dear mother.” She asked nothing, she only dictated. 
 
    “NO!” Again, the earl’s voice boomed through the room and standing over his sister his voice was loud enough to cause her to jump ever so slightly, and she noticed the same reaction from her sister and aunt. The sight, however, caused Elizabeth again to repress a chuckle she felt wanting to escape. 
 
    Elizabeth suspected anyone walking outside the wall of the house could also hear his denial, which meant every servant in the house probably heard him as well. 
 
    The earl laid his hand on his sister’s shoulder. “There will be no announcement, no banns read, and no wedding between Fitzwilliam and Anne. Anne will remain with my family, and I believe I will petition for guardianship over her. If I remember correctly, Sir Lewis did make a stipulation in his will giving me the right to take over her guardianship if I felt it was in her best interest. I can honestly say it is in her best interest. In addition, I will also be taking over the management of Rosings.” 
 
    “You cannot. It is my home and my right to manage it,” Lady Catherine blustered. 
 
    Elizabeth suspected the earl tightened his grip on his sister’s shoulder for she winced ever so slightly. 
 
    “No, it may be your home, but when Anne reached her majority, the management of the estate became her right. You can remain in the house until Anne marries or until she decides you are to move to the dowager house.” He saw his sister was going to continue her argument, so he quickly added, “I just reviewed Sir Lewis’ will last week, and I know the exact terms he set out, so do not try to tell me otherwise.” 
 
    “You will regret this,” she threatened shaking her body so to free her shoulder from her brother’s hold. “You will all regret not heeding my advice,” she bellowed as she rose from the chair and faced her brother. 
 
    Elizabeth thought they resembled combatants preparing for battle; each determined to win their point. If she had held with betting, she would have put her money on the earl. 
 
    “Should I read one word about a marriage between Anne and I, or even hear it bandied about town, I will not hesitate to declare you a liar.” Darcy warned her. “If I hear or read anything detrimental to the Bennet family, I will also not hesitate to mention your connection to a murderer.” He continued. “In fact, I will tell everyone I know how you not only hired the man but also how you encouraged him to visit the neighborhood where he committed his crimes. I wonder how long it will take, after word is spread, before you are no long welcome in society. No one wants to associate with someone who entrusted a living, and the souls attached to the living, to a murderer.” 
 
    “You would not dare!” Darcy’s aunt protested; she had turned her fierce gaze upon him. 
 
    “Yes, I would.” There was no hint of backing down in his tone. 
 
    “I will attest to the truth of Darcy’s words, if need be. It may harm the family as a whole, but it will be you who have damaged the family, not anyone else,” the earl added. He then moved toward the door saying, “I will have the butler show you out to your carriage.” 
 
    Lady Catherine huffed in displeasure, but then she turned back to the assembled group. “I will not wish any of you well, and I take my leave in displeasure with all present.” She then turned to her daughter. “Anne, come!” She ordered. 
 
    Miss de Bourgh did not rise but remained seated. “No, mother. I am remaining here. I will write to you, but I do not see myself returning to Rosings anytime soon. I will send Mrs. Jenkinson with you for I have no more need of her.” 
 
    “You can dismiss her for all I care,” her mother retorted. “She will no longer work for me. She has greatly disappointed me.” Her mother then turned and walked through the door being held open by the butler who the earl had summoned. 
 
    “Miss Bennet,” the earl returned to his seat and addressed Elizabeth, “I must apologize for the rudeness of my sister. My wife and I had no idea she would turn up at our door unannounced, unexpected, and uninvited.” 
 
    “I hold nothing she has said against either of you, my lord,” Elizabeth replied. 
 
    “I will have none of that,” Lady Ashbourne declared. “You are to be our niece. You will refer to me as Aunt Helena and my husband as Uncle Ainsworth just as our other nieces and nephew do.” 
 
    “And I wish for you to call me Anne,” she said with a shy, small smile to Elizabeth. “You and I will become very good friends, I hope. I do confess I am in need of friends. Currently, Georgiana is my only friend. My mother does not allow me to socialize with any of the other young ladies in our neighborhood, of which there are only two. She feels I am too delicate and too above them to count them as friends. It has been lonely over the years, but Harlow, Richard, and Fitzwilliam did, at times, pay me visits. Fitzwilliam, however, had to stop being friendly when mother began pushing for a wedding. I tried to tell her it would never happen, but she refused to believe me and repeatedly told me it was within my power to make it happen, by force if necessary.” She blushed making her face look a little less sickly. Anne then smiled toward Jane and added, “I wish you also to refer to as Anne. When your sister marries my cousin, we too shall be related.” 
 
    “I would greatly enjoy becoming your friend, and you must refer to me as Jane,” Elizabeth’s sister replied. 
 
    Elizabeth added, “And I am Elizabeth, but my friends call me Lizzy.” She smiled reassuringly at Anne. 
 
    Elizabeth felt Anne, for so she would forthwith consider her, would become a very dear friend and, after her marriage, a dear cousin. 
 
    “I never held anything your mother said or did against you,” Darcy informed his cousin. “I am glad you have finally stood up to her.” Darcy finally eased his clasp on Elizabeth’s hand, which still rested on his arm. 
 
    “I would not have been able to except for Aunt Helena’s help. She has been encouraging me to begin living my own life and to separate myself from my mother. It took this trip to help me begin the separation process.” Anne confessed. 
 
    Jane, ever the one to worry about others, asked, “What will happen with your companion, Mrs. Jenkinson? Does she have someone else she can apply to for another position?” 
 
    “I am afraid I cannot answer your question. I once heard she had a daughter, but her daughter is not well off, so I doubt she can apply to live with her and her family. I know of no one else looking for a companion. I would keep her as mine, but she has been under my mother’s control too long. She never really did what was best for me but what my mother told her to do. It may seem rather callous, but I am not loyal to her, and she is definitely not loyal to me.” Anne replied with a slight frown. 
 
    Elizabeth did not believe Anne was unfeeling or uncaring about the lady’s welfare but more resolved not to employ her. Maybe something else could be found for her. She thought about those she knew in Meryton but could not think of anyone who might need a companion, or who could afford a companion. 
 
    “Is she qualified for any other work than being a companion?” Jane ventured. 
 
    “I do not know. I will have to ask her. I will not turn her out immediately, however. I believe it would only be proper to help her find a new position,” Anne stated. 
 
    “I will ask if any of my friends know of someone looking for a companion,” Lady Ashbourne stated. 
 
    With the issue of Mrs. Jenkinson settled, Lady Ainsworth rang for tea, and spent the rest of the afternoon becoming better acquainted with Elizabeth. She also discussed charity opportunities with Mrs. Gardiner, who also tried to find time to help with charities in her area of town. Anne spent more time speaking to Jane, and it seemed the two of them developed an understanding with one another while Elizabeth listened. 
 
    Elizabeth then offered an invitation, “Tomorrow, Mr. Darcy is taking me shopping for new furnishings for the mistress's rooms at Darcy House. I would be more than pleased if you were to accompany us.” 
 
    “What a marvelous idea,” Lady Ashbourne declared having overhead Elizabeth invitation. “Anne and I will gladly accompany you. I know of some excellent warehouses. One I have just lately discovered. Although it is not in the fashionable district in town, I found it is respectable and carries quality items.” 
 
    “In which part of town is it located, my lady?” Mrs. Gardiner inquired. Suspecting which warehouse the countess referred to, she smiled at Elizabeth and Jane. 
 
    “Actually, it is located in Cheapside,” she replied. 
 
    “My uncle’s warehouse is located in Cheapside,” Elizabeth added. She knew his warehouse could fit the description given by the countess but so could a number of others. 
 
    Lady Ashbourne paused for a moment. Both Darcy and Elizabeth noticed a slight frown. Elizabeth thought it was due to her mentioning her uncle being in trade, but Darcy recognized it as her look of deep thought. 
 
    “Gardiner!” Her declaration surprised Elizabeth, as did the countess’ large smile. “I knew the name seemed familiar.” She turned to Mrs. Gardiner. “Your husband’s warehouse, I assume.” 
 
    “Yes, my lady.” Mrs. Gardiner beamed in response. 
 
    “Wonderful!” Lady Ashbourne declared. “This will prove a interesting shopping trip. I look forward to it.” She turned to her nephew. “You will be joining us on this shopping expedition?” 
 
    “Indeed, I will. I hope to encourage Miss Elizabeth to replace a few pieces of furniture as well as the wallpaper and curtains. The room has not been refurbished since my parents' marriage.” Darcy directed his charming smile toward Elizabeth who replied with her own sparkling smile but a slight shake of her head in reference to the furniture replacement. 
 
    Elizabeth then returned her attentions to Jane, her aunt, and Anne while Darcy quietly spoke to his uncle and aunt about Anne. 
 
    “It will not be easy to wrestle control of Rosings from Aunt Catherine,” Darcy commented. 
 
    “It will be easier than you think,” his uncle replied. “Sir Lewis’ will detailed his wishes, and your aunt ignored every aspect she did not agree with. The solicitors are already in the process of changing names on all the accounts connected to the running of Rosings, and Catherine will discover she is no longer allowed to make purchases accept from her own personal accounts. All her expenses will now be extracted from her annuity.” 
 
    “She will not be pleased, but it is time Anne takes her rightful place as mistress,” Darcy’s aunt added with a smile. The entire family recognized the longstanding animosity between Darcy’s two aunts. 
 
    “What of Mr. Biltmore?” Darcy wondered if the man would fill the role of Rosings new vicar, or if Anne had mentioned her affection for the man. 
 
    “Mr. Biltmore is engaged to be married, and he has accepted the living at Rosings once he discovered Anne was its new mistress.” His aunt paused, looked toward her niece, and the spoke softly again. “Anne did believe she was attracted to him, but he gently informed her of his friendship for her as a brother and his standing arrangement with a young lady he has known since childhood. He even apologized saying if he had led her to believe he had other feelings for her he was truly sorry for he had not meant to lead her on in such an ungentlemanly manner.” Lady Ashbourne had higher hopes for her niece’s future. 
 
    “Anne was disappointed,” his uncle added keeping his voice low as well. “Your aunt, however, has plans to introduce Anne to society.” The earl chuckled knowing his wife was looking forward to the new opportunity before her. 
 
    “Yes. I will host a ball just before the season officially ends. Elizabeth will also be introduced to society by Anne’s side,” his aunt happily explained. 
 
     “We are to be married in about a fortnight,” Darcy reminded his aunt. 
 
    “No matter. She will be introduced as your bride. All of society will remain in town to attend the event. Everyone will want to meet the new Mrs. Darcy,” his aunt proudly declared. “This will be the event of the season, and I will be the hostess.” She saw it as the highlight of the entire season. 
 
    Darcy saw his aunt’s proud look knowing it resulted from being able to host an event so late in the season, which afterwards would be proclaimed the shining event of the season; it would be the proverbial feather in her cap. 
 
    Lord Ashbourne only laughed and replied, “Knowing the ball is hosted by your aunt, most of the ladies of the ton will demand their husbands and sons remain in London until after the ball. Anne is an heiress of great wealth, and many mothers, and some fathers, will be encouraging their sons to make a bid for her. I feel Anne will be overwhelmed with suitors and not all of them acceptable. We will be faced with the daunting task of weeding out the unworthy.” 
 
    Darcy laughed but knew his uncle was correct, and then added, “And if I prefer not to put my new wife through such an ordeal?” Darcy knew how vicious some young ladies, and their mothers, could be when they discovered he was no longer available on the marriage market. 
 
    Looking toward Elizabeth, his aunt declared, “Your young lady will do extremely well. She is not shy nor, I suspect, is she easily intimidated. I believe she will be able to stand firm against anyone who might try to belittle her.”  
 
    “I agree with your aunt. I have seen ladies even older than your fiancée quake when Catherine spoke to them. Miss Elizabeth did not allow your aunt to belittle her or make her tremble fearfully. No, your fiancée will easily shine among the guests, and I dare any one to try to undermine her self-esteem. Besides, I believe she truly loves you, and that is something to always cherish.” The earl had his doubts about the young lady when he first heard about her, but when she faced down his sister, he knew Darcy had chosen well. 
 
     “I confess, your young lady reminds me of myself at her age.” The countess chuckled. 
 
    Both Darcy and his uncle chuckled at her comment causing the other ladies to pause and look their way. Darcy smiled broadly at Elizabeth and then daringly winked at her causing her to blush pleasingly. 
 
    The two groups came together and spoke of general topics while tea was served and enjoyed, and shortly thereafter, Darcy returned Elizabeth and her family home.  
 
    Lady Ashbourne, after the guests had departed, remarked to her husband, “Fitzwilliam has chosen a remarkable young lady. I feel she will be the making of him.” 
 
    “How so?” Her husband asked. 
 
    “She will not allow him to remain serious for long durations of time, and she will bring laughter and true love into his life as well as Georgiana’s life.” She felt extremely pleased with her nephew’s choice and wished she had met Miss Bennet first, for she is just the type of young lady she would have chosen for him. If Darcy’s mother had still been alive, Lady Ashbourne honestly believed she would have been pleased with her son’s choice as well. 
 
    The return trip to the Gardiner home was interrupted for a brief stop at Hatchard’s. 
 
    While there, Darcy and Elizabeth found a moment to be alone, and Elizabeth commented, “I am pleased my mother was not a part of the encounter at your uncle’s. I do not know what might have occurred if my most embarrassing relative had encountered your embarrassing relative.” Elizabeth chuckled at the look of shock on her fiancé’s face. “Please,” she laughingly added. “I am fully aware of my mother’s less than stellar behavior, but it is nice to know you also have a relative you might find less than pleasing as well. It puts us on even footing where relatives are concerned. 
 
    After a moment, Darcy added his own laugh to hers. “You are correct. My aunt’s behavior was anything but ladylike or appropriate, and, at least, your mother does not make comments to intentionally harm others.” 
 
    “So, Mr. Darcy.” Still smiling but repressing a laugh, Elizabeth asked. “Do you have any hidden relatives who behave as poorly as Lydia?” 
 
    Darcy’s only response was to chuckle. He knew he would return home in a much more pleasant mood thanks to Elizabeth’s teasing manner and refusal to allow his aunt’s behavior to spoil her happiness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    [Last Week of May] 
 
      
 
    In all, Elizabeth, Jane and their mother spent just short of a fortnight in London. Many more shopping trips were enjoyed after the meeting with Lady Ashbourne and Anne. Anne accompanied them on all their trips declaring she needed to purchase a new wardrobe as well. 
 
    Anne had informed Elizabeth and Jane, “Mother never took me shopping in London. She only allowed the local seamstress to make all my gowns, and the seamstress always came to Rosings. Never before have I chosen my own gowns or accessories. My mother made all my choices for me in the past, and many times, I did not approve of her selections. They usually were colorless, plain, and dowdy, more to my mother’s taste then mine. Surprisingly, mother never even allowed me to handle my own money.” 
 
    “Then this must all be new and exciting for you,” Elizabeth replied enjoying the new friendship. 
 
    “Extremely so. I believe I will enjoy shopping with my aunt anytime she decides we need to purchase something new.” Excitement radiated from Anne, and both Elizabeth and Jane were pleased for her. She had been denied so much for so long, it was time she was finally allowed to enjoy life. 
 
    Anne was also as excited as Elizabeth the afternoon Darcy arranged to take them to Hatchard’s for an extended shopping expedition. 
 
