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EPIGRAPH
 
PRIDE AND PREJUDICE
Volume III, Chapter XIV 
 
“Obstinate, headstrong girl! I am ashamed of you! Is this your gratitude for my attentions to you last spring?….My daughter and my nephew are formed for each other….They are destined for each other by the voice of every member of their respective houses; and what is to divide them? The upstart pretensions of a young woman without family, connections, or fortune. Is this to be endured! But it must not, shall not be. If you were sensible of your own good, you would not wish to quit the sphere in which you have been brought up.”
“In marrying your nephew, I should not consider myself as quitting that sphere. He is a gentleman; I am a gentleman’s daughter; so far we are equal.”
“True. You are a gentleman’s daughter. But who was your mother? Who are your uncles and aunts? Do not imagine me ignorant of their condition.”
“Whatever my connections may be,” said Elizabeth, “if your nephew does not object to them, they can be nothing to you.”
“Tell me once for all, are you engaged to him?”
Though Elizabeth would not, for the mere purpose of obliging Lady Catherine, have answered this question, she could not but say, after a moment’s deliberation,
“I am not.”
Lady Catherine seemed pleased.
“And will you promise me, never to enter into such an engagement?”
“I will make no promise of the kind.”
 
~Jane Austen



 
PART I: RIFTS AND REUNIONS



 
CONFESSIONS
 
DECEMBER 1832
 
The room was silent—a sure sign of his aunt’s imminent demise, for only death could silence Lady Catherine. 
It was an uncharitable thought, but Darcy could not bring himself to regret it. Had she been in terrible pain or faced an untimely death, he would have worn the solemnity expected of him. But his aunt was resting comfortably and would die as well as any human could expect to die. By all standards, she had lived a long and happy life.
At least, he supposed it to have been happy, for Lady Catherine de Bourgh had never been one to express happiness in the usual ways. Her smiles were thin, her laughter harsh, her compliments always tinged with underlying criticism. When she got her way—even when she witnessed the ceremony that brought to fruition her most sought-after dream—she expressed so little in the way of joy that Darcy suspected her of being constitutionally incapable of that sentiment most humans considered their birthright. 
So he was hardly surprised to find his aunt’s face pinched with displeasure now, as if she would confront the grim reaper with the same irritable expression she had used to greet life’s more pleasant visitors. What did surprise him was his presence at her bedside; he had been called there nearly an hour ago, and no one, not even death, had dared interrupt their silent conference.
He did not mind the silence as once he might have. One of the benefits of reaching an advanced age was patience, or at least resignation. Darcy at eight and twenty would have paced the room like a caged tiger; Darcy at eight and forty sat with a stillness matched not even by the woman dying in bed. 
She shifted a little to the left, then a tad to the right, her breath coming in short, shallow pants as she reached for his hand, only to push it away again. This back and forth happened nearly a dozen times, and again, he marveled at how age had changed him: his younger self would have grabbed her hand on its first retreat. This he would have done not to soothe or reassure her, but to still his own annoyance.
Now, though, he allowed her to go through the motions without interruption. He wondered briefly if she required something, but when offered water, brandy and laudanum, she refused them all with an adamant shake of her head. Whatever ailed her came from some internal struggle he could not hope to understand, and so he watched her with dispassionate interest. He knew too much of Lady Catherine to feign more than the abstract concern any man would feel watching another person breathing her last. 
Finally, she took hold of his hand and shuddered. He tensed, waiting for the death rattle, but was surprised yet again: she opened her eyes wide and said, “I must tell.” 
When she did not continue, he asked, “Would you like me to bring Anne to you now?”
“No, no!” She squeezed his hand with exceptional vigor, and he began to wonder if perhaps the physician had been premature in his prognosis. “I must tell you.” 
He sighed. This was an old game, one hardly novel to the deathbed. When she had lost the right to command Anne, she had begun ordering him to command in her stead: “Tell Anne that she ought to write more.” “Tell Anne that green makes her appear sickly.” “Tell Anne to avoid those heavy cakes; she has grown quite plump!” 
Anne had grown plump—a minor miracle, as far as he was concerned, and one that pleased him mightily. Of course, he never told Anne he thought her plump; even he knew enough of women to guess that she would like that word no more than her mother did. So he called her healthy, which was just as true and even more miraculous.
Darcy did not consider it boasting to claim that Anne’s reversal of fortunes had largely been a result of his efforts. Serving as buffer between his cousin and her mother had been only one of the services he had rendered her over the years. Anne, too, had been a buffer of sorts, and most certainly a friend; and though he had not grown plumper (in fact, he was sometimes described as gaunt, but only when others thought he could not hear), Darcy had softened in a different, no less important way over the course of their nearly two-decade marriage. 
“If you have a message for Anne,” he said to Catherine in that soothing voice he sometimes used on the odd tenant who drank too much and grew bellicose, “you had best tell her yourself.”
“No, I must tell you!” 
Now her grip was painful. 
“I must tell you,” she said, “of Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”
And there, finally, was his heart.
Though it had performed all the anatomically-correct tasks assigned to it, his heart had seemed strangely absent of late. He had felt no sadness on receiving word that Catherine was nearing her end, no sense of urgency on the long journey from Derbyshire to Kent, no pity when seeing her on her deathbed. 
Yet now, on hearing her name, that strange, twisted muscle in his chest beat madly against his ribcage, sending blood to his head and making him feel both sick and alive in a way he had not experienced since coming to Rosings. Perhaps not since he had been eight and twenty. 
“What…what of her?” 
“She did not say the words,” his aunt replied, coughing so violently that he could only just make out her speech.
He fought the urge to shake her by the shoulders and demand a clearer recitation. Instead, he took a deep, calming breath (a trick Anne had taught him; she had acquired a great deal of practice during her youth at Rosings). 
“What words do you mean, Aunt?”
“Aunt. Aunt! You always call me aunt! Am I not your mother now, too? Anne has stopped calling me mother. Why does she not call me mother? Headstrong and obstinate girl!”
Her voice now was clearer, stronger, but this worn-out conversation was not the one he wanted to have.
“What words do you mean?” he asked again.
“It has turned out better this way,” she said, her eyes fluttering closed, a rare smile on her lips. “God will understand.” Then her eyes flew open, and her fingernails bit into the palm of his hand. “Will you? Will you understand? It was but a small lie, told for the good of you and Anne both!”
He knew then what he was being asked to forgive, even without her speaking the specifics of the crime. 
“What words did Elizabeth Bennet say to you, Aunt?” he managed in a whisper.
“He is a gentleman; I am a gentleman’s daughter; so far we are equal. How dare she? How dare she! At your cradles, Fitzwilliam. Anne and I, at your cradles! Still, she would not promise, that impertinent chit, that interloper, that…” Lady Catherine’s voice gave way to another round of wracking coughs, and this time, Darcy did not ask if she wanted water; he brought the glass to her lips and poured until she could do little except swallow.
“Tell me what she said, Aunt.” 
“Will you promise me, never to enter into such an engagement?” His aunt pushed herself forward, so that she was nearly sitting up. Grabbing him again by the hands, she moaned, “I will make no promise of the kind!” Then, she fell back into her bed, gasping.
Darcy looked his aunt full in the face, and for once, this woman who had been forever in his eyes a large but ridiculous figure—a bear, a bully—appeared submissive, and he saw in her shriveled countenance something of the child she must once have been. 
“What else was I to tell you?” she whispered, her eyes closed. “It was Anne, always meant to be Anne. At your cradles! It has all turned out better this way, has it not?” 
Better? Worse? Who could say. It had not been bad, this life he had lived in the twenty years since his heart had broke. Yes, there had been pain—intense, wrenching pain at first; pain that had made sleep difficult, food tasteless, laughter and joy nearly impossible for a year afterward; pain that, even now, caught him by surprise at the oddest of moments (a flash of chestnut curls in a London crowd, the sight of his niece’s muddy hemline after a long walk at Pemberley, a peal of laughter, at just the right pitch and volume, in a ballroom). 
Still, for all that he had been sick at heart, he had not been a lovesick fool. He’d had no time for pining; he’d had a sister to raise, a family reputation to maintain, servants and tenants who depended on him to make sound decisions. Most of all, he’d had Pemberley, and it had been his rock.
And then there was Anne. She, too, had given him happiness. Of course, he had never expected marital bliss with his cousin; forgoing intimacy had, after all, been a condition of her acceptance, and given what she had been through before their marriage, he could hardly blame her. No, when they married, she became not a wife but another sister. The unexpected gift had been her friendship, won gradually over the course of years. Once she had distanced (for she would never forget) the terrible memories of her father’s assaults; once she had quieted (for she would never silence) her mother’s critical voice; once she had been allowed to become a person of her own, Anne de Bourgh Darcy had discovered that she in fact possessed kindness and a sense of humor, to boot. 
Better? Worse? Who could say. It had, in fact, been a very good life—but it had been different from what he had once hoped. He would never have children. He would never call Elizabeth his wife.
Suddenly, his aunt began to tremble. He thought she might have begun sobbing, if only she had possessed the strength. Instead, she lay in bed, tears and mucus running down her face. 
He watched her without saying a word.
“Do you forgive me, Fitzwilliam? It was but a small lie…”
A small lie, yes, but one that had changed the course of his entire life. He fought suddenly to disentangle his hands from hers. Forgive her? Never! 
But when she could not hold onto his hands, when she was left clawing at the air, he paused. Lady Catherine de Bourgh had never really had any power over him. Yes, she had lied: a small lie, a terrible lie, but in the end, only words. Those words, spoken to him twenty years ago, might have stolen his hope, but not his free will. He might still have gone to Hertfordshire with Bingley, might have ridden across that grassy meadow between Netherfield and Longbourn, his heart pounding in time with the horse’s hooves. He might have issued a second proposal—and faced her rejection in person.
Instead he had holed up in his study in London, telling himself it would be the height of selfishness to inflict on her the discomfort of rejecting him a second time. Why cause her pain when she had so clearly told his aunt that she would never consent to marry him? 
“Why?” he asked his aunt. 
Lady Catherine wheezed and huffed—an unnecessary effort because he knew what she would say: for Anne. For both Annes.
But that was not the question he had meant to ask. Why had he believed her? That was what he wanted to know, and she could not answer him, no matter how much breath she had left to spare. 
Now, of course, it was all so obvious: Lady Catherine de Bourgh was a liar. She had lied about so many other things in her life, trivial and significant, knowingly and in ignorance, that this one small lie had been bound to roll off her tongue. Why would she have not lied, this woman who took such pleasure in making everyone around her conform to her vision of an orderly world? 
In the years since becoming her son-in-law, he had become all too familiar with her reliance on dissembling, yet at eight and twenty, Darcy had thought his aunt a truthful woman. Difficult, callous, and even at times delusional, yes. But deceitful? He had thought her too proud and self-righteous—too much like himself—to stoop to lying. 
Even after all this time, he could remember with almost perfect fidelity that late September morning of 1812 when his aunt had called to tell him his fate: sweeping into his study at Darcy House, bringing with her that sickly sweet odor of orange blossom. It was the scent she always wore (even now, it competed with the stale air of the sickroom), an incongruous show of sweetness by this woman with her hard angles and angry scowls. He remembered how old she had seemed to him then, though she had in fact been only five and forty—a full three years younger than he was now. But her hair had been steely gray, and her brow marred with wrinkles, and so to a man of eight and twenty, she had seemed ancient. She had seemed absurd, too—for then he had believed Lady Catherine de Bourgh to have more bluster than bite. 
Now he knew better.
“I have been to see Miss Elizabeth Bennet,” this younger-but-not-young Lady Catherine had declared upon invading his study.
He had been startled out of a reverie (about none other than Elizabeth Bennet, though in his mind, she had already become Elizabeth Darcy), and had not even the presence of mind to ask how his aunt had slipped past his butler and footmen. His first reaction at seeing her in the doorway had been to laugh (Elizabeth had already begun working her magic on him), and he wondered now if that uncharacteristic laughter had been his downfall. Had he behaved with the seriousness Lady Catherine had expected of him, would she have told him the truth?
“You suppose this amusing, nephew? She insulted you—insulted our family! Do you know what she said to me? I have never met a more headstrong, obstinate girl! I asked her if she had designs on you, and she said…” 
Here Catherine had paused, for dramatic effect he had then assumed, but now he wondered: had she paused to reflect? Had her conscience interrupted her speech and implored her to speak the truth? 
If it had, that poor withered piece of her soul had lost the battle. 
“…she said that you were the last man she would ever wish to marry.” 
At these words, his heart had stopped. He was back at Hunsford then, where Elizabeth had flung almost those very same words at him with all the derision he had deserved. Oh, he had tricked himself into believing, when they met so unexpectedly that summer at Pemberley, that she had seen the changes at work in him, but then had come news of the elopement. 
Was George Wickham not the most damning proof of his selfishness and pride? By refusing to warn the people of Meryton about his erstwhile friend, Darcy had made possible the ruin of Lydia Bennet. He had placed his family’s reputation above hers. It mattered not that he had orchestrated the Wickhams’ marriage (at a high cost, too); this he hoped Elizabeth would never know, for he wanted not her thanks but her love—and this he had failed to win.
So yes, he had believed his aunt—without a word, without a single question, he had believed her. Still as a statue, he had stood at the window of his study, staring into nothingness, while Lady Catherine had paced behind him.
“Foolish girl! To dismiss you so haughtily, as if she were the superior! Though she would never do as mistress of Pemberley, her inability to recognize the great honor she has been given, by even being considered, is astounding!” 
If he had doubted his aunt to this point (and he had not), he certainly would have believed her then. His disastrous proposal at Hunsford had taught him that Elizabeth would never marry for riches or honor, only for love, and she was open enough to tell his aunt her true feelings. 
There had been many times since that awful day in September 1812 when he had considered traveling to Hertfordshire, just to see her: that very autumn, when Bingley had asked him to stand up at his wedding (but then, Darcy was not yet so reformed a man that he could witness his friend’s great happiness without feeling the loss of his own); the next year, on the night before his own wedding to Anne (but then, he was not so depraved a man that he would abandon his cousin, certainly not after all that she had been through); in 1816, after hearing of her father’s death (but then, he had decided a letter of condolence would be less painful for everyone involved); in 1821, when he had heard that she had opened a school in Meryton for the children of the common folk (but then, an anonymous donation would do her school much more good); in 1827, the morning after he had bumped into her, quite literally, at a circulating library in London (but then, but then, but then…)
But then, he had become who he was supposed to be without her: a good man, a generous man, a man who had dedicated himself to the lives of others. If he could not live his life with Elizabeth Bennet, he would at least live by her lesson. He would rein in his pride and root out his selfishness. 
He would speak to strangers—even ridiculous one—with the same respect he would have shown her, if only she had wanted him. He would dance at balls where there were not enough male partners, though with each step he would wish the woman in his arms to be her. He would come across his cousin sobbing in her father’s old study at Rosings and listen, really listen, to her story; he would marry Anne to ensure her escape, though the vows he spoke in that church, prompted by Elizabeth’s odious cousin, had felt like sawdust in his mouth. 
He would become a respectable landowner—no, something more than that, for being respectable required nothing except rarely raising rents and giving his tenants a few boxes on St. Stephen’s Day. Yes, he would become more than respectable: he would become kind and fair and generous. He, too, would open a school for children who would otherwise have had no recourse; he would have cottages built for the indigent of the neighborhood; he would pour as much of his wealth as he could into the charities of Derbyshire and London. 
He stumbled at times. He was, after all, a man. There were days when he scowled at everyone he saw; dances where he stood glowering in a corner; moments when he snapped at a servant or berated a tenant for a misfortune the poorer man could not have helped. Yet, for the most part, he transformed himself from a respectable man to a good one. 
Such a transformation caused more than a little concern from those who knew him well. His uncle, Lord Matlock, warned him that he would lose his fortune, and his aunt, Lady Catherine, declared he was encouraging idleness among the lesser sorts. Colonel Fitzwilliam, who must have known somehow that his own life would be too short for guilt, urged him to spend less time on business and more time at the clubs, at the theater, anywhere he might find enjoyment. “You will lose your sanity if you work yourself day and night, Fitz!” 
And Bingley—well, he knew not what Bingley thought of his new behavior, for he avoided him, quite assiduously. This was the one selfish act he did not try to undo, though it pained him to treat his former friend with such coldness. But he could not see Bingley, most certainly could not see Jane Bingley, not in those first few years. Even now, the infrequent sight of them smiling radiantly—at each other, at their friends, even at him, the man who had cut them out of his life—made him sick at heart. 
To the surprise of everyone except himself, he did not lose his sanity or fortune by throwing himself into his work and philanthropy; he did not turn himself into a pauper or Pemberley into an almshouse. He prospered, made new friends (though none quite so dear to him as Bingley), and acquired so much money in various investments that he would, even after all his charity, have a mighty fortune to leave to his heirs.
But not his children. Never his children.
“Tell me you forgive me,” ordered his aunt in a raspy voice. “Tell me, quickly, tell me!”
Staring into her eyes, he knew that she had reached the end, and for a moment he wondered if he would have to lie to her, as she had lied to him. For no matter how angry he felt, he could not let her die without words of forgiveness. The question was, would he mean the words as he spoke them?
“I forgive you,” he whispered, and found, as he looked down at his mother’s sister, writhing in agony, he did indeed forgive her.
“Thank you!” she gasped. It was the first time he had ever heard those words from her mouth. She grabbed at his hands, and this time, he allowed her to hold on. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank—”
Her hands fell from his, breath hissed from her lips, and there, eyes wide open, she was dead. 
He closed his own eyes for a moment, surprised to find tears in them. Then, inhaling deeply (orange blossom, stale air, death), he looked at her, closed her eyes, and stood. He would have to tell Anne. 
But on his way to the door, he stopped. Something on his aunt’s writing desk caught his eye: a crow-feather quill, the same style his mother had always used. He went, unthinking, to lift the pen in his hands when he saw that his aunt had been in the middle of a letter—some nonsensical order to her latest parson (few stayed more than a year or two before finding another living).
The urge to write was so strong that he swept the unfinished letter aside, hardly caring that it fell to the floor below. With a thump, he sat in the chair (well-padded, for Lady Catherine had not liked to be uncomfortable), opened a new bottle of ink (he would not use the ink his aunt had used, not to write Elizabeth), and dipped the pen into the pot with the kind of care used only by schoolboys, just learning their letters.
Blot, blot, blot. 
He watched the ink fall like tears onto the page, but did not sweep aside this piece of paper. These blots—they were as true as any words he could summon now. 
Elizabeth.
Blot.
I have loved you for twenty years.

Blot, blot…a whole line of blots. 
An absurd declaration, I know. Married to another. Eight and forty. Far too old to write a love letter.

I have spent most of these years in some other life, and I cannot hope to know you now. Perhaps I never knew you. But the idea of you, Elizabeth Bennet—blot—this has been in my heart since that first arch smile you aimed at me. And your censure of my selfishness—blot, blot—this, too, has been in my heart, and in, I hope, my altered behavior. The good I have done, if I have done any good at all, has come through your inspiration, and for that—blot, blot, blot—I thank you.

Thank you, Elizabeth Bennet, thank you.

He dropped the pen, and ink pooled on Lady Catherine’s desk like blood. Without sand, without bothering to dry the ink (for he would never send this letter, never), he folded the page in on itself, once, twice, three times, over and over until those words must surely have become one large, indistinguishable blot on that piece of his aunt’s orange-blossom-scented stationary. Stuffing the crumpled confession into his waistcoat pocket, he rose from the seat, wiped the ink from his hands, and went to find Anne.