    “I love to read, but Mother dictated what books I should read. She felt novels might over excite me, so she allowed only history and sermons declaring they were healthier for me.” Anne confessed on the ride to the bookstore. “Mother did not realize Darcy and cousin Fitzwilliam smuggled books to me every spring when they came to visit. Georgiana also sent me a book or two as Christmas presents,” she chuckled before adding, “I was only able to receive them because they came in a large box with other items. I would open the box before Mother saw it and remove anything Georgiana sent, which I knew Mother would not approve of. Then Mother set the box aside to be opened on Christmas day.” When Elizabeth heard Anne’s confession, she felt sympathy for the lady and resolved to become a loyal friend to Anne. 
 
    Nothing was heard from Lady Catherine de Bourgh after she left the earl’s home. Darcy, at first, was suspicious about not hearing anything, but his uncle assured him steps had been taken to make sure Lady Catherine did not interfere with Darcy’s marriage to Elizabeth, or to make problems for her daughter Anne. After the revelation about an employee of Lady Catherine being a known murderer, the earl had informed his sister he would broadcast her relationship with a criminal should she attempt anything to harm anyone connected to Darcy. He also added he would personally see to her removal to the dowager house if she should attempt to interfere again with her daughter’s life. As a result, all were able to enjoy the last days spent in London. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    The return to Longbourn was uneventful, but preparations for the wedding preceded quickly for the small group had spent more time in London than first planned. Upon their return, Mrs. Bennet became all nerves. 
 
    “I should never had allowed you to spend so much time shopping,” she declared to Elizabeth. 
 
    Jane had done as much shopping as she had, but Mrs. Bennet never blamed their delay on Jane, only on her. 
 
    “You delayed on purpose so I would not have enough time to prepare a lavish celebration. Why, I only have four days to have everything ready.” She lamented. “My poor nerves. I will not survive this event.” 
 
    Under his breath, Elizabeth heard her father mumble, “I can only wish.” 
 
    Elizabeth questioned if her father was serious or if the comment was made teasingly. It had been a long time since love had existed between her parents. She remembered a time before Kitty was born when she had seen her parents hold hands or her father kiss her mother’s cheek. After the birth of a third daughter, his ardor seemed to have cooled greatly, and her mother complained more loudly about her nerves. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Friday morning, the second to the last day of the month, Fitzwilliam Alexander Darcy and Elizabeth Eleanor Bennet were married. As wished, it was a smaller wedding then Mrs. Bennet desired, and only family and close friends were in attendance. Darcy’s only regret was his cousin, the colonel, had been unable to attend because his general had sent him overseas on a special mission. Fortunately, he would return in time for the ball his mother would host the following Friday. 
 
    Darcy’s memories of the day would all focus on Elizabeth. As she entered the church door on her father’s arm, the sun had shone in behind her creating a halo effect of light around her. Her dress, lavishly decorated with small jewels around the hem, twinkled in the light making it appear as if she was walking on sunbeams. In her hair, pearl tipped pins were just visible reminding him of snowflakes scattered throughout the arrangement of lovely reddish-brown curls.  
 
    Elizabeth’s memory of the day would be William standing in front of the church, impeccably dressed in a dark green jacket, with tan vest and breeches, and snowy white shirt and cravat. His smile, with his dimple proudly visible, brightened his face, and his eyes shone with the love she knew he had for her. His smile only caused hers to broaden as she looked at him, glowing in her own feelings of love for him. 
 
    At the wedding breakfast, Elizabeth heard many complementary comments. “What a perfect couple,” “Did you see how they smiled at each other,” “I hope I find someone who loves me as much as Mr. Darcy loves Miss Elizabeth,” “Imagine, Mrs. Fitzwilliam Darcy. I would never have imagined someone as proud as him would have chosen one of our own girls.” Some comments, however, were not as pleasing because they were bathed in jealousy and envy. “Why do the Bennets have all the luck? First Jane weds Mr. Bingley, and now Elizabeth marries his rich friend.” “Those Bennets have always been pushy and proud. Just look at that mother of theirs. She would do anything to see her daughters wed to wealthy men.” 
 
    The last comments upset Elizabeth the most, especially the comment about the Bennets being lucky. They had not been lucky when Kitty had been murdered, and she had not been lucky to nearly lose her life. Elizabeth, however, was not created to dwell on unhappiness, so she set aside the jealous and envious remarks and focused only on the happiness she felt and the love she knew her husband and she shared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    (First Week of June) 
 
      
 
    The ball to honor Anne and the new Mrs. Darcy was held one week after Darcy’s wedding. Georgiana had returned to London with her uncle and aunt after her brother’s wedding. Though she was not out, Georgiana was allowed to attend the ball so she could honor Anne’s presentation and her brother’s wedding. She would not, however, be allowed to dance with anyone but her relatives and would retire after supper was served. Even Colonel Fitzwilliam would be in attendance since he had been granted leave from his unit so he might be with the family. Besides, presenting an heiress was considered an important family event. 
 
    Even though newly wed, Elizabeth had taken the opportunity to spend extra time with Anne, who became worried about her presentation. Lady Ashbourne requested Elizabeth’s assistance in preparing Anne, so Elizabeth and Darcy spent the two nights before the ball at the earl’s home. The evening before the ball, Anne and Elizabeth had retired early, but spent time in Anne’s room for she had much she wanted to share with Elizabeth. 
 
    “Did Fitzwilliam ever tell you I was once in love?” Anne asked sitting next to Elizabeth on the chaise lounge in her bedchamber. Elizabeth noted early on, Anne always sat perfectly straight, ankles crossed, and hands neatly folded in her lap. 
 
    Elizabeth just shook her head in response for Darcy had not mentioned his suspicions about Mr. Biltmore to her. 
 
    “He is all kindness, is he not?” Anne asked but did not wait for a reply. “Fitzwilliam is very good at keeping secrets. I remember once telling him how I really felt about my mother, and he promised to never reveal what I said. To this day, he has not uttered a word, not even to our cousin Thomas. Thomas is not very good at keeping secrets,” she laughed putting a hand to her mouth before returning it to her lap. “I am surprised when he was chosen by his general to carry private messages. Maybe keeping family secrets is what he really is not good at.” She chuckled, again covering her mouth. Another characteristic Elizabeth had noticed of Anne’s. Anytime Anne laughed, she covered her mouth, and Elizabeth could not help but wonder why. Of course, she was not rude enough to inquire why. 
 
    “I imagine his general must find him extremely trustworthy for him to choose him for such an important task,” Elizabeth remarked. She liked the colonel and was happy to already consider him a dear cousin. 
 
    “As to that, you must be correct. I still have never trusted him with any of my secrets. Maybe he just likes telling on me, or maybe he has always been too afraid of my mother to keep secrets from her.” Anne looked thoughtful as she spoke. 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled at the thought of the colonel being afraid of his aunt. Of course, she remembered Darcy once making a comment about fearing his aunt. She did admit the lady was extremely domineering, but as she had often said, her courage always rose when faced by such people. 
 
    “I was impressed by how you stood up to my mother. I have never seen anyone, besides Uncle, who was willing to face her wrath. Mother can strike terror in even the most courageous heart.” Anne shivered speaking about her mother. 
 
    Elizabeth could not deny Anne’s observation, and she felt sympathy toward Anne, but she speculated about the person Anne had once been in love with. 
 
    “Who was the gentleman you loved?” Elizabeth’s curiosity won, and she sat forward in her seat in expectation. 
 
    “He was a neighbor, and we had met a few times when his parents visited my mother.” Elizabeth noticed Anne’s thoughtful smile. “We would take short walks in the garden while the adults were talking. He was about eight and ten at the time, and I had just turned seven and ten. We did not meet often, but whenever possible, he would encourage his parents to visit my mother. About a year later, he asked for my hand in marriage. I was excited and happily agreed.” Anne’s smile broadened at the memory but then quickly faded. “Then he spoke to my mother, and she told him it would never happen. She declared I was already engaged to my cousin, and she would allow no other marriage to occur.” 
 
    Elizabeth noticed Anne’s hands tightening into fists. She could understand and sympathize with Anne’s anger at her mother’s words. 
 
    “I had tried to warn him what she would say, and I assured him it was false, but he accepted my mother’s refusal and left without even speaking to me. I did not see him for two years, and then I heard he had married.” Anne looked as if she would cry, but then Elizabeth noticed her hands tightened more for her knuckles slowly turned white. “His parents held a ball in honor of his wedding. My mother received the invitation and declared we would not attend, but I sent a note saying I would attend. I had to sneak out of the house without her discovering I was going. I had to see him one more time.” Anne’s voice trembled and sounded forlorn. “Losing him had hurt so much. I never knew love could hurt. When I finally arrived at his home, his parents welcomed me kindly. They made a comment about how they were sorry to hear my mother was too ill to attend. I said nothing to change their opinion for her not coming. The highlight of the evening was the one dance I had with the gentleman. He told me he would never have the same feelings for another lady like he had for me.” 
 
    Anne’s repressed tears finally trickled down her cheeks. 
 
    “It was only then I learned not only had my mother refused his offer but had also threatened his family with ruination if he did not stop perusing me. Until then, I had not known how ruthless and cruel my mother could really be.” 
 
    The anger in Anne’s voice did not surprise Elizabeth. Had her mother treated her so, she too would have been angry, but in Elizabeth’s case, she would not have been silent about her resentment. 
 
    Elizabeth had slid closer to Anne on the seat they shared while Anne was telling her story. She watched as the tears stream down Anne’s cheeks as she spoke about her mother’s notorious actions and her loss. With Anne’s last revelation, Elizabeth took both Anne’s hands in hers saying, “My heart goes out to you. To suffer so much is cruel, and to know your mother was the cause of your suffering is devastating.” 
 
    “When I discovered her deception, I should have instantly gone to my uncle for help. He and Aunt would have kindly offered me a home. I must confess, however, I was a coward.” 
 
    Even though Anne anguished over her loss, Anne still chuckled at her confession but quickly sobered. 
 
    “I feared my mother’s wrath if I would have taken such a course against her. It took me years to build up my courage to finally separate from her.” 
 
    Anne’s tears finally subsided, and she thankfully took a handkerchief Elizabeth offered to wipe the last of her tears from her eyes and cheeks. She then returned her hands to her lap with the wet handkerchief clasped tightly between them. 
 
    “Aunt Helena and Georgiana have been of the greatest help,” Anne continued with a slight smile. “Georgiana always wrote glowing accounts of her brother’s love and care, and Aunt Helena wrote saying how much she loved me and how wonderful it would be if I came to visit them. She often mentioned I would be welcome to stay with them for an extended amount of time. Unfortunately, I still feared what my mother would do. When the announcement of Fitzwilliam’s marriage appeared in the paper, I thought she might have apoplexy for she was that angry. I must confess, to my shame, I wished such a thing would happen for it would have freed me from her forever. When she mentioned coming to visit her brother to make him stop the marriage and force a marriage between us, I requested to come along. I think she believed it would be best for me to be here so a marriage between Fitzwilliam and I could take place immediately. I decided right then I would not return to Rosings with her. Instead, I planned on taking up Aunt Helena’s offer to stay with them and quickly wrote a letter to my uncle.” 
 
    “You made the right choice. I know you will be happier with your uncle and aunt. Maybe tomorrow at the ball you will even meet a gentleman you can develop deep feelings for.” She wondered about the gentleman Anne had once loved. “Have you ever heard, over the years, anything else about the young man you once loved?” 
 
    “No. His family never visited our home again. Mother had discovered I had attended their ball. Mrs. Jenkinson had only recently been hired as my companion, and she told my mother about what I had done. It was then I learned I could trust none of the servants for their loyalty was to her. After mother learned about my rebellion, as she referred to it, she made sure I was always watched. If Mrs. Jenkinson did not accompany me when I was able to venture outside the house, then some maid or footman was assigned to monitor my moves. I was lucky I could lock myself in my room and enjoy a small sense of privacy.” 
 
    “I am surprised your mother did not read your mail before she gave it to you.” Elizabeth remembered times when her own mother would open Jane’s and her correspondence and read it aloud at the table during breakfast. 
 
    “I did not have my correspondence sent directly to the house. Remember my saying Georgiana is my only friend. I must confess I did have one other friend. She was the daughter of one of the shopkeeper’s in Hunsford. I meet her while I was driving around Rosings one day. She had gotten lost, and I directed her back to the village. I was alone at the time. I forget how, but I did not have an attendant of my mother’s watching me, and we agreed to meet once a month in the woods. She became my contact with the outside world. I sent and received letters through her. The arrangement was perfect because it kept my mother out of my affairs, but half a year ago, Mrs. Jenkinson spied us together and informed on me.” 
 
    Anne paused taking a deep breath, and Elizabeth noticed her twisting the handkerchief agitatedly between her hands. 
 
     “Mother made sure the shopkeeper’s daughter was sent away.” Anne’s voice tumbled. “I thought I would never have another friend, but then the new curate arrived. Because he became my spiritual advisor, he helped me send and receive correspondence. In fact, it was his assistance which allowed me to send my letter to Georgiana about Mr. Collins’ unusual accident and to send the letter to my uncle requesting to stay with him and Aunt after arriving in London with my mother.” 
 
    “At least you were able to find some help even if it was not much. You were also able to find friends despite the measures your mother took to keep you isolated.” Elizabeth’s sympathies rose for Anne. She knew she would never have been able to tolerate such treatment, and she would have rebelled years ago had their places been changed. 
 
    “I must confess, I did develop a slight affection for the young gentleman, but he suspected my feelings, and in the kindest manner possible, he informed me about his engagement.” Anne finally smiled at the recollection. 
 
    “I hope he has remained your friend.” Elizabeth knew the importance of friendship. 
 
    “Yes. He stressed his desire to remain my friend, and I was not willing to lose another friend. Now, thanks to my uncle and aunt, I have been freed from my mother’s overbearing control, and I believe I will have an opportunity to make even more friends. You have become my newest friend, as well as my cousin, and I hope your sister will also consider me her friend.” 
 
    “I believe Jane does look upon you as a dear friend already. Jane is so kindhearted; she would never turn away anyone’s offered friendship.” Wanting to return to the young man Anne had loved, she asked, “So, you never heard anything more about the young man you once cared about? How sad to lose contact with someone you felt so much for.” 
 
    “I do wish I could see him just once more to let him know I am finally free of my mother. I believe he would be happy for me.” Anne stopped twisting the cloth in her hands, and her hands became still in her lap. 
 
    “If I might be so bold to ask, what can you tell me about Mr. Darcy’s years as a child?” Elizabeth smiled trying to imagine her husband as a small boy. She hoped, one day, she would have a son who looked just like him. 
 
    Elizabeth had wanted to ask the question numerous times of Anne, but until then, the right moment had never appeared. She once asked Georgiana about her brother’s childhood, but the age difference between brother and sister made it impossible for Georgiana to share any memories of her brother’s early years. She did, however, share what she knew about his university days and the times he and their cousin Thomas had holidayed at Pemberley. Anne, she hoped, would be able to share more. 
 
    “Has Fitzwilliam not shared his time growing up with you?” Anne smiled broadly. 
 
    “Not much. He says he was boring as a child. He claims he was too serious and studious to have anything interesting to reveal.” Elizabeth softly chuckled remembering his words. 
 