 
HYDE PARK MEETING 
 
MARCH 28, 1837
 
With the first drop of rain, he and his sister exchanged a smiling glance. Two, three, four drops, and she coughed delicately. 
Five. 
Six. 
Seven, eight, nine, ten—he lost count and began to laugh. 
“Oh, very well! You were right, both of you!” said their mother, joining in the laughter. 
“There, that tree will shelter us,” said his sister, pointing, and the three of them raced like children to the large oak at the edge of Hyde Park. By the time they reached the wide, solid trunk, they were nearly doubled over with laughter, and he was not sure if the water on his face came from rain or tears. 
God, it felt good to be with his family again! 
The laughter died in his throat, and he swallowed with a grimace. 
His sister and mother pretended not to notice the sudden shift in his mood, but he knew they saw it. They saw everything, those two.
“I love the sound of the rain,” his sister murmured. 
“Then why are you talking over it?” he asked, nudging her lightly on the shoulder. 
She made a face. “Oh, Will, you have no sense of romance!”
“I hardly see what romance has to do with anything, Emma.” 
“Precisely my point!” she replied, nudging him back.
“And this,” said their mother, smiling at the two of them, “was why I suggested a walk—though the weather did not, to your discerning young eyes, appear promising.”
Will raised a brow. “So that we might argue in the rain?”
“Argue? That is hardly the word for the occasion. Tease, perhaps.” His mother’s smile widened. “Yes, indeed, it is teasing, which is exactly what siblings are meant to do to show their affection for each other.”
Emma scoffed. “Yes, I suppose you and Uncle Darcy teased each other tremendously when you were growing up, Mama.” 
Their mother’s smile slipped, and Will glowered at his sister, who made a face at him in return.
“Your uncle is a very good man,” their mother said. 
Will sighed. Fitzwilliam Darcy was indeed a very good man—and Will doubted he would ever live up to his uncle’s exacting standards.
“Are you certain,” he asked, his voice suddenly hoarse, “that Father does not mind?”
“Oh, Will, how many times do we have to tell you how very proud your decision has made us? Both of us?” 
His mother stood on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek, and still he had to bend down for her. He had grown a good half foot while at Cambridge—a late bloomer according to Emma, who rather enjoyed using vulgarized, newfangled language, particularly as a means of vexing their father, the Earl of Rainford. (He was progressive in all ways except speech and culinary preferences; their dinner parties were like something out of the eighteenth century.)
“I, too, am proud of you,” said Emma, as if her opinion mattered just as much as their father’s. (In fact, it did.) “However, I fear I will never get used to calling you William Darcy.”
“And I am not sure that I will ever get used to hearing it. Six months have passed, and I still sign my name Townshend on occasion.” 
“It meant so much to your uncle when you offered to take his name, Will,” said his mother. 
He shrugged. “What’s in a name?”
“Oh, more than you can imagine.” 
Will looked sharply at his mother, and was partially reassured when he saw her gentle smile. No matter how many times his parents gave their approval, he could not help feeling a stab of guilt. It was a common enough practice, second or third sons taking the name of a childless relative who had made them heir to the estate. Besides, his older brother Robert would carry on the Townshend name and oversee the earldom of Rainford with aplomb (much as he did everything else). Will was but the second son, easily spared. Still, he still felt a little as if he were betraying his father, not to mention all the Townshends who had come before him.
“I could not imagine Pemberley belonging to anyone other than a Darcy,” Will said. “Whether I will manage to live up to the name is yet to be seen.” 
He regretted the comment as soon as it was out of his mouth, for his mother’s brow creased with worry. 
“I am only jesting, Mother.”
“Is he being too hard on you, Will?”
“I said I was only jesting,” he replied in a tone that suggested the opposite. “Besides, you know full well that he could not be cruel to anyone, least of all me. He has the patience and kindness of a saint. You should see him with the tenants. It is only…” He sighed and looked away. 
“I hope,” said Emma, “that he has at least stopped wearing so much black; it makes him appear terribly grim.” 
“Oh, Emma!” said their mother.
“Well, it is true! When Aunt Anne died, his show of mourning was appropriate. But it has been nearly three years, Mama!” 
“Will, you must tell me,” said his mother, pinning him with her gaze, “what has your uncle done to make you so unhappy?”
He frowned, wishing his mother had let Emma lead the conversation elsewhere. Yet Georgiana Townshend, Countess of Rainford, was as stubborn as she was lovely. (This stubbornness, his father claimed, had been exactly why he had married her.) She would let nothing drop, not if it interested her, and nothing interested her more than the welfare of her children. 
“He has done nothing to make me unhappy, Mother. He is too good, as you say, to be unkind.”
“No, he is certainly not unkind, but I know full well how difficult it can be to live with a man who seems never to make a mistake.” 
“If you must worry, do so for his sake. I disappoint him daily.”
“Oh, Will. Surely he has said nothing of the sort.”
“Of course not. He hardly says anything at all. It is as if he lives behind an impenetrable wall.” Will shook his head. “I do not understand him. He is a man full of feeling and insight; I know this from the many letters we exchanged while I was at Cambridge. When I visited him as a child, he was—not effusive, exactly, but certainly kind. I could tell him anything, and he would listen. Yet now that I live with him, now that I am his heir—well, it is as if he has become someone else. When we talk, it is only to discuss estate business. He is aloof and inscrutable.” 
His mother and sister exchanged a glance, and then Emma laughed.
“And just what do you find so amusing?” he demanded, crossing his arms.
“You can behave in quite the same way!” said Emma.
He flushed. Though he had heard his peers at Cambridge call him haughty, he had supposed them jealous fools. To hear his sister agree with their assessment stung. 
“How can you say such a thing, Emma?” He threw his arms wide like a madman. “Do I seem aloof and inscrutable to you now?” 
Emma was unperturbed. “Oh, but we are family, Will! Of course you are not aloof and inscrutable to me.” 
“What am I to our uncle, if not family? Yet he treats me like a stranger!” He turned away, ashamed of the tears that sprang so unexpectedly to his eyes. He was a man of two and twenty, for God’s sake! He had a father who loved and praised him. Why did he need his uncle’s approval? 
“You have always thought of him as a hero,” said his mother, with that knack of hers for knowing exactly what was plaguing him. “You want him to admire you, as much as you admire him. And he does admire you, Will. He must. Do you think he would have asked you to be his heir if he did not think highly of you?”
Will shrugged. “What choice had he? He has no heir otherwise.”
“And what am I, then?” demanded Emma. 
“A girl,” came her brother’s rapid, unthinking response, which earned him a well-deserved punch to the shoulder. 
“He has left me the fortune from the sale of Rosings,” she replied, lifting her chin. “He might very well have left me Pemberley, too. Or he could have left it to Robert.” 
“Or he could have sold it outright and given the funds to charity,” added his mother. 
Will gaped. “Sell Pemberley? Never! He can walk the property blindfolded! He knows every tenant by name! He can identify each kind of shrub, grass, tree, and crop that grows on the land. He would die before he handed Pemberley over to another.”
“Oh, believe me, I am well aware of his love for Pemberley.” His mother smiled. “I did happen to grow up there, you know. But I also know how dedicated he is to…well, to atoning.” 
“Atoning? For what sin?”
His mother shook her head. “No sin, none at all. But he has carried with him the awful, misguided belief that he is not worthy of…oh, never mind. The point is, he is quite like a certain young man of my acquaintance, one who doubts his worth, too.”
Will sighed. “Yes, do tell me how similar I am to my uncle. Rather, tell him that, if you please, particularly the next time he quizzes me on the going price of wool or the specific strain of croup ailing little Betsy Smith, daughter of Fred Smith, not to be confused with Thomas Smith, who lives in the cottage by the stream.” Will deepened his voice. “‘William, you may excel at reading Ovid in Latin and reciting Pope by heart, but you must now learn more practical knowledge.’” 
Emma laughed. “That is a fine impression of Uncle Darcy!”
“Oh, Will,” soothed his mother, “try to understand: your uncle has suffered his share of trials.”
“Do you mean Aunt Anne’s death?” Will remembered his shock on hearing of her riding accident three summers ago. Though he had not been very close to his aunt (he wondered if anyone had ever been close to Anne Darcy), he had always supposed she would live to a ripe old age. She had apparently died instantly—a blessing, he supposed, and yet the suddenness of her death had been a blow to them all—to Darcy especially. She had been such a healthy woman. Demure and serious, yes, but rosy-cheeked and active, too. 
“No, not Anne, though of course her death was heartrending. She may have made him smile on occasion, but my cousin was, at heart, just as somber as Fitzwilliam.” Georgiana’s smile was sad. “You and I, Will—we are Darcys through and through; we need people capable of making us laugh at ourselves. We have your father, your brother, Emma; you know how they love to joke and tease. Thanks to them, we may walk through this world without always feeling as if it is pressing in on us. Your uncle…well, he has no such person.” 
“Oh, Mama, Uncle Darcy is not such a tragic figure,” said Emma. “Even if he does wear dark colors and talk mostly of dull matters such as sheep and foreign wars, he smiles—on occasion.” 
“He smiles with you,” replied Will, somewhat churlishly. “With me, he is usually all business.” 
“Yes, well, I am much prettier than you are, Will. I remember that time I came tromping back from a walk at Pemberley, my dress half-covered in mud, and oh, the way he looked at me! At first, I thought he was angry, but then he burst out laughing. I nearly fainted, I was so shocked!”
“So it is not that you are prettier—simply more impertinent,” said Will.
“He has an unfortunate fondness for impertinent women,” said their mother, frowning. 
“Indeed?” said Emma. “I never heard Aunt Anne make an impertinent remark in her life!”
Their mother looked into the distance. “No, not Anne, though she could be impertinent in her own way, but…oh, dear Lord! Let us go, quickly!”
Will and Emma exchanged glances. 
“But, Mama,” said Emma, “the rain is coming down even harder than before! I told you we ought to have brought umbrellas! As it is, we will be soaked if we try to make our way home now.” 
Indeed, the rain was beginning to find its way through the thick canopy of oak leaves, and Will wondered if his mother had grown weary of standing outside, reliving the past. Yet when he followed her gaze, he saw it was not the past, so much as the ever-approaching present, that disturbed her.
“Never mind the rain,” said his mother. “Hurry, turn before she sees us! I would rather be soaked than be stuck beneath this tree with…Lady Dudley! Why, what a surprise to see you here!” 
Will and Emma had to bite their lips to stop from laughing. It was well known within the family that Georgiana Townshend abhorred Caroline Dudley. Fortunately (or unfortunately, depending on the perspective), Lady Dudley remained quite ignorant of this fact. 
“My dear Lady Rainford!” Lady Dudley swept beneath the canopied shelter of the tree as if she were entering the Court of St. James. 
A pair women trailed after her, the younger of the two giggling in such a way that Will feared his eardrums might burst. 
“How droll, meeting Lady Rainford—in the rain!” the girl tittered, bobbing a curtsy. “How do you do, Lady Rainford? Miss Townshend? And Mr…” She paused and giggled again. “Darcy. We are so very glad to see you in London once again! I must say, you are the talk of the ton for stepping in to help your uncle. We did not expect, however, that it would mean you would be so long secluded in the wilds of Derbyshire.” 
Lady Dudley smiled fondly at this younger version of herself, while Emma glared daggers at the girl. The young lady in question, however, seemed wholly oblivious to the reactions she had provoked; she was far too busy batting her eyes at Will.
“Beware the ladies of your acquaintance, and most especially their mothers,” his uncle had said to him when he had left Pemberley a fortnight ago. 
“Oh, I am well used to them,” Will had replied, thinking of all the winters he had spent in town. Each year of his youth, the Townshend family had spent the Season here, and even while at Cambridge, Will had come back to London once or twice a term. The ladies of his mother’s circle had largely ignored him, and he had returned the favor, with the occasional wistful glance at a particularly pretty face. 
“As William Townshend, a young second son with a modest inheritance—yes, you may be used to them,” his uncle had retorted. “But not as William Darcy, the heir to a great estate such as Pemberley.” 
This advice Will had dismissed as arrogance, but now he supposed his uncle may have had a point, for Violetta Dudley (who, last time he had seen her, had barely glanced his way) now seemed unable to look at anything other than him. 
“What a coincidence, meeting you on our walk! We have not seen you since the Havishams’ ball nearly a fortnight ago!” said Lady Dudley, after exchanging the proper courtesies—well, all save one. She had failed to introduce the second lady who accompanied her. Will might have thought her a paid companion or servant, if she were not so elegantly dressed. 
After waiting several seconds for Lady Dudley to do the honors, Georgiana said, “Mrs. Bingley, I believe? How do you do?”
“Oh, do forgive me!” cried Lady Dudley. “I nearly forgot you were there, Jane, so intent I was on getting us out of the rain. Yes, yes, this is my sister-in-law, Mrs. Bingley. You have met before, I think?”
“Only in passing,” said Mrs. Bingley, smiling warmly before offering a curtsy. 
The name rang a bell; there may have been a Charles Bingley who entered Cambridge just before Will himself had graduated, and he vaguely remembered seeing an older gentleman by that name at one of his father’s clubs. He did not think the Bingleys had ever been invited to a Rainford ball or dinner party; they must have been part of a lower set, which made sense given Caroline Dudley née Bingley’s connections to trade. 
The party exchanged another round of greetings, and Will felt again that curious sensation of being studied, this time by Mrs. Bingley. It was discouraging to realize that even a woman with so kind a smile might be summing him up for the daughter she no doubt hoped to marry off.
And indeed, Mrs. Bingley said, “And may I introduce my daughter…” Except, here she faltered, for there was no one else to introduce.
“Eliza has wandered off again, and in the rain!” said Lady Dudley, sniffing. 
Will saw Mrs. Bingley’s anxious frown, and despite his misgivings asked, “May I assist you, ma’am?” 
Her smile was no less warm, for all the concern it contained. “Oh, no thank you, Mr. Darcy. I am certain she is close behind…oh, there she is!”
Will followed Mrs. Bingley’s gaze and saw in the distance a young lady, bent low, talking with what appeared to be a child. The rain was falling steadily now, but the two seemed oblivious to the inclement weather. After several moments of conversing (what in God’s name were they discussing?), the young lady straightened (good Lord, she had a graceful figure), shook the child’s hand, and turned in their direction. 
She was soaked through, the flounces of her dress hanging limply on her rather fine form. Still, she seemed not to mind it, for she made her way to the tree at a leisurely pace, even stopping once to observe something out of his range of vision. When finally she made her way beneath the tree, she looked at the three Townshends, offered a vague smile, and then turned to her mother. 
“I have found Thomas the perfect birthday gift.” 
“Have you?” Mrs. Bingley bit her lip, as if she were not sure whether to laugh or scold. “Dearest, allow me to introduce you to our new acquaintances.” 
Yet another round of introductions, only this time, Will found himself disappointed at the complete lack of reaction to his name; Elizabeth Bingley gave him barely a glance before turning back to her mother.
“He will adore it, Mama.” As she spoke, she pulled the bonnet from her head and began to wring out the rainwater. He heard Emma’s choked laughter and the Dudleys’ shocked gasps; he watched his mother’s eye widen, and her mother’s lips tremble. 
But Elizabeth Bingley continued speaking without pause: “We need only to locate a good pond, and I am certain we can find one.” 
“Eliza, wherever is your umbrella!” cried Lady Dudley when her niece had decided to dispense with the bonnet altogether, stuffing it into a pocket of her dress. 
“You see, Mama,” muttered Emma, “they thought to bring umbrellas.”
The Dudleys and Mrs. Bingley were indeed carrying umbrellas (Lady Dudley and her daughter still held theirs above their heads, as if they feared even the occasional drops that filtered through the oak leaves), thus remaining both dry and elegant despite the weather. Even his mother and sister, well-dressed as they were, looked a little worse for the wear next to these ladies. This state of affairs should have made Miss Elizabeth Bingley, with her bare head and red nose, the most unattractive of the lot. Odd that he could not look away.
“You are soaked, Eliza! Soaked through!” said Lady Dudley, shuddering and offering the Townshends an apologetic glance, as if their having to witness such a thing was an affront to humanity.
Miss Bingley arched one fine, blond brow at Lady Dudley. “Eliza? Why, whoever do you—oh, are you speaking to me, Aunt Caroline?”
“Now, Lizzy…” murmured her mother. 
“I gave my umbrella to Roland.” 
“Whoever is Roland?” demanded Lady Dudley. 
“Your footman, Aunt—the one who accompanied us on our walk.”
“But I sent him back to fetch the carriage!” 
“And that is precisely why I gave him my umbrella, for with such a distance to travel, he had a much greater need of it than I had.” 
Will tried. He well and truly tried. Biting the insides of his cheeks, he made himself study her bedraggled dress (it clung to her), her damp hair (the curls seemed to caress her neck), the freckles on the bridge of her nose (he never had understood the popular aversion to freckles). He thought of her inattention to convention (appallingly refreshing), her disrespect towards her aunt (Lady Dudley deserved it), her overall…well, was there any other word for it but impertinence? 
No matter. Laughter—so frequent in the presence of his family, so rare in front of others—erupted from him. He ought to have been embarrassed at this unseemly show of emotion, but instead felt lighter, as if the rumbling in his chest had shaken loose some of his worries over the future. 
Ah, now she looked at him, and it was like something out of a novel: their eyes met, and his heart stopped. For a moment, nothing. No sound, no breath, no thought. And then, suddenly, his heart pounded with ferocity, as if trying and failing to find that one lost beat. 
He glanced away, desperate to look at anything or anyone else—even Miss Violetta Dudley (so perfectly put together, yet not half as lovely). When that failed to distract him, he looked at the tree above him, the pedestrian who hurried past, the horizon beyond. It mattered not; wherever he looked, he saw her eyes—that pair of fine eyes. 
When finally able to return his attention to the women around him, Miss Bingley was no longer paying him any mind. She had resumed talking with her mother—about frogs, of all things.
“The boy had the largest, greenest toad I have ever seen—just sitting on his shoulder, like that parrot who sat on Robinson Crusoe’s shoulder in Defoe’s novel. And as soon as I saw it, I thought Thomas would adore a pet frog of his own.” 
To her great credit, Mrs. Bingley behaved as if such a conversation were perfectly normal (it probably was normal in their household, a fact Will tried and failed to hold against Miss Bingley). Only a slight reddening of the older woman’s face suggested she was in any way pained to discuss amphibians in polite company. 
The Dudleys, on the other hands, were clearly aghast; they took three, quick steps away from Miss Bingley (which just happened to bring them three steps closer to Will), as if putting physical distance between themselves and this eccentric relation might make the Townshends forgive them for such a connection. 
Miss Bingley seemed not to notice her relatives’ abandonment; she had turned almost completely away from the party, pointing in the direction of the pond across the way. 
“I was thinking we might stop there on the way home,” she said, “though to be frank, I have no idea to how to catch a frog.” 
After swallowing yet another inappropriate laugh, Will felt an irrational need to see (just once more) if those eyes really were as fine as they had first seemed. 
“So you stopped in the pouring rain to speak with a boy you had never met because he had a toad on his shoulder.” 
It was an inane comment, spoken with just enough disdain to provoke attention, which of course had been his aim. (Later, when he replayed the conversation in his head for the fifteenth time, he desperately wished he had said something more eloquent.) 
Miss Bingley turned slowly, as if deciding whether she really would bother to look at him. When finally their eyes met (blast it, they were even finer than they had first seemed), she said, “No indeed, Mr. Darcy. I did not stop in the pouring rain to speak with a boy I had never met. I stopped in the pouring rain to speak with a toad I had never met, and do you know what it said?” She leaned forward and glared. “Croak!” 
This was too much, even for the serene Mrs. Bingley, who let out a little sound of dismay. The Dudleys gasped in unison, Emma laughed behind her hand, and his mother stared at Miss Bingley in such a way that even that unflappable young lady could not help but feel the force of Lady Rainford’s gaze. 
Miss Bingley turned and met the countess’s stare. Though her cheeks were on fire (had a woman ever looked so beautiful while blushing?), her voice did not waver: “Please excuse me, ma’am, I am known to be outspoken. At the very least, do not hold my mother accountable for my incivility. She has tried, quite valiantly, to raise me properly, but alas, I am a trial to her.” 
At such a speech, how could Georgiana Townshend do anything but laugh?
He knew his mother well enough to understand that this was a good sign, but poor Mrs. Bingley appeared distraught. 
“I think the rain is letting up!” she said in a high-pitched voice, though in fact the rain was just as steady as before. “We really ought to be going!” 
“Yes,” said Lady Dudley, glaring first at her niece, and then her sister-in-law. “You ought.”
As the two Bingleys gave perfunctory curtsies, Lady Dudley turned to Georgiana and said, “I cannot apologize enough, Lady Rainford, for my niece’s behavior. She is from the country, and spends far too much time with a rather eccentric aunt who—” 
She did not have a chance to finish, for Georgiana hurried after Mrs. Bingley.
“Oh, do not go yet! Indeed, you may find shelter at Rainford House, which is not terribly far from here. The rain is not letting up after all, and I would hate for you to catch cold.” 
Will gaped at his mother. What was she doing? She rarely invited anyone to Rainford House—it was his father who was the social animal—and besides, did she not realize that by inviting the Bingleys to their house, she was only opening the door to rumors that… 
His mother glanced at him then, smiling a little, and he blushed. She knew. Of course she knew. He himself had only just realized how, in a matter of minutes, he had become completely infatuated with this odd young woman. But somehow his mother already knew.
So why was she encouraging it? 
The next minute was spent arranging who would share whose umbrella (his mother took quick hold of Mrs. Bingley’s arm before Lady Dudley could offer hers; Emma, not so quick, was forced to share with Violetta; and Lady Dudley, who could not ask Mr. Darcy and would not ask her niece, walked alone). Then the procession to Rainford House began.
Their house was not, in fact, very close by, and Will felt like a bedraggled rat within the first two minutes of the sojourn. He stood at the end of the line, grateful to be alone (Miss Dudley put a great deal of effort into walking slowly so that she might match his pace, but Emma—dear sister!—put even more effort into walking quickly so that Miss Dudley had no choice but to keep up). 
Miss Elizabeth Bingley began the journey next to her mother, but then something caught her eye, and she paused. Again ignoring the rain, she bent down to inspect whatever it was that had captured her attention. Mrs. Bingley seemed unsurprised by this behavior and kept walking, as did the other women in the party. As Will began to pass her, he followed her gaze and saw that she was observing a bird, sipping from a puddle along the side of the path.
“You are a naturalist,” he said, smiling.
Straightening, she returned his smile—and in such a way that he wished he had thought to call her a naturalist when she had been speaking of frogs. “I am not methodical enough to be a true naturalist; I can only claim to be an idle observer of nature.” 
He pretended to study the bird, but in fact was looking at the curve of her neck. When he realized that she was watching him watch her, he flushed and forced himself to give a long look at the goldfinch. 
“I wish I had my sketchbook,” he said, speaking the first words that came to mind.
“As do I! Though on a day like this…”
“Quite.” 
Again they smiled at each other, and he looked in the direction of their party, which was now several yards ahead of them.
Gulping, he wondered what she would do if he offered her his arm. Yet before he could ask, she said, “Shall we?” and resumed walking. He hurried to catch up, and for several minutes, they journeyed without speaking. It was a strangely companionable silence; he was almost tricked into believing they were longstanding friends on a summer stroll, not awkward acquaintances soaked to the bone. 
“Do you know,” she said quite suddenly, “that in France, there is a man who is said to be working on capturing images with a contraption using only light and metal? Can you imagine? A flash of light and…whoosh! Our little goldfinch in the puddle, captured in an instant!”
“You mean our goldfinch’s image,” he corrected automatically. Attention to detail had been one of those skills that had won him numerous academic honors and very few friends at Cambridge. Realizing how pedantic he must sound to her, he added, “The image of a thing is entirely different from the thing itself.” 
Good God, could he sound any more ridiculous? 
Instead of laughing at him, she tilted her head, as if considering his statement.
“I would say the image and the thing are not entirely different. The image we present is indeed a part of who we are—just not all that we are.” 
“Given the image I presented to you just a few minutes ago,” he said, feeling heat creep up his neck and into his face, “I hope you are right.”
Her smile made him feel a different kind of heat altogether. 
“Oh, I fear neither of us would do ourselves credit if we were to go by our first impressions alone—and yet, it would be a shame to discover that your interest in starting arguments is a mere rainy-day aberration.” 
He could not help but laugh. “No, I am as argumentative as I seem. And you?”
She raised a brow. “I prefer to think of myself as challenging.” 
Again he laughed. That she held no ill-will toward him for their earlier skirmish inspired equal parts relief and guilt. “As argumentative as I can be, I am sorry for causing such a scene back there.”
“Are you? I am not—at least not for what I said to you, for I think you deserved a bit of a shock. But I am sorry for embarrassing my mother. She is such a dear woman, and I so often make a mess of these kinds of things.” 
She reproached herself in such a matter-of-fact way that he knew not how to respond. Indeed, it was this earnest, unflinching understanding of herself—more than her graceful form, charming laugh, or fine eyes—that made him feel as if he were going to have a great deal of trouble forgetting Miss Elizabeth Bingley. 
And forget her he must. It would not do to marry anytime soon (good God, had he really skipped so quickly from infatuation to marriage?): he was only two and twenty, and had just committed himself to spending the next year of his life shadowing his uncle’s every move so that he might learn the ways of Pemberley. (This sojourn to London had been his uncle’s idea: “Rest and enjoy yourself for a few months; the next twelve will be busy, William.”) 
And when it did come time to marry, Elizabeth Bingley was hardly the kind of woman he should consider. His uncle had never spoken of his expectations regarding the future mistress of Pemberley, but his past actions were evidence enough: he had married Anne de Bourgh, a quiet, genteel, eminently proper young woman. The Anne before her—Lady Anne Fitzwilliam—had been just the same, according to the older servants at Pemberley. Elizabeth Bingley was not quiet, only nominally genteel, and certainly not proper; she had not even the Christian name Pemberley seemed to require of its mistress. 
With such thoughts tumbling about his head, Will could hardly be expected to engage in polite conversation. Fortunately, Elizabeth Bingley seemed as unconcerned with chitchat as she was with the rain. A few moments of silence allowed his brain to begin functioning again—though not quite at the level he would have wished. 
“Who is Thomas?” he asked abruptly. “He is your brother, no doubt.”
“No doubt? Why bother asking if you are so certain?” Her lips twitched. “Thomas might be my great-uncle, who is a professor of herpetology at Cambridge, or perhaps my eccentric betrothed, who travels the world collecting odd species of animals in the same way other men collect pistols or jewels.” 
“You ought to have chosen Oxford instead of Cambridge,” said Will, smiling in spite of himself. “I completed my studies at Cambridge only last year, and knew of no professor of herpetology.” 
“How dull for you.”
“And Thomas cannot be your betrothed.” 
“Why ever not?”
Because I will be your betrothed, he thought in spite of all his earlier reservations. Ridiculous, absolutely ridiculous! William Townshend—Willam Darcy—was an eminently sensible and decidedly unromantic young man. He did not believe in love at first sight. 
Yet when their gazes locked, he could imagine no other path forward. It was not love, not quite yet; he did not know her well enough for that word. But he would call on her a day from now, to make certain she had not caught cold; and then he would see her at an exhibition or the theater, and would spend all evening talking with her, even as others stared; he would wrangle invitations to the balls she attended so that he might dance with her; and when he held her in his arms, he would be irrevocably lost. Oh, this would take weeks, months perhaps, and then he would have to convince himself to speak with his parents, his uncle (God how he dreaded that conversation), and finally her father. But speak he would. He knew this with the certainty of a man who, having downed three tumblers of brandy in quick succession, was just sober enough to realize that he would soon be completely soused. 
Something in her eyes softened, and he wondered if she shared his mother’s talent for reading his thoughts. 
But no—her emotion was not for him: “Thomas is nine,” she said quietly. “Before he was born, I remember thinking how much I hoped he would be a girl, for having one younger brother already, I felt as if there was nothing more to learn about that particular species. But when he came—oh, how different he is from Charlie!” 
“Are you not close to Charlie?” He marveled at how natural it seemed to be speaking of the intricacies of her family life after an acquaintance of half an hour. 
“Oh, I am very close to him—both in age and temperament, though Charlie is not quite so strange as I am. Well, perhaps he is, but being a young man, he is less bound by convention and therefore comes across as amusing rather than shockingly inappropriate.” She said all this cheerfully, as if being shockingly inappropriate was a blessing instead of a curse. “Thomas is so very different from us both—serious, studious, and obsessed with understanding the natural world.” 
“Then why is he not walking with you now, observing finches and conversing with frogs?” 
He spoke lightly, eager to earn another smile. Instead, her eyes closed, and it was as if a cloud had crossed the sun, throwing everything into shadows. 
“He remains in Hertfordshire, at Netherfield.” She halted, and when he too stopped walking, she pinned him with her gaze. “He is what others call addled, foolish, dumb…a Bedlamite.” 
Will’s breath caught, not so much at the words but at the anger in them. Not knowing what to say, he said nothing at all. 
Shoulders drooping, she looked away. “He is unable to speak intelligibly,” she whispered, “and is severely crippled in his legs. He struggles to walk, eat, sleep—to accomplish all the dull daily tasks we take for granted.” 
Her defeated posture upset him more than anything she had done or said thus far. He may have known her for but half an hour, yet he was certain that a downcast Elizabeth Bingley was as unnatural as snow in August. 
“You called him studious,” came his response, so quiet that even he could hardly hear it over the rain. Clearing his throat, he added, “He must not have allowed his…his disadvantages to become obstacles.”
“Oh, Thomas is brilliant, Mr. Darcy, utterly brilliant. He has read every volume in the house, as well as all the books Charlie can bring him from Cambridge. He is able to perform mathematical operations most scholars would find difficult. Still they—” Here she shot a venomous glance at the party ahead of them (quite far ahead of them at this point; they seemed not to have realized that two of their number had fallen behind) —“they say he should be in an asylum!” 
Will knew she could only be talking of the Dudleys. With a fervor that surprised even him, he said, “They are the fools, Miss Bingley.” 
She looked at him, eyes shining. Had he called her eyes fine? They were not fine; they were radiant, dazzling, brilliant. If Will had been infatuated before, he had now fallen from the precipice. 
“Come.” He took her by the hand, hardly caring that he was in the middle of Hyde Park where anyone might see them, and pulled her toward the pond they had only just passed. “We have a frog to catch.”
She laughed, a rich, full-throated laugh that almost caused him to stop and kiss her, propriety be damned. But then she was ahead of him, pulling him along. With their shoes squelching in the mud, they reached the edge of the pond and stared. The rain had slowed to a trickle, its droplets sending ripples skittering across the surface of the water.
“Do you have any idea how to…?” she began.
“Absolutely none at all,” he replied, and they laughed together, fingers still intertwined. His skin, even beneath the leather of the gloves he wore, seemed on fire.
“We ought to return to our families.” 
That she was the one to speak these words, tugging her hand free as she did so, startled him. Was not he the practical and proper one? But then what did he know? An hour ago, she had not existed, and he had been a completely different man. 
“But the frog,” he said in a voice that sounded, to his own ears, childish and hurt. 
“We remain in town for another month.”
“Only a month? You leave so soon?”
She smiled at him. “A month is a long time—particularly for a frog who requires a habitat somewhat different from a townhouse in Hanover Square. I was too caught up in the moment to think this through clearly.”
“You do not want a frog for Thomas after all?”
“Oh, of course I still want a frog for Thomas! But it would be wiser to procure one from one of Netherfield’s ponds.”
“No, absolutely not. Only a London frog will do.” 
“Is that so? Well, I will have to return to this pond nearer our date of departure, with a net in hand—though I am not certain how happy Mama and Papa will be to travel back to Hertfordshire with a frog in the carriage.” 
“Then I will bring the frog to Netherfield.” 
She looked at him. “Will you?”
“Yes.” 
“You will come to Netherfield.”
“If I am welcome.”
She laughed. “The frog certainly will be.”
A voice from afar called her name, and they both turned. Their families were hurrying across the muddy grass. Even at a distance, he could see Mrs. Bingley’s concern—and even worse, his own mother’s disapproval. Georgiana Townshend was not a stickler for propriety, but leading a young lady off the path—even one so literal as the gravel walk through Hyde Park—had serious consequences. 
“Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth whispered, her eyes on their approaching family, “you must not think that I expect anything from you. I may be odd, but I am not naive. You surely meant nothing by—”
“Lizzy! Dearest, are you well?” her mother called from several yards away.
“I do not engage in mere flirtations,” he said in a low voice. “I meant everything.” 
“Eliza!” Lady Dudley was the first to reach them. The other matrons followed close behind; Emma and Violetta remained on the path. 
“Whatever is the meaning of this, Eliza? Mr. Darcy, I must apologize once again…”
“When we could not find you, either of you”—his mother glared at him—“we began to worry.”
He bowed first to her mother, then to his own. “Forgive me. This was my doing. I—” 
“Oh, Mama,” interrupted Elizabeth, her voice breezy. “You know how I am. Lady Rainford, I fear this all my fault. I was so determined to find a frog for my brother Thomas that I wandered off the path, and before I knew it, I was too close to the edge of the water. Surely Mr. Darcy came after me only to stop me from falling.”
“As noble as his actions may have been,” said his mother, rather skeptically, “I am afraid they have put you both in an awkward situation, Miss Bingley.” 
Lady Dudley’s eyes narrowed, and Will would have bet a large sum of money that she was wishing her daughter had been discovered in such a situation. To be found unchaperoned with a wealthy, unmarried gentleman, even for only a few minutes—well, what recourse was there for a respectable young lady except marriage?
“Oh, I am always finding myself in awkward situations,” replied Elizabeth, meeting his mother’s gaze with a smile. “However, I see no reason why Mr. Darcy ought to be chastised for my flightiness. He did absolutely nothing untoward.” 
“In fact,” began Will, oddly desirous of proving he had done something untoward, “I was the one who encouraged Miss Bingley to go to the pond.” 
She frowned. “Do not claim credit for my idea, sir.” 
“Well,” said his mother, clearly fighting back a laugh, “we ought not stand about in the rain to argue the point. Come along, we are nearly to Rainford House.” 
“Oh, but the rain has all but stopped,” countered Elizabeth. “Mama, should we not return to Papa and Charlie? You know how they are about dinner.” She flashed her aunt a bright smile. “Being from the country, we do so love an early dinner.” 
Georgiana’s eyebrows inched toward her hairline. “Are you declining our invitation, then?” 
“Yes, my lady, we are.”
Mrs. Bingley blushed. “That is, we thank you, Lady Rainford, but…” Here she glanced at Elizabeth, who was looking pointedly away from the entire party. “We really should be on our way.” 
“Well, my daughter and I would be most grateful, Lady Rainford, to accept your invitation!” said Lady Dudley. 
“Very well,” said Georgiana. “Then I suppose I will have to wait until our ball next week to see you and your daughter again, Mrs. Bingley.” 
“Oh, that is very kind,” began Mrs. Bingley, “and yet I am afraid, that is…”
Elizabeth lifted her chin. “What my mother would like to say, Lady Rainford, is that we have not been invited.” 
“Well, now you have been.” Georgiana smiled. “I will have an invitation sent to your residence immediately.” 
“Thank you, if we are free to do so, we should be delighted to attend,” said Mrs. Bingley quickly, shooting her daughter the only chastising glance Will had seen her give during this rather remarkable hour. Both Bingleys curtsied and issued their farewells, with Elizabeth sparing him only the briefest of glances and a quiet, fervent, “I am no fortune hunter,” when he bent over her hand. 
He had no time to respond, but smiled after her, thinking that if she, who seemed utterly unconcerned with the opinion of others, cared what he thought of her, then he was halfway to winning her heart. 
“Well, you may thank me now, Will,” said his mother some hours later, after they had finally returned home, got the Dudleys on their way, and changed into warm, dry clothes. 
The entire family was gathered in the drawing room, waiting for dinner to be served. It was one of those rare nights in which they had neither visitors nor an invitation to dine out. These were Will’s favorite kinds of evenings—and his mother’s, too. Despite the immensity of their drawing room, the family sat close, his mother and father on one settee, Will and Emma on the sofa opposite them, and Robert leaning in what was meant to be a careless pose against the mantlepiece of the fireplace. 
“Thank you, Mother,” said Will, grinning rather stupidly. His embarrassment on hearing the chuckles of his brother, sister and father was nothing compared to the gratitude he felt for his mother. She had just penned an invitation to the Rainford ball—a small and therefore highly-sought-after annual fete—and ordered one of the footmen to deliver it personally to the Bingleys that very night. “Thank you.” 
As he kissed his mother’s cheek, his father and siblings laughed even harder. 
“She really must be something, this Miss Bingley of yours,” said his brother with a sardonic smile. 
Will glared at Emma. “No doubt you have already told them everything.”
“Oh, not everything,” she replied. “I did not yet explain how you gazed longingly after her when she left, or how…” 
He threw a small cushion at her, and she laughed. “You see, Papa, how difficult it is to be a young girl in a household of rowdy, love-sick men?” 
“I am not in love,” said Robert, usually called Townshend, who at the wise old age of three and twenty had decided that love was fine for foolish young men like Will but completely useless for viscounts who would one day become earls. 
“Well, I am,” replied their father, taking their mother’s hand and kissing it. “And I can say say that is a most delightful state to find oneself in—so long as one chooses well.” 
Will met his father’s gaze. “Elizabeth Bingley is meant to be my wife, sir.” 
Robert snorted. “For God’s sake, you know nothing of her, Will.”
“I know enough.” 
“And what will Uncle Darcy have to say about this, hmm?” 
Will’s face must have shown his distress, for his father said, gently, “It matters not what Darcy has to say, Townshend. It is I, as his father, who must approve.”
“As well as his mother!” said Georgiana. “It is for this reason that I invited them to the ball. This will give us a better opportunity to see them in company.” 
Emma laughed. “An amusing evening, no doubt—but not one that I think will do your Miss Bingley much credit, Will. She is…odd.” 
Will was tempted to throw another pillow at her. “This, coming from you!”
“Oh, I can be impertinent among friends—but not with strangers, and certainly not with my betters.”
Will raised a brow. “Your betters? That is rich, Emma. Since when did you begin putting on airs?” 
“Come off it, Will,” said Robert. “Your Miss Bingley—who is she? What are her connections? Emma is being practical. The unavoidable fact is that you are the son of an earl and heir to a prominent landowner, and she is—what? Does anyone know of her family?”
Will saw the look that passed between his mother and father, and felt it could not bode well. 
“I know of the Dudleys, of course.” Robert grimaced, and Will could not blame him. “I have heard that Lady Dudley is a parvenu of the first order, and that Sir Bartholomew Dudley married her only for her sizable dowry. Begotten by trade, no doubt. If your Miss Bingley is anything like Miss Violetta Dudley…” 
“No, she seems a good deal more palatable than Miss Dudley,” said Emma before Will could speak. “Of course, that is not saying much.” 
“Do you know something of the Bingleys?” Will asked his parents.
His mother would not meet his gaze, and his father said only, “I have met Bingley once or twice at a club. He is a genial man, quite genial. Now, what is for dinner?” He turned to Georgiana. “Did you convince Jacques to make another of those rich tarts we had a few nights ago?”
“Papa, our chef’s name is Dubois, not Jacques!” said Emma.
“Ah, one French name is the same as another.” 
“Do not let Dubois hear you say such a thing,” said Georgiana, “or you will get no tarts, or anything else to eat, dearest.” 
Will cleared his throat. “An admirable attempt at changing the subject, but I will not be distracted. What do you know of the Bingleys, Mother?” 
With a sigh, she said, “Not very much. I knew them many years ago, and only briefly. Charles Bingley—Miss Bingley’s father—was a friend of your uncle’s once.” 
Will felt his stomach clench. “Once? What happened? Was there a falling out?”
Georgiana shrugged. “They grew apart, as sometimes happens with young friends. Now, do not give me that look, Will. I invited them to the ball so that we may all have a chance to become better acquainted. Until then, there is no reason to worry or fret.”
“Oh, but those are two of Will’s favorite activities, Mama!” said Emma.
“I will see them sooner than the ball. I will call on her tomorrow.” 
“Try not to be such a fool, Will,” said Robert. “If you call tomorrow, they will begin to expect certain outcomes.”
“Good! Because I intend—”
His father stood, and even Will in his ardor knew what that meant: this conversation was finished.
But Lord Rainford surprised his son, for as they processed to the dining room, he put an arm about his shoulders and said, “Call on her if you like, Will, but do not rush matters. Remember that your actions impact more than just yourself—especially now that you will inherit Pemberley.” 
“So you do think I require my uncle’s approval,” Will shot back. 
“No, but certainly you owe him—and all those people at Pemberley who will come to depend upon you—a certain amount of consideration. You must choose a wife suited for the task at hand.” 
His father’s words were wise, just, and infuriating. No doubt he feared that Will had bound himself to another without considering all the consequences. This, in fact, was true, but the bond that chaffed was not the bond tying him to Elizabeth Bingley.
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Elizabeth did not know when it had begun, this loathing for assemblies. Perhaps if she were in Meryton, where the assembly hall was smaller and simpler—but no, the Meryton Assembly held associations that made even the gilt and shine of these London balls seem palatable by comparison. 
It had been her sister’s idea to attend. Though she had given birth to her second son only the month prior, Mrs. Bellamy whirled across the floor with her husband as if she were still a giddy girl of six and ten—but then Catherine Bellamy remained, at heart, Kitty Bennet, and Elizabeth found herself immensely glad for this fact, even if it did mean that she was crushed between people she hardly knew. 
“Come, Miss Bennet,” said the man next to her, “will you honor me with another dance?”
She gave this Mr. Bellamy—her brother-in-law’s brother—a sideways glance. “I would not wish to monopolize you, sir. You have been so good as to dance with me once, and there are ladies who have yet to dance at all.” 
Indeed, she had seen many a young lady—much younger than five and twenty—glance this way hopefully, and why should they not? David Bellamy was a handsome man, and respectable, too, for although he was the second son and only a vicar, he had a fine living and a modest inheritance. 
At least, this was what she had heard, many a time, from Kitty. Indeed, her sister had been particularly pointed in her guidance as they prepared for this ball: 
“You must give him some encouragement, Lizzy! He is much superior to Mr. Collins, if that is what you fear. Not all vicars are so horrid! Besides, you are not getting any younger, you know.”
“As a veritable old maid,” Elizabeth had replied, “I suppose I ought to heed your matronly wisdom. Only, think how unfair it would be to Mama if I were to listen to you when she has been giving me the same advice these many years without any success!” 
For all her teasing, Elizabeth would have been lying to herself if she did not admit to finding Mr. David Bellamy’s attentions flattering. He was not an unpleasant man—not at all. He spoke well, had interesting views on poetry, and smiled at her many witticisms. 
But he had not once disagreed with her; he never stared; and if he ever came to love her, it would never be ardently. 
Of course, even ardent love had its limitations, as she knew only too well. 
She glanced back at Mr. Bellamy. Would he perchance disagree with her now? Would his eyes flash gray? Would he say, with warmth that belied the hard lines of his face, “I wish to dance with you, Miss Bennet.” 
Mr. Bellamy, all brown eyes and dimples, bowed. “You are both correct and considerate, Miss Bennet. Excuse me, and I will return after another set—unless I can bring you or my aunt some refreshments first?”
Elizabeth shook her head, not trusting herself to speak, lest laughter emerge instead of words. Poor Mr. Bellamy; he had no idea what she required in a man—a spirit as perverse and contrary as her own. 
Just as he departed, the lady beside Elizabeth said, “David, my boy, could you possibly…” 
Old Miss Bellamy—which is to say, an unmarried aunt of two and forty—had been talking with an acquaintance and had just turned back to her party.
“Oh, he is gone to dance,” said Miss Bellamy, sighing. “I thought he mentioned refreshments.” 
Elizabeth bit back another laugh. Though she had stayed with the Bellamys for only a month, she had learned already that Miss Bellamy never passed up an opportunity for refreshments. 
“May I bring you something in his stead, Miss Bellamy?” asked Elizabeth. 
“Oh, that would never do, Miss Bennet!”
This time, Elizabeth could not check her laughter. The only thing Miss Bellamy liked more than refreshment was etiquette, and in her day, women never entered the refreshment room alone. Indeed, even in her day, Elizabeth supposed it was not exactly proper to leave the ballroom unaccompanied, but then she felt there must be some reward for reaching five and twenty without securing a husband, even if it be the pitiable privilege of approaching a refreshment table unchaperoned. 
Miss Bellamy need not have worried, for Elizabeth never made it out of the ballroom. She had taken only two steps when she saw him.
A trick of the rippling candlelight; a ballroom mirage, conjured up by her silly comparisons to David Bellamy; or simple mistaken identity. Any would have done. 
Yet there he stood, dozens of dancers between them, his gaze fixed on her. He must have seen her first, for there was no shock, no eyes widened in disbelief or mouth half open, as must be true in her case. But then what did she know? He had never before shown the typical symptoms of astonishment, not even when she had told him in no uncertain terms that she would never marry him. 
Had the years changed him? This she could not tell, not at first when all she could think was his name. Only five years, but not once had she set eyes on him, not since that afternoon at the Lambton Inn, not since, “I am afraid you have been long desiring my absence.” 
No, she wanted to shout from across the room, you misunderstood! 
Or rather, she had. The kindness he had shown her at Pemberley—if such kindness had been a renewal of the affections she had once spurned—had not been strong enough to overcome all that had followed. How could she have allowed herself to hope otherwise? 
He had changed: his face had grown longer, thinner, and yet somehow less haughty. But then that last bit might have had more to do with how she had changed, how she had finally learned (when it no longer counted) to see beyond the surface of things. 
Still, he appeared grave, and she felt the old tug of contrarian spirit, never higher than when in his presence. Could she, at this distance of time and space, still make him smile in spite of himself? Her wit would do her no good now, for even if she were close enough to be heard, she had no power to speak. She was left only with the option of smiling and hoping he might return the favor. 
She wanted to offer a smile full of all the warmth and understanding she felt—for she did not blame him. How could she, after all that Lydia and George Wickham had put him through? How much had they cost him? Lydia had let it slip once, the role he had played in securing her marriage. Elizabeth had once allowed herself to believe these efforts proof of his love for her, but in hindsight, she recognized his true motives: restitution for his sister and resolution for himself. 
Even Elizabeth Bennet was not bold enough to believe a man could love her so much that he might make his enemy his brother. 
Her smile was also meant to be one of gratitude, for though she had not seen him since Lambton, she had heard from him, just once: a letter of condolence last year, received a few months after her father’s passing. A short letter, and having read it dozens of times, Elizabeth knew the words by heart: 
 
March 8, 1816
Pemberley
 
Miss Bennet,
Please pardon the liberty I have taken by writing you, but on hearing of your father’s death, what could I do except write? I offer my sincerest condolences to your mother, your sisters—but most especially to you.
I have some idea of how much you loved and respected your father. I, too, loved and respected my own father. The pain I experienced at his passing—I need not detail here, for now you have experienced such pain, as well. But what comes afterward, this you may not yet know.
You
will
find joy again; of this I am certain. There has never been one more deserving of joy than you.

Still, I cannot soften the blow: the wound may heal, but the scar will always be with you. This is a hard truth, but not a disheartening one. For all our history of arguing, I suspect we would agree on this point: it is better to remember than to forget. No matter the lingering sensations of pain, no matter the ugliness of the scar—remembering the ones we love makes us better and stronger in the end.

I, too, have been marked by love, Elizabeth—I would not erase these marks for the world.

I will only add, once more, God bless you.

Fitzwilliam Darcy
 
Highly improper, and by the number of blots on the page, she supposed him half drunk when he wrote it. (She could never quite picture him in his cups; he seemed one of those men who never over-indulged in anything—but then, what did she know?) She probably ought to have burned the letter, for his sake, if not for her own, and yet she kept it tucked away in her father’s copy of the Odyssey—a secret within a secret, for she had stolen the book from Longbourn before giving up the house to Mr. Collins. A petty act, stealing, but her cousin had claimed so many of her father’s volumes already. 
“As you do not read Greek or Latin, Miss Bennet, I hardly see why you should want these books!” 
Well, she would learn Greek and Latin, damn it, and in the meantime, she would open the pages and stare at those words her father had loved. 
And now, Mr. Darcy’s words, too. No, not Mr. Darcy’s words, for surely it had not been the staid and proper Mr. Darcy who had written her. It had been Fitzwilliam Darcy, that wild-eyed man who had called at Hunsford on a rainy evening to speak of ardent love. Would she have called him that—Fitzwilliam? Or William? Or, God forbid, Fitz? 
That she did not burn the letter, she might chalk up to a momentary indulgence in romantic fancy. But to write him back when he was married, and not to her—pure folly! Yet how could she not write? She knew not what words to use, but wanted desperately to give him some indication that she had read and appreciated his letter. 
So she had penned a note much briefer than his: Thank you, Fitzwilliam Darcy, thank you. No date, no signature, six words from an unmarried woman who could not even claim to be drunk while writing. Well, perhaps drunk with grief, but it had not been grief that had motivated her to post the letter (another bit of petty larceny: she had walked to Longbourn when she knew the Collinses would be at church, slipped into her father’s—Collins’s—study, marked the letter with the Longbourn seal, and hid it in the pile of outgoing mail). 
Now, as they stared at each other from across the ballroom, she wondered what he had thought upon breaking the seal and seeing his name in her hand. Had he felt anything like the sharp pang of regret she had experienced upon reading Elizabeth in his precise, angular lettering? 
How long had she been standing here, gazing at him? Smile, Elizabeth. With kindness, understanding and gratitude—for God’s sake, smile!
Yet when she finally managed to move her lips, she felt that old, familiar shape: left corner, full upward tilt, right eyebrow, raised in challenge. 
“If you give that mocking smile to all the men you meet,” Mrs. Bennet had said to her daughter, years ago, “you will never marry!” 
Perhaps not, but the man she would never marry—what could he do but offer a smile of his own? Not arch, certainly not grateful. No, his smile evoked all the warmth and bitterness of rich red wine.
“Miss Bennet! Whatever are you doing?” 
Elizabeth felt a tug on her arm and turned to see Miss Bellamy, red-faced and anxious. 
“You are walking straight into the dancers!” 
Indeed, she stood directly next to a group performing the quadrille—a fifth in a dance made for four. The others gave her a curious glance before continuing on with the prescribed steps. She backed away, though not before glancing across the room. 
He had turned his back on her, Mrs. Darcy at his side.
For the remainder of the ball (had two hours ever felt so long?), she did not bother pretending to ignore him. This had been her tactic in Meryton five years ago, when he had insulted her, and where had that got her? At least now, with all these strangers around her, she might study him without attracting the matchmaking designs of her mother. 
Kitty, however, had taken up their mother’s practice with zeal. 
“You really ought to dance with Mr. Bellamy again!” 
“Do you ever become confused, calling both your husband and his brother by the same name?”
“Oh, do not try and distract me, Lizzy, I know that he is half way to proposing if only you would…Dear Mr. Bellamy, I was just saying to my sister that she ought to dance again. Do you not agree?”
“Most heartily,” said Mr. David Bellamy, returning from another set. “She was so good as to give me up to the other ladies, but I would be most honored if she would bestow her kindness on me for a second dance.” 
“Will you dance with me, Miss Bennet?” would have been so much simpler, so much more direct. Indeed, the words had been so direct at the Netherfield ball that she had hardly known how to refuse him. Granted, she had learned to refuse him easily enough by the time they met again in Kent.
“Well, Lizzy? Will you not dance with Mr. Bellamy?” Kitty asked, nudging her forward. 
Curtsying, she offered Mr. Bellamy a smile—that kind, dull smile she had tried and failed to use on him.
Even as Mr. Bellamy led her onto the floor, she looked for him among the congregating dancers. Surely he would not dance. His wife would not, of this she was certain. In the time she had spent watching them, Elizabeth had seen how stiff and still Mrs. Darcy had stood, how she had glared (the resemblance to Lady Catherine obvious even from this distance) when another lady had accidentally bumped her shoulder. No, Anne de Bourgh was not one for dancing. But then, she was no longer Anne de Bourgh; she was Anne Darcy now. She appeared to have filled out some, and even offered an occasional smile to the other woman in their party. 
It had taken Elizabeth a moment to realize who that other woman was, for though Anne de Bourgh had changed, Georgiana Darcy had changed a good deal more. She was taller and more fashionably dressed—but these were not the chief differences. It was the easy way she smiled and laughed, the confidence of her bearing, that sense that she was finally comfortable in her own skin. Elizabeth supposed her new manner came with growing up, but also had something to do with the man who never left her side—a wild, tawny-haired gentleman who smiled and laughed just as easily as his young wife. 
The marriage of Georgiana Darcy to the young Earl of Rainford had been such a celebrated match three years prior that the news had reached even Hertfordshire, via both The Times and The Morning Post. Mr. Bennet used to delight in reading these papers aloud to his wife and daughters at the breakfast table (the society pages being the only section all members of the family might find some common interest in). Yet, for all his love of reading aloud, Mr. Bennet had hesitated when relaying the news of Miss Darcy’s marriage, for the one other time he had read a wedding announcement containing the name Darcy, Elizabeth had left the table without a word of explanation. But then, no explanation had been needed, at least not to Mr. Bennet, who had come to realize that even his favorite daughter was not impervious to a certain kind of silliness. 
It was no surprise, given their happy miens and lively manner, to see the Earl and Countess of Rainford join a set of dancers. But to see him bow to his wife and then take the hand of a young lady who had been left without a partner—a young lady apparently not even of their party—caused Elizabeth such shock that she nearly miss the opening chords of the dance. Her belated and wobbly curtsy seemed not to bother Mr. Bellamy—did anything bother Mr. Bellamy?—but it did catch the eye of Kitty, who stood next to her in the line of dancers.
“Lizzy?” she whispered. “Are you well?” 
She had no time to answer, as the music had begun in earnest. Elizabeth was not certain whether to be grateful or disappointed that he and his partner took their places in the line directly behind hers; she would not see him bow, step up, and link arms; she would not see him take his partner’s hand so that they might turn and turn again. Only when she cast away from Mr. Bellamy did he enter her line of vision. Then he stood directly opposite her, having cast away from his own partner so that he might return to the original position of the dance.
Six steps until they would meet at the starting point. Six steps until turning away, standing back to back, separated once more into different lines. 
Step, step, step in time. Gazes locked. How could she breathe? 
Step, step, step again. Fast approaching, the requirement to turn. 
But close, so close, close enough to see his Adam’s apple bob and his lips form a single, inaudible word.
Her name? 
How did she manage to turn away? Too well trained. She could not ignore the steps she had danced all the years before and after him. He, after all, had been only one dance out of many. Even Mr. Bellamy (“You are a charming dancer, Miss Bennet!”) had danced with her more often. She knew Mr. Bellamy’s tastes in food (“Oysters, Miss Bennet, are a gift of God!”), his preference for riding in carriages (“Mud, I must admit, bothers me more than it should!”), and all the particulars that gave him the happy manners necessary to speak almost always in jovial exclamation (“Indeed, a charming dancer!”). 
What did she know of him? One dance and a few lively debates at Netherfield; several awkward walks in Kent and an unexpected meeting on the grounds of Pemberley; and oh, one must not forget the rejected proposal in a vicar’s parlor or the revelation of an elopement in Lambton. Dramatic moments, full of promise—but nothing substantial, nothing rational, nothing real. 
This, she knew, had to be a good part of her attraction to him, five years later: the counterfactual mysteries, the what ifs and if onlys…
And still, for all the time she had spent with Mr. Bellamy, it felt as if she were dancing with a stranger. Her heart was somewhere behind her, held by the man she had meant to marry, a man who danced with a stranger of his own.
Well, she had to give him this: each time she saw him, he taught her something new about herself. First, her talent for unwarranted prejudice, and now, this addiction to regret. Who would have thought it possible? Certainly not Elizabeth, for she had always subscribed to the philosophy of remembering only what might give pleasure. Yet here she was, spending a perfectly good evening yearning for a man she knew and did not know, a man she had rejected, and who, in turn, had rejected her.
It felt a relief to laugh at herself then—to laugh loudly enough that Kitty turned and glared. It had been a risk for poor Kitty to invite her to London (well, a risk and a boon, for Lizzy was surprisingly good with infants for a woman without any of her own). The Bellamys were the kind of family that had real reason to hope they might be noticed by their betters; they were at least two generations removed from trade with a small but profitable estate near Oxford. For this reason, Kitty herself had been something of a risk for Mr. Richard Bellamy, but then, she was so pretty and so obliging that one might forgive her her inferior connections. It was more difficult to forgive an eccentric relation who brought unwanted attention at the Argyll Rooms, an assembly known for its patronage by some of the ton’s finest. For this reason alone, she really ought to behave. 
Still, Elizabeth felt she deserved a good laugh after so much longing for what could never be. 
“Are you well, Miss Bennet?” asked Mr. David Bellamy. Even his concern was jovial, and yet he never really laughed, certainly not as she laughed now.
“Oh, quite well, and not at all,” she replied, laughing still. 
Was it her own vanity that made her certain he stood staring at her as she took Bellamy’s arm and left the floor? Probably, for she never turned to check (another moment full of empty possibility). Instead, she took her place next to Miss Bellamy while Mr. David Bellamy danced a set with Kitty. Mr. Richard Bellamy went to retrieve refreshments (“It may calm her down a bit,” said Kitty’s husband in what was no doubt meant to be a whisper to his wife). 
Miss Bellamy, who had tried and failed for much of the night to engage Elizabeth in polite conversation, turned now to a neighbor, another spinster, swept to the sidelines until she could be useful again as a chaperone. Left to herself, Elizabeth took a few calming breaths and resolved to quit this silly game, to not look at him (she looked instead at the large window next to which he and his party now stood; their blurry reflections made her suppose that Mrs. Darcy might be anybody, even her). 
She might have held to her resolution to avoid looking at him, if only his sister had not sought her out. Elizabeth did not at first notice the girl—woman, countess—but then she heard the soft, clipped enunciation of her name: “Miss Bennet.”
Turning, she blinked in surprise before offering a curtsy. She tried not to be too obvious in her examination of this girl who might have been her sister. Georgiana had grown to look more like her brother in the intervening years, a fact Elizabeth blamed for her slip.
“Miss Darcy!” she exclaimed warmly. 
Lord Rainford, who stood at Georgiana’s side, cleared his throat. 
“In fact,” he said, with a good-natured chuckle, “she has not been Miss Darcy for nearly four years now.” 
Elizabeth would have apologized, had Georgiana not spoken first.
“He is very happy, you know!” 
The earl looked dismayed at this outburst, but his surprise could be nothing to Elizabeth’s. Oh, she knew precisely what Georgiana meant. Her shock came not from the words, but from the tone—angry, adversarial, accusatory. It was not just that Elizabeth had once known a shy, gentle Miss Darcy; it was that she could think of no reason for being the target of such venom. 
“In spite of everything,” Georgiana continued, in an even fiercer tone, “he is very, very happy.” 
How could Elizabeth hold to her resolution in the face of this moment? She looked over at him, still standing beneath the large window, but he was in discussion with another gentleman, only his profile visible to her. Had he sent his sister to speak with her? That seemed impossible to believe, and yet so did this entire evening. 
No, he was not cruel. He may not have been able to abide the idea of marrying her, George Wickham’s sister-in-law, but he did not despise her, either. She felt certain of that somehow. 
This hatred seemed to belong to Georgiana alone, and Elizabeth could not understand it. Still, she pulled herself together, turned to meet those furious eyes (more green than gray, but in shape, quite the same as his), and said, “I am glad to hear it, Lady Rainford. No man deserves happiness more than your brother.” 
If Georgiana had shocked Elizabeth, she had just returned the favor. The fury left the younger woman’s eyes, and her whole frame drooped. 
The earl again cleared his throat, but Elizabeth had no wish to hear his good-natured comments; and she could not bear to hear Georgiana’s response, whether it be apology or explanation. 
“Good evening, Lady Rainford, Lord Rainford.” A quick curtsy, and an even quicker escape to the refreshment room, where she met Mr. Richard Bellamy (surprised, but then that was the sentiment of the evening). She took one of the drinks from his hand and threw it back in one unladylike gulp. 
With little idea of what to do with herself, she followed her disapproving brother-in-law back to the ballroom, all the while planning a speech about headaches or exhaustion or foot pains (“I am not getting any younger, you know”). She need not have bothered; Miss Bellamy provided a much better excuse, for she herself claimed a headache and asked to be accompanied home to Hanover Square.
Elizabeth let out another inappropriate laugh. 
Kitty looked as if she were not sure whether to censure or soothe. She must have settled on the latter (having learned from Lydia that it was always best to become more obliging when those around you became more unreasonable). 
“Would you mind, dearest?” she asked, patting Elizabeth on the arm. “I simply hate to ask it of you,” she continued, “but Mr. Bellamy and I would like to dance a bit more.” 
“But would it be right,” asked Miss Bellamy, who clearly did not want this odd, not-so-young lady to accompany her home, “for us to return alone, two ladies? I was thinking David might…” 
Mr. David Bellamy looked at her then, and Elizabeth knew: all she had to do was smile and nod. Smile and nod, and she might (after getting Miss Bellamy safely to bed) find herself alone in the drawing room with Mr. David Bellamy, who would speak without once mentioning her inferior connections (or his ardent love). He would not mind her odd ways; he would simply wait them out, patient until they faded with age, like whatever beauty she might now claim.
His would be, naturally, a most jovial proposal. 
“Surely, Miss Bellamy,” said Elizabeth, taking that good spinster’s arm, “we can make it to the carriage on our own?”
“Oh, I am not certain.” Miss Bellamy frowned. “There have been reports of brigands…” 
Elizabeth smiled. “In London? Well, we will brandish our umbrellas and frighten them away.”
“But we did not bring umbrellas, Miss Bennet!”
“Our metaphorical umbrellas, then. Mr. Bellamy, you ought to remain and dance. I see many more ladies who would be so glad of it.”
He hesitated, glancing between her and those other young ladies. “Are you certain, Miss Bennet?”
“Absolutely certain, Mr. Bellamy.” 
The look of pity Kitty gave her then might have broken her heart, had it not already been broken. As it was, she was free to go, free to stand alone, free to be Miss Elizabeth Bennet.
With one backward glance (their eyes met, time stopped—and then resumed its petty pace), she departed.