    “Has he now. How interesting.” Anne murmured with a smile. Then she chuckled, “Let me just tell you some of the things he and his cousin did while visiting Rosings when they were younger.” 
 
    The next two hours were spent with Anne sharing as many humorous and revealing events that took place at Rosings during the visits of the two young boys. 
 
    “Fitzwilliam and Thomas would visit every summer, and they would find ways to keep me entertained. They were forever climbing trees and daring each other to climb higher than the other while I stayed on the ground offering cheers for the winner. They even held mock fights for my entertainment.” Anne giggled in recollection, and this time her hand did not cover her mouth. “But the best thing they did for me was to build a fort out in the woods. They wanted a tree house but knew I would not be able to climb up to it, so they built it on the ground. When they returned home, I would often sneak away and play in the fort by myself. It was not as fun, but it allowed me time away from my mother.” 
 
    Elizabeth enjoyed hearing the stories and rather envied Anne the times she had shared with both her cousins. She wished more than ever before her parents had been blessed with at least one brother for her to run around with. She knew she would have enjoyed her childhood much more if she had had her own brother rather than sharing Charlotte’s two oldest brothers. 
 
    “Fitzwilliam and Thomas always found ways to entertain me when they visited, but when I was two and ten, I contracted scarlet fever. I was sick for a long time, and afterwards, my health became more delicate. The doctor who treated me informed my mother the fever had weakened my heart.” Anne frowned. “He said with plenty of fresh air, mild exercise, and lots of red meat, I could strengthen my heart somewhat. He did say it would never be as strong as it was before the illness, but I would be able to live a fairly normal life as long as I did not over exert myself. My mother dismissed him believing he was wrong about my condition.” Anne waved one of her hands in a dismissive manner replicating her mother’s actions. “The doctors my mother hired afterwards all agreed my heart was weaker, but they all suggested different methods of treatment. Finally, my mother realized my heart would remain weakened, so she turned to a doctor who would agree with her treatment methods. Instead of fresh air, some exercise, and good meals, he stressed no exercise, little fresh air, and bland diets consisting of mostly soft food. His remedies followed all my mother’s suggestions.” 
 
    Elizabeth again took both Anne’s hands and squeezed them in recognition of her sympathy as well as support. “Is this why it has been hard for you to walk in the garden or take trips to town?” Elizabeth already realized it probably was so, but asked anyway for clarification. 
 
    “Yes. Mother’s form of assistance has only weakened me more over the years, but I am hoping I can now receive better treatment and begin to build up my strength.” Anne squeezed Elizabeth’s hands in response to the support she felt being offered. “Since I have been here, I have already enjoyed better meals, exercised a little each day, and enjoyed the fresh air every day while shopping and riding through the park. I am just hoping the ball will not exhaust me too much.” 
 
    “We shall see it does not,” Elizabeth assured her. “William and I will sit out some of the dancing with you, and we will not allow you to become overly tired. Maybe I could suggest to your aunt you dance only every other dance before the supper set, and afterwards you sit out two sets between each one you dance. Most of all, you should stop and rest whenever you feel tired. Gentlemen do not mind sitting out a set if you request their company.” Elizabeth chuckled softly before adding, “I am sure William will be more than pleased to sit with you anytime you feel the need to rest.” 
 
    “Really?” Anne seemed surprised. 
 
    “The first time I met William was at the local assembly,” - Elizabeth chuckled as she recalled the event - “and he only danced two sets, and then sat out all the rest. Even at Mr. Bingley’s ball, he only danced with four ladies the entire night.” 
 
    “Fitzwilliam always was rather shy,” Anne giggled. “He never enjoyed crowds.” 
 
    “I did not learn about his shyness until much later.” Elizabeth finally released Anne’s hands. 
 
    “I am sure he will dance with you as often as you wish at aunt’s ball.” 
 
    Anne and Elizabeth spoke only a short time longer before they agreed it was time to sleep. As Elizabeth left for her own room, both ladies were surprised to learn it was well after midnight. Elizabeth did come away with one important piece of information, however, she had an excellent idea of what life would be like if William and she were blessed with sons. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    (June 5th) 
 
      
 
    The following morning found both Anne and Elizabeth reprimanded by Lady Ashbourne for the dark shadows under their eyes. “You will both need a long rest this afternoon. I want you both bright and awake for the ball.” 
 
    Georgiana just giggled when she heard her aunt treating them like naughtily little girls, and Georgiana’s laugh caused Anne and Elizabeth to blush and laugh in return. 
 
    “I will be happy to join you while you rest,” Darcy had whispered suggestively in Elizabeth’s ear causing her to blush; a reaction he greatly enjoyed. 
 
    The day proved extremely busy for all three young ladies even squeezing in an afternoon rest. Even though Georgiana would stay on the periphery of the dancing, her attendance still excited her, and she, like Elizabeth and Anne, wanted to appear at her best. Each of the ladies had a gown specifically designed for the occasion, but the selection of accessories filled their day. 
 
    Originally, Elizabeth had meant to read while resting, but with her new husband’s company, she had no time for a book and only limited time to truly rest. 
 
    She had teased William by saying, “If Aunt Helena reprimands me for shadows under my eyes, I plan to lay all the blame on you.” She had laughed at his false look of shock for she knew, if given the opportunity, he would only suggest he and his wife retire early from the ball. 
 
    When her lady’s maid knocked upon the door to help her prepare, Darcy retired to his own room to allow his valet to work his own magic.  
 
    While Elizabeth enjoyed a relaxing bath, her maid carefully laid her gown upon the bed and prepared her undergarments. Wrapped in her robe, after her bath, Elizabeth stepped into her room and noticed a jewelry case sitting on her dressing table. 
 
    “When did that arrive?” Elizabeth inquired pointing toward the case. 
 
    “The master left it while you were bathing, madam. He said to tell you they would complement your gown.” The maid informed her as she continued to ready her mistress’s apparel. 
 
    Elizabeth walked over to the table and fingered the box curiously before finally opening it. “Oh my!” escaped her mouth upon seeing the matching necklace, earrings, and bracelet studded with emeralds and a yellow stone she did not recognize. “Someone must have informed my husband about the color of my gown,” she added with a glance at her maid who only nodded her head but wore a large smile. 
 
    Elizabeth’s gown was a frothy light green silk. The fabric was the softest and silkiest she had ever encountered much less owned. The underskirt was a creamy satin, and the gown was adorned with deep forest green ribbon and lace. The lace and the hem of the gown including the sleeves and around the bodice had delicate yellow roses embroidered on it with gems sewn between each rose. The emeralds in the jewelry would not only complement the lace and ribbon, but there were small yellow gems interspaced between the emeralds that would also highlight the yellow embroidered roses. She was amazed Mr. Darcy had found the perfect jewelry for her to wear with her gown and found herself even more excited about dressing and appearing before him.  
 
    As her maid was putting the finishing touches on her hair, Elizabeth was surprised to discover her new jewelry had included two matching combs for her hair. Elizabeth had never worn much jewelry before, so she felt overly adorned, but she also felt extremely special because Mr. Darcy had chosen such lovely jewelry for her on this special night. 
 
    Since the ball was not only to introduce Anne to society but also to present the new Mrs. Darcy, it meant the couple would be required to stand in the receiving line with Lord and Lady Ashbourne as well as Anne. With the addition of the stunning jewelry, Elizabeth felt worthy of standing next to the handsomest man in all of England. 
 
    When she was finally ready, Elizabeth met Anne and Georgiana in the hall and the three continued together to the grand staircase. 
 
    Darcy stood at the foot of the stairs as he watched Elizabeth descend. He knew his sister and Anne were beside her, but he saw no one except his wife. She was more beautiful than he had ever believed possible. He had always known she was pretty, but she surpassed, in his opinion, the beauty of her sister Jane. She was magnificent, and his heart raced knowing she owned his heart forever.  
 
    As she neared the last step, he held out his arm for her, “I am the luckiest man alive for I am your escort for the entire evening. No man will ever be luckier than I am.” 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled saying, “I imagine many new husbands feel exactly the same way, but the true test will be if you feel the same way in, oh, say, ten years.” 
 
    Darcy chuckled in return at her comment. “I believe I will still feel this way after thirty years of marriage. Especially as I will continue to wake up every morning with you as my wife.” 
 
    “Oh my!” Elizabeth declared. “You are becoming extremely bold with your declarations.” She felt her face growing slightly warm and a soft blush appeared. 
 
    “I see you agree,” Darcy proclaimed as he watched the slight glowing flush rise up from her chest. 
 
    “Come, enough talk,” Lady Ashbourne declared. “It is time to prepare to meet our guests.” She directed the next to her nephew, “I expect you to be on your best behavior by being friendly and welcoming. I know Anne and Elizabeth will have no problems with greeting everyone appropriately.” 
 
    Elizabeth and Anne both chuckled at her reprimand to Darcy, but Elizabeth also squeezed his arm slightly where she held it. She was determined to help him if he seemed to falter. 
 
    “Georgiana, Thomas will escort you to the ball room and find you a comfortable seat to view the activities,” Lady Ashbourne directed as she waved her son over to her niece’s side. “He will also approve your dance partners to assure no one but family dances with you. I believe Elizabeth’s uncle and aunt will arrive soon with Mrs. Bingley, and I will send them to join you. Mr. Gardiner, as Elizabeth’s relative, will be allowed to take you to floor should he desire because he too is a relative.” Having given all the pertinent instructions she felt necessary, Lady Ashbourne shooed her son and niece in the direction of the ballroom and led them to their place by the massive front door. She now felt ready to begin welcoming her guests. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth was relieved when the last guest had arrived for her feet were sore from standing in one place for such a long time. She wanted to request time to just sit for a short time, but knew it would not happen soon. 
 
    “Mrs. Darcy,” Darcy turned to her. “Dance with me.” 
 
    “Is this how our marriage will be? You telling me what to do rather than asking?” She repressed the desire to laugh and gave him a stern look. 
 
    Darcy loved it when Elizabeth teased him, and he had become adept at recognizing her different looks. When her stern look was accompanied by one slightly raised brow and her eyes twinkled, he knew she was teasing. When her lips also gave a slight quiver, he also knew she was suppressing a laugh. 
 
    “In this instance, yes.” He saw she was going to make some retort, but he quickly continued. “This event is special. You see, we are guests of honor, so it is only proper for your first dance to be with your husband. I am wise enough to know when I can give a command and when it is more advantageous to ask your opinion, but just so you know I can be correct, I am going to request rather than demand.” He then released her arm, which he had been holding on and off while greeting guests, and bowed deeply to her. “Mrs. Elizabeth Darcy, will you please do me the great honor of dancing with me?” 
 
    Elizabeth felt charmed by her handsome gallant husband standing in front of her. “Sir, I would be more than pleased to accept your offer of a dance,” she replied with her brightest most charming smile and returned his bow with a graceful curtsey. 
 
    Darcy did not tell her, but when she smiled, as she had then, her entire face glowed. He hoped to see the smile repeated numerous times during their marriage.  
 
    Elizabeth enjoyed her time dancing and meeting those people Lady Ashbourne introduced to her. Even Darcy introduced her to his few friends who attended. She enjoyed watching him interact with friends, and the stories they told about their university days helped her see the young, carefree man he had been prior to his father’s death. 
 
    Shortly after supper, Anne grabbed her arm and pulled her toward a darkened hall. “I must speak to you. It is important.” 
 
    Elizabeth could not tell if Anne was upset or excited, but she thought she had seen a tear running down Anne’s cheek before Anne turned away from her. For someone who had not had much time participating in physical activity, Elizabeth found Anne’s grip and pull stronger than she had expected. 
 
    “Anne, I will follow you. You have no need to drag me.” Elizabeth chuckled at Anne determination. 
 
    “Hurry, it is important.” Anne said over her shoulder and then turned and went through a doorway. 
 
    Elizabeth was unfamiliar with the room, and she found it rather darker than expected. As she cleared the door, Anne closed it behind her. Elizabeth noticed the absence of candle light in the room. 
 
    “Why all the secrecy, Anne?” 
 
    “I have something of great importance to share with you, and I need your immediate advice.” Anne said hastily. 
 
    Elizabeth saw a large window and saw moonlight filtering into the room providing the only light, so she moved over toward it hoping Anne would follow. Anne sounded excited, but Elizabeth wanted to see her expression for reassurance to her feeling. 
 
    “I just saw Baron Whitefield,” Anne declared following Elizabeth toward the window. 
 
    “Yes?” Elizabeth had no idea who the gentleman was. 
 
    “Remember? I told you about him.” Anne seemed to be bouncing on her toes excitedly. 
 
    “I do not remember you mentioning anything about a Baron Whitefield. Who is he?” Elizabeth was confused why the gentleman would excite Anne so. With the moonlight finally falling so as to illuminate Anne’s face, Elizabeth could see what Anne felt was more than excitement. 
 
    Anne suddenly grabbed both of Elizabeth’s hands. “He is the gentleman my mother would not allow me to marry.” 
 
    “The neighbor you spoke about? The one who married another lady?” 
 
    “Yes.” Anne was standing beside Elizabeth looking directly at her and tightly squeezing both her hands in her excitement. Anne’s next comment, however, surprised Elizabeth. “His wife died.” 
 
    “Oh! I am sorry for him,” - Elizabeth was unsure why Anne would be excited by the lady's death - “but what does it have to do with you?” 
 
    “Lizzy, he told me he still loves me. He said he never stopped loving me. His wife was someone his parents chose for him to marry, but he never loved her.” Anne said in a rush, and Elizabeth could see the happiness Anne's voice conveyed reflected in her face. “He said he was as much of a husband as he could be but he could not make himself capable of loving her like he loved me.” 
 
    “Now he is a widower?” She had to make sure she fully understood Anne, and she wondered if Anne was leaving something important unsaid. 
 
    “Yes. He said it has been a year since his wife died, and he can now take another wife. One he loves more than life itself, he said. Lizzy," — Anne’s squeeze tightened almost causing Elizabeth to wince — "he has asked me to marry him.” 
 
    “Do you still love him?” Elizabeth slowly pulled her hands from Anne's hoping to restore the circulation to her almost numb fingers. She realized many marriages were not based on love, but she wanted the best for Anne. She hoped Anne might retain some of the love she had for the gentleman when she was younger. 
 
    “Lizzy, I never stopped loving him, not even after he married." Anne seemed almost unable to stand still. Once again, she was bouncing on her toes. "I met his wife at the party given in their honor, but I did not think much of her. She was too retiring, so quiet and shy. I do not remember her saying more than two or three words to anyone she met." Anne finally began to pace around the area bathed in moonlight. "I do not ever remember her smiling at any time during the party. I remember thinking, at the time, she was not happy with the marriage, and I wondered if her parents made her marry Henry; I mean Baron Whitefield.” 
 
    Elizabeth chuckled, “Henry, is it?” 
 
    “Habit,” Anne confessed and stopped pacing. “When we were first meeting each other, we became close friends and he asked me to call him Henry. I guess I am still using his name.” 
 
    “What answer did you give him?” 
 
    Anne began pacing again, Elizabeth noticed. She wondered if it were a Fitzwilliam trait since she had seen her husband doing the same during times of stress or great excitement.  Her question, however, caused Anne to stop abruptly. 
 
    “Answer?”  Anne looked confused. 
 
    “Yes. When he asked you to marry him, what was your reply?” 
 
    Anne's hand instantly went to her mouth. “I didn’t.” 
 