 
THE RAINFORD BALL
 
APRIL 4, 1837
 
No matter how many times she told herself that this ball would be no different from any other—and she had told herself this at least twice a day since receiving the invitation—Elizabeth could not make herself act as if the Rainford Ball were just another excuse for dancing. She had certainly never taken a full hour to dress before one of the annual Netherfield balls; and this feeling in her midsection, as if her stomach had been tied into a series of intricate knots, had never accompanied her to the Meryton assembly. She could not even say to herself, “It is London that is making me nervous,” for her hands had been sure and steady when putting on her gloves two years ago for her first assembly in town. 
Tonight, however, the family was running late, all because she had spent too long at her toilette; and now, sitting next to her mama in the carriage, she struggled mightily to slip her trembling fingers into her satin gloves. 
“I do not understand your behavior this evening,” said Charlie, who sat across from her, laughing. “Since when have you cared a whit for others’ opinions, Lizzy?”
“For yours, Charlie, never,” she replied, throwing her gloves on her lap and staring out the carriage window. She caught her reflection in the glass, blurry and bright in the glare from the gas street lamp. Her hair was still not tidy enough to suit her—or rather, it was not tidy enough to suit her idea of what these Townshends would expect of her. She turned away from the window with a sigh. 
Charlie laughed again, while her mother gently patted her balled up hands. 
Elizabeth glanced at her father, waiting for him to chuckle and say what he always said in uncomfortable situations: “All will be well, dearest!” 
Instead, he stared out his own window and murmured, “No more of that, Charlie.” 
Her brother immediately quieted; it was not often one heard such a somber tone from Mr. Charles Bingley. 
After a moment of awkward silence, Charlie cleared his throat. “I was only jesting, Father. Lizzy knows that!” 
She managed a smile. “Of course I do. When are you not jesting, Charlie?”
“It is only—why fret so much? It is not as if you can be uncertain of his feelings for you.” 
“Now, Charlie,” said their mother. 
“Well, it is true! He has visited the house almost every day this past week! And those ridiculous tree branches he brought for our table! He is certainly odd enough to match you, Lizzy.”
Elizabeth could not help but laugh. 
“I do not understand why people must go about killing flowers,” she had told Will during one of their walks together. They had just witnessed a young man about Will’s age making a show of picking a clump of daffodils for the young lady he was accompanying. “It is as if he is saying, ‘Let me give you a handful of death.’ He would be better off presenting her with fallen tree branches, for they at least do not have to die in the name of love.”
Naturally, Will had brought an entire vaseful of tree branches the very next day.
“Ah, there’s my Lizzy,” said her father, smiling as her laughter filled the carriage. 
“And there’s my papa,” she replied, smiling back at him. “For a moment, you seemed rather anxious yourself.” 
This she had said lightly, but saw immediately that it was true. He and her mother exchanged a glance before he returned his gaze to the window.
“It is quite normal to be nervous, Lizzy.” Her mother took hold of Elizabeth’s hand. “I still remember how uncertain I felt when visiting your father’s sisters for the first time. I was shaking!” 
“Yes, but that is because you were soaked to the bone!” replied her father, laughing.
“Why have you never told us this story?” Elizabeth asked, thinking of her own fateful encounter in the rain. 
It struck her then that she knew very little about her parents’ courtship. Her birth, Charlie’s birth, certainly Thomas’s birth—these stories she knew well enough. And Aunt Lizzy had told her several tales detailing the early years of her parents’ marriage, when they were so in love with each other that they acted ridiculously: her father, falling down the main staircase of Netherfield and breaking a wrist, all because he had rushed to help a pregnant Jane up the stairs; her mother, wearing so much rose-scented perfume that she gave herself, and everyone around her, headaches, all because she believed (erroneously) that Bingley loved the smell of roses. 
There were more stories like these, small moments of silliness over the course of a long and happy marriage, yet nothing about how Charles and Jane Bingley had come to love each other in the first place. 
“Oh, I would not call it a story—more of an amusing anecdote,” said her mother, smiling fondly. “And it does not reflect well on your grandmother.”
“Then I am even more befuddled, for that sounds precisely like something Aunt Lizzy would delight in telling!” Elizabeth frowned. “I wonder why she has never spoken of it.”
Her parents exchanged another glance, which only served to make Elizabeth certain they were hiding something from her. On any other evening, she might have welcomed the mystery; she could have spent the rest of the carriage ride (and likely the entirety of the ball) imagining a dark and dramatic courtship for these parents who were, on most days, so very steady and predictable. 
But this was the one night when she had been relying on their steadiness, for she was feeling anything but steady and predictable herself. Well, to be fair, she rarely felt steady and predictable (and was usually glad of this fact), but tonight—oh, she did not want to be steady and predictable tonight, either. It was simply not who she was. 
Yet she did want William Darcy; she wanted him with a force that frightened her. It seemed that some treacherous part of herself had decided to behave in ways completely foreign to her. Had she really spent an hour of her life on hair—just so that she might secure his family’s approval?
That first day, as she walked away from him in Hyde Park, she had tried to dissect this wanting, to understand the root cause so that she could cut it out before it spread. Flattery, she supposed, for she had seen how looked at her. And yet many young men—older men, too—had admired her beauty. Only false modesty would have allowed her to pretend that she had not inherited the very best of her parents’ features: her father’s bright blue eyes in her mother’s heart-shaped face; her mother’s golden hair, rippling in waves as gentle as her father’s; and her mother’s graceful curves combined with her father’s height. Oh, she had her fair share of imperfections (a slightly crooked nose and rather large feet, to name just a few), but on first viewing at least, Elizabeth was a pleasure to behold. 
Indeed, she often found herself insulted, rather than flattered, when men looked at her as William Darcy initially had. How dare he suppose that her prettiness gave him license to stare so possessively! She supposed what really struck her about Will was how he had looked afterward—when she had dared to croak at him. It was not shock, exactly, though his eyes had widened expressively; nor was it amusement, though she had admired the rich sound of his laughter. No, it had been curiosity, as if he had seen in her not just beauty but something truly interesting. And then, as they had talked in the rain, his words had been both earnest and playful. How could she resist a man who took her seriously and bantered with her in equal measure? 
Alas, there had been no easy way to dismiss that swooping feeling in her stomach as she left him in Hyde Park. Perhaps this sensation would have waned if he had failed to call the next day, or the day after that, and yet he came to her, again and again, each encounter more interesting than the last. 
She was not so blinded by love (if it could be called that, a week in) that she did not see what Charlie had already said aloud: Will was clearly besotted by her. Rather than give her confidence, though, this rapid infatuation made her all the more certain that what existed between them was fantasy. Soon, Will would wake up and realize that these qualities he found so attractive now made her a terrible choice for a wife, and she—well, she too might wake up from this dream, except that she was so far gone she could imagine no version of her future life that did not include Will Darcy.
The traitor within whispered impossible promises: behave yourself tonight, and his family will approve of you; behave yourself tonight, and he will propose; behave yourself tonight, and tomorrow you can return to yourself. But Elizabeth was too sensible to believe these delusions. She may have succumbed to preening and fretting, but she had only to think of Aunt Lizzy to realize how irrational she was behaving. This had long been her test: if she wished to do or say something out of the ordinary, would Aunt Lizzy approve? Since Aunt Lizzy approved all manner of outlandish behavior, this was usually an easy test to pass. 
But Elizabeth Bennet had one inviolable rule—be true to yourself—and Elizabeth Bingley feared that she might very well be breaking that rule tonight. Oh, she would be kind and warm and civil; these were all true enough traits (on most days, at least). No, the trouble would come when asked some innocuous question: “Is this not the finest punch you have ever tasted?” or “Do you not simply adore so-and-so’s gown?” or “Are you not dreading your return to the country?” To behave properly meant giving the prescribed response (“Indeed!” “Indeed!” “Indeed!”), even when she wished to say something else entirely (“I have made better punch myself.” “I do not generally adore clothing of any kind, though it has its uses.” “I do not think I dread anything except chitchat”).
Given what she had learned of Will (how he loved words and could quote entire poems from memory; how he enjoyed laughing, but was too earnest to laugh at anyone other than himself; how he walked with such speed and purpose that she sometimes had to place a hand on his arm to slow him down; how he hummed to himself when thinking; how he listened to her, his eyes never leaving her face, as if whatever she had to say meant the world to him)—given all this, she could not imagine that the Townshends were terribly formal, despite their pedigree. They had raised a son who laughed freely and delighted in everything strange and odd. (Why else would he have been interested in her?)
Above all, Will had talked of his parents with great affection, and so Elizabeth did not fear them as much as a young lady without title ought to fear an earl and countess. No, what truly concerned Elizabeth was Pemberley. Seven days, and already she had heard the reverence with which Will spoke of the place—not to mention his uncle. 
“You make him sound like God in his Heaven!” she had jested only yesterday, and it had been the one time that week she had truly shocked Will. His face had drained of color, and he had looked on the verge of saying something in response. She remembered waiting for his words with an exhilarating sense of dread: it would be their first true quarrel. But he had only shaken his head and changed the subject—a response worse than anger, for the sight of him, pale and distraught, haunted her as no quarrel could have. 
“Well,” said Charlie to their parents, “are you not going to tell us the story? I will get it from Aunt Lizzy anyway, you know.” 
“Oh, do not bother your aunt with this nonsense,” said their mother quickly. “There really is not that much to it. I had been invited to dine at Netherfield by your aunts Caroline and Louisa. Your father, however, was not to be present, as he was engaged to dine with…who were you dining with that evening?”
“Hmm? Oh, er, the officers in Meryton at the time. Colonel…what was his name again?”
Their mother frowned. “Foster, was it?”
“Foster? No, Forster! That was it, Colonel Forster.” 
“I cannot believe I forgot that name,” their mother murmured. 
“Well, in any case, I was to dine out, and your grandmother Bennet,” said their father, “knew how disappointed I would be to forgo the opportunity of being in the presence of your mother’s beauty.”
“So Mama sent me on horseback instead of in the carriage,” continued their mother. “It looked like rain, you see, and she hoped that I would be forced to spend the night at Netherfield.”
“As it turned out, your mother was soaked by the time she arrived and came down with a terrible cold. She stayed a week.” Their father smiled. “A lovely week, as I recall.”
“Yes, because you were not ill,” replied his wife.
Charlie doubled over with laugher. “In other words, Lizzy, Thomas and I are the product of Grandmother Bennet’s scheming!” 
Elizabeth grimaced. “Laugh all you like, Charlie. It is one thing to be the product of matchmaking, and another thing altogether being the object of it. I do not think I have gone a week without hearing her advice on catching a young man.” 
“Oh, she will get to me once you have married your Mr. Darcy,” replied Charlie, laughing still. 
He was the only one to find this statement amusing; both their parents frowned and exchanged yet another one of those glances. 
“Do you not like him?” whispered Elizabeth. This idea had not occurred to her before now. How could anyone not like William Darcy? Perhaps the gift of tree branches had been odd, but her parents had always tolerated her own eccentric behavior. Surely they would not have expected her to fall in love with someone conventional? 
“Oh, dearest, of course we do!” assured her mother, but this Elizabeth did not take as proof of anything, for though her mother was not a dishonest woman, she was ruled by two guiding principles: believe the best in everyone, and make her children happy. She could answer Elizabeth’s question in no way other than the affirmative. 
It was her father who concerned her. He had been (for Charles Bingley) strangely aloof in Will’s presence. On the first visit, she thought this an amusing sort of show, as if he believed himself consigned to the role of authoritative father figure in this courtship drama. Yet he had not warmed to Will during subsequent calls; indeed, with each visit, he seemed increasingly troubled. His behavior was not uncivil, and Will himself could not have been aware of any noticeable defect in her father’s conduct. But to Elizabeth, who knew how hospitable and jovial her father could be, this relative coolness was worrisome. 
The fact that her father would not meet her eyes, much less answer her question, was worrisome indeed. 
Charlie cleared his throat. “Well, I like him, Lizzy, if that is any consolation. He gave me one of his texts from Cambridge—for Thomas, you know.”
“Did he?” Elizabeth smiled, feeling all her concerns melt away in one easy sigh. 
Her father stared at her. “You told him of Thomas?” 
“Why should I not have?”
His cheeks reddened. “Well, I am only surprised that you spoke of Thomas’s…his situation after so after so short an acquaintance. How long have you known your Mr.—this young man, again?”
“It has been a week,” she replied (realizing that a week was indeed a short period of time, but somehow feeling as if it were quite long enough). “In fact, I told him of Thomas almost immediately upon meeting him. I told him of Charlie, too, for that matter.”
“Well, that is a relief!” said Charlie. “After my exploits at Cambridge, I was afraid you might have been ashamed of me, Lizzy.”
“And just what exploits are those?” asked their mother. Normally, she would not have wanted to know, but Elizabeth supposed she must have felt even debauchery a safer topic than Thomas. 
Charlie played along with their mother’s diversion, prattling on about the pranks he had played during his first year at university, but Elizabeth wished he had kept silent. She had wanted to provoke her father, for this was the one aspect of his personality that she regretted—this willingness (dare she say eagerness?) to pretend, while in London, that Thomas did not exist. 
“They would not understand,” he had explained to her the morning after a dinner party several years ago when he had shocked Elizabeth by speaking to their guests of his two (rather than three) children. 
“How can they understand, if you will not take the time to explain?” she had retorted. Her father had responded by hiding himself behind his newspaper and saying nothing else for the entirety of the meal. 
Her mother and brother might be willing to keep silent on the matter, but she was not. 
“I will have you know that he understood immediately,” she said, interrupting her brother’s description of a don’s quarters that he and his friends had rearranged, quite unbeknownst to the don. 
“Believe me, old Mr. Staten did not understand in the least,” said Charlie. 
“No, Will understood.” 
They all frowned at her now, and she blushed. She had known that this habit of calling him Will in her head (not even William, but Will!) was a dangerous one. What if she slipped up at the ball tonight? 
“Mr. Darcy,” she corrected hastily, but this only seemed to increase her father’s distress. “Mr. Darcy understood when I spoke of Thomas. No, he more than understood. He cared, sincerely cared.” She bit her bottom lip, but still the next words would not be silenced: “He will love Thomas as a brother. I know he will!” 
“Oh, Lizzy,” whispered her mother. She tried to put an arm about Elizabeth, who angrily shrugged it away. 
“I know how I sound to you all,” she replied, lifting her chin. “You may laugh at me if you wish, but I will not pretend I feel any differently than I do.” 
“I will not laugh,” said her father, “for this is no laughing matter. All I want is for you not to be hurt, Lizzy. Tell me you understand.” 
She blinked back tears. “No, I do not understand!” 
“There are times when a young man, no matter how ardent he may seem, might be dissuaded by those around him.” 
Her father glanced at her mother again (God, how she hated those glances!), and her mother said, “You must take care to guard your heart, dearest.” 
Elizabeth shook her head. “It is too late for that.” 
“I know.” Her father sighed. “This I know only too well.” 
“You suppose his family will disapprove of me?” Her voice broke on the last word, and she turned back to the glass. She could not see her reflection now, but still she smoothed a lock of her hair. “It is what I fear, too.”
“Oh, but Lady Rainford took such pains to invite us, dearest.” Her mother gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “You have charmed her. And both of his parents must know how often their son has called on you this week. If they disapproved, they would have put a stop to his calls.” 
“That is what I have tried telling myself, too, but, well…” She turned back to face them. “I worry more about his uncle than his parents.” 
“His uncle?” Her mother’s voice rose unnaturally high. “Has he mentioned his uncle, then?”
Elizabeth managed a smile. “At least once a conversation. I think he must love him very much. But Mr. Darcy—the uncle, I mean—he sounds…well, he sounds as if he has very high expectations for Will—Mr. William Darcy.”
“Surely he will not be at the ball!” said her father.
Elizabeth raised a brow at her father’s tone. “No, he is at Pemberley. Why?”
“I…I had heard he was not one for dancing.”
“I almost wish he were attending, for if I could see him, I might feel less…” Elizabeth stopped short. “Do you know, I believe I have met him! I only just now realized it!” 
“You did?” said her father, gaping. “But when?”
“Oh, I was young, perhaps eight or nine. It was one of the few winters when Aunt Lizzy came to town with us. Before Thomas, of course.” She smiled. “How odd that I only just now remembered. I have spent so much time thinking of my Mr. Darcy”—here she blushed—“and yet, I completely forgot about the one I met all those years ago. I must tell Will…Mr. Darcy tonight, if I can find the proper moment.” 
Her father shook his head. “But how did you meet his uncle?” 
“Aunt Lizzy took me to Bond Street on an errand. First we were to go to the milliner’s, to purchase a gift for Aunt Lydia, and then she promised we could visit the circulating library next door. Well, I was too impatient while she considered different bonnets (you know how particular Aunt Lydia can be about that kind of thing), and so I wandered to the library on my own. Oh, Aunt Lizzy was so angry when she found me! But before she realized I was missing, I had enough time to browse the collection, and I was trying to retrieve a book from one of the higher shelves. There I was, on tiptoe, straining to reach, and this tall man slipped the book from the shelf and handed it to me. He bowed very courteously, and I curtsied and thanked him. Of course, I had to ask his name to thank him properly. Fitzwilliam Darcy, at your service, he said. That must be his uncle, yes?” 
“Yes,” said her father quietly.
“Then Aunt Lizzy came racing in, calling my name. She must have surprised him, for he turned so sharply that the two of them collided. I remember thinking how funny it was that neither of them even bothered apologizing, but then you know Aunt Lizzy. He asked if I was her daughter, and she said, No, my niece. And then he bowed and left the library.”
“Oh, Lizzy,” murmured her mother. 
“I know, I was not very thoughtful that day, was I?” 
“No, I meant—” Her mother shook her head, then smiled brightly. “Having met him, you cannot be too worried that he will disapprove.”
“Oh, I hardly think his helping me with a book over a decade ago is proof that he will want me as a niece—not to mention the next mistress of Pemberley.” 
“He would be a fool not to love you,” said her father, with a fierceness that made her eyes fill with tears.
“Oh, Papa…” She would have said more, only the carriage had come to a stop, and the footman was opening the door. 
When they had made their way to the steps of Rainford House (more mansion than house, for it was as wide as three regular townhouses put together), her father offered his arm. “Would you do me the honor, Miss Bingley, of allowing me to escort you inside?”
She laughed, glad to be out in the night air (even if London’s breeze always carried a whiff of rot) and gladder still at the return of her father’s jovial manner. It was a revelation to her, this notion that her parents were more complicated than they seemed. The glances, the shifts in mood, the stories untold—these things reminded her that they, too, had been young once; they, too, had gone to balls consumed with anxiety and exhilaration at the unknowability of the future. 
“All will be well,” she murmured, patting her father’s arm, and he laughed at what had always been his phrase for placating her.
And indeed—all was well. She spotted him, not immediately, but soon enough; after they had handed their pelisses and coats to a servant, she saw him making his way toward her, cutting through the crowd of people in the entrance hall with barely a word or glance for anyone else. 
“Miss Bingley.”
“Mr. Darcy.” 
Their gazes held, even as they exchanged courtesies. He greeted her family then, and soon they were making their way toward the Townshends. Later, Charlie told her they received all manner of looks—curious glances, hostile glares, and everything in between—as they parted the crowd. But Elizabeth was oblivious, her eyes fixed firmly on Will. 
This was the test, or at least the beginning of it. 
Of course, when they finally reached his family, Will’s introduction reminded her that she was not, in fact, the center of all things. The Townshends were just as interested in her parents and brother as they were in her, and Elizabeth made a mental note to thank her family for undergoing this examination on her behalf. 
Will cleared his throat. “Allow me to introduce my parents, Lord and Lady Rainford”—Will had his father’s wild, tawny hair, but his mother’s green-gray eyes—“as well as my brother, Lord Townshend”—not quite so tall as Will, yet more imposing with his raised chin and direct gaze—“and my sister, Miss Townshend”—whose laughing green eyes gave Elizabeth reason to hope they might be good friends one day, when Miss Townshend was no longer laughing at her.
Will spoke with such a serious tone that she realized how very anxious he, too, must have felt. Indeed, his hands actually shook as he said, “Mother, Father, may I present Mr. and Mrs. Charles Bingley?” And then, with just the slightest relaxation of his features: “And their daughter, Miss Elizabeth Bingley?” 
She willed herself not to stumble as she curtsied, and for a moment, doubted her success, for she heard Miss Townshend make a sound that was cross between a cough and a laugh. 
But no, it had not been Elizabeth who had amused Emma Townshend. 
“Are you not forgetting someone, Mr. Darcy?” his sister asked.
Will flushed scarlet. “Yes, excuse me, this is the younger Charles Bingley, their son.”
“I am easily forgotten in the presence of my lovely sister,” said Charlie with a mock gallantry that made Elizabeth laugh. She was relieved that the Townshends followed suit, even Will’s brother, who looked as if he laughed in spite of himself. 
With the first of their hurdles overcome, Elizabeth supposed they would be ushered inside the drawing room and left to fend for themselves until the dancing began. 
Yet to Elizabeth’s surprise, Lady Rainford reached for Jane Bingley’s hands before the party could move away. “It is good to see you again—all of you,” she added, with a tentative smile for her father. 
“Indeed,” said her father in the same, slightly aloof tone he used with Will. “It has been many years.”
“You have met before?” Elizabeth blurted out, biting her lip after the fact, as if the action might silence words already spoken. She chided herself—not for speaking out of turn but for being so slow to suspect some connection between her father and the Darcys. After all, had her father not been acting strangely ever since the Darcy name had first been mentioned? What if, she thought with horror, he and Georgiana Townshend née Darcy had once been attached? 
“We knew each other a long time ago, yes,” answered her father, his tone softening. “Of course, Lady Rainford looks quite the same today as she did then—as does your mother,” he added, almost as an afterthought. Then he offered the earl a rather forced smile. “How is it that ladies never age, while we gain white hairs aplenty?”
Lord Rainford laughed. “I suspect it has something to do with their feminine charms.” 
“That,” said Jane Bingley, “and our husbands’ chivalry.” 
Lady Rainford squeezed her mother’s hand. “I do hope you will enjoy yourselves tonight. It is but a small gathering—or rather, my husband assures me that seventy-two guests constitutes a small gathering—and it is my dearest wish that you all”—here Lady Rainford looked first at Elizabeth, then at her father—“feel welcome this evening.” 
“You are very kind.” Jane curtsied, her family followed suit, and then they made their way into the drawing room, which (though quite large as far as London drawing rooms went) was a crush. The musicians had been crammed into a far corner, so that there existed more the idea of music than the distinct sound of instruments. Dancing had not yet begun, but Elizabeth could see that the open space, where once there must have been settees, chairs, and tables, would allow only half the guests to dance at one time. She heard someone mention that the parlors upstairs had been set aside for cards and refreshments, and she supposed they would sit down to dinner in shifts. Elizabeth took some comfort in the fact that even the Townshends were subject to physical constraints—and that they had chosen to open their own home to their guests rather than engage a larger, more lavish space such as Almack’s or the Argyll Rooms.
Of course, Rainford House appeared elegant enough to Elizabeth’s eyes, even when packed with people instead of furniture. On the walls hung oil paintings that would not have been out of place at the British Museum; from the ceiling dangled gleaming chandeliers with hundreds upon hundreds of beeswax candles; and throughout the room were flowers and garlands aplenty, enough to make the room smell as fresh as the country.
There was no Bingley House to serve as a comparison, for they rented a different house each year, usually in Hanover Square but sometimes farther afield from Mayfair, depending on both Thomas’s health (how sickly he was determined how long they could remain in town) and the result of the previous year’s crops at Netherfield. These borrowed abodes possessed a superficial refinement meant to impress visitors but hardly capable of fooling their residents. Elizabeth had never before concerned herself with the quality of her lodgings—Netherfield was her home, and she found it elegant enough to suit her—but now could not help wonder how their London address must have appeared through Will’s eyes. 
“Ah, Charles!” 
Elizabeth suppressed a groan; her aunt Caroline was gliding toward them from the drawing room door. Trailing her were Violetta and Sir Bartholomew Dudley, or as he liked to be called, Uncle Barty. Sir Dudley was in so many ways his wife’s opposite—short and fat, with a bright red face and two puffs of white hair sticking out from behind his rather large ears. Barty liked everyone he met, so long as they were willing to converse about one of three topics: hunting, cards, and novels. As Elizabeth quite liked the latter, she and Uncle Barty got on fairly well. Still, she did not on this evening anticipate a conversation about the first chapters of Oliver Twist. No, Uncle Barty would waddle off to the card room as soon as he could, and the Bingleys would be stuck with his sneering wife and daughter until the Dudley women found someone with more prospects to latch on to. 
Steeling herself for several minutes of thinly veiled insults, Elizabeth’s mouth nearly fell open when she saw the warm greeting Caroline gave first her father and then her mother. Caroline Dudley had never been close with either Charles or Jane Bingley. She called on them only once during their annual visit to London, and Jane returned the call out of duty. (That fateful day in the rain had been their one appointed visit.) Charles himself never visited Caroline unless forced to do so, though he did spend a good deal of time with Uncle Barty at the clubs. 
It had never struck Elizabeth as strange that her father could be so warm to most people and yet so cold to his own sisters. With neither Caroline nor Louisa being particularly kind toward anyone (except perhaps Violetta), Elizabeth had always assumed that her father was the outlier of his family, and that the siblings had tacitly agreed, once married, to leave each other alone.
And yet, here was Aunt Caroline, kissing her brother on both cheeks; it was as if she had decided, since they last met, to become either French or affectionate (all things being equal, Elizabeth was leaning towards a change in citizenship as the more likely of the two scenarios). Caroline also kissed her mother—another first, as far as Elizabeth could recall—and then, the greatest surprise of all, she reached for Elizabeth’s hands.
“My dear Eliza! You look lovely! Does she not look lovely, Violetta?”
Whatever game Caroline was playing, her daughter seemed an unenthusiastic participant. 
“Even if the shade of green on your sash is somewhat old-fashioned, you do look charming, in your way.” 
“And Charlie, you have grown!” Caroline patted her nephew on the cheek, as if he had in fact not grown past the age of six. 
He put up with it good-naturedly, as he put up with all things. Then he turned to Elizabeth and winked. 
“No reason to fear,” he whispered as Uncle Barty shook hands vigorously with their father, and Caroline plied compliments on Jane. “Aunt Caroline knows which way the wind blows.” 
Elizabeth’s brow furrowed. Before she could ask Charlie what he meant, her father’s words caught her attention:
“I am surprised to see you here, Caroline. I did not know that you were well acquainted with the Townshends.” 
“Well acquainted? Why, Charles, we have been Lady Rainford’s friend for these many years. You know that!”
Elizabeth stared at her aunt, wondering just what she knew of this mysterious connection between her brother and Georgiana Townshend.
“I would not say friends,” said Charles quietly. “Acquaintances, perhaps.”
“Oh, for shame, Charles, your memory is not so good as it should be! In any case, I attend many of the same gatherings as Lady Rainford.”
“Then you have been to the Rainford’s ball in the past?”
Caroline flushed. “No, not exactly. That is, it is a very small gathering, and though I am certain she has always wished to invite us, I would not presume to suppose ourselves as important as his lordship’s many friends and relations.”
Her father gave one of the first real grins she had seen from him that evening, and Elizabeth again found herself surprised: her father was quite enjoying his sister’s discomfort! It was one thing to distance oneself from a sibling, but another thing altogether to actively dislike her. Before this evening, Elizabeth had not supposed her father capable of disliking anyone at all. 
“And yet here you are tonight,” he said. “However did you secure an invitation, Caro?” 
“Ah, well, I am not one to deny credit where credit is due.” Caroline glanced at Elizabeth. “Your daughter has made quite an impression on Lady Rainford—and her son, as well. As I recall, the Darcys always were rather taken with the eccentric sort.” Her aunt’s lips twisted. “I only hope you find success, young Eliza.” 
Elizabeth frowned. “I do not know what you mean, Aunt Caroline.”
“Well, I am off to the card room,” boomed Uncle Barty, who clearly smelled trouble and wanted no part of it. “Coming with me, Bingley?”
Her father looked tempted but then glanced at his wife. “No, you go on, Dudley.” As soon as Barty was gone, he said, “Surely you and your daughter would prefer to mingle with the other guests, Caroline?”
Violetta nodded eagerly, but Caroline grabbed her daughter’s arm and held her firmly in place. 
“Oh, no! It has been so long since we last saw you, Charles!” Even as she spoke, Caroline’s gaze darted about the crowded room. “Do tell us how you are! Did you finally manage to refurbish the Netherfield dining room? I always abhorred that table…Ah! Mr. Darcy! Lord Townshend!” She elbowed Violetta sharply, and the younger girl went from sulky to sparkling in a flash. “How lovely to see you both this evening!” 
Elizabeth turned and saw that Will and his brother stood directly behind her. She caught Lord Townshend’s quick eye roll before meeting Will’s happier gaze. 
Both gentlemen bowed, and Caroline said, “What a charming gathering this is!” 
Elizabeth nearly laughed. It was clear she had been waiting for this introduction to the Viscount; after all, he was an even better catch than Will in her eyes.
“Charming indeed,” replied Lord Townshend with a cutting smile, “if one enjoys being crushed. Perhaps next year we ought not invite so many newcomers. Trim back the guest list—for the common good, eh?”
Both Dudley ladies flushed bright red, and Elizabeth saw Violetta’s eyes well with tears. As much as she disliked her aunt and cousin, she disliked even more the sight of them being humiliated without real cause. 
“If you dislike the crush so very much,” Elizabeth said, glaring at Townshend, “perhaps you ought to decline your parents’ invitation next year—for the common good, eh?” 
Poor Caroline and Violetta! They were clearly torn between disapproval (to speak to a viscount in such a fashion!) and gratitude. Her parents smiled with resignation, and Charlie chuckled appreciatively.
“A hit, a very palpable hit, Miss Bingley,” was Townshend’s only response, aside from a more genuine smile.
But Elizabeth hardly cared what anyone except Will thought; his deep, rich laugh was reward enough.
“My sister and I have been attempting to convince our brother to follow this advice for years.” Will knocked his brother’s shoulder playfully. “Unfortunately, he is too fine a dancer to do without—which brings us to why we are here.” He paused, shifted, and then said quickly, “Will you dance the first set with me, Miss Bingley?” 
Though hardly surprised at the request, Elizabeth nevertheless felt the rush of pleasure at hearing it spoken aloud. 
“I came for no other reason.”
It was not a very ladylike response (which is no doubt why Townshend barked with laughter), but she was in no state to dissemble. Oh, she could occasionally censor herself under the guise of civility, but never under the intensity of Will’s gaze. 
When he finally looked away from her, Will turned to Violetta. “Lord Townshend, though he is too shy to ask, would be most grateful for a dance with you, Miss Dudley.” 
Townshend’s smile slipped just as Violetta’s expression brightened, and Elizabeth did not know whether to laugh or to pity her cousin for being honored with a partner who so clearly wanted nothing to do with her.
“And for the second set,” Townshend said, after bowing curtly to Violetta, “I am certain my brother would be glad to take my place, Miss Dudley, while I become better acquainted with Miss Bingley. I am eager to hear her decided views on ballroom etiquette.” 
Elizabeth laughed, both at Townshend’s words and Will’s subsequent glower. As he led her to where the other dancers were beginning to congregate, Will said, “My brother’s behavior is abominable.”
“Oh, I would say you are both behaving badly.” She smiled. “I would never have thought myself amenable to being the pawn in a chess match between a pair of squabbling siblings—but for you, I will allow it.” 
“A pawn? I believe you have your pieces confused, Liz—er, Miss Bingley.” 
As they moved through the crowd, Will nodded here and there to the people they passed, and Elizabeth found herself missing their relatively quiet walks through the parks and streets of Mayfair. Though they had been surrounded by the sounds of the city and were never far from their chaperone (usually her aunt Mary, who visited them each year with her three young sons so that her husband, an Oxford theologian, might have a some peace in their small house), Elizabeth had been able to pretend she and Will were alone on those daily walks. 
There was no pretending now: they were putting on a show for others. Though she had been engaged in this performance since the moment she had entered Rainford House, she had only just realized how heavy a burden it was to be an object of general curiosity. They were to open the ball, alongside his parents; there would be no refuge from the weight of others’ expectations now.
“You have grown quiet,” he murmured after they had greeted his parents and the friends who surrounded them.
“I am at long last succumbing to nerves,” she admitted. “Well, no, that is not quite true, for I was anxious in the carriage, too, but now…” She stopped, catching the raised eyebrows of Lord Rainford, who must have overheard her remark. Looking away, she whispered, “There are so many things one ought not say, especially in a ballroom, and yet I cannot seem to stop myself.”
“There is nothing you cannot say to me.” 
Her heart skipped a beat, but she bid herself to be rational. “That is a pretty sentiment, and yet…” Again, she stopped, conscious of the many people around her, particularly his parents, who were watching them intently. Only under their scrutiny did she realize how much was at stake—not the Townshends’ approval, not the possibility of marriage, not even the strength of their affection for each other. No, what was at stake was Will’s reputation. 
How easy it had been for her to dismiss the opinion of others when there had been no real consequences! Oh, she might have caused minor embarrassment to her family in the past, but her family were so well known in Hertfordshire that she could do no real damage with her odd ways. Now, though, if she caused a scene or acted the fool, it would be Will who suffered, and this notion nearly paralyzed her with fear. 
Nearly. For when the crowd quieted and Lady Rainford called out the first dance, Elizabeth found she could in fact move. True, she danced more by rote than with any real feeling, but she did not turn left when she was meant to go right, and so she counted this as a victory. Indeed, with each step, she felt a little more like herself, so that by the end of the first dance in the set, she was able to smile and offer some insignificant comment. 
Will seemed more intent on watching her than holding a conversation, so that after several more minutes of silence, she could not help but tease him. 
“It is your turn to say something now, Mr. Darcy.” 
This provoked a smile. “Do you talk by rule then, while you are dancing?”
“Oh, I do nothing by rule,” she returned, realizing immediately that this was a lie. “At least, I would have said so, until tonight.” 
His expression grew somber. “I beg you not to be anxious on account of my family.” 
“What if I am anxious on account of you?”
This had been the wrong thing to say, for he could not know exactly what she meant, and it was their turn to go down the line. They had no hope of speaking until they reached the end of it.
“Can you doubt my feelings for you?” he asked as they stood waiting for the rest of the dancers to come down the line. He seemed not to care that they were within earshot of his parents, who had come down the line just before them, as well as Townshend and Violetta, who followed. 
“No,” she replied quietly. “And that is why I am so anxious. Has it really been only seven days?” 
“I needed only one—not even one.”
Townshend coughed loudly, and Elizabeth felt herself blush. 
Again, they were on the move, and it was not until they reached the end of the set, as they made their way back to her family, that he spoke to her again. “Perhaps you are correct about ballrooms, and yet to not say what I feel…”
“Yes.” She met his gaze. “Yes, I know.” Then she forced a laugh. “But I beg you not to tell my parents that I advocated, if only for a moment, decorum and silence. They will use it against me in all future conversations.”
He smiled. “Eight days ago, I was one of England’s greatest advocates of decorum and silence.”
“Oh, how the world has turned upside down.”
“Indeed.”
“Ah, there you are,” said Townshend, who had hurried Violetta back to her mother and was waiting, foot tapping impatiently on the ground. “Miss Dudley is eager for her dance, Darcy.” 
Will bowed over Elizabeth’s hand and bid her farewell. “May I have the supper set?” he asked quietly. 
She nodded.
“And the last set, as well?”
She tilted her head. “Decorum, Mr. Darcy.”
“An upside down world, Miss Bingley.” 
“Oh, for God’s sake,” muttered Townshend, taking Elizabeth by the arm. “Enjoy your dance, Will.” 
She spent the next hour in conversation with every member of the Townshend family except Will. Besides talking with his parents and siblings, she conversed with a great aunt, a second cousin, and the dowager countess, all of whom wished to quiz her on what instruments she played (the pianoforte, with only moderate success), her view on watercolors versus oils (oils, for she preferred bold color and liked to see the paint of her fingertips for days afterwards), and her thoughts on French cuisine (delicious, though she was quite satisfied with Netherfield’s old English cook). 
“Well,” said Townshend, after leading her away from the dowager countess’s seat in the corner, “you did not shock Grandmama too badly. Your blunder with regards to the superiority of oil paints was at least smoothed over by your preference for pheasant over veal.” 
“Do you mock everyone you meet, or am I to take pride in being singled out by your wit?”
“Oh, both,” he said, smiling. “I would laugh at you no matter who you were, but that I am mocking you to your face bodes well for you. Still, do not grow overconfident, Miss Bingley. I have not yet concluded anything. It may simply be that you are a wolf in a black sheep’s clothing, if you will forgive my mixed metaphors.”
“I will forgive your hackneyed language—but not the implication of it. As I told your brother once, I am no fortune hunter.”
“Would anyone ever admit to being a fortune hunter? Oh, do not look so put out. I am sure you believe you are no fortune hunter, Miss Bingley, but all that may mean is that you are fooling yourself, as well as my brother.”
Having always prided herself on preferring honesty to etiquette, Elizabeth found her principles sorely tested under such an attack. 
“Oh, I do so love dancing!” Emma Townshend came to stand beside the two of them, her face flushed red from taking part in the most recent reel. Then, glancing between the two of them, she said, “I see Robert has been nettling you, Miss Bingley. Allow me to give you some friendly advice: ignore him. It is what I always do.” 
“If only,” he muttered.
“I would have thought,” continued Emma, “that you had a good deal of practice at ignoring brothers, Miss Bingley, having two yourself.” 
Elizabeth smiled in spite of herself. “Oh, but I have two younger brothers, and so I am the one who may do most of the nettling.” 
Emma laughed. “Yes, I had not thought of my being doubly disadvantaged. To be a lady in a household of men is trial enough, but to be the youngest, too—woe is me! Oh, good, here comes Will to claim his second dance with you. He will rescue you from our ogre of a brother, even if I cannot.” 
“And just how much of an ogre is my oldest son being, Miss Bingley?” asked Lord Rainford, who accompanied Will to stand with his children as the musicians took a well-deserved pause before the supper set. 
“I would not call him an ogre, sir,” said Elizabeth. “As Lord Townshend seems to prefer animal metaphors, I would say he is more of a bear, defending his territory against invaders.” 
This comment inspired laughter from all except Will, who said to his brother, “Leave her alone, Townshend.” 
“Oh, calm yourself, Darcy. Your Miss Bingley is quite capable of defending herself. Now, if you will all excuse me, I am off to the card room so that I may hide from the wolves who wish to have me for supper.” 
“I will not pretend to understand what that was about,” said Will, as he led her to the floor.
Elizabeth sighed. “Your brother was telling me, in his way, that he does not wish to you see you hurt.” 
“Is this to be another of those conversations we should not have in a ballroom?” 
“Oh, undoubtedly. We should probably try for a safer topic.” 
“The weather?” 
“Very dry for April.”
“Indeed it is, and having a newfound love of rainy days, I cannot say I am happy with this state of affairs.”
She laughed. “My aunt Lizzy says that if you find someone who can make a discussion of the weather interesting, then you have found a true friend indeed.” 
“I believe I am going to like your aunt Lizzy.” They were off, down the line, and so it was several minutes before Elizabeth could say: “I must admit, I have felt less certain about your uncle.” 
Will frowned, and she was reminded of their last conversation about Fitzwilliam Darcy. 
“I am sorry,” she said in a rush, “if I offended you yesterday. You know how glib I can be, but I did not mean—”
“What? No, I was not offended, merely surprised. I suppose I do speak of him rather highly, and with good reason. Yet, lately, in my thoughts, I have not thought so highly…” He shook his head, offering a crooked smile. “We are veering off course. Back to the weather, I think.” 
But they did not discuss the weather. The music sent them turning to neighbors, left and right, and then to each other, forwards and back, moving so quickly that they had little time to converse. By the time they had finished dancing, they had latched onto another safe topic—books—and then spent the entirety of supper arguing the merits of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (Elizabeth loved Shelley’s depictions of the abject monster; Will abhorred the author’s vilification of progress and technology). This disagreement was no cause for complaint to Elizabeth, who loved nothing better than a heated discussion, and yet it became clear (when she finally thought to look at someone other than Will) that the rest of the people gathered at the table were more interested in the debaters than the debate itself. 
“If she can argue with him about books for a half hour, then it is all but decided,” said Emma Townshend to her parents.
The seating arrangements at supper were sure to lead to a good deal of talk among the other guests: Lord and Lady Rainford, as well as their children, had been quite pointed in their choice to sit with the Bingleys and Dudleys when they might have sat elsewhere. If Will’s preference for her had not already been noted by those outside their families, it would be now. 
Elizabeth flushed. “Forgive me for monopolizing the conversation. When it comes to books, I sometimes lose my head.”
“Indeed, you must have lost your head,” said Uncle Barty, “if you care anything at all for that Shelley woman’s writing!”
“Glad to see I have an ally at the table, sir,” said Will, smiling. 
“Now, I say, give me a Sir Walter Scott, or perhaps one of Samuel Richardson’s novels, and I am a happy man.” 
“You only named male authors,” shot back Elizabeth. “What of Maria Edgeworth or Fanny Burney?” 
“Ah, our Eliza is something of a firebrand,” said Caroline with an apologetic smile for Lord and Lady Rainford. “What was it that she told you last week, Violetta?”
Her cousin twittered. “She spoke of women voting someday! Shocking!”
“Oh, Eliza, you are blushing!” said Caroline. “Do forgive us. I hope we are not embarrassing you.”
“If I am embarrassed, it is not due to my opinions.”
“I have always admired great readers,” said Lady Rainford, smiling at Elizabeth. “I was surrounded by books as a girl, and though I admit not reading as thoroughly and thoughtfully as I should have, I have at least retained a great appreciation for those who do.”
“Oh, I do not think any of us read as well as we should,” said Elizabeth.
“Except Will,” said Townshend. “He reads perfectly, as he just claimed in his argument with you, Miss Bingley.” 
“I did not say that,” protested Will, laughing. “I only said that I knew enough to dismiss Mrs. Shelley’s facile argument that scientific progress would lead us all to our doom.” 
“You see,” said Miss Townshend to Elizabeth, “Will, too, is a firebrand.”
“Tell me,” said Lord Rainford, turning to Elizabeth’s parents. “Did your daughter inherit her love of books from you?”
Charles laughed. “Not from me, that is certain. If it were not for Elizabeth, our library would be rather an embarrassment.” 
“Yes, it is Lizzy—that is, my sister Elizabeth—who encouraged a love of reading in all our children,” said Jane.
“I must admit,” said Elizabeth, smiling, “that even Aunt Lizzy would laugh at how I spent all of supper discussing books. At my first Netherfield ball, I tried to talk with her of a book I was reading, and she told me quite firmly that she could not talk of books in a ballroom.” 
Will smiled. “Ah, your aunt returns! I have heard so much of her this past week that I feel as I know her already.”
“Have I really mentioned her that often?” said Elizabeth, laughing. “I suppose I have.”
“Oh, really, Will!” said Townshend. “You of all people cannot poke fun! Has he happened to mention to you, Miss Bingley—once, twice, perhaps a hundred times—our uncle?” 
“If the common love of books and arguing did not settle the matter,” said Miss Townshend, “a shared affinity for our parents’ siblings should!” 
“And how is your sister, Mrs. Bingley?” asked Lady Rainford, her smile strained. Elizabeth supposed the countess embarrassed by Emma Townshend’s joking insistence that she and Will were a settled match. 
Jane Bingley’s smile was equally forced. “Quite well, Lady Rainford, thank you for inquiring. Indeed, all my sisters and my mother are in good health, for which I am very grateful.” 
“You, and Charles especially,” said Caroline, “are so good to have opened your home to Eliza and Mrs. Bennet. It cannot have been easy to care for them, a widow and a spinster. They would be quite at a loss without you, I am sure.”
“On the contrary,” said Charles Bingley, his face reddening, “we are very glad they have made their home with us.”
“Oh, yes, I am sure they enliven your household.” Caroline laughed. “Mrs. Bennet was always one for talking, and Eliza—well! Do you remember, Lady Rainford, that time before Charles married—oh, I do not think you joined your brother at Netherfield. Perhaps you were still at school. Well, surely you remember, Charles. Jane, I believe you had a touch of a cold, and Eliza—that is, Miss Bennet—came tromping into the house to visit you, her hemline six inches deep in mud. Your uncle, Mr. Darcy, was quite shocked, I can tell you! I remember asking him, Would you want your sister to behave in such a fashion? Certainly not, he said!”
“My uncle?” said Will. “He was at Netherfield?”
“Oh, yes,” said Caroline. “We were all quite good friends once.”
Charles Bingley stood so suddenly that his wine glass wobbled precariously. “Excuse me. I believe the music has resumed. Mrs. Bingley? A dance, perhaps?” His laugh sounded brittle to Elizabeth’s ears. “Come, Lizzy, Charlie, you must remind your aging parents how it is done.” 
“Indeed,” said Lady Rainford, rising. “I ought to see to our other guests. Excuse me.” 
And with her departure, the entire party scattered—at least until that last dance of the night. As the tired revelers found their final partners, the Bingleys and Townshends stood side by side, watching with, if not pleasure, then at least resignation as Will accompanied Elizabeth to the floor for a third set.
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He knew something was wrong when almost a week had passed without a letter from Darcy. 
The letters were a hallmark of their friendship. Bingley penned nearly-illegible notes asking for something (help, advice, company), and Darcy sent back his response within a few days, sometimes even a few hours if they were both in London. The letters almost always provided an affirmative response to whatever Bingley had asked (“Of course I will help you locate an estate,” or “Yes, you were right to remind your sister of her own roots in trade,” or “I look forward to seeing you at Darcy House at 5 o’clock on Thursday next.”) Usually it took him an entire page (cross-written) to provide this affirmation. It was not that he was verbose; Fitzwilliam Darcy could be as clear and concise a writer as any Bingley had ever encountered (and good thing, too, for Bingley had little patience for reading those long, drawn-out sentences preferred by so many authors these days). 
The letters were long because Darcy loved telling stories. Almost every piece of correspondence contained a tale or parable (sometimes based in fact, sometimes fictional) relating to Bingley’s latest note. If he had inquired on the best way to engage a steward, Darcy would write back with the story of how his own father had met George Wickham, Sr. If Bingley sought an opinion on whether he ought to purchase a newer and more fashionable barouche, Darcy would recount Aesop’s tale about the ants and the grasshopper. 
So when he wrote Darcy of his engagement (“She has accepted me! I cannot properly express my joy, Darcy! I only wish you had accompanied me to Netherfield, but you will see soon enough how fortunate a man I am!”), he thought laughingly of the reply he was sure to receive: some reference to Cupid and Psyche, or perhaps a retelling of Midsummer’s Night Dream with Mrs. Bennet as Nick Bottom and Miss Elizabeth as Puck? 
A day passed, and he assumed (for he knew Darcy to be in town) that business must have claimed him. Two days, and he hoped his friend was not ill. Three days—had his letter not reached Darcy House? He went to Berkeley Square himself, but was told by the frowning butler that the master was not at home. So he left his card, another day passed, and still—nothing. 
Was Darcy embarrassed? It seemed a ridiculous notion—yet quite possible, the more Bingley thought of it. Darcy had, after all, been partly to blame for Bingley’s delayed engagement. Caroline had perpetrated the greatest evil; she had been the one to hide from him Jane’s presence in town. Oh, stuff it: the truth was he, Bingley, was most to blame for allowing himself to be so easily persuaded. And yet with a friend like Darcy, guiding and advising him (with the story of Arthur and Guinevere, no less), how had he stood a chance? Well, if Darcy had acted wrongly (and he had), he had at least apologized, and quite sincerely, too. Bingley had never seen Darcy look more ashamed than when he admitted to his role in separating Jane from his friend. 
Six days, and Bingley could no longer stand it. He returned to Darcy House, determined to rush past the butler, if necessary. This kind of behavior was more in the style of his sister, but then what other option did he have? He would be returning to Hertfordshire in a day (having only come to London to arrange the legal matters of the marriage settlement), and he most definitely had to see his friend before leaving town.
Later, he would wonder at his own neediness; indeed, he would wonder at the whole of their friendship. Was it that he had always been too insistent? Had he asked too much of his friend? After all, when had Darcy ever asked anything of him? 
But before he was forced to examine the remnants of what he had always assumed would be a lifelong friendship, Charles Bingley stood on the steps of Darcy House, ready to do battle with the servants so that he might find out just what was ailing Fitzwilliam Darcy. For something must have been ailing him; his friend, though sometimes aloof and arrogant, was never negligent. 
“I am sorry, sir,” said the butler. “He is not at home.”
“But I am sure he is.” 
Bingley had seen, as he bounded up the steps, how the curtains of Darcy’s study had been drawn back. Had his friend not told him once how he never pulled the curtains back unless he was in the room? (“Ah, you and Caroline are similar in at least one respect, Darcy! You both fear the pernicious effects of sunlight on your furniture!” “I could care less about the furniture, Bingley; it is the books I want to protect.”) 
“No, sir,” said the butler, blocking his way, “he is not at home.” 
“Now, look here…” 
Just as Bingley had been about to push past the man, a figure appeared at the top of the stairs.
“Miss Darcy!” 
She stumbled in surprise, grasping the bannister just in time to stop herself from falling. He saw the way she looked over her shoulder, as if she was considering racing back to whatever room she had just exited. Clearly she had not been expecting company. Still, he was shocked that Miss Darcy did not wear that shy yet welcoming smile she had always offered him in the past.
Bingley blanched. What in God’s name had he done? 
“Miss Darcy.” Shoving past the butler, he went to stand at the bottom step. “Please, could you tell your man… Roberts, is it?”
“Robertson, sir,” said the butler, in a cold tone from behind him.
“Yes, well, Robertson then. Tell him that Darcy will want to see me? I know he is here. He has told me many times himself how—” 
A door creaked opened upstairs, and then came the sound of slow, heavy footsteps. 
“Darcy! Thank God.” Bingley gazed up at his friend, who now stood next to his sister. “I was beginning to think I was going to have invade the house!”
Nothing. No smile, no roll of the eyes, no attempt to move down the stairs to meet him. Not even a surly “Get out,” which would have been wholly unexpected and unwelcome—and yet it would have been something.
The silence stretched on for a good minute before Miss Darcy said, voice trembling, “Perhaps we ought to…that is, Robertson, would you show Mr. Bingley to the drawing room? We will be with you momentarily, Mr. Bingley.”
“But…” Bingley shook his head. When was the last time he had been seen in the drawing room? Oh, when Caroline and the Hursts were with him, of course they went to the drawing room, but when he was on his own, he always went up to Darcy’s study. He even had his own chair. (“Now that you have spilled brandy all over it, my friend, it is officially yours.”)
Yet what else could he do? He followed Robertson to the drawing room and waited. 
Ten minutes. These were stairs that he had seen Darcy bound up and down in a matter of seconds, and yet it took ten minutes for Darcy and his sister to descend them now.
When they finally entered the drawing room (Miss Darcy came first, pulling her brother in by the hand), Bingley stood.
“You are ill.” 
It was hardly the polite greeting expected of a drawing room encounter, yet what else could he say? Other than the shadow of stubble spread across his cheeks and chin, Darcy’s face seemed utterly devoid of color. 
“No.” One hoarse word, said without making eye contact. Darcy’s gaze was already wandering to the window, and though Bingley had been witness to many a window-staring moment with Darcy, these incidents had usually occurred in the presence of large crowds (or Caroline), when he felt pressed in and needed an escape.
“Yes, you are ill. I can see it. You look broken, my friend.”
This brought the first shadow of a smile to Darcy’s lips. “Perhaps that is true.”
“Then how can I help you?”
Darcy finally looked at him then, really looked at him, his eyes wide, glassy and utterly lost. “You cannot.”
“Of course I can!” Bingley put on his most jovial expression. “Do you know what you need, Darcy? Fresh air. London is no place for you now, not when you might see the beautiful colors of the country. Come back to Netherfield with me.” 
Darcy shook his head emphatically before going to the window and turning his back on the room.
“Come, Miss Darcy, you must help me convince him to leave London.”
“We will leave London,” she replied quietly. “We are returning to Pemberley. Tomorrow.” 
“Oh!” Bingley blinked. “But how long will you be gone?”
There was a long moment of silence, during which Miss Darcy stared at her brother’s back, as if willing him to turn around and answer. When he did not, she said, “We…we have no plans to return this year.” 
“This year? But…Darcy? Did you not receive my note?”
Back still to them: “Yes.” 
“But Darcy, I am to be married!” 
Even to his own ears, he sounded like a boy pleading with his father instead of a man sharing the most important news of his life with his dearest friend.
“Next month,” he continued, “I am to be married.”
“Yes.” Darcy’s shoulders hunched forward. Indeed, from where Bingley stood, it looked as though Darcy had leaned so far forward that his forehead rested against the glass. Then, slowly, he turned to face him. “Yes. Congratulations, Bingley. I am happy for you.”
“You do not sound it!” The words tumbled out, accusatory and angry, but Bingley could not regret the accusation, for it at least brought some color to Darcy’s face. 
“Mr. Bingley,” said Miss Darcy, going to stand by her brother. She took his arm, and though she was a good foot shorter than he was, she seemed to be holding him up. “Allow me to call for refreshments.”
“What? No, thank you, Miss Darcy. I really only want to know…”
“I must apologize,” she said, laughing shakily, “for the poor welcome you have received, not only from us, but from Robertson, as well.”
“Robertson? The butler? No, I was not offended, Miss Darcy. Now, please, allow me to…”
“Poor man!” she continued, her voice becoming faster and higher pitched with each word. “He has become quite vigilant after my aunt barged in here only last week, and now, oh, Fitzwilliam, I should not have…” 
Darcy turned back to the window.
“Darcy, for God’s sake.” Bingley hurried to the window and clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “What is wrong?”
Again, his shoulders hunched forward. Then, so rapidly that Bingley hardly saw the transformation, Darcy straightened, spun around, and said, “Forgive me, Bingley. I have been, as you noted, ill.” 
He spoke in a voice that sounded almost like the voice Bingley knew. Almost. 
Then he strode across the room to one of the seats by the fire and waved a hand, indicating to Bingley and his sister that they ought to join him. 
This behavior was more typical of Darcy, and yet Bingley could not shake the sense that it was more show than substance.
“Yes, I have indeed been ill”—Darcy’s eyes closed briefly—“not to mention busy with preparations for our return to Pemberley, which is why I have not responded to your note as I should have. Congratulations. I am glad that Miss…that you have found happiness.” 
Bingley’s smile was tentative. “Thank you, Darcy. But I hope you will consider cutting short your stay at Pemberley—or at least interrupting it—to attend the wedding. Jane—Miss Bennet has not set an exact date, but I believe it will occur early in November.”
Darcy gripped the arms of his chair. 
“I want you to stand up with me,” Bingley added quietly. 
“No. I cannot.” 
The refusal was so blunt that Bingley knew not how to respond. 
Eventually, he said, “Is it the date? We can wait until December or move it up to the end of this month, or…”
“Oh, for God’s sake, Bingley, why do you need me there?” 
Bingley heard the anguish (how could he not?), but was so bewildered that he could think of nothing except his own distress: “Because, man, you are my closest friend!” 
Miss Darcy stood. “Perhaps…” 
“No, stay, please Georgi,” said her brother.
She sat back down. 
There was a long silence, and when Darcy spoke, it was in a hoarse whisper: “You ought not count me as a friend, Bingley, not after my behavior this past year.”
Bingley’s laughter, loud with relief, startled even him. “So you are embarrassed! Oh, for God’s sake, Darcy, it is all forgiven, all of it. You did only what you thought best for me. Well, she loves me. She loves me indeed! And now you must come to the wedding.”
Darcy, shaking his head, refused to meet his eye.
Bingley leaned across the empty space between them and took hold of his arm. “You are a brother to me, Darcy. You must know that.”
“A brother,” he repeated dully. “No, I will not be your brother after all.” 
“Oh, Fitzwilliam,” said Miss Darcy, her eyes suddenly bright with tears, “let us go to the wedding.”
“No! I cannot possibly…”
“It may not be so bad as you think,” she said. 
Bingley let go of Darcy’s arm. “What does that mean?”
“Oh,” said Miss Darcy, blushing, “I only meant…well, you know how my brother can be with those he does not know so well, Mr. Bingley.”
“But you do know the Bennets.” And then, Bingley’s relief hardened into dismay. “You still do not approve. Is that it?”
Darcy said nothing. 
It struck Bingley then, how stupid he had been. When Darcy had apologized for his part in separating him from Jane, he had never actually said that his opinion of the Bennets had changed. He had not even suggested going to Netherfield to repair the damage. He had said only, “I was not open with you; I am sorry.” 
Had Darcy told him only out of guilt? Had he supposed Bingley done with Jane, and so guessed himself safe in admitting his role in the separation? 
“What did you expect?” Bingley asked, hardly sure whether he was speaking to Darcy or himself. “Did you think you could tell me that she might care for me, and then suppose I would not go to her? That I would not ask her to marry me? Well, she loves me, Darcy, and I love her. I will not regret that!”
“Nor should you.” Darcy gazed at some point behind him. “But I cannot attend your wedding, Bingley.”
“And this is all the reply I am to expect from you?”
Darcy stared at him, and then, to Bingley’s utter surprise, laughed. 
“Those words, they are so like mine that…” Darcy shook his head. “Do you know the tale of the fox and the stork?”
Bingley leapt to his feet. “I do not want one of your stories now, Darcy! I want to know why you are acting like this! Is it really too much to ask that you stand up with me—to say to the world that you are not just my friend, but Jane’s friend, the Bennets’ friend, as well?” 
The pause was short, yet far too long. 
“I cannot do it.” Still sitting, he looked up at Bingley, his face blank. “I will not.” 
“Then I am sorry for you.” 
Darcy nodded once. “Yes.” 
Bingley bowed to his sister. “I wish you safe travels, Miss Darcy.”
“Oh, Mr. Bingley…” Tears again welled in her eyes, but Bingley had no desire for her pity now.
Turning on this heel, he made for the door. 
“Fitzwilliam,” he heard Miss Darcy say, “I beg you, do not let him leave like this!”
And Bingley stopped because he, too, did not want to leave like this. He turned at the door, and without a shred of pride, said, “Reconsider, Darcy. My friend, please reconsider!” 
Darcy stood and crossed the room, a hand outstretched. 
But even as they shook, Bingley knew by the look on Darcy’s face that he had not reconsidered after all.
“Goodbye, Bingley. God bless you, and your future wife, as well.” 
 