    “You did not give him your answer? Why ever not?” Elizabeth wanted to chuckle but realized it was not the appropriate time for such a response. 
 
    “I needed your advice. I need to know if you think I should say yes.” 
 
    “Give me one good reason why you would not say yes.” 
 
    Elizabeth still repressed her desire to laugh. Anne had confessed her love for this man; she had never fallen out of love with him, and now she had left him without giving him an answer just so she could seek her opinion. 
 
    “I haven’t one,” Anne admitted. 
 
    “You love him, he loves you, nothing is stopping the two of you from marrying, and he has asked for your hand in marriage.” Elizabeth placed her hands on top of Anne’s shoulders. She really wanted to shake some sense into the lady, but instead, she said, “My advice is to tell him what is in your heart, and do it quickly before he thinks you no longer are interested in him. Why, even now, he might be preparing to leave thinking your answer is no because you left him.” 
 
    “OH!" Again, Anne's hand flew to her mouth. "I never thought.” Anne turned and nearly ran out of the room causing Elizabeth to chuckle deeply. 
 
    As Anne left the room, she left the door open, and Elizabeth noticed someone standing in the doorway. She could not be found in a dark room with some stranger, so she quickly walked toward the door meaning to leave. Before she reached it, however, the door closed with the figure still on her side of the door. 
 
    Her laughing had stopped when she first saw the gentleman, but she knew he had heard her laughter. 
 
    “What do you find so amusing?” His deep voice filled the quiet of the nearly dark room. 
 
    Elizabeth let out a breath feeling relieved when she heard Darcy’s voice. 
 
    “For a moment there,” Elizabeth confessed, “I feared I might be found in a dark, uninhabited room with a stranger.” 
 
    “And what would you have done if I had not been the one to enter the room?” He asked suppressing a grin and chuckle. Nothing about her reply, he thought, would surprise him. 
 
    “Why sir, had I needed to, I am sure there is some item nearby I could have picked up and used it against you. Even a simple book, if swung with enough force, would have stunned you long enough for me to escape the room.” She boldly declared. 
 
    Darcy did chuckle at the image it painted for him. “You are a fierce little minx.” He declared. 
 
    Elizabeth’s tone became serious. “Sir, if I had not been willing to fight, I might not be here today.” She still remembered the fight she put up against her cousin. “I only wish I had taught my sister how to defend herself as well.” Her guilt, which had been suppressed for some time, had resurfaced. 
 
    “If she really picked up a stick to hit him with, then she must have learned something from you. I believe the problem was he was too strong, and, sometimes, anger only increases one’s strength. I wish I had been there to protect both you and your sister. It is why I am here now. I saw you leave, but I did not see with whom you left. I followed out of concern for your welfare.” Darcy walked over to her and wrapped his arms around her.                                            
 
    “I thank you for your care, William. I really do." She enjoyed his embrace. "I might have at one time believed I could protect myself," — She put her arms around his waist drawing him closer to her — "but now I am willing to admit it is nice to be looked after and cared for.” She held him tighter. “I love you, William, and I look forward to spending the rest of my life under your protection. 
 
      
 
    *********************** 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth and Darcy, after straightening and tiding their attire as well as Elizabeth's hair, made it back to the ballroom at the same time Lord Ashbourne was making an announcement about the engagement of his niece Miss Anne de Bourgh to Baron Henry Whitefield. The smile on Anne’s face told the only story Elizabeth needed as to whether Anne would be happy. Even the tall handsome gentleman at her side wore a huge smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    (Nine Years Later) 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth enjoyed the warmth of the sun on her face while she rested peacefully on her favorite seat in one of the many gardens spread around the immense backyard of Pemberley. She leaned back to enjoy the quiet. Four small children, ranging in ages from eight and a half to two, made Pemberley a noisy place; in fact, often as noisy as Longbourn had been when she and her sisters were children. She regretted none of her precious children, but even as she had at Longbourn, she still enjoyed quiet times. Times alone when she could think clearly and bask in the sunshine, feel of the breeze on her face, and quietly listen to the sounds of nature. During these times, she could reflect on the past, present, and future without interruptions. 
 
    Today she had relived her wedding day and all its precious moments. She recalled the presence of her family and friends, and the look of love in her husband’s eyes as he said his vows and placed the ring on her finger. 
 
    She held the ring up to the sun and allowed its rays to reflect on the stones studded around the band. She recalled her husband’s word, ‘With this ring I thee wed, with my body I thee worship . . ..’  He had definitely repeatedly enacted the second part of the vow much to her great pleasure. The thought of his active attention caused her to rub her hand over her enlarged abdomen. In her other hand, she lovingly clutched a leather-bound book. 
 
    Her thoughts wondered back to the past. The tears shed by Mary and Jane, her father’s comforting and encouraging hug, her mama’s fluttering hands all in farewell as they made a hasty departure after the wedding breakfast for London. The promises of Jane and Charles joining them at Pemberley later in the year had given Elizabeth something to look forward to after she had become accustomed to being mistress of such a large estate, and William’s promise to host her family and his for Christmas was another event she had looked forward to as the new mistress. 
 
    Her first year of marriage had also seen her sister moving nearer. When Jane and Charles paid their promised visited, they arrived not only with Georgiana, who had remained with the earl and countess until the Bingleys picked her up so she could travel with them to Pemberley, but also a request to locate an estate nearby. Charles, after almost daily visits by Mrs. Bennet, declared, “Mrs. Bennet has hinted about her need to have a room designated for her personal use when she stays the night. I fear she means to move in.” 
 
    “She is also strongly hinting about her desire we present Lydia next season,” Jane added. “You and I both know,” speaking directly to Elizabeth, “Lydia is not ready for a season in town. She still does not know how to behave properly in society. Although, those around Meryton are accustomed to her improper and flirtatious behavior, I do not believe London society is ready to accept her.” Jane had frowned at the idea of Lydia prancing about and flirting with Charles' acquaintances, not even those connected to trade. 
 
    Elizabeth had chuckled at both of them finally managing to reply, “Did either of you expect anything else of either of them.” She remembered taking a hold of her sister’s hands and trying to be fair as well as sympathetic. “Mama and Lydia may never change, and your only escape might be moving away. It would be wonderful if Mama would understand your desire to leave the area is a result of the poor behavior of both her and Lydia, but you and I both know Mama will never acknowledge her flaws.” 
 
    After touring a number of estates, the Bingleys had finally settled on Hilltop Manor because the house was in the best condition and the land would yield five to six thousand a year with the possibility of another one or two with some improvements and careful management. As its name suggested, the house was located on top of a hill and had a beautiful view of the open area around the main grounds, but, in the distance, the woods beyond the main grounds cut off any further views. To Elizabeth, it mattered little about the woods obstructing a more distant view, for, at Pemberley, the same thing occurred. 
 
    Once the estate had been acquired, Bingley prepared to return to Hertfordshire. He ended up returning alone because Jane had taken ill, and the local doctor had suggested it best for her not to travel because of her illness and condition. Charles, therefore, returned to Netherfield and directed the packing of the family’s possessions. He, unfortunately, also shouldered the responsibility of informing Mrs. Bennet about his families move to Derbyshire. Elizabeth had felt sorry for her brother-in-law knowing it would not be an easy task to pass on the information to Mrs. Bennet. 
 
    Upon Charles’ return to Pemberley, he had entertained them all at supper with an account of the event. She smiled as she recalled his comments. 
 
    “Your mother declared she would faint dead away at the loss of her most precious and perfect daughter. She bemoaned even more the loss of being present when her first grandchild was born. Your father promised her a trip to our new home after the babe was born, but she still cried loudly about the unfairness of the situation.” Charles had chuckled deeply before he added, “I believe Mrs. Bennet is even more upset with the notion of Jane decorating her own home without your mother’s input, for she declared Jane had no true idea of what colors would be suitable for each room. I did remind her, my dear, you will have your sister Elizabeth’s help, but she declared ‘poor Lizzy has no fashion sense as can be seen by the poor choices she made concerning her trousseau.’ I wanted to mention I found Mrs. Darcy’s gowns extremely fashionable and flattering, but I felt it best if I refrained from saying anything. Mr. Bennet, however did say 'his' Lizzy had more sense than any other female in the Bennet family.” 
 
    Elizabeth recalled them all laughing about Charles' shared conversation. 
 
    Jane’s first child was also born shortly after Charles’ return from Hertfordshire. Elizabeth clearly remembered the event, and the excitement and joy which accompanied it. 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Bennet had paid a visit to Hilltop and Pemberley within weeks of the birth of little Charles Herbert Robert Bingley; so named, Elizabeth remembered, for his father and two grandfathers. Elizabeth chuckled at the memory of the visit for while her mother spent most of her time at Hilltop cooing over the new grandson, Mr. Bennet had spent the majority of the visit at Pemberley entombed in the fabulous Pemberley library. 
 
    Little Charles had been only the first of Charles and Jane’s children. Two more brothers and two sisters had followed him in a steady two-year pattern. 
 
    Elizabeth recalled her eldest was born nearly a year after her wedding. The birth of each of her children had become precious memories, ones she never meant to forget even if she were to suffer another memory loss. To keep those memories preserved, she had written about each event in a special journal she had begun two days after she regained her full memories. She lovingly fingered the bound book she held. It was the fourth such book she owned. The first book began with her account of what she laughingly referred to as the dark days when she struggled to reclaim her lost memoires and ended with the birth of Jane’s first child. 
 
    The second book began with her discovery of her first child growing within her and ended with the birth of her second child. Also, within those pages was an account of Mary’s courtship, engagement, and wedding. Mary had spent two summers at Pemberley and during those visits, often encountered Mr. Huntington, the rector at Kympton. He had been in his mid-thirties at the time, and Mary had just turned twenty when they married. It too had been a love match. Mary and her husband had three children, two girls and one boy, during the passing years with her fourth child expected five months after Elizabeth's next child. Elizabeth had great respect for Mary’s husband; his sermons were sensible in nature, informative by design, and uplifting because they were based completely on the words of the Holy Scripture. 
 
    Her third book contained the account of Lydia’s unwise choice concerning marriage, and she reflected, the accounts of the birth of her third and fourth child. Those were better memories than the ones relating to Lydia. Lydia had finally been allowed out of the schoolroom when she was seven and ten, but she never benefitted from the wisdom her governess had tried to instill in her. She ended up in a patched-up marriage to a militia officer. His unit had been stationed in Meryton for the winter. It was a different militia than the one under Colonel Forster’s command, but it was still filled with young men with little family money, and no real advantages to offer a wife except for being slightly good-looking, wearing a red coat, and being able to flatter Lydia’s vanity. Unsurprising to any of her sisters, Lydia had been caught in a compromising situation with the third youngest son of a viscount. The gentleman’s family had no money to settle on the couple and no home to offer them. Lydia was greatly shocked when she discovered she would be forced to marry the man just because she had been found kissing him. Soon after the marriage, Lydia discovered the reality of desiring to marry an officer. There were little funds for her to keep a small home, no money for gowns, lace, or ribbons, and no money for servants. In addition, she had no opportunities to attend fancy balls or parties. Instead, she was expected to remain at home and tend to her husband’s needs while he was able to attend social functions with the other officers. She had never taken the time to discover what the wives of the officers, she had known, did while their husbands enjoyed a social life. 
 
    Elizabeth recalled the words of Lydia’s latest letter. 
 
    You cannot imagine how desperate I am. No new clothes, no ability to attend social events, and no servants to do my bidding or to watch my children. It is so unfair. You who have so much should be willing to send me the necessaries to meet my meager daily needs. You would never miss any of it because your husband will just give you more. If you do not help us out, I do not know what we will do. The children need food and clothes. You must care about your niece and nephews and take pity on them. 
 
    Elizabeth had only met Lydia’s children twice. The eldest, a son, looked much like her husband, the little girl resembled Lydia and seemed just as spoiled as Lydia had been as a child, and the third child, a son, she had only seen once because he had only been a few months old. She hoped he would be more like his elder brother, for both times Elizabeth had met him, he appeared more sensible than his mother. Elizabeth had already resolved to help the boy, if he remained sensible, by paying for his education so he could enter a respectable profession. She then reflected on another section of the letter. 
 
    I declare, you could easily send a few thousand pounds, why even three, four, or five thousand would help greatly, and you still would not miss any of it. You need to be sympathetic to your poor sister who is so in want of assistance. 
 
    When the first of these letters had arrived, Elizabeth had wisely requested her husband to look into Lydia’s real needs and discovered Lydia’s husband did make enough money to feed, house, and cloth his family. The clothing part, however, did not meet Lydia’s requirements for how she felt she should dress, and Lydia’s pleas for money was not for her children but for herself. Elizabeth, in the past, had always sent gifts to Lydia and her niece and nephews, but she never sent money. She had warned Jane not to send money, but Jane, still being the most tenderhearted of all the Bennet sisters, gave into Lydia’s pleas and sent money. Mary was wiser, she too sent clothing gifts, and, occasionally, she would send toys for the younger children. As to this current letter, Elizabeth decided she would send only items for the children and nothing for her sister. 
 
    At least, she reflected, Georgiana had been able to find love, even after the painful experience she had endured because of Mr. Wickham. The near elopement was something Elizabeth had not forgotten, so when Georgiana finally come out in society, Elizabeth had remained close to help her newest sister. She encouraged Georgiana to share any concerns she had about the young men who tried to attract her attention. Both she and Darcy were pleased when the son and heir of an earl began to pay calls upon Georgiana. Darcy, and his cousin the colonel, had looked closely into the gentleman’s background. 
 
    Elizabeth had not been surprised when she heard the colonel’s declaration. “I have sent out enquires about young Arlington and have discovered everything we need to know about him.” 
 
    Her curiosity peaked by his comment, Elizabeth asked, “And how were you able to discover so much about him?” 
 
    Colonel Fitzwilliam just laughed as he informed her. “My dear cousin, as a soldier I have sources many are unaware of, and these sources know how to collect information without being discovered.” 
 
    “What have you learned?” Darcy knew about his cousin’s abilities but his concern was the results obtained. 
 
    “What I have learned about the gentleman is promising. He is honest and fair with his friends, treats his servants in a respectful manner, he does not gamble, drink excessively, or womanize, and most importantly,” he paused to look toward Elizabeth. 
 
    “Just say it,” Elizabeth declared knowing he was weighing whether to speak in front of her. 
 
    A slight nod from Darcy reassured him, so he continued. “He does not keep a mistress nor has he ever had one.” 
 
    “The next time I need information about anyone, I will seek your assistance,” Elizabeth declared with a sly but teasing look toward her husband. Darcy only chuckled at her look and comment. 
 
    When young Lord Arlington finally approached Darcy to request Georgiana’s hand in marriage, Darcy requested Elizabeth’s presence because he wanted the young man to realize a wife should be a partner in decision-making. 
 
    Georgiana’s marriage had proven to be a good match for both young people, and Elizabeth had enjoyed watching their love grow over the intervening years. Currently, the couple had two darling children who had become close to their Darcy cousins. Georgiana’s oldest was six and her youngest was three, and, Elizabeth suspected, she would be having another one in less than seven months. 
 
    Even Colonel Fitzwilliam had finally settled down. He had married the heiress he had been searching for, and they were able to purchase a small estate about forty miles south of Pemberley. They too had two children who were often brought to interact with their Darcy cousins. 
 
    For Anne de Bourgh, her marriage to her Baron also proved fruitful and happy. Remaining under a competent doctor’s care, Anne was able to give birth to two healthy children – a boy and a girl. After her daughter’s birth, however, she was advised not to have any more children because the second confinement weakened her heart more than it had been. Anne and the Baron, happy with the two children they already had, took extra precautions to avoid causing Anne to conceive for a third time, and had been successful for the past three and half years. 
 
    Elizabeth enjoyed her time of reminiscing. She tilted her head back to allow more of the sun to shine on her face. She had completely lost track of the time and realized it must be nearing noon. Her contemplations moved from the past to the present. Her newest thoughts turned to the arrival of another addition to her immediate family as she again rubbed her hand over her extended abdomen. 
 
    Darcy and she would be celebrating their tenth wedding anniversary the following day. She always hoped at least one of her children would be born on their anniversary, but so far, it had never occurred. This time would be no different. During her fourth month, the midwife had informed her she was more than likely carrying twins. Darcy became concerned and took her to London to see an accoucheur recommended by his Aunt Helena. This male midwife confirmed the midwife’s suspicions and informed the couple not to be overly worried because twins were something he had seen often and they seldom presented problems. Darcy, being someone who did worry about his wife because of his mother’s bad experiences in childbirth, invited the man to spend two months at Pemberley with a healthy stipend for his time. Mr. Winston agreed to the offer for he claimed the monetary payment would help him enlarge his practice. 
 
    Mr. Winston had been at Pemberley for a fortnight, and Elizabeth realized she would be meeting with him soon. He had seen her the first day he arrived and informed her he would expect to see her every three days until the birth of the babes. Even though Elizabeth had been through the delivery process four times, she could not help but wonder what it would be like to be delivered of twins. When she had asked Mr. Winston about it, he just chuckled and said, “Not much different than your last four, you just go through it twice. The second, however, is quicker and easier because your body has already been prepared.” 
 
    Elizabeth remembered laughing with him. She did not, however, share any of her concerns with Darcy for she knew he would only become more worried about her.  
 
    Feeling the sun had moved on her face, she realized it was time to go inside. Besides, she was beginning to miss her children. The youngest, little Anna Marie, named after her grandmother and great grandmother, was suffering from a new tooth trying to break through. She had hoped the teething would be just about finished for the child, but she had a late tooth cutting through. Thomas Benjamin, who was four, would be waiting to have his favorite story read to him before he would agree to take a nap, and six-year-old Robert Charles would want to show his mother what he had learned during his morning studies. William Alexander, being the oldest at eight and a half, would be readying himself for his afternoon ride with his father. William Alexander was often called Alex so there would be a distinction between him and his father’s name; although, as is often the case, he was William Alexander whenever he was in trouble. 
 
    Darcy had decided, when Alex was five years old, Alex needed to be trained at an early age for estate management, and the first lesson, according to Darcy, was to learn everything possible about the land and the tenants. By the time Alex was six, he knew every inch of the estate, meaning he would never get lost if he happened to ride out by himself, and by the time he was seven, he could recall the names of every tenant and their families, and all the servants as well. Alex took his responsibility seriously; in character, he was much like his father, but in looks, he took after his mother. Elizabeth was pleased, however, that Alex’s stature was not like hers. She knew he would be tall like his father. Robert, however, would never reach the height of either of his brothers, for although his looks favored his father, his stature and body structure were like his mother’s, small and short. Robert would, Elizabeth hoped, at least be taller than her. 
 
    After entering the house, Elizabeth searched out her children easily following the sound of their voices. Most of the time they stayed in the nursery, but there was always a part of the day when they would be in one or another of the main floor rooms either playing or reading books. Elizabeth and Darcy encouraged their children to read. Many times, the two older boys would read to their younger siblings. Elizabeth always enjoyed listening to her sons read. Anna was often lulled to sleep by the sounds of their voices as they read. She hoped all her children would carry the love of reading throughout their lives and would instill the same love in their own children. 
 
    She was not surprised, then, when she found all four in the library, and Alex was the designated reader at the moment. Anna, she noted, was chewing on something possibly because of the tooth she was cutting. The children’s nanny – a wise and skilled middle-aged lady – sat quietly to the side watching over the children. Elizabeth smiled at the sight thankful for her cousin-in-law’s, Viscountess Fitzwilliam, recommendation of the lady and recalled the discussion with her husband. 
 
    “I trust the viscount's wife. I know she would never recommend someone untrustworthy. I wish I had requested her assistance when seeking Georgiana’s first companion. I trust you will be present for the interview as well. I know you will have questions I will never think about asking,” her husband had said. Elizabeth recalled just smiling in response. 
 
    She did ask more questions than her husband, she remembered, but she also had a better idea of what questions to ask. Both had been impressed by the answers and qualities of the lady, and she was promptly hired. Over the years of her service, for she had been hired soon after Alex had been born, she had proven her worth, and Elizabeth had never regretted her decision. 
 
    Elizabeth spent the remainder of the afternoon with one or other of her children, and late afternoon found her in her chamber for her examination by Mr. Winston. She had felt odd having another man examining her in such an intimate manner, but she had learned during her first session with him, she was more comfortable with Darcy in the room. Her husband never felt comfortable knowing how another man had to examine his wife, but for her safety and the safety of his unborn children, he tolerated it. 
 
    This day proved no different until Mr. Winston said, “I do not want to cause any undue concern, but Mrs. Darcy, have you been experiencing any discomfort or pain today?” 
 
    “Nothing more than usual,” she replied laughingly. “As I have mentioned before, I feel overly enlarged, but as you and the midwife remind me, this is not unusual. I have felt an increase in movement over the past two days and an increasing pressing sensation. Maybe there is not enough room for them to move around.” She again laughed. 
 
    “Any pain?” 
 
    “No. Mostly discomfort. I have felt as if the skin over my stomach is stretching more than I have experienced before, but I believed it due to the extra movement of the babies. Then this afternoon, there was a little pain, but nothing which concerned me.” 
 
    “Why?” Her husband asked. 
 
    “I think we might expect the babes to be born sooner than expected,” he said, but upon seeing definite concern on Mr. Darcy’s face, hastily added, “This is not unexpected in the case of twins. Because of their size, they sometimes come early. I would like to call the midwife in and have her stay a few days.” After a moment’s consideration, he added, “Only if it is possible.” 
 
    “I will have her summoned,” Darcy said as he opened the outer door of his wife’s chambers and motioned to a footman down the hall. 
 
    Elizabeth did not hear his words, but she knew he was directing to have someone contact the midwife and have her come as soon as possible. 
 
    “How soon?” Elizabeth asked. 
 
    “A day or two, possibly three,” Mr. Winston replied. 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. ‘Maybe,’ she thought, ‘one will be born on our anniversary.’ She was not averse to the idea at all. Besides, this confinement was becoming more uncomfortable than all the previous ones. She had been finding it hard to continue her morning walks, as short and slow as they had become, and her feet, which she had not really seen for the last two months, had been swelling more than usual. She had also been experiencing some back pains, which was not something she had ever experienced before. She thought it was because of the extra weight she had been carrying around her middle. She reasoned with two babes they weighted twice what one would have weighted. She had no facts to support her thought, but to her way of reasoning, it made sense. 
 
    “How can I make my wife more comfortable?” Darcy asked as he moved to her side and put his arm around behind her back. 
 
    “Make sure she does not stand for extended amounts of time. I believe rubbing her back might help as well.” He directed his next word to her, “Keep your feet up when you sit down. This will help minimize the swelling you are experiencing. If you begin to have any sharp pains, notify me immediately no matter what time of day it is.” Mr. Winston had discovered, early in his practice, a majority of ladies went into labor early in the morning. He always wondered why it was but had no answers for his question. 
 
    Supper was quiet. Elizabeth’s thoughts focused on the delivery of her twins. She felt some anxiety as she had with her past deliveries but nothing more than what she might have expected. She also wondered about their gender and if they would look similar to each other. 
 
    Darcy’s mind focused more on the health and welfare of his wife and children. He feared having two at one time might prove more painful for her. He never wished to be the cause of her pain, but he discovered during the birth of their first son, pain was a natural part of birth. Other than refraining from having any more children, he knew he could do nothing to stop the pain. He could not accept such an option, however, since it would mean never touching his wife again; something he knew would be impossible. 
 
    Mr. Winston was the only one at the table who was not focused on the birth. He knew nature would take its course, and he was just there to assist when the time came.  
 
    “I am pleased the midwife can remain in residence for the next few days. Her assistance will prove beneficial.” Mr. Winston said, although he suspected no one was really listening to his comment. 
 
    Mr. Winston did have a greater respect for this midwife than he had for most midwives he had met, although he shared the fact with no one. She seemed more updated in her methods, and she was the first midwife of his acquaintance who seemed to understand the need for cleanliness during the birthing event. He had met too many midwives who did not see the need to clean their hands or the tools they used during birth prior to birthing a baby. 
 
    Elizabeth had been thankful when she was able to retire for the night for she felt more exhausted than normal. 
 
    In the early hours of the morning, just as the sun was peeking through a crack in the curtains, Elizabeth quickly sat up as a sharp pain shot through her back. 
 
    “William,” she shook him after the pain receded. After a moment of no response, she shook him harder. “William, wake up.” 
 
    Groggily, he replied, “What time is it?” 
 
    “Time for the babies to be born,” she said just before another pain began. 
 
    Darcy sat up instantly, and asked, “Are you sure?” 
 
    This caused Elizabeth to laugh once the pain receded. 
 
    “More than sure,” she finally answered. “I do not believe either of your children plans on waiting. I need Mr. Winston and Abigail.” The last was uttered almost in a cry because another wave of pain shot through her back. 
 
    Darcy pulled the rope beside the bed and was thankful a footman instantly opened the door. “Summon Mr. Winston and the midwife immediately.” He was pleased when the man promptly left. 
 
    Darcy left the bed, threw on his robe, and came around to his wife’s side of the bed. He was helping her up when she doubled over in pain. This one she felt in her back as well as her abdomen. 
 
    “We must hurry, William. I feel the baby pushing out.” 
 
    Her husband needed no more prompting, for he picked her up and carried her to the birthing room. Even he understood this delivery was going faster than the ones before. 
 
    Only moments after he placed her in the birthing chair, both Mr. Winston and the midwife entered the room. 
 
    “Will you be staying, Mr. Darcy.” Abigail Reynolds had delivered all four of the previous Darcy children. 
 
    “Sir, it is not generally acceptable for a husband to remain in the room with his wife,” Mr. Winston stated. It was not something they had spoken about before. 
 
    “No worries, Mr. Winston. Mr. Darcy has been present for each birth. His presence has a calming effect on Mrs. Darcy, and I have discovered each birth has been easier because of it,” the midwife informed him. 
 
    Instead of arguing, Mr. Winston just took his place to assist the birth. Besides, he decided, who was he to tell such a wealthy man he was not welcome at the birth of his children. 
 
    The midwife had only just begun to inspect Elizabeth when she declared, “I see a head. This will be a quick delivery. When I say push, you will be doing just that,” she informed Elizabeth. “Squeeze Mr. Darcy’s hand a hard as necessary.” 
 
    This too was part of the routine. Darcy had learned during the birth of William Alexander just how strong a woman’s grip could become when she is travailing. He had once described it to his cousin, the colonel, as stronger than any man’s grip, strong enough to make the most physically fit man wince at the sheer force exerted.  
 
    “Push, Mrs. Darcy,” the midwife directed, and Darcy instantly felt his wife’s hand tightening around his. His consolation, he decided, was after four previous births, he knew what to expect. 
 
    “Now, once more,” she directed. 
 
    The wail of the newborn was music to the parents, but the babe was quickly whisked away by a waiting maid to be cleaned. 
 
    “Mr. Winston. I need your help,” the midwife, demanded. 
 
    Darcy wondered what was happening. He had never heard the midwife sound so concerned during any of the prior births. 
 
    “I see,” Mr. Winston said as he inspected Mrs. Darcy. He then spoke directly to both parents. “The babe is breech.” 
 
    “Breech?” Darcy asked. He had heard the term before but only in relation to a mare delivering a colt. It was a rare occurrence but a serious one. He instantly became concerned. “What does it mean when a babe is breech?” 
 
    “Mr. Darcy, being a landowner, you must have seen breech births before at the stable.” 
 
    “Yes, and sometime we lost both the mare and colt. Tell me how much danger there is for my wife?” His question was not meant to show less concern for his child, but currently he really was more concerned for his wife. He knew the devastation it would cause him if he lost her. 
 
    “We will have to move the babe within her to turn it around. It is unsafe for it to be born feet first because it could become strangled by the cord.” Mr. Winston informed him while Elizabeth looked on in fear. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Elizabeth asked as she squeezed her husband hand. 
 
    “We have to push the babe back in and try to turn it,” Mr. Winston said. 
 
    “I have never done it before,” Abigail said, “but I have heard of it being done.” 
 
    “What is the risk?” Darcy had to know before anything progressed. 
 
    “There is always a risk in childbirth,” Mr. Winston replied. 
 
    “Mr. Darcy, your wife is strong. This delivery has begun quickly, so she has not been weakened by hours of labor. These two factors alone help minimize the risk to both your wife and child. Allow Mr. Winston to do what he has experience doing,” the midwife briskly directed. 
 
    Darcy only nodded, but he squeezed his wife’s hand and silently began to pray for his wife and child. He did not want to make a decision about which he wanted to live, for he really wanted them both to come out of this well and strong. 
 
    Elizabeth felt the pressure of the babe and the pain as the doctor forced the baby back into her body. She was able to resist crying out by clinching her teeth tightly, but she could not stop the tears from running down her cheeks. Her husband whispered encouragements to her but other than remaining strong, praying, and soft words of support, he could do no more. 
 
    Both parents felt as if it was taking too long to turn the child, and Elizabeth feared her child would not survive what was happening. Without consciously meaning to, Elizabeth suddenly remembered Psalm 23:4 and heard Mary’s voice reading it to her. ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,’ but Elizabeth did not feel as if she were facing death. She tenaciously hung on to that feeling, and then heard, ‘I will fear no evil.’ This would not be something evil, she declared silently to herself, and then repeated aloud, “thou art with me.” 
 
    Darcy thought Elizabeth was speaking to him, and replied, “I am right here. I am not going anywhere.” 
 
    Elizabeth almost chuckled at his response, but then felt another sharp pain. 
 
    “Mrs. Darcy, push!” Mr. Winston demanded, and she instantly obeyed him. 
 
    “Again,” the midwife said. 
 
    This time, though, there was no loud wail as the child was removed. Elizabeth immediately feared it had died, but then she watched in shock as Mr. Winston held the small form by its feet and slapped its backside. She was angered by his treatment of her poor child, but before she could voice her outrage, she heard a wail. 
 
    “He is breathing,” Mr. Winston said as he passed the babe to the midwife. “We only need to deal with the after birth and clean you, Mrs. Darcy. The hard work is over for . . .” 
 
    Before he could say more, Elizabeth screamed in pain as a spasm passed through her back and around her midsection. 
 
    “What has happened?” Darcy demanded concern evident for all to see on his face. 
 
    “Oh!” Mr. Winston exclaimed. “I have never seen this before in all my years of practice.” Then he said, “Push, Mrs. Darcy,” and she did. 
 
    Another wail filled the room as a third child was delivered to the shocked parents. 
 