*
 
She could not have been expecting him; it was half past six, well after dinner, and besides, he had been planning to return the next day. But he had not been able to stay in London a moment longer, not after what had happened there. 
So Bingley stood in the yard of Longbourn, uncertain why he was there, or even what he was to do next. Knock on the door, he supposed, so that a servant might answer and appear shocked to see him (the Longbourn servants, like their employers, did not bother hiding their feelings).
Yet before he had even raised his hand to grasp the knocker, the door opened, and there she stood, as if she had somehow known.
Had there ever been anyone as beautiful as Jane Bennet? It was not just her face or her form; it was that light in her eyes, as if she saw in him something more than even he knew he possessed. 
“How could I ever have doubted?” he asked her.
She laughed. “I cannot claim to understand you, Mr. Bingley, but I am so happy to see—”
He stopped her with a kiss. Not the chaste kiss he had placed on her hand after proposing or even the peck he had stolen from her lips on the garden walk a few days later. No, this was a long, desperate, back-pressed-into-the-door-jamb kiss, full of everything he felt and could not express in words. 
There were giggles behind them, and then a “Come away, Kitty!” from Miss Elizabeth, and finally Jane’s blushing entreaty to come inside and have tea with them. The welcome he received—so boisterous, so glad—was a balm to his soul. Even Mrs. Bennet’s shrill greeting made him happy that night. 
They talked of London for some time—of the Gardiners’ health (he had dined with them recently), of his sisters’ plans for the foreseeable future (they would remain in London), of his success in completing all his business (the papers were all in order; the settlement was quite settled). 
Then, finally, the question came, as he knew it would. 
“And Mr. Darcy?” Miss Elizabeth’s smile was strained. She, at least, had possessed the sense to realize from the start that his so-called friend was not worth the effort. “Will he and Miss Darcy attend the wedding?”
“No.” Bingley did not bother schooling his expression. This was his family now. He would not hide his pain, not from them. “No. They travel to Pemberley tomorrow, with no plans of returning to London or Hertfordshire in the foreseeable future.”
With a glance at Elizabeth, Jane sighed. “I am very sorry to hear it.”
“Well, I am not!” said Mrs. Bennet. “Forgive me, Bingley, for saying so, but your friend is most disagreeable. Most disagreeable indeed!”
“Yes,” said Bingley—for what else could he say?
Miss Elizabeth stood. “Excuse me. I am…I will go for a walk in the garden.”
“Oh, Lizzy,” said Jane. “Are you not well?”
“I am well enough. I suppose something I ate…excuse me.” 
Bingley watched her go, wishing he might take Jane into the garden—not only to kiss her again, but to think of something, anything other than Darcy. After a few more minutes of chitchat (mercifully free of any reference to the man), he proposed a walk with Jane, and her parents (her dear, negligent parents) made no objection.
The sun had just set, and for several minutes, he found himself content with merely holding her ungloved hand, staring out at the darkening sky. Then, abruptly, he turned to her.
“Let us marry soon. Next week, even.”
She laughed. “Next week! But…”
“Then in a fortnight. I do not want to wait, Jane.” He took her other hand, brought them both to his lips, and then dropped them so that he might cup her face in his hands. “We are family now, Jane. I do not want to wait.”
She leaned forward, brushed her lips against his. “I could deny you nothing, Charles.” 
It took five more minutes, and at least as many kisses, before he was able to tear himself away. 
Later, when he came strolling back through the garden after having said goodnight to the family, he saw Miss Elizabeth sitting on a bench near one of the hedges. He almost went to her, having forgotten until now that he had not said goodnight to her, but she sat with her back to him, and her shoulders were hunched in such a way that he supposed her still suffering from whatever it was that was ailing her. He wondered briefly if she had overheard his and Jane’s conversation…or had seen them kiss. He felt a moment’s embarrassment, and then he smiled. 
She of all people would not mind her sister being so very in love.



 
GEORGIANA AND DARCY 
 
MAY 2, 1837
 
It used to be so much easier, this silence between them. How many afternoons had they occupied the same room and exchanged not a single word? Dinners used to be a symphony of cutlery and chewing, so rarely punctuated by speech that the odd, “Please pass the potatoes,” startled her half to death. 
This reign of silence had begun after George Wickham and became fully entrenched following Elizabeth Bennet. Even before Ramsgate or Hertfordshire, they had not been vociferous, these two remaining Darcys. But she had sometimes liked to chatter, and he had liked to tell stories. Yes, Fitzwilliam Darcy was a master storyteller, a fact she might have forgotten after leaving Pemberley, had she not overheard him once, lulling five-year-old Will to sleep with the tale of the mouse who saved the lion.
Twenty-three years of being a Townshend had changed Georgiana; she could no longer sit for a quarter of an hour without commenting on something or another in a laughing manner. It was this inability to maintain a dignified silence that was ultimately to blame for her slip that afternoon. Oh, she might try to pin it on her husband and children, for if they been at Rainford House when Fitzwilliam had arrived, their animated conversation would have kept them all on safe ground. She could also have blamed her brother, for he had appeared a good two hours before he was expected—or perhaps it was the fault of the roads. Yes, the roads were always to blame for these sorts of things, even when they were in tip-top condition. 
But no. It was her own doing; she might have read or embroidered or played piano while her brother wrote letters at the table by the window (his favorite spot when he visited; no man loved staring out windows more than her brother). Instead, she insisted on having a chat by the unlit hearth, tea cups in hand, an untouched tray of scones on the table between them. 
Was it so unreasonable to attempt a conversation when they had not seen each other in almost a year? Since Anne’s death, he so rarely visited; even before Anne’s death, he had preferred Pemberley to town, but there was always some business that could not be conducted via letter, and Anne had, to the surprise of everyone, enjoyed the bustle of London, at least in small doses. 
“Reminds me I am alive,” she had once commented in that quiet, sardonic tone of hers. 
And so each May, they had visited town for exactly ten days, and those ten days had followed a very particular pattern:
Day One: Arrival. Rest, see no one but the servants they had sent ahead from Pemberley to open the house; not even Georgiana and her family were welcome on Day One.
Day Two: Dinner with Georgiana and Rainford. No one else was invited, especially not the children (Anne being wary of all creatures who possessed a need to touch without permission). 
Day Three: Assembly night. Considering Anne’s deep dislike of the accidental bump or stray touch, Georgiana had at first been baffled by her cousin’s request to attend a public assembly each year. But over time, she had come to learn how much Anne adored fashion. (It had been Georgiana’s task, after Anne’s death, to find new homes for the nine hundred sixty-three unworn gowns stored in trunks and wardrobes throughout Pemberley.) 
Day Four: Business for Fitzwilliam, shopping for Anne and Georgiana. Anne was especially fond of Gunther’s, where she purchased enough marzipan to last her the remainder of the visit and the long carriage ride back to Pemberley. 
Day Five: No visitors. Days Three and Four wore on Anne. Fitzwilliam went to Cheapside, where Georgiana knew him to have some business interests.
Day Six: Outings with the Rainford children for Fitzwilliam; more shopping for Anne. Afterward, the two spent a quiet evening at home in preparation for Lady Catherine’s visit. 
Days Seven and Eight: Lady Catherine’s visit. This meant Georgiana’s almost constant presence by the side of her brother and cousin, for they needed her. Anne always looked about ready to crumple, and Fitzwilliam often seemed on the verge of explosion. That she, Georgiana, had become the steady one in the family still surprised her. When Catherine died (was it wrong to feel grateful for such a departure?), those days became glorious days of freedom, celebrated with picnics in the park or trips to whatever exhibition or theater performance was all the rage.
Day Nine: Dinner at Rainford House, children included. Anne had little choice but to accept the Townshend’s shocking habit of including their young children at family dinners, but as the children grew to adulthood, Anne grew to like them better.
Day Ten: Departure. They never said farewell in person, always by note. 
Anne’s death had, understandably, altered things. Ten days became seven, and Fitzwilliam stayed with the Townshends at Rainford House. He had sold Darcy House for an exorbitant amount to a family with new money and few connections, but this had not shocked his former Mayfair neighbors nearly so much as what Darcy had done with the proceeds: he gave every last farthing away. Some of the money had gone to the Royal Hospital Chelsea. As everyone knew how devastated he had been by the death of Major-General Richard Fitzwilliam at Waterloo in ’15, Darcy was forgiven his contribution to that venerated veterans’ hospital. Yet he had also funded a home for fallen women and made a liberal donation to the Anti-Slavery Society. Clearly, Fitzwilliam Darcy had lost his bearings.
There was no marzipan or shopping during the post-Anne visits, and no more outings with the children either, for they were no longer children. Now he spent most of his time in London focused on matters of business. Still, he never hid away in his room; he never excused himself from a dinner party or social engagement that fell during his visit. He played cards (often choosing Will as his partner; their minds had always worked similarly), applauded Emma when she sang and played, and even fenced with Robert, whom much of the ton called Viscount Bravado for the way he carried himself during a match. Somehow, Fitzwilliam had found a way to appear engaged while remaining completely and wholly separate from everyone around him. 
That, Georgiana realized now, was how he behaved even with her. As she spoke, he nodded and met her gaze, responded to her queries, and even asked a few questions of his own. Yes, Fitzwilliam had learned to chitchat, but Georgiana was not fooled. Her brother was still that gentleman on the edge of the crowd, observing his fellow humans with that odd combination of interest and disdain. 
“You have been quite busy,” he commented after she ended her recitation of the many events of the Season. He said this with no judgment, but Georgiana felt the sting of those words nevertheless. She knew how her brother spent his time—almost always in the service of others—and was conscious suddenly of the frivolity of her own concerns. So perhaps it was her guilt that was to blame for the slip? For when embarrassed, Georgiana always spoke without thinking: 
“Yes, and I shudder to think how much busier we will be next Season. Between Emma’s presentation at Court and Will’s likely marriage…” 
Fitzwilliam’s lips parted, but otherwise he showed no outward sign of astonishment.
Georgiana, however, gasped. It was almost as if someone else had said those words; she nearly looked over her shoulder to see who could have been so foolish as to prattle on about things better left unsaid. 
“It sounds as if William has also been busy,” said Fitzwilliam. One had to know him well to hear the dry humor in his voice or see that hint of a smile haunting one corner of his lips. 
“Oh, good Lord, Fitzwilliam, forgive me. I had not meant to say that.” 
“Perhaps, then, it is not my forgiveness you should be requesting.” 
This made her laugh, though again he spoke without any overt attempt to be humorous. “Yes, you are correct. Will is going to be livid. He wanted to tell you himself; he was planning on asking your advice during your visit.”
“My advice? Does this mean he is uncertain with regard to her feelings? Or his?”
“No, of yours.”
This brought the faintest spots of red to his long, gaunt face She wondered if it was pride or embarrassment that made him blush—and wished suddenly that he had more opportunities to feel emotion of any kind. The blush, after all, became him. 
How lonely he must have felt since Anne’s death! He never spoke of it, of course, and the marriage had hardly been conventional or even loving, but they had developed a routine together that had at least allowed him to feel of use. 
Georgiana had hoped that Will’s arrival to Pemberley—that his assumption of the Darcy name—would have banished her brother’s loneliness. But she had her doubts on that score. Indeed, she feared that Fitzwilliam had begun, quite unintentionally, to turn her son into a replica of himself.
“William need not concern himself on my account.” Fitzwilliam toyed with his teacup. “It is his father’s advice—and yours—he ought to seek.”
Georgiana longed to reach across the table and embrace him. Since Will had taken his uncle’s name, all her concerns had been for her son—her sensitive, thoughtful son whom she knew wrestled with the weight of the decision he had made. Yet she realized now that she ought to have been more worried for her brother. Will’s presence could only serve as a reminder of what he would never have—what he would never be. No one knew more than Georgiana how excellent a father Fitzwilliam Darcy would have been, for had he not been a kind of father to her all those years ago?
“You do approve of this young lady, I suppose?” The blush had receded; his hands had stilled. Nothing in his voice or manner now suggested any deeper feeling than idle curiosity. 
“Indeed, we do approve, though rather in spite of ourselves.” Georgiana laughed. “She is odd, but undeniably delightful, compassionate and bright. Her dowry is said to be small, and her connections…” Here she paused, not wishing to go into that yet. “They are respectable enough, and that is all that matters. No, what truly matters is that she makes him laugh, and so there is nothing for me to do except approve of the girl.” 
His lips twitched. “And does this paragon have a name?”
Ah, it was avoidable only so long. 
“Elizabeth.” 
It would have been kinder to say the whole name at once, but the surname stuck in her throat when she saw how his eyes flashed. He got up, went to the window, and looked out in silence for a long moment.
“Elizabeth,” he finally said. She knew what else he thought, for she though it, too: Elizabeth Darcy. There would at last be an Elizabeth Darcy at Pemberley. 
When he turned to look at her, Georgiana knew there was no help for it. “Elizabeth Bingley, Fitzwilliam. Her name is Elizabeth Bingley.” 
She thought he might go back to staring out the window, but after only a brief pause, he resumed his seat across from her.
“Does William know?” he asked, his voice hoarse. “Is that why he wanted to speak with me?”
“Know? You mean of you and…no, Fitzwilliam. I have never told him anything! Of course not. I…I would not know what to say on the matter.”
“Indeed.” His lips twisted. “There is nothing to say.” 
She hesitated, but only for a moment. After all, had she not already made a mess of things? “I was so angry with her, for many years afterwards, quite angry.” 
His gaze jerked to hers. “What?”
“Do you remember—oh, it must have been almost twenty years ago now—a ball at the Argyll…” She shook her head, managing a shaky laugh. “I spoke with such incivility to her when I saw her, laughing and dancing as if she had not a care in the world! Poor Rain. He was shocked by my behavior. I do not think he knew until that moment just how spiteful I could be.” 
Fitzwilliam closed his eyes briefly. “She did nothing wrong, Georgi.” 
“I suppose. And yet…how could she be so teasing? At Pemberley, that summer, I saw how she looked at you, how she gave you reason to hope, and then, to say such things to Aunt Catherine, to have not even the decency to say them to you—”
“Georgiana, please.” 
His face had gone quite pale, and she felt shame wash over her. She had never spoken of these things with him before, for she had known how such a discussion would pain him. Why she had done so now…well, she had been thoughtless, dredging up memories like that! Twenty-five years had passed, and still he hurt. 
“Oh, Fitzwilliam.”
He took a deep breath, opened his mouth to speak, and then shook his head. “It matters not.” 
She set down her teacup with a rattle and reached across the table for his hands.
At first, she thought he might not respond, but then he smiled a little and took her two hands between his. 
“You have an incredibly indiscreet sister,” she said.
“We will blame Rainford for this change in you.”
She laughed, he dropped her hands, and they might have left it at that, except he said, quietly, “And how are the Bingleys, Georgi?”
Her smile was tentative. “Charles Bingley remains as good-natured as the man we once knew, and Jane Bingley…Well, I had never officially been introduced to her till I met her by chance in Hyde Park. She is a lovely woman, Fitzwilliam. I regret not knowing her better before now.”
“I am surprised you had not the chance to meet her in years past. Are they not often in town?”
“They come most years, though never for more than a month.” She looked down at her hands. “To be frank, I…I avoided them.” 
“I never asked that of you.” 
She met his gaze, so direct for a man who kept such distance from everyone around him. 
“I am well aware of that. Believe it or not, Fitzwilliam, I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions.”
He raised a brow, and she laughed. 
“In any case, Charles Bingley was never in Rain’s circle of friends, and so it was not quite as if I was cutting him.”
Now he looked away, and she again had cause to regret her words. She knew how guilty he felt for having dropped Charles Bingley. 
“Perhaps I ought to have discouraged the match,” Georgiana said, more to herself than to him, “but when I saw how Will lit up in Miss Bingley’s presence, I felt so very glad for him, Fitzwilliam.”
He nodded. “If William is happy, and she is a young lady you feel worthy of him, then I can have no objections. Now, if you will excuse me, I should write to my solicitor to let him know I have arrived in town.” 
“Oh, but Fitzwilliam, do not go yet! I am sorry. I have completely bungled this conversation, and can only hope that your visit here—” 
“My visit here,” he said, rising, “will be as enjoyable as always.”
“I will not keep you then,” she said, rising as well, “but when Will returns, do allow me to send him to you, for he will want to tell you of his own accord how—”
“No.” 
As if this word were not clear enough, he shook his head. 
“No, Georgiana, there is no need.” 
“But Fitzwilliam, he will want to explain for himself—”
“He is not my son.” 
The sharpness of his tone brought tears to her eyes. He must have seen this, for he added, more gently, “He does not need my approval, Georgi.”
“But he will want it, Fitzwilliam.” She felt several tears fall. “He is desperate for your admiration. Can you not see that?”
“Then tell him I approve, but there is no need for him to talk with me about this, Georgiana.” He bowed and then turned toward the door. “Thank you for the tea, my lady. I will see you at dinner.” 
When the drawing room door clicked shut, she slumped back into her seat and had herself a good, full cry. This indulgence in self pity had always been a difference between them. Indeed, she had seen him cry only twice: after their father’s funeral (she supposed he had also cried at their mother’s, but she had been just an infant then), and in one unguarded moment, when he supposed himself alone, during the autumn of 1812. 
She, on the other hand, employed all sorts of tears: there were the cathartic cries that came from reading a particularly moving novel or watching a tragedy at the theater; there were the happy tears she had shed at the births of Robert, Will and Emma—and the plaintive wails she had issued when Anne, her third child, had been born dead; there were the bitter sobs that had come after Rain’s one betrayal; soft tears she had shed at Anne’s funeral; and the grief she had let loose at her father’s. 
These now were the worst kind of tears—tears of self pity and guilt—for she really had made a mess of things. Rain had often seen her shed these kinds of tears, and oh, how he enjoyed laughing at her then. “You are too hard on yourself, my lady!” he would say, even as he chuckled. It used to infuriate her, this boundless sense of humor, but with time and his instruction, she had learned to laugh at herself. 
So what could she do now, but laugh? Good thing, too, for she heard then the voices of her children and husband in the entrance hall. Wiping the tears away, she stood and went to greet them.



 
LETTERS FROM THE PAST
 
JANUARY 1837
 
It was not as if he had expected a formal welcome. He was glad the servants had not been made to stand out in the bitter cold, ready to greet their future master. He was gladder still that his uncle had not planned an elaborate dinner in that large, cheerless dining room. Yet to eat alone in his rooms—not even his rooms, or not those he had always used as a visitor and child, but the master’s chambers, which his uncle had insisted on vacating for him—this had not been how Will had imagined his first night at Pemberley. 
“Well, sir,” said his valet, Martin, from across the room. He was putting away the last of Will’s clothing. “You’ll have enough space here to turn somersaults a dozen times before hitting a wall.” 
“Precisely what I was hoping for,” said Will, pushing his half-eaten supper away. He sat at what must have once served as his uncle’s writing desk and was surprised to see how many ink stains and scratches marred the wooden surface. “Are you sure you will not have any supper?”
“No, sir. I’ll get my fill downstairs in a bit. Have to make the acquaintance of the parlor maids, after all.”
Will frowned at his man.
“Oh, you know me, sir. I’m only jesting, I am!”
“Yes, I do know you, which is exactly why I have great fear for the future of your reputation here—not to mention my own.” 
Martin merely laughed. He had served Will too long (since before Cambridge) and too well to worry about being overly familiar now. It struck him then that Martin might be the closest thing he had to a friend, especially now that he found himself alone at Pemberley. This notion—that he was alone on an estate called home by hundreds of folk, not to mention his own uncle—made him laugh. 
Martin gave him a strange look before saying, “Glad to see you throw off your gloominess, Mr. Townsh—ah, Mr. Darcy.” 
“Yes, it is not easy to remember, is it?” He had signed the papers only a fortnight ago, and even now, his signature looked foreign, wrong. 
“Should be easy enough now that we’re here. You really ought to eat that, sir, or you’ll get off to a bad start with Cook. Isn’t the food any good?”
“Quite good, but I am…” He had been about to say “too nervous to eat,” but felt that maybe this was not something to admit, even to one’s valet. “I do not eat well after traveling.”
This was an outright lie, and one that Martin could have called out, having known him for years—but either he, too, considered Will a friend or (much more likely) realized his place and kept quiet. 
Rising from the writing desk, Will walked over to one of the large windows looking out over the front lawns of Pemberley. He could see nothing but reflections: his own and that of the half-empty room behind him. Had his uncle’s bedroom always been this sparsely furnished, or had he removed most of the furniture in anticipation of Will choosing his own? Staring into the blurry outline of the room in the glass, he kept seeing his chambers at home—or rather, at Elms Chapel, the Townshend estate near Leicester. It had been a smaller room, for sure; most of the rooms in that house were smaller, or at least seemed so, cluttered as they were with furnishings: cushy arm chairs, overlarge beds, gold candelabras, and rugs so thick and sumptuous that one was conscious of stepping up onto them. 
Pemberley defined luxury in an entirely different language, one in which the idea of quantity applied only to the space allotted each room, and not the number of items found therein. Aside from the library, which contained more books than Will had been able to count, no room in the house contained more than a few items—one or two pieces of large furniture, and very few smaller pieces. All the furnishings (except perhaps this writing table, which Will had never seen before today) were in the finest condition and of the very best taste. There just was not much of it. 
Will had never before been conscious of this difference between Elms Chapel and Pemberley. These two places had simply been “home” and “away.” Now the words had to be reversed, and he felt more lost and alone that he would have liked to admit. He knew this fear to be ridiculous. He would soon turn two and twenty, for God’s sake! He had lived away from home, completed his studies, and traveled the Continent for three months. He knew how to ride, hunt, dance, fence, and even box. He had bedded a woman (in the most awkward of circumstances, but then he believed awkwardness a requirement for the first time of doing anything), and he had his own political views (more radical than his father would have liked, but then they refrained from talking politics at home). In other words, he was a grown man. 
Yet in this large, nearly empty room, he felt like a child again—that young boy who had once wandered away from the temporary nursery and found his way to his uncle’s study. It had been pitch black in the corridor; Will wondered now that he had not fallen down a set of stairs and broken his neck. If his uncle had been shocked to see his four-year-old nephew on the threshold of his study at one o’clock in the morning (Will still remembered hearing that solitary chime from the clock on the mantlepiece), he had not shown it. 
Darcy had not walked Will back to his room, as Will’s parents would have done. He had simply nodded from his chair by the window, and Will had known somehow that the nod was an invitation to enter. It might not have been an invitation to crawl up on his uncle’s lap, but he had not been turned away. Instead, Darcy had put his arms about Will and told him the tale of Icarus and Daedalus (a tale that, looking back, hardly seemed suitable for lulling a child to sleep, but then, Will had fallen asleep before Icarus fell to Earth, so perhaps suitable enough). 
Will turned away from the window, smiling at the notion of finding his way to his uncle’s study so that he might demand a story now. But no, he would act like an adult, even if he did not feel like one. Indeed, he would…Will looked about the room, wondering exactly what he should do. Sleep? Too early. Read? He had finished The Odyssey (for the third time) on the carriage ride to Derbyshire and had carried no other books, knowing his uncle’s library to be far superior to his own. Eat? His stomach grumbled, and he decided that yes, he really ought to eat the food for Cook’s sake, as well as his own. Only, when he looked over at the writing desk, the plate was gone. Martin must have cleared it while Will had been at the window. 
With a laugh at himself, he sat at the desk, slid open the middle drawer, and pulled out a crisp, clean sheet of paper. He would write to his parents (out of courtesy, not out of childish longing)—only where were the ink and quills? He opened one of the smaller drawers on the side, finding several quills and a penknife, but no ink. Pulling at the drawer on the other side, he reached in without looking, fully expecting a bottle of ink (for it was just like his uncle to have the desk readily stocked and well organized for him). Instead, his fingers grasped a bundle of papers. It was only after pulling out the bundle and drawing the candle close so that he might read the script that he realized these papers were absolutely none of his concern. They were his uncle’s; his servant must have forgotten them in relocating Darcy’s things.
Except—Will could see his own signature at the bottom of the front page. Or rather, he could see the signature of William Townshend, script not quite straight, loops too large, hand unsteady and untrained. Flipping the bundle over so that he could see the top of the page, he spied the date written in that same unpracticed hand: August 7, 1822. Why had Darcy kept a letter from his seven-year-old nephew? 
Surely Will could not blamed for reading the letter he himself had written. Indeed, perhaps the entire packet belonged to him. Perhaps his uncle had kept many of Will’s letters and was now presenting them to him by leaving the bundle for him to find in this writing desk? (It would have been a most enigmatic gift, but then his uncle was a most enigmatic man.) 
Will pulled at the brittle string holding the bundle together and watched the papers fan out across the desk, knowing almost immediately that these were not all letters from himself. There were eight pages in total, and only two had been written in his hand: the one from his seven-year-old self, and the much more recent missive announcing his intention of changing his name to Darcy. These he put aside, telling himself he had the right to read them. The others, he would stack neatly and ignore. Or he would have, had the name Georgiana Darcy not popped out at him. 
He traced his mother’s handwriting, sighed, and then gave up any pretense of respecting his uncle’s privacy. Shuffling through the pages, he saw that they were not all letters: one was a sheet of paper marked by only a few words (“Thank you, Fitzwilliam Darcy, thank you”); another was a sketch of what appeared to be a medieval knight on horseback with a note at the bottom (“For F. Darcy, my own Sir Galahad, on the occasion of our wedding anniversary, with appreciation. A. Darcy”). He might have thought the first note was, like the second, from Aunt Anne, but the handwriting on the sketch was decidedly different from that which appeared on the nearly blank page. 
Turning to the letters, he first read one of his mother’s, dated November 1811, sent from Pemberley. It was unclear where his uncle had been when he had received the letter, or why he and his young sister (she must have been only ten and six) were separated. She took great pains to assure him that she was well, despite “all that had occurred this past August” and that returning to Pemberley was a “great balm.” She seemed delighted with a new pianoforte (“a birthday gift I hardly deserve, dear brother, given how I have lately pained you”), and pleased with Mrs. Annesley, whoever she was. It seemed a perfectly ordinary letter—aside from his mother’s cryptic references to some mistake, but then even as an adult, Georgiana Townshend often laughed at herself for small, trivial errors—and Will was left wondering why his uncle had deemed the letter important enough to keep. Then he reached the post script, which was almost teasing in tone, and more like the mother he knew: “I am so very glad to hear that there is at least one member of your party who intrigues you. Do you suppose I might be so honored as to meet her some day soon?”
This sounded so like something Emma might write to Robert or to him that Will could not help but smile—and yet he found it difficult to believe that his uncle had ever written to his much younger sister about a lady that had caught his attention. It surely could not have been Aunt Anne, for his mother knew her own cousin well enough. 
Shrugging, he put the letter aside and almost resolved to leave the others unread. Was he really spending his first evening at Pemberley prying into his uncle’s past? Still, it was better than staring at the canopy of his bed, hungry and sleepless. So he picked up his own letters to his uncle, rereading first his childish note, thanking him for a recent letter and telling him, in ridiculous detail, the story of a fox named Bartleby who had got lost in the forest and was thus forced to depend on all the animals he would normally have eaten for help finding his way. Will laughed, remembering by bits and pieces this tale he had created to satisfy his uncle’s request for a story of his own. “I do hope,” wrote Will’s younger self, “you enjoy this story, Uncle, as much as I enjoy your stories. I do not think it is as good, but I did make it up all on my own, except for Bartleby’s name. I borrowed that from one of Robert’s books. With much love for my very favorite uncle, Wm. Townshend.” 
His second letter, though written in a firmer and neater hand, contained just as many ridiculous details: an outpouring of his gratitude and admiration, and then his pledge to become worthy of the Darcy name. Will closed his eyes, unable to finish this letter. It had all poured forth when he had written it last October, and yet now, sitting in this dark, empty room, he could not recall those feelings, real as they had once been. Perhaps if his uncle had returned his warmth—but the letter that had answered Will’s own had been cold, formal, and without a single story or parable. And then, tonight, the greeting he had received: a brief word, a tentative touch to his arm, and then a vague promise to speak to him in the morning. Could his uncle have been any more distant? It was as if Will had damaged something by being so open with his feelings in that letter. Had his uncle thought Will fawning, obsequious, perhaps even unworthy? Had Darcy decided he had made a mistake, but felt unable to take back his offer, now that it was already made? 
These thoughts ought to have made him more hesitant to read the other letters—for was he not proving his uncle right by reading his private correspondence? Instead, he felt an even greater compulsion, as if these words in others’ hands might give him some kind of clue as to his uncle’s behavior. 
They did not. Indeed, they only confused him further: a short missive from someone named Lydia Wickham, dated 1833, informing Darcy in rather cool terms of her husband’s death (“the lout drank himself to the end, as we might all have expected”). Then, in the very next sentence, she was begging for money (“for I am now just a widow, sir, with only five good-for-nothing sons, and so have little hope of surviving without the pension you sent while George, God rest his soused soul, lived”). Will suspected his uncle received dozens, perhaps even hundreds, of these kinds of letters from various sources each year; Darcy was too well known as a philanthropist not to be solicited. Why, though, had this particular letter been worth saving? 
There was a short, somber letter from his mother, dated January 1819: “I am well, Fitzwilliam. Truly, I am. Time passes, and I heal. Slowly, but I do heal. I take comfort in Robert and Will, who are both so cheerful and lively that, when I see them playing in the nursery, I almost forget what has come to pass. As for Rain—I beg you not to blame him. We must all grieve in our own way. I required escape, and Rain…well, I have forgiven him, and so you may have no quarrel with him on my behalf. Do know that I am grateful for the way you and Anne both cared for me at Pemberley this past autumn. Though I still cannot shake the feeling that I was wrong to abandon Rain, I needed very much to be away from London. Pemberley was my refuge—rather, you were, Fitzwilliam. Thank you.”
Will knew, of course, that his sister Anne had been stillborn in early 1818; he saw her tiny gravestone in the Elms Chapel churchyard each time they attended services there. He had not known, though, that his mother had spent the subsequent autumn at Pemberley, or that there had been any disagreement between his parents. No matter how he strained his memory to recall something, anything from that year, he had been only three and could remember nothing except a vague sense of being happy in spite of the tragedy that had befallen the family. 
What had his father done that had so upset his mother and uncle? Will hoped it was something forgivable, such as neglecting his responsibilities at Elms Chapel or gambling and losing some large sum of money. Yes, that could be it, and perhaps Uncle Darcy had rescued the family finances with his seemingly infinite supply of capital. Still, Will could not shake the idea that his father’s sin had been something unrelated to money, something his uncle could not have fixed, something his uncle—and he, Will—would never have forgiven, even if Georgiana had. 
As a child, Will had often noted the ease with which his father interacted with anyone—strangers or old friends, men or women—but women in particular. Until now, he had thought little of this trait, except to wish on occasion that he, too, might have inherited such sociability. Could it be that this ability he had always admired in his father had in fact been a source of discord between his parents? What if his father did not merely enjoy the company of others, but in fact required it for his own happiness? 
If his uncle had been here now to tell him a story, it would have been Pandora’s box, for this idea that his father had taken a mistress in his mother’s absence had been let loose and would never be banished by anything except a flat denial from both his parents—and Will could not imagine broaching the subject with either of them.
Unsettled, and wishing to God he had never found this damned bundle of papers, Will turned to the last sheet: a piece of stationary, folded and folded again, so many times that the creases were well on their way to becoming tears. Carefully, he opened each corner, hoping beyond hope that he would find a letter from his father, describing his grief and explaining how he had really not meant to gamble away the Townshend fortune. Yet he knew, as he gently flattened the paper, that this could not be from his father; the few words visible were not in his hand.
For a long moment, Will stared down at the paper, unable to make out anything except a name: Elizabeth. The rest seemed one large blot of ink. Only by bringing the paper so close that he could smell the ghost of a scent—ink and orange blossom?—was he able to make out other words, mostly near the top and bottom of the page where all that folding had not caused the ink to run and bleed. Another minute of examination, and Will realized that the writing looked to be his uncle’s. Had the letter been returned—or never sent? There was no date, salutation, or signature, just words scattered among the blots that, alone, made little sense: years, absurd, idea, selfish, good, thank. Even these words he questioned, for some of the letters within them had been smudged. 
“Well, sir, Cook is pleased you liked her meal.” 
Will jumped, dropping the letter to the desk. “Good God, Martin! Have you forgotten how to knock?”
Raising one brow, his valet frowned. “Pardon me, Mr. Darcy. New name, new home, new ways, I suppose. I only came back to see if you needed anything else before retiring, Mr. Darcy, sir,” he added with an exaggerated bow. 
Will was tempted to show his man the middle finger (a gesture Martin had been so good as to teach him at Cambridge), but instead settled for rolling his eyes and waving a hand in dismissal. His careless attitude would have been more effective had his stomach not grumbled.
Martin laughed. “So much for not eating after traveling, eh? Can I bring you another plate?” His face settled into a gentle smile. “It is quite good, sir. I enjoyed your helping, as well as may own.”
Will returned the smile. “All right, then. If you do not think Cook will be too put out, that is.”
“Put out? She—and I say, it is rather nice being in a house with a good, old-fashioned English cook—will serve you with unwavering loyalty after you’ve eaten two helpings. She says no one eats much of anything these days, not since the mistress died.” 
Will hesitated only a moment before saying, “Have the plate sent to my uncle’s study, will you? And an extra for Mr. Darcy—the other one, I mean.” 
Martin again raised his brow but said nothing as he bowed and left the room. 
Will considered searching his belongings for a string to replace the one he had broken, but then decided on simply folding each page as he had found it and stacking them with his own childish letter on top. There would be nothing for it; he would have to admit that he looked through all of them. In fact, as he walked down the flight of stairs to his uncle’s study, he was almost glad for the opportunity to confess. If nothing else, it gave him an excuse for visiting his uncle (since asking for a story as a grown man would never do). 
Whether it was due to the extreme efficiency of the Pemberley staff or his own tendency to stop and examine the paintings he saw along the way, the dinner plates beat him to his uncle’s study. Indeed, a parlor maid was departing just as Will raised his hand to knock. 
She gave a quick curtsy and said, “Cook sends her gratitude, Mr. Darcy, sir,” before hurrying away. 
Cook may have been grateful, but his uncle was not. Without looking up from the ledger on his desk, Darcy said, “I do not generally eat in my study, William.”
This response ought to have demoralized Will, but he felt better now that he was not alone. With a slight shake of his head, Will laughed at himself. Growing up in a boisterous household and then attending a loud and rowdy college, he had always supposed himself a man who preferred solitude.
His laughter accomplished what his unexpected appearance had not: Darcy looked up and, after a long moment, smiled. It was a reluctant smile, and quickly quelled, but Will took heart and came into the room.
“The food is a peace offering,” he said, holding out the bundle of papers. “I found these in your desk—the desk in the master chamber.”
Darcy looked first at the letters and then up at Will. He said nothing.
“I read them.” Will paused, considered making his excuses, and then said, “I am sorry.” 
His uncle nodded, rose, and came around the desk. As Will handed over the bundle, he saw his uncle again look from the papers to him and wondered if he would ask, if he would say anything at all about…well, any of it. 
But no. He turned back to his desk, opened one of the drawers, and slid the bundle inside. 
“Eat quickly,” Darcy said, “and then help me with these ledgers.”
Will opened his mouth to say something—“Do you not want to discuss the letters?” or “I do not know how to work ledgers!”—but was too surprised to get the words out. So he turned and went to the arm chairs near the fire where, on a table between the chairs, his dinner awaited him.
“Have you already eaten then?” Will asked as he tucked in. “These stewed mushrooms are excellent!”
“One of Anne’s favorite dishes,” said his uncle without looking up from his desk. 
Will smiled, thinking of how he had always liked watching Anne Darcy eat; she had been so proper in almost every respect, but put a plate of warm, rich food before her, and she ate with a relish that opposed etiquette. 
“I did not know Aunt Anne sketched,” Will said, thinking suddenly of the drawing he had found.
He spoke as if he were at home (that is, Elms Chapel): unconcerned for the consequences of his words. Yet he nearly choked on one of the mushrooms when Darcy’s gaze snapped to his. Still, he could not regret the comment, for perhaps now his uncle would discuss the letters. Which letter—he almost did not care. Well, he of course wanted to ask about his parents, and would not have minded hearing a fond reminiscing of Bartleby the fox, but really, he would have been satisfied to have his uncle discuss any of the pages—a story, Will realized, not about others, but about Darcy himself. 
Instead, his uncle said, “I have already eaten. Feel free to take the second plate—or will it be your third?”
“Er, second and a quarter, really,” Will said, after finishing another bite. “Martin ate my food upstairs.”
His uncle simply stared at him.
Will pushed away his empty plate. “I am content with this one.” 
“Good. Then pull up a chair, and I will show you the ledgers—or at least those for the household accounts.”
“Does not your steward do the ledger work?” Will asked, dragging one of the smaller chairs around to Darcy’s side of the desk.
“Our steward—his name is John York—does indeed do the ledger work, but tell me, whose responsibility is it if he makes an error?”
Will felt himself flush.
“Ours,” his uncle replied when Will said nothing. “So we do the ledgers, too, William. Have you kept accounts before?”
His face grow even hotter.
“Right then,” said Darcy, looking back at the large book spread open before them. Without further ado, he began explaining each column, each line, each number and name in the book. 
Will kept up. He had an excellent memory, though numbers were more difficult for him than names and other words. Nevertheless, determination (combined with a good dose of embarrassment) sharpened his mind, and he rattled off sums, wrote in his neatest hand, and stifled every yawn (though the clock struck ten, and then eleven chimes). 
By half past eleven, with ink smudged on his pinky finger (the curse of being left-handed), the words had begun to blur. So he rubbed his eyes once, then twice, when the name Wickham, with a sum of 200 pounds next to it, popped out at him.
“Who is Lydia Wickham?” he asked, his voice hoarse, as neither of them had spoken for sometime. 
His uncle went still, then ran his finger down the ledger book, as if looking for something. “Do you not know the name?” 
“No. Or rather, not until this evening when I saw the letter from her.” 
“George Wickham, Sr. was my father’s steward.” 
“Is this a pension, then, for his wife?”
“Lydia Wickham is his son’s wife. Rather, his son’s widow. Could you hand me that dictionary there? I am afraid I never can remember how to spell perpetuity.” 
“P-E-R-P-E-T-U-I-T-Y.” 
His uncle offered the barest smile. “Better than a dictionary, I see.” 
It was clear he did not want to discuss Lydia Wickham, and as Will was too tired to dare a head-on interrogation, he tried a different tack. “You give a good deal of money away.” 
His uncle raised a brow. “Afraid you will have nothing left when I die?”
Will laughed in surprise, then grimaced. He hated thinking about death, his uncle’s particularly. “Hardly. I am merely curious. One hundred pounds annually to Reformatory of Manchester,” he read aloud. “One hundred fifty pounds annually to the Philanthropic Society of London. Five hundred pounds annually to E. Gardiner.” He whistled at the sum. “What is that one for?”
Darcy shook his head. “You must have tried the patience of your dons at Cambridge.” 
“I once heard a wise uncle of mine say that curiosity is no sin.” 
“I used to be wiser.” Darcy pushed away from the desk. “Go to bed, William. It has been a long night.” 
Will stayed where he was. “Will I eventually be allowed to know how you allocate money, or will I merely be your scribe?”
“When you have mastered the ledger work, I may condescend to tell you more of my secrets,” said his uncle.
Will grinned up at him, hearing the humor in his uncle’s voice—even if there was no smile to accompany it.
“You may stay here and finish copying, if you like.” Darcy waved hand. “I am to bed. Good night.” 
As he watched his uncle leave, Will was tempted to follow. But then he looked about himself, smiling. Here he sat, a gentleman at his large desk, papers and books surrounding him, working through the night as the fire crackled and died in the hearth. He grinned at this picture of himself, and then grinned wider, imagining his uncle’s response upon finding the household ledgers complete by morning. 
He could sleep some other night.