    “Triplets,” the midwife declared. 
 
    “Three?” Elizabeth was stunned by the news. “This is why it felt like the movement inside of me never stopped. One of them was always awake.” This realization helped her understand what she had been experiencing the last few months. She now understood why she had felt so large during this confinement, for she had felt overwhelmingly huge. Then another thought occurred to her, “What are they?” 
 
    Darcy had not even thought far enough ahead to ask the same question. He was still stunned knowing his wife had been carrying three babies rather than the two they had expected. 
 
    “Go find out, William,” Elizabeth directed. 
 
    She watched as some semblance of understanding returned to her husband’s face. He just nodded and moved away. She was aware Mr. Winston and Abigail still needed to clean her, and she wanted so much to just lie down with her new infants and fall asleep. This labor had gone quickly, especially in comparison to her first child, but she still felt exhausted by all the pushing she had done. 
 
    When Darcy came back to his wife’s side, he said, “They are so tiny. Will they be well?” He directed his question to both the accoucheur and the midwife. 
 
    “I will carefully examine them,” Mr. Winston said, “but they seemed healthy enough. The strength of their cries gave me a little indication of their health, although the second child did need a little encouragement to breath. Their small size is due to there being three, and they are a little early. This fact, however, is not surprising. I have delivered twins before, and they too are usually early and small.” 
 
    “I have seen a number of babes begin small, sir,” Abigail added, “and most survived. The ones which didn’t were not as strong or as healthy as these children appear.” 
 
    “What are they, William?” Elizabeth wanted to present as normal a front as possible. To hear her babies were smaller than normal concerned her, but she would not let her husband see her concern. 
 
    “Two daughters and a son,” Darcy had once again taken her hand and focused on her. “How are you feeling?” During every previous birth, he had watched as her fatigue afterwards became evident. Knowing this was the shortest delivery time, he still saw the same fatigue. 
 
    “Three daughters and four sons,” Elizabeth murmured. “I think it is time we stop having children,” she chuckled. 
 
    Knowing she could laugh and tease helped him realize his wife would be fine. 
 
    “Now we have to come up with another girl’s name.” He fondly remembered their decision a few weeks before about names. They had agreed upon one girl’s and one boy’s name, but could not agree on a second for either, in case it was needed. 
 
    “We at least have Christopher Edward and Helena Katherine.” Elizabeth had chosen Katherine in remembrance of her sister who died trying to help protect her. 
 
    “I still want the other to carry your name.” Darcy smiled lovingly at his wife. Their first daughter, he had hoped, would look like her mother, but she did not. Instead, she looked more like Georgiana when she was little. One of these daughters he now hoped would look like Elizabeth, and he wanted one of them to be named Elizabeth. 
 
    “And I really want her to be named Emma. So, can we agree upon Emma Elizabeth?” They had argued over the two names for a long time, but had never put them together. Now they could and they would both have a daughter named as they wished. 
 
    “Or Elizabeth Emma?” Darcy argued, but, he decided, he would always see her as his little Lizzy. He would just have to make sure the daughter who looked most like his wife would carry the name they would agree upon. 
 
    “Emma Elizabeth,” she declared. 
 
    “Mrs. Darcy, not meaning to interrupt this important argument, but it is time we move you to your bed,” Mr. Winston chuckled. “You can continue this discussion after you are made more comfortable. While you are being moved, I will examine the babes and then have them delivered to your room.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Winston. I cannot wait to hold them.” Elizabeth would force herself to stay awake until after the babes had been placed in her arms. 
 
    As he always had in the past, Darcy carefully picked up his wife and carried her into their room. As he was walking there, he whispered, “You are much lighter now. Maybe I should have been able to tell you carried three babes by the difference in your weight.” 
 
    Elizabeth slapped his arm. “You tease at a moment like this? How un-gentlemanlike.” 
 
    Darcy chuckled at her response and breathed easily knowing she was well after delivering three tiny products of their love. He recalled, Elizabeth had been truly ill only one time during their marriage, and throughout the illness, she neither teased, nor joked, nor laughed. It was not until she began to recover that her laughter and teasing manner returned. 
 
    “You are going to be fine,” he declared with a smile. 
 
    “I know,” she replied returning his smile. 
 
    Elizabeth felt she had been waiting forever for Mr. Winston to finish his examination before her babies were finally brought to her. As they were placed in her arms and the third placed on her lap, she realized her husband had been correct. All three were tiny, with one appearing smallest of them all. 
 
    Indicating the babe in her left arm, Darcy declared, “This one was born first, so she should be Helena Jane.” He then indicated the babe held in her right arm. “This little fellow is Christopher Edward.” Darcy then picked up the babe lying in her lap and cradled the infant lovingly to his chest. “This little lady will be Elizabeth Emma.” He then held her so Elizabeth could see her. “She looks the most like you. She has your dark hair, and when I saw her before, her eyes were also dark but intelligent looking.” He drew her close to his chest to cuddle her. “When she looked at me, I could tell she knew who I was. Then she smiled, and the smile reminded me of your smile when you are teasing me.” 
 
    “Emma Elizabeth,” Elizabeth murmured. She felt herself drifting off, but she knew she could continue the argument when she woke. “I must sleep now,” she finally said. 
 
    “Yes, you rest. I will have the nanny come and place the babes in the nursery. We will talk more when you wake.” 
 
    Elizabeth wanted to say more, but knew it would have to wait. She had already decided they would need to hire another nanny, and this time she would agree to hiring a wet nurse. In the past, she had done the duty by herself, but she felt with three to feed, she might not have enough for all of them. She would not allow her children to be hungry. 
 
    All these thoughts swam through her thoughts as she felt the babies being removed from her arms, and then she slept. 
 
    After some friendly arguing, it was finally agreed to christen the last daughter born Emma Elizabeth, but from that day forth, Darcy often referred to her as his little Lizzy. The two oldest boys happily welcomed their new sisters and brother into the family. Even four-year-old Thomas seemed to understand he had two new sisters and a brother, but he could not understand why none of them could play with him. Anna Maria was the only one who did not understand about newest additions to the family. 
 
    As the days passed until the christening of her babies, Elizabeth reflected upon the events, which finally led her to this point in her life. Before the attempt on her life, she never gave much thought to Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy for she believed him an overly proud, unlikeable gentleman. Not a gentleman she ever envisioned herself marrying. Afterwards, everything had changed. She had discovered the man he kept hidden from the outside world. Who could have ever guessed the murdering of a Bennet daughter would bring two people together to share a loving and happy future. 
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    Thank you for reading this work, Murdering a Bennet. If you have enjoyed the book, please leave a review at Amazon. 
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 Chapter 1 – The Answer is Still NO 
 
      
 
    “You should make a woman angry if you wish her to love.” — Publilius Syrus 1st Century B.C. 
 
      
 
    Elizabeth Bennet had always been a vivacious, witty, intelligent, and cheerful child. As she matured, she retained all those admirable qualities as a young woman, but she added to them gregarious, outspoken, and headstrong. Her father appreciated and encouraged all those qualities in his favorite daughter, but her mother constantly berated her for most of them, especially her outspokenness. Miss Lizzy, as her mother referred to her, often spoke her mind at the most inopportune moments.  
 
    Neither did it help that Elizabeth and Mrs. Bennet disagreed on many issues, and the one they disagreed on the most was what constituted a desirable marriage partner. According to Mrs. Bennet, any gentleman with prodigious wealth that would keep her out of the hedgerows when Mr. Bennet died made an admirable husband. Elizabeth, on the other hand, had agreed with her elder sister, Jane, that she would marry for nothing less than love. It did not matter how much money the gentleman did or did not have. In her opinion, without love, one could never achieve a happy marriage as evident by her parent’s union. All of her life, she had seen no proof that her parents loved one another, and she noted that her beloved papa teased his wife as often as he deemed necessary. Mrs. Bennet, Elizabeth had noticed, seldom comprehended that she was being either teased or humorously ridiculed by her husband.  
 
    On the matter of marriage, Mr. Bennet had always told Elizabeth that he wanted her to be able to respect the man she married for he believed a happy union could not exist without respect. His marriage reminded him daily of this fact because Mr. Bennet had stopped respecting his wife after their second year of nuptials. He, however, had not mentioned love within the parameters he saw for Elizabeth’s future husband. Mr. Bennet, although once believing he loved his wife when they first met, felt love was all too fleeting an emotion and was unsure if true love and devotion even existed. 
 
    Elizabeth, never desperate for a husband, was content to spend her time in the quiet country with Jane. She could not claim her life had always been exciting, but since the Netherfield party had arrived, her life had increased with intrigue. Jane was in love. Charlotte had declared the proud and proper Mr. Darcy appeared attracted to her or at least seemed interested in her – although, Elizabeth did not see it as so. Mr. Wickham had tried to gain her sympathies with his sad story, which rang false to her senses, and Mr. Collins had utterly disrupted her usual cheerful disposition. In fact, Mr. Collins had arrived declaring his intentions to amend her family's ‘grave’ misfortune by offering an olive branch, but the fact that he would try to use her to accomplish it was unconditionally unacceptable. 
 
    Lizzy’s dislike of Mr. Collins stemmed not only from his repulsive appearance and insupportable hygiene but also from his lack of intelligence and common sense as demonstrated through his disgusting proposal. His words were not so much a proposal but a list of reasons why he chose to marry; the greatest of those were due to the express desires of his patroness Lady Catherine de Bourgh.  
 
    His comment about her dowry being so small as to put her in an unhappy position of being unlikely to receive another marriage proposal was only the beginning. He only compounded his foolishness by declaring she was not serious in her rejection of him. He accused her of following some ridiculous idea that her refusal would increase his love, which she doubted he felt for anyone but his patroness. 
 
    In her haste to leave the drawing room after his insulting offer, she nearly collided with her mother hovering outside the door. 
 
    “Well, Miss Lizzy,” she happily declared believing all her problems solved. “Wasn’t I right? Didn’t he propose, and you accepted him?” 
 
    It did not surprise her that her mother had been attempting to listen to a private conversation. “No, Mama,” Elizabeth corrected seeing the look of triumph slowly fading from her mother's eyes. 
 
    “What?” Her cry was accompanied by the nervous flutter of her hands. “He didn’t make you an offer of marriage?” 
 
    “As in that matter, yes, he did, but I did not accept him.” 
 
    “Elizabeth Eleanor Bennet! Why?” 
 
    “We do not suit each other.” Elizabeth’s belief kept her voice steady, yet anger lurked on the edges of her mind. 
 
    “You will marry him. You must do this for your family,” Mrs. Bennet screeched. 
 
    “Mama, I do not love him.” Elizabeth moderated her voice, for she did not want everyone to hear her, unlike her mother who did not care who heard. 
 
    “Love? Love! What does love have to do with it?  It is your duty to this family, and you will carry fulfill it.” 
 
    “Mama, I will not marry Mr. Collins. We can neither of us be happy in such a marriage.” How could her mother want her to be miserable? 
 
    “Happy? What does happiness have to do with saving us from the hedgerows? No, I insist you march right back into that room and accept Mr. Collins’ generous offer.” Mrs. Bennet stomped her foot. 
 
    “No,” Elizabeth stated, leaving without another look at her fuming mother. 
 
    The greatest bane of Mrs. Bennet’s life, other than Elizabeth, was the fact that her husband’s estate, Longbourn, was entailed away from the female line. She knew that once Mr. Collins inherited Longbourn, he would turn her out leaving her and her daughters homeless. Therefore, she was determined to find advantageous matches for all of her daughters and for her future benefit. In truth, Mrs. Bennet believed only two of her daughters deserved noteworthy husbands – Jane and Lydia. Jane’s exceptional beauty meant she was destined for some handsome, wealthy gentleman. Lydia, having her mother's lively disposition, made her Mrs. Bennet’s most favored daughter. Therefore, Lydia deserved a gentleman of more worth than even Jane's future husband; however, that opinion Mrs. Bennet never shared with anyone. 
 
    “I know what I must now do.” It was not be born; the child would obey her. Storming into her husband’s study, she demanded, “You must make that ungrateful child marry Mr. Collins.” 
 
    “Which child, my dear? We do have five daughters.” Mr. Bennet calmly looked up from his book at his long-suffering wife, and suffer she did from every little nervous ailment she could concoct. She often used her condition as a way of getting what she wanted. 
 
    “Miss Lizzy! You must make her marry Mr. Collins. Oh, the torture this is already inflecting on my poor nerves. It will likely kill me! No! I will not have it any other way. It is about time she did something to pay us back for all of our kindness to her,” his wife whined. 
 
    It was evident to him from whom Lydia had learned the obnoxious habit of shrilly wailing to get her way, but at least she had not yet begun complaining about her nerves. He was sure she would follow her mother’s example in that manner of behavior when she was older. 
 
    “Call her in.” 
 
    He would settle the issue, but he foresaw his wife’s displeasure with his verdict. Of all five of his daughters, Elizabeth had always remained his favorite and not just because of her physical differences from the other girls. What made Elizabeth stand out for him was her intelligence and sharp wit. With her, he could hold a coherent discussion on a variety of intellectual and current news topics, and she would argue her point better and more passionately than most of the gentleman of his acquaintance. 
 
    Smiling, Mrs. Bennet stormed out of the room feeling her choice of Elizabeth as Mr. Collins’ bride vindicated while Mr. Bennet pondered the merits of his second daughter. Mrs. Bennet entered the hall just as Elizabeth was trying to flee out the front door, but Mrs. Bennet was too quick. 
 
    She pinched the girl's arm between her fingers as hard as she could. "Your father wants to speak to you about your obligation to this family.” She pulled Elizabeth away from escape. Her fingers continued to bite sharply into Elizabeth’s skin as she stormed back to her husband’s study. 
 
    “Inform Miss Elizabeth of her duty,” Mrs. Bennet gave a sly smile to Elizabeth. 
 
    “Lizzy, my dear.” Her father smiled at her in a welcoming manner. “I hear Mr. Collins made you an offer of marriage.” 
 
    “Yes, Papa,” she replied quietly giving soundless thanks that her mother had released her arm and fearing a bruise would develop. 
 
    “And you turned him down,” he evenly added. 
 
    “Yes, Papa.” Elizabeth felt sure he would never make her marry such a detestable man. Had they not, just the night before, laughed at his preposterous comments about Lady Catherine and her opinion on how to prune rose bushes accurately? As if such an illustrious lady would ever demean herself by undertaking such a subservient task? 
 
    “There my dear. Lizzy has done her duty; she received a proposal, and she declined it.” Mr. Bennet felt pleased with himself, and in his opinion, that was the end of it. 
 
    “No! She has not done her duty. It is within her power to save us all from being evicted from our home when you die, so I mean to see that ungrateful girl fulfill her obligation to this family,” Mrs. Bennet screeched. 
 
    “My dear, I will not make the child marry if she does not choose to, and positively not to a man she cannot respect.”  
 
    “I do not care if she respects him or not. She will learn to respect him. No, all of these years I have given her a home, and now it is her turn to give me one. That is her duty to me,” his wife declared with a stomp of her foot. 
 
     “Mrs. Bennet, there is no cause to yell. Let us discuss this quietly.” 
 
    “No, you make Miss Lizzy agree to marry Mr. Collins. I’m going to speak with him and let him know you will make her do her duty,” her mother proclaimed, slamming the door as she left. 
 