 
A FORK IN THE PATH
 
MAY 9, 1837
 
She stood at the fork, considering each footpath as if she had never seen either in her life. In some sense, she had not—not exactly. With each windstorm, each drop of rain, each and every subtle change in that wooded glen between Meryton and Netherfield, the paths altered themselves in ways she would never fully understand. Never mind that she had stood in this spot nearly everyday of her adult life, contemplating: left or right? She sometimes considered backward an option, and there were a few days each year when sitting on the muddy ground and going nowhere seemed like the best decision of all. Usually, though, it was a simple, binary choice: left or right? 
Simple, yes—and yet there was a magic to the choosing. Once, having taken the left path everyday for a week, she returned to the right path and found its dirt covered with brightly colored mushrooms she had never seen before. And by the time she took the left again, a tree had fallen across the way, turning her usual, sedate walk home into an adventure that led to a tear in her dress, an angry red scratch across her leg, and a ruined pair of shoes. 
No one understood this ritual of hers, not even Lizzy, who tried with all her might to understand everything Elizabeth had to tell her. But then Lizzy was perhaps too young to imagine a life in which choosing one path over another had any great significance. 
Was there any more earnest, curious person in the world than the child of her sweetest sister and most cheerful brother-in-law? At this thought, Elizabeth laughed aloud, startling a flock of birds from the large yew tree that separated the two paths. She had lived with Jane and Charles for too long to think of them only as sweet and cheerful. She had seen her sister scream at a particularly foolish doctor (and there had been many to come through Netherfield since Thomas’s birth); and Charles was anything but cheerful when it came to money, which these days seemed always to be in short supply. Or rather, he had in the past been so cheerful about spending money that the stress of living beyond his income was now beginning to show. 
Elizabeth had been shocked to see him last night, on the family’s return from London: his hair, which had long been turning, was now slate gray; and his eyes, though they had been marked with laugh lines for many years, now appeared sunken. She knew it was unfair to judge his mental state on his appearance, especially after a long, weary day of traveling from London in such a hurry. But then, the Bingleys were quite used to racing home on the news that Thomas had taken a turn for the worse. It could not have been the boy’s uncertain health alone that weighed on him. 
Well, whatever the cause of his distress, it was all the more reason for Elizabeth to stop tarrying in the woods and return home to help the family resume their comfortable routine. Yet she loved these lonely minutes spent at the base of that yew tree, looking both ways, wondering what she would find. 
She chose right, despite having taken the same path earlier that morning on her trip to Meryton. Her choice lacked adventure, but alas, she had not meant this journey to be exciting—only quick, and the right path was shorter by a good quarter of a mile. She had gone to town only to see after Miss Bard, the new music teacher at the Meryton School, feeling some duty to make sure the lady was comfortably settled in her new lodgings.
“A bit rustic, is it not?” Miss Bard had said upon seeing the female staff’s boarding house. Rustic, yes, but also clean, free of charge, and chaperoned by an old widow who made the very best scones in all of Hertfordshire. Elizabeth had not bothered including these modifiers, knowing already that Miss Bard was not long for the school. The music teachers never were; they all seemed to feel themselves too refined for charity work. (“Do farmers’ children really need to learn how to read music?” had been Elizabeth’s favorite question, posed by the very first in a long line of music teachers.) In their letters, these young ladies (or more often, middle-aged ladies without husbands or fathers to provide them an income) tended to gush about the important role they would play in “civilizing” the rural folk. Yet the savagery of Hertfordshire’s commoners—they laughed too heartily, liked jigs better than airs, and smelled like the cows and sheep they helped to raise—always proved too much. In the end, the music teachers preferred their own genteel poverty to the more uncouth version of their pupils. 
Elizabeth supposed it was her fault, really, for she regularly employed these refined types in hopes of bringing real distinction to the school. Soon, she would have to capitulate and hire one of the dancing masters in the area who could punch out a tune on the pianoforte with some competence but little style. Yet she could not quite squash the hope that these children might learn, as she had, the beauty of a Beethoven sonata, as well as a good Irish jig. Well, at least it was the music teacher who tended to quit; if it had been the principal academic teacher, who instructed not only reading and arithmetic but also Latin, geometry and rhetoric, Elizabeth would not have been nearly so qualified to fill in until the replacement arrived. 
There had been a time when she had wondered if Lizzy might want the music position. Her parents would not have objected to their daughter taking work, at least not under the guise of charity, and Lizzy was an accomplished pianist and singer. She had such a way with Thomas that Elizabeth knew she would make a fine teacher to any child. Yet Elizabeth also knew, from both Jane and Lizzy’s letters, that her niece’s days in Hertfordshire were numbered. 
Elizabeth Darcy. Her niece would soon become Elizabeth Darcy of Pemberley. 
He had not asked her yet—her niece’s Mr. Darcy, that is. Both Lizzy and Jane’s letters had contained such assurances, however, that Elizabeth could not doubt the proposal would indeed come. For all their optimism, Jane and Lizzy were not naive or overconfident. If they believed Mr. William Darcy would propose, then he almost certainly would.
Still, there had been a time when Elizabeth had believed a certain proposal would come, and she had never thought herself naive or overconfident.
Knowing Lizzy was at a precarious juncture in her courtship, Elizabeth had waited as long as she dared before sending word that Thomas had suffered more seizures in the past fortnight than he had in the previous two months put together. He always wanted his parents home, as would any boy of nine who loved and admired his family. Yet with Thomas, only able to express himself through writing, there was no whimpering or whining about missing his parents; there was simply (after several days of particularly terrible seizures) a note, written in a shaky, barely-legible hand: “Ask them please to return home now.” 
Already, the Bingleys had stayed in London an entire five weeks, a week longer than ever they had since Thomas’s birth. Still, Elizabeth waited two days after reading Thomas’s note, two days in hopes that one of those days would bring word from London that the much-anticipated proposal had been made. Perhaps, if she had been a kinder aunt (or one who had fewer memories of another man named Darcy), she might have waited even longer, and yet even those two extra days had felt a betrayal to Thomas, this boy she had come to love like a son.
At least, she supposed it was maternal love—that ache in her chest when she lay on the floor next to him during a seizure. As her own mother had been known to tell her, usually after reading a letter from Lydia, “You cannot know what is like, a mother’s feelings on seeing her child suffer!” 
No, she would never know exactly what a mother felt, and yet even now, as she emerged from the wooded glen and saw Lizzy half running down the hill from Netherfield, Elizabeth’s heart seemed to swell with emotion: fear that something was wrong at the house; admiration for this clever, beautiful young lady with her name; and hope that all the Bingley children would find happiness in this uncertain world. In that moment, even a mother of ten children might have felt some kinship with this childless spinster.
“Is all well?” Elizabeth called out to her niece.
In reply, the girl—woman, really—threw her arms around Elizabeth and laughed.
“I see you found my gift,” said Elizabeth, admiring the shawl wrapped about her niece’s slender shoulders.
“Oh, for shame, Aunt Lizzy! My enthusiasm has nothing to do with the gift. No, this is my proper hello! I had so little time to give you the greeting you deserved when we arrived home last night.” Then Lizzy brought her aunt’s hand to her lips. “But it is a lovely gift! Wherever did you find it?”
“Do you suppose your aunt so very untalented with the needle that you must accuse her of purchasing rather than making you a shawl?”
“You are the worst needlewoman in the family—and given my own poor workmanship, that is saying something.” 
Elizabeth laughed. “I am glad to see that your glittering London friends have not managed to teach you any manners.”
“You will also be glad to know there are as many ill-mannered people in the ton as there are in our little corner of the world.”
“Speaking of ill-mannered members of the ton, how is our dear Lady Dudley?”
Lizzy snorted. “She still insists on calling me Eliza. But otherwise, she has grown very friendly to me of late.”
“I wonder why that might be. Surely not because rumor has all but married you off to the son of an earl?”
“You will love him, Aunt Lizzy!” Her niece blushed prettily. “I know you will.”
“It hardly matters whether I love him.” 
“Of course it matters! I could not possibly marry a man who did not meet with your approval.” 
Elizabeth stopped walking. “So, he has asked you. Just before you left town, I presume?”
“What? Oh, no. He has not…that is, we were not expecting to leave town until next week, and so he must have thought…” Lizzy’s hand went to her hair, pulling loose one of the strands and working it into a messy curl about her fingers. “No, he has not asked me.”
“But you do not doubt him.”
Lizzy’s face flushed bright red. “You must suppose me to be the silliest of girls.”
“No! Of course not. Forgive me, Lizzy. I only meant—”
“When I was with him,” Lizzy said, heedless of her aunt’s attempts to make amends, “I doubted him not a bit. You cannot look William Darcy in the face and wonder at his integrity.”
“Of course not, dearest. You must know I meant no offense.”
“But now that I am home,” her niece continued quietly, “I do doubt, just a little.”
Elizabeth put her arm about her niece’s shoulders—no easy task now that Lizzy stood four inches taller than Elizabeth. “Your mother told me only last night that your young man was smitten, and Jane Bingley is a much better judge of these things than I am. You must ignore your spinster aunt!” 
Lizzy looked down at her. “Were you never in love?”
How could she, who had always advocated the truth, answer? It should have been a simple matter of saying, “Yes, I was in love—unexpectedly in love with a man I hardly understood until it was too late,” and yet these words would not come. 
“What is love?” she asked instead, flashing a jaunty smile. 
“Love is recognizing some fundamental truth about a person. Case in point: I know that when you respond to a question with one of your own, you are desperate to avoid answering.”
Elizabeth laughed in spite of herself. “And does your young man also avoid questions in such a manner?”
“Aunt Lizzy!”
“Oh, very well. Yes.”
“Yes?”
“Yes. Once. I was in love. Once.” 
That was surely not enough for Lizzy Bingley, who wanted to understand the how and why of all that she encountered. Elizabeth could see the expectation in her niece’s young face: lips parted, eyes wide, as if her entire countenance was open to this story she had never heard.
But Elizabeth could say no more on the matter. She felt wholly incapable of putting Fitzwilliam Darcy into words. This silence, she knew, was due in large part to distance, not reverence. Indeed, Elizabeth often had to strain her memory to recall his face and form, at least in its exactitudes. When she thought of their few interactions in Hertfordshire, she remembered his words more easily than his appearance. The sound of his voice, as it was then, she could recall with almost perfect clarity. 
No, the only perfect memory of his face came from that summer afternoon at Pemberley, in those few minutes when they had walked together from the grounds toward the house, just after his unexpected arrival. Their conversation had been awkward and stilted; she had been too embarrassed at being discovered at his home to say much more than a few words at a time. And yet there had been a moment when she had been brave enough to study his profile. He had turned to her then, and their eyes had met. Two seconds, perhaps three, and yet she had in that short time captured a likeness of him that she would never forget. It was not that he appeared more handsome in that warm summer light; indeed, in his uncertainty he had looked disheveled and confused. How real he had seemed to her in that moment, as if she had finally seen the man behind his mask.
Elizabeth turned to her niece, trying to find some way of filling the silence, for she knew that if she did not speak, Lizzy would ask one of two questions: “Who?” or “What happened?” The latter she could deflect, but the former would be much more difficult to avoid. 
“Who was he, Aunt Lizzy?” 
Elizabeth smiled. “How fortunate that I love you, my dear, for I knew what you would ask before you spoke the words.”
Lizzy shook her head, clearly confused at this attempt at misdirection from a woman she had always known to be direct. “If you do not wish to discuss this matter—”
“I do not wish to discuss it.” 
This response so startled Lizzy that she gasped, and Elizabeth felt a moment’s shame. Never before had she and Lizzy censored themselves with each other. This openness had been the only unique gift Elizabeth had felt capable of giving her niece. All else her parents could, and did, provide. It was a selfish notion, but Elizabeth had always wanted to give her niece something that Jane and Charles could not. So she had become a confidante and provocateur—someone who could inspire ideas and behaviors that the girl’s parents (tasked with considering dull matters such as safety, discipline, and reputation) never could. 
“Forgive me,” Elizabeth said, taking her niece’s hand. “I do not mean to speak harshly.”
“There is nothing to forgive,” replied Lizzy, though in a tone so wooden that Elizabeth knew there was.
They resumed their walk home, still hand in hand, saying nothing until they crested the hill that gave them a view of the drive in front of the house. 
“No.” Elizabeth stopped and looked up at her niece. “I am being silly—a state more natural to me that I would like to admit.”
“Never!” said Lizzy, though her smile seemed forced. “I am sorry if I have offended you. Of course you deserve your privacy. For me to assume a right to know every painful moment of your past…”
“Painful is perhaps too melodramatic, dearest,” said Elizabeth, smiling. Perhaps—or perhaps not. 
Yes, there was pain, but why should she feel any emotion at all about a man she had barely known and had hardly seen in the past twenty-five years? In those two and a half decades, she had lived a full life, likely fuller than she could have lived as the wife of any man, most especially a proud gentleman like Fitzwilliam Darcy. He could hardly have approved her racing through the woods of Pemberley with her skirts hiked. (Yet she could not help but think he just might have approved, in spite of himself.) And to live in Derbyshire, so far from Jane and her family! Lizzy, Charlie, and Thomas would have been strangers to her. 
There would have been no Meryton School, an idea that had come to her after Charles had purchased an old workshop in town without any real need for the premises. (“It was a favor to Goulding, Jane; he is in a bit of a bind for funds, and so I thought, why not?”) All the work she had done—under the guise of Charles doing most it, of course—had given her a purpose she could never have found elsewhere. She had bartered for furniture, written advertisements for teachers, and spoken with the farmers of Meryton time and again to convince them that an education really might be useful for their children. (“Yes, Mr. Carpenter, even your daughter will benefit from learning to read and write!”) Then there had been the task of raising funds for the project—again, mostly under Charles’s name. All those letters she had written, all those wealthy visitors to Netherfield she had persuaded, all those ways she had learned to economize (and still, there was never enough money)!
Yet for all the joy of this life she had lived, Elizabeth could not dismiss the niggling feeling that she had missed out on something essential. Not a husband; she had seen enough of husbands, and of every stripe, to suppose that they were not unlike other family members: sometimes beloved, sometimes annoying, always sharing one’s space whether one liked it or not. 
No, not a husband, but a lover—someone who looked at her as if she were the only person in the world (even after her body had grown too imperfect to be an object of instantaneous desire). Even those who married did not often find a lover in their spouse, no matter how many nights they shared a bed. And those who had found such devotion—here she thought of Jane and Charles—experienced so many ups and downs that Elizabeth would have been a fool to suppose lovers had an easier time of life. 
Still, to be recognized and cherished in some fundamental way! This was a desire Elizabeth never could fully dampen. It was likely a flight of fancy, but she sometimes recalled Darcy’s face from that day at Pemberley and supposed he had seen something in her—and she in him—that others never would. 
Why not tell all this to Lizzy? Would she not benefit from this perspective, especially as she embarked on her own romance? 
But that name! Oh, if her niece’s suitor had been anyone other than a Darcy!
“It is all right, Aunt Lizzy,” murmured her niece, leaning forward to kiss her on the cheek. “You need not say another word.” 
Then, suddenly, Lizzy straightened and gasped. Following her niece’s gaze, Elizabeth saw a chaise and four rumble up the drive toward Netherfield. 
“He has come,” Lizzy breathed. 
Elizabeth might have made some remark about the young man’s fashionable equipage if Lizzy had not released her hand and raced toward Netherfield. Following more slowly, Elizabeth half hoped Lizzy was mistaken. What a selfish and even cruel thought! Yet she did not know if she was prepared—if she would ever be prepared—to meet this other Mr. Darcy. 
“Will!” called out Lizzy as she cut across the grass. “Mr. Darcy!” 
The man stepping down from the carriage turned, and, oh, the smile on his face! Even at this distance, Elizabeth could see the happiness radiating from him. He looked nothing