    Of all the girls, Mrs. Bennet wanted Elizabeth to be the one to marry the odious Mr. Collins. She was not willing to sacrifice any of her daughters. In truth, Mary would have made a more commendable wife for a clergyman, but she was blind to the fact because of her excessive dislike of Elizabeth. Once Elizabeth married, Mrs. Bennet would shed all the hardships presented to her by the girl. Then she could focus all her attentions on her deserving daughters. Finding suitable husbands was no easy task, but only because of lack of worthy candidates and not from lack of beauty. 
 
    Mrs. Bennet had always proclaimed Jane as the most beautiful of all the Bennet girls, but that did not mean the rest were plain or homely. The fact was all of the girls were beautiful but in different ways. Jane had all the merits of a classical beauty with her straight blond hair, blue eyes, and fair complexion. Even her figure followed the preferred shape of a healthy, well-fed young lady. Kitty and Lydia, although not as robust as Jane because they walked more, had beauty in their light looks. They both had blond hair and blue eyes, as did Mary. Mary might have looked plainer than the other three girls, but it was a reflection of her severe hairstyle and simpler mode of dress. Elizabeth simply did not match her sisters, neither in temper nor in looks. 
 
    Elizabeth had a slightly darker complexion tanned further from summer walks and a more streamlined figure. Moreover, her chestnut hair held hints of red visible only in the sunshine. Her hazel eyes reflected the colors of her gowns, often confusing others as to their actual color. She was also shorter in stature than the other four Bennet girls. As a result, neighbors often commented on these differences, noting how Miss Elizabeth had more of the Bennet family features and characteristics while the other four daughters reflected the Gardiner side. These differences, however, only endeared Elizabeth to her father more. 
 
    Mr. Bennet approached Elizabeth, taking both her hands in his and saying, “This will work out my child; do not fear. Your mother will see reason. Why not go to your room and quietly read until she calms down.” 
 
    Instead of returning to her room, Elizabeth exited the house, her bonnet and cloak already in hand, only to collide with Mr. Darcy. He appeared to have accompanied Mr. Bingley on his daily visit to Longbourn. His demeanor the same exaggerated sense of self-worth she had become accustomed to seeing. He presented himself as above everyone he met, and appeared to be looking down on all others. Of course, he did have to look down at her due to his towering height, but it only added to his overall attractiveness. 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said as she brushed past him. He was the last person she wanted to see, much less socialize with, after the vilification she had just received from her mother. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth.” Much to her dismay, she turned to see he had followed her. “May I join you?” 
 
    “You may find my company very displeasing, at this time, sir,” she said as she tried to out-stride him. His stride was longer, so he easily kept pace with her much to her consternation. 
 
     “I do not mind.” 
 
    It took little to discern her mood, but he found it harder to determine the cause. Bingley and he had heard yelling as they had approached the house. Distinguishing individual words and speakers had been impossible, and the ruckus over just as they were outside the door. He felt it was his obligation after such a scene to accompany her while she was away from her home or in case she needed to speak with someone. Perhaps, if he was honest, there was also an ulterior motive. 
 
    He had been fighting his burgeoning feelings for her ever since she stayed at Netherfield. She had arrived early the morning after her sister had fallen ill and had diligently stayed to nurse her back to health. His admiration for her grew from her caring nature to their heated debates over numerous differing opinions. Her argumentative abilities had honestly impressed him for she skillfully supported her opinions. Never before had he encountered such an adept debater since his time in Cambridge. He had not realized how much he missed exercising his expertise at disputing weighty issues and ideas. He could never imagine Miss Bingley being able to support her beliefs. The lady was more willing to agree with opinions she believed he would wish to hear rather than promoting thoughts of her own. 
 
    Elizabeth paid little notice to the gentleman who accompanied her, but not because she found him unattractive. If she admitted the truth, she had found him incredibly handsome when she had first spied him across the dance floor. Her opinion of him, however, had been tarnished by his insult against her. 
 
    So deep in contemplation from the morning’s events, she spoke no further but concentrated on her path. As they walked, although walk was a relative term since her movements were much more turbulent, they passed through a thin stand of trees. Mr. Darcy noticed her pausing briefly to retrieve a small branch before stepping into the field. It had gone unplanted during the summer, so instead of stubble from a harvest, long dead grasses waved in the slight breeze. 
 
    Remembering her mother’s harsh words, Elizabeth’s fury caused her to lash out with the stick against the harmless flora as she walked. Mr. Darcy was forced slow his pace so he was not in line with her swings. He could hear her muttering in anger beneath her breath obviously having forgotten him, but this allowed him to admire her unnoticed. He saw her as a diminutive female warrior beheading the enemy with a mighty swing of her makeshift sword. He recalled from his history studies the tales of the Greek Amazon warriors, and although most the tales told of their skills with bow and arrow, he could envision Elizabeth as one of their contemporaries. That she had not directed any of her ire toward him gratified him for he feared the damage she could do if she swung her stick in his direction. 
 
    “Inane . . . irritating . . . conceded . . . self-centered . . . strutting peacock . . .” 
 
    Mr. Darcy wondered if she were referring to him. He had known from the stormy look on her face as she exited the house that she had wanted to be alone, but he had imposed himself upon her without considering the ramifications. His desire was not to anger or woo her but to earn her respect and friendship. 
 
    “ . . . viper,” she continued without indicating his presence. “Of all the conceited . . . The ‘practice of elegant females’ . . . What does he know of elegant females? Or any females for that matter?” 
 
    Darcy heard her huff and no longer felt she directed her words toward him for, to his knowledge, he had done nothing to offend her other than joining her on her walk. He could think of nothing he had done either that would label him a viper. 
 
    “What does love or happiness have to do with it? Everything I say . . .” Elizabeth’s swinging stopped mid arc as she remembered her mother’s words, and then her tirade continued. “My duty? After everything she did for me?” 
 
    She spoke the words, weighing out their possible meanings, but they continued to confuse her. Why was it her duty and not the duty of one of her sisters? As the oldest, the duty should fall to Jane. 
 
    “But Jane is in love with Bingley.” The words, although muttered unaware, were audible to her companion. 
 
    Mr. Darcy was taken aback by her revelation. He had witnessed Bingley paying more attention to Miss Bennet than he felt appropriate. He had also heard Mrs. Bennet's comments about an imminent connection between her eldest and Mr. Bingley, but he had seen no evidence from Miss Bennet indicating she favored Mr. Bingley over any other man. Miss Bingley and Mrs. Hurst, Charles Bingley’s sisters, had previously agreed with Mr. Darcy on this. However, they were also of a mind to discourage a connection between the two. Mr. Darcy knew Caroline Bingley wanted her brother to marry an heiress with connections to the peerage. The lady’s desire was not for her brother's happiness, but for her position in society. She was a social climber of the highest order, and it was one of the reasons why she was chasing him. With Elizabeth's comment, Darcy knew he would have to discover more about Miss Bennet's true feelings, so he continued to listen to Elizabeth without interruptions. 
 
    “She does love him,” Elizabeth’s intimate knowledge of Jane helped her see what others might not. “But why me?” 
 
    Speaking aloud had always helped her before, and this was no different. Her musings also brought up other comments her mother had made. She had said, ‘after everything she had done for her,’ but her mother did very little. When she purchased new dresses for her daughters, Elizabeth was the last one considered. Her mother would lavish them with fine gowns and trimmings, leaving little money for Elizabeth’s necessities. Her father was the one who made sure she had pin money for any items she needed beyond clothing, and he was the one who gave her birthday gifts. She had never received one from the hands of her mother. 
 
    “Why is that?” she asked aloud, the stick in her hand now lifeless. “What have I done to earn her wrath?” 
 
    Unaware of the vocalization of her anger, Elizabeth was surprised when Mr. Darcy asked, “Miss Elizabeth, might I provide any help?” 
 
    Unthinkingly, Elizabeth swung around and nearly hit him with her unintentional weapon. Seeing what she had almost done, she lowered her weapon and contritely said, “Mr. Darcy, I am heartily sorry. I forgot you were present and despite appearances, I never meant to hit you.” 
 
    Having already felt slighted, Mr. Darcy’s displeasure swelled at hearing her comment. He wanted her to notice him in the same manner he noticed her, but he placed that desire aside and focused on her current concern. “Might I enquire what the unoffending grasses might have done to distress you?” 
 
    Elizabeth surveyed the severed stalks he gestured toward and then surprised Darcy by laughing lightly. “I guess mama was right. I do tend to give my anger free reign.” She offered a shy smile causing tightness in his chest. “She says my tongue and anger will drive off any possible suitors. Too bad that didn’t work on Mr. Collins.” 
 
     “Mr. Collins?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, you would have no knowledge of that.” She chuckled realizing he had no way of overhearing the conversation that had precipitated her anger. She quickly decided she needed to speak about the event and finding him an available listener, began her narrative. It did not matter what she said, after all, she could not make him dislike her more than he already must. Even if she could, what would it matter? She did not desire his good opinion either. 
 
    “Mr. Collins mistakenly believed I would marry him, so with my mother’s inevitable encouragement, he proposed. Not surprisingly, I declined. He had the nerve to believe I was only refusing him to increase his ardor for me.” She stared into Mr. Darcy’s eyes seeking any hint of mirth on his part. If he found the event humorous, she would not continue. Seeing nothing but kindness and interest, she asked, “Do you believe any young woman would turn you down just to increase your feelings for her?” 
 
    After asking such a question of him, she felt she could have laughed at herself. She could imagine no young woman turning him down. In fact, she could just imagine Caroline Bingley throwing herself upon him if he was to propose, and that tableau finally forced a laughed from her. If it was truly the practice of more elegant females, then she wondered how any ever married. 
 
    As she had been speaking, his thoughts revolved around her shocking confession about Mr. Collins. That imbecile was not worthy of Elizabeth, and the idea of any man thinking of taking her as his wife set off shock waves of a feeling he could not identify. In response to her question, he knew no young woman would have thought about turning him down. Their moment of silence was broken by her mirthful laugh. 
 
    “Are you laughing at me?” Mr. Darcy asked. 
 
    “No,” she helplessly giggled before confessing, “I just envisioned Miss Bingley . . .” and realizing what she was about to say, she stopped her lips with her hand. A hand Darcy suddenly envied for it touched her full, ruby lips. 
 
    Elizabeth did not know many things about Mr. Darcy, and she could not read his thoughts, for which he was thankful at that moment. She was positive he had no interest in Miss Bingley, but it was still inappropriate for her to say anything concerning the two of them. 
 
    Darcy saw a contriteness on her countenance and could not stop from asking, “What about Miss Bingley?” 
 
    Elizabeth dropped her eyes, pondering the wisdom of her comment. He smiled hoping to encourage a continuation of her confession. Finally deciding it mattered little since she believed he thought so little of her she relinquished. “I just had an image of Miss Bingley if you decided to propose to her, and I could not see her rejecting you.” 
 
    “No, I highly doubt she would say no.” He smiled broadly, displaying the most charming dimples. “But I will never propose to her for she is not the type of wife I seek.” 
 
    Elizabeth wondered if this was a smile reserved only for his friends, for she had never seen it before. In order to change the subject from Miss Bingley, Darcy asked, “Because you turned down Mr. Collins, is that why your mother sounded distressed?” 
 
    She scrutinized him, judging his sincerity and feeling he would never censure her for her rejection of the odious man. “Yes.” 
 
    “It would never have worked,” he assured her. 
 
    “What?” She almost tripped, turning to better see him as he said the words. 
 
    “A marriage between Mr. Collins and yourself would never have worked. He could never have made you happy, and he would never have appreciated your wit or intelligence,” he affirmed. 
 
     “Your observation is accurate. Neither of us would have been happy, and I told my mother as much, but she claimed happiness had nothing to do with marriage. It may not be the nicest thing to say about the man, but I view him as a sycophantic sermonizer,” Elizabeth giggled after offering her opinion. 
 
    “I deemed him more of a moralizing moron, but sycophantic sermonizer works just as well,” Mr. Darcy offered in response falling into the humor Elizabeth was trying to create. If it helped raise her spirits, he felt it well worth his effort, even if it went against his usual code of proper conduct. 
 
    Elizabeth sobered as she said, “I believe it is not the best manners to criticize or make fun of someone who is not here to defend himself.” 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth.” He stopped walking and turned to look at her causing to do the same. “If I have judged the man accurately, I doubt he would defend himself because of my presence. Instead, he would nod his head repeatedly in agreement to anything I might say or anything said by another with which I might agree. Terming him a sycophant is closer to what his behavior is than anything I have heard him called by your neighbors.” 
 
    “I would find it excessively difficult to always agree with others just to garner their approval,” Elizabeth commented automatically. 
 
    “Miss Elizabeth, I wholeheartedly agree with you. I believe you will always speak your mind on what you feel is right and wrong, and I applaud you for your candor.” 
 
     “Thank you.” Elizabeth, still feeling ashamed of having spoken so freely against a man who could not defend himself, turned and began strolling through the field. She was determined to put more distance between her and home. “It matters little what my cousin thought, for I shall never marry unless I respect and hold my partner in high regard, but I also want to love him as well.” 
 
    “So you would not choose to marry for convenience,” he stated as he followed. 
 
    “I would never have turned down my cousin if otherwise,” she retorted, but then murmured under her breath, “I abhor cruelty in any form, and marriage between us would have ended in absolute despondency for us both.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Darcy was not sure if he heard correctly and expected she never meant him to hear as much as he did. 
 
    She turned to face him, her eyes brightening as they had at Netherfield when she became passionate about her argument. “I am a creature who enjoys life, and I want to share happiness with others, so I abhor causing myself or anyone else pain.” 
 
    “Eliz . . .” he caught himself before it was too late. He had become accustomed to thinking of her as ‘Elizabeth’ and feared he had paid to much attention to her as he had at Netherfield. “Miss Elizabeth, why did your mother feel it necessary for you to marry a man who held none of your affection?” 
 
    “Because of the entailment,” she told him. “Longbourn is entailed to the male line, and since Papa has no sons, Mr. Collins will inherit when Papa dies. Mama believes she will have no place to go if none of us marries well, and she fears Mr. Collins casting her into the hedgerows. It has been her greatest lament since Jane and I reached marriageable age.” 
 
    “That makes it more understandable.” 
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 Prelude: Not Alone 
 
      
 
    Mr. Darcy's voice began within hours of his father’s burial. He had been standing beside the newly covered grave when it first spoke. 
 
    “He was a good man and will be greatly missed.” 
 
    Startled, he turned to see who had remained behind. He had hoped to have a few moments alone to reflect on his loss, but his shock caused him to turn and see who had taken the liberty to invade his privacy. Because he saw no one, the female voice unnerved him even more. 
 
    “He loved you and your sister very much, but his grief was overwhelming.” 
 
    Darcy had always been aware of his father’s grief for he had lived with since his mother's death and had watched as his father slowly faded away. As for the love his father had for his sister and him, he always wondered if it truly existed. His father had spent far more time with George Wickham who deserved none of his father’s attention. 
 
    His father was a good man, but George Wickham was anything but good. Wickham had revealed his true character to young Darcy during their first year at university, but he had refrained from revealing George’s wickedness to his father. Maybe he should have pulled the veil from Wickham’s character; maybe then his father might have spent more time with him and his sister. Too late for regrets, he reminded himself sternly. 
 
    “Fitzwilliam, you must remember him as the good man he was. Do not hold his past mistakes against him. Live your life to the fullest and be the happy person your mother wanted you to be.” 
 
    What did this lady know about his mother? He wanted to learn the identity of the woman forward enough to speak to him so impersonally, but he failed to discern the physical presence of anyone. Was she a commoner or some neighbor he had not seen in a long time? Her voice sounded familiar, but he could not put a name to it. How should he respond to a stranger who invaded his private moment of remorse and grief? 
 
    “I will be here when you need me,” the voice added before sensing his aloneness once again. 
 
    What did she mean? Could she still be watching but from a distance? Was she someone he would not have acknowledged if he had turned and looked at her? Did she know he would have ignored her because of her station in life? Or did she mean well and offered him the comfort he needed at a stressful time in his life? 
 
    At first, he contributed the voice to his own grief and need for comfort after the loss of his father. He found the voice both encouraging and supportive while he pulled his life into some semblance of order.  As the days progressed, he reasoned once he gained his footing in administering the estate the voice would vanish, but until then, he found great comfort in the lilting sweet voice; in many ways, it recalled childhood memories of his mother, Lady Anne Darcy. He even imagined he could smell her rosy scent, which permeated those memories. 
 
    He did not place a name to the voice until days later when she spoke to him again, but this time within the confines of his private study. This time he realized it not only reminded him of his mother, but it also sounded like her. During the next few trying months of assuming the role as the master of Pemberley, he felt grateful for some of her advice, but he remained cautious for he could allow no one to notice him talking to the empty air around him. As the year progressed, however, he became concerned he might be suffering from some mental disorder for the voice, instead of slowly fading, became more of an entity he began to depend on for many of his decisions. He became especially dependent on the voice when it concerned his sister, Georgiana. His father’s will made him and his cousin, Colonel Thomas Fitzwilliam, the youngest son of his uncle the Earl of Ashbourne, the guardians of the young girl. His aunt, Lady Catherine, his mother’s elder sister, had scoffed at the idea of two gentlemen being named the girl’s guardians and argued the guardianship should have been entrusted to her as Georgiana's nearest female relation. Darcy, however, refused to honor his aunt’s wish because he feared for his sister’s health and well-being because Lady Catherine’s only child was a sickly daughter who showed no signs of regaining her health under her mother’s strict care. 
 
    Even Darcy’s voice had supported his decision, and since the voice seemed not to fail him, he had depended on it as a guide in his care and education of his sister. He did not, however, share the voice’s suggestions, or even its existence, with his cousin, for how would one explain the existence of an unembodied voice no one else could hear. 
 
    Surprisingly, the voice remained with him during the first year after his father's death, but he discovered pleasure in the comfort and advice given by his unseen benefactor. A greater surprise came, however, on the first anniversary of his father's death for the voice took on a spectral form.  At first, the form remained vague, but within a few weeks, he realized it resembled his mother.  Again, he figured his mind created the embodiment for the voice which had never deserted him, but as the year progressed, the voice made many comments reminding him even more of his mother.  He noticed the voice’s behaviors appeared similar to his memories of his mother, as well.  At one point, he resolved to confront the voice and demand to know what the voice wanted, and who it was. However, he could never make himself carry through with his decision because he felt, if he confronted the image, he might lose her, and her advice had proven too useful over the past year. From then on, he no longer questioned the spectral guidance but accepted it as something useful. In fact, as the specter became clearer, he began accepting it as his mother. Eventually, no doubt remained in his mind about the identity of his guardian. 
 
    *************************** 
 
    Elizabeth Eleanor Bennet first encountered her guardian – a name she eventually decided to call him – at the age of four and ten. She was climbing her favorite tree in order to escape the diatribe of her mother over an incident occurring at a small dinner party at Lucas Lodge.  She had just placed her foot on the next branch on her upward climb when a soft male voice warned her of a crack in the branch.  Not sure where the voice came from, she gingerly placed her right foot on the branch and held on tightly to the branch above for leverage and support. When she began to put her weight on said branch, she heard the distinctive crack causing her to shift her weight onto her left foot on the branch below and rethink which branch to use next on her climb. 
 
    She heard the voice chuckle, “I did warn you. Try the one to your left.” 
 
    Since the voice had been right the first time, she chose the suggested safe branch and continued her climb.  Once she finally settled into the tree which offered her concealment from her mother who came out the back door calling her name, her serenity returned; although, she knew it would only last as long as she avoided her mother. 
 
    "Lizzy, where are you, you disrespectful child?  You show yourself now and explain why you found it necessary to embarrass your family with your inappropriate behavior." 
 
    She watched as her mother walked right under the tree she hid in and smiled as she watched her mother storm off toward the stables; another hiding place Elizabeth might have chosen. 
 
    "You often hide from your mother," the voice declared as if it knew her habits intimately. 
 
    In defense, Elizabeth replied, "Only when she is looking to criticize or reprimand me."  She kept her voice low and soft so as not to reveal her hiding place to her mother.  Her mother needed no reason to become more upset with her for she would if she discovered Elizabeth in the tree. 
 
    "Is there something you might have done to avoid causing your mother to correct you?"  The voice spoke at a normal volume. 
 
    Elizabeth worried her mother would hear the voice of the speaker and follow the sounds to her hiding place, so Elizabeth replied in a whisper. "Please keep your voice down.  I do not know who you are or where you are hiding, but please do not make it so mama will find me." 
 
    "Your mother cannot hear me, Miss Elizabeth.  Only you can hear me." 
 
    "Who are you?"  She looked around for the owner of the voice. 
 
    Never before had she encountered another person in her favorite tree, let alone one who sounded like an adult. When no answer came, she tentatively asked, “Are you my guardian angel?” 
 
    “No, not an angel,” the definitively male voice replied. 
 
    Slightly fearful, she inquired, “A ghost?” She had read many stories concerning them but did not unconditionally believe they existed. Still, she could not argue she heard this one. 
 
    Laughingly, the reply came, “No, not a ghost either.  Let us just say I am here in the capacity of a helper.” 
 
    “Oh! You are my guardian angel,” she declared feeling a slight relief at putting an identity to the voice. 
 
    “As I said, I am not an angel nor a ghost, but if you wish to refer to me as a guardian angel, I will allow it for I sense you are more comfortable with the term.” 
 
    "How do you plan to help me?" 
 
    "I am duty bound to guide and protect you whenever the need arises." 
 
    His response caused Elizabeth to snicker. 
 
    "Guidance," she finally stated, "I can understand, but protection. Protection from what? In my opinion, most of the protection I need is from my mama's wrath because I always seem to be doing something to offend her." She spoke in all seriousness. 
 
    "Maybe I can provide guidance which will help you avoid upsetting your mother. The protection may come at a time when it is least expected, and from someone or something you are not even aware of yet." 
 
    It seemed a reasonable explanation to her, so she did not mention it again. 
 
    Elizabeth soon realized the value of her guardian for she could vent her frustrations about her family to him. She had easily identified the voice as a he. Having four sisters did present her with some extreme challenges. Of course, her eldest sister, Jane, did not present a challenge. Elizabeth had labeled her an enigma because she saw only the good around her and failed to see the negative side of anyone’s personality. Mary, who happened to be the middle sister of five, seemed to hide behind her religious books and music, making it hard for Elizabeth to develop a relationship with her. Her two youngest sisters, however, presented the most trials and hardships. Catherine, called Kitty by family and friends, and Lydia followed their mother’s tendency toward silliness, and Lydia, the youngest, remained a spoiled child even thought she considered herself a young lady. 
 
    After any trying encounter with her sisters or her mother, Elizabeth often went in search of her guardian so she would have someone sensible to speak with. Her papa, although appear sensible, did not concern himself with how his wife and daughters behaved as long as they did not disturb his peace. Instead, Elizabeth’s guardian provided her with the counsel and comfort she sorely needed. 
 
    In fact, she turned only to him when she needed to vent her anger about her youngest sisters, as she did one day after a particularly cruel joke Lydia and Kitty played on their elder sister Mary. Elizabeth never found it hard to find him, for she always sought a solitary place for them to talk without being interrupted or observed and called on him. 
 
    “I know Papa jokes about Lydia and Kitty being the two silliest girls in all of England, but I view their actions as criminal. To make it worse, Mama saw no harm in what they did,” she angrily declared as she sat in her favorite tree some considerable distance from the house. He always remained near enough to hear her, but since she could not see him, she could not place him in a physical location. 
 
    “I agree, Miss Elizabeth. A heartless joke I agree, but not criminal, just mean.” 
 
    She liked the way he always addressed her as Miss Elizabeth. It made her feel more grown up. 
 
    “Mama makes it worse by excusing them and saying no harm done, but there was harm, for it will be expensive to have the pianoforte fixed.” Elizabeth seethed because her mother would not admit her sisters had done wrong. For them to find it funny to intentionally sabotage the pianoforte could never been seen by Elizabeth as a harmless prank. It meant neither she nor Mary could practice for the next two weeks because Mr. Humbleton would not leave his book shop in order to fix the instrument before then. 
 
    “What did your father say about the incident?” 
 
    His question surprised her, for he usually stayed around her so he should have heard her father’s comments and her mother’s excuses. “Papa thought the girls should pay for the expense of bringing Mr. Humbleton out, but Mama claimed the instrument had already needed some fixing, and its cost should fall to the household expenses. I argued its cost should come out of Lydia and Kitty’s pin money to teach them a lesson about destroying expensive items. Mama just laughed and said nobody cared about the pianoforte, and it would not be missed anytime in the next few weeks. Poor Mary cried. Everyone in the family seems to overlook her, and I fear I am just as guilty about the oversight. Mama never views anything Lydia does as wrong or cruel, but Lydia is developing a very nasty streak in her character, and she does not see the harm she causes to others. One day something serious will happen, and Lydia will cause irreparable harm affecting her in the worst possible manner. I just hope by then Kitty will have learned not to follow Lydia everywhere she leads because it will harm Kitty as well.” 
 
    “Parents sometimes fail to see the worst in their children will eventually discover their children are not the upstanding people they had hoped for. I believe, since we want to see the good in them, we fail to see their flaws or maybe we just overlook them,” he wisely informed her. 
 
    “Did you have children at one time?” From numerous comments he made during their many discussions, comments about a previous life, she often found her mind speculating how long ago he had lived and what his previous life had been like. She tried to ask him about it a few times, but he always offered vague responses or he avoided answering them. 
 
    “Not all those we see as our children are our actual children.” 
 
    ‘Another of his vague replies,’ she thought. 
 
    “I believe if you could have your way all of your sisters would conduct themselves more like Miss Jane. As the eldest, she should be the role model for all of her sisters, but none of you follow her example.” 
 
    She thought she heard him chuckle softly. 
 
    He was correct; Jane always exemplified how a young lady should act. She never behaved improperly, never soiled her clothing, always displayed proper manners, and always willingly lent a helping hand to anyone in need. Of course, Elizabeth recognized Jane’s one major flaw – she refused to acknowledge the reprehensible side of any situation or person – always the optimist. Life was not a flourishing flower garden free of weeds. For whatever reason, Jane overlooked all the weeds in the world and especially in people, and she smiled at everyone and everything. She feared Jane would eventually have to face the reality of the flourishing evil around her, and it would completely devastate Jane’s outlook on life. The few times Elizabeth tried to point out the flaws she saw around her Jane claimed Elizabeth looked only to find fault. 
 
    “If you stopped trying to find the faults in others, you would find more happiness in life,” Jane once proclaimed. 
 
    Elizabeth acknowledged it an unrealistic way to look at the world and at people. Kitty and Lydia, especially Lydia, were riddled with shortcomings in their character, and the cruelness of ruining the pianoforte and declaring it a harmless prank served as only one example of their flawed characters. 
 
    “It matters not whether Jane is eldest, or whether she has no meanness in her, for it is very hard for the rest of us to live up to her shining example. Moreover, we are all so different we must be true to who we really are. Of course, being true to self does not give you the right to harm others, and this is Lydia’s greatest problem. She does not see the harm she causes. As long as she sees it as a lark, then she believes everyone else should see it the same way.” 
 
    “Have you tried to help Kitty see the harm in what she does?” He knew Elizabeth could make a difference for Kitty if she would expend some time talking to the child, for both were still children even if their mother continued to launch them into the adult world by taking them along on neighborhood visits. 
 
    “I will try. Maybe if I can help her see how much this is hurting Mary, then she might realize not all pranks are funny, and sometimes great harm can come from what others believe is harmless.” Elizabeth pondered the thought. “There must be some way I can speak to just Kitty without sounding like I am reprimanding her. If I could only keep Kitty away from Lydia, or at the least, make her see how following Lydia’s poor example was shaping her into a less likeable person, then I might be accomplishing something beneficial as her elder sister.” 
 
    “I commend your fortitude.” Alex beamed with pride at her strength of character. Maybe she would not help change Miss Catherine, but at least she was willing to try. 
 
    Elizabeth did like her family despite their flaws and shortcomings. Mrs. Bennet, however, did not treat her daughters equally because she had her favorites. Lydia, because she had a similar personality to her mother and shared her looks, was the favored daughter, and Jane followed a very close second because of her beauty and serene personality. Mrs. Bennet tolerated Kitty only because Lydia favored her. 
 
    This left Mary and Elizabeth. Their mother, fortunately, often overlooked Mary, but Elizabeth received the brunt of her mother’s reprimands and criticisms. She often thought her mother liked her least because her father favored her over the rest of the family including his wife. This, however, did not mean her father had no flaws. His tendency to seek the simplest answer for all the family problems topped the list of his flaw. This flaw meant he allowed Mrs. Bennet to have her way in almost all things relating to the household, and almost always when it came to the raising and educating of their children. 
 
    Elizabeth’s education, however, became her father’s responsibility. He began educating her before she even learned to walk. He began by reading classical works of literature to her because she would climb on his lap anytime he had a book in his hands. Because of her continued interest, he taught her to read as soon as she was able to speak. He began to see her as the son he did not have, and her education equaled what a son’s would have been. Her mother held all of this special attention and education against her. Mrs. Bennet, in her ignorance, believed girls should have little classical education. If they could embroider, manage a household, and flirt, then they were ready to be presented as a suitable wife to any gentleman. Mrs. Bennet failed to realize wealthy young men, who could pick their wives from London’s higher society, looked for more in a wife than those rudimentary accomplishments. Poor Mrs. Bennet, raised as a solicitor’s daughter in a small rural community, had no idea of what constituted a proper wife because she never mixed with those of the upper class. Because no one in their local community socialized with London’s elite society, Mrs. Bennet lack the knowledge of the true social skills and accomplishments needed by her daughters before they would ever attract wealthy young men. Mr. Bennet provided little assistance since he failed to promote the need of a governess to teach his daughters how true young ladies should act. If it had not been for Mr. Edward Gardiner, the younger brother of Mrs. Bennet, and his wife, neither Jane nor Elizabeth would have had a proper role model to follow for she taught the two eldest Bennet girls how to act like proper young ladies. This education, however, did not extent to the three youngest daughters, for, by the time they were old enough to benefit from such training, Mrs. Gardiner became busy raising her own children. 
 
    A copy of the book can be found at Amazon; if the link does not work, then copy and paste the following in your web browser –  https://www.amazon.com/Guiding-Protecting-Pride-Prejudice-Variation-ebook/dp/B07CNJ2FB8/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=guiding+and+protecting&qid=1567366937&s=gateway&sr=8-1 
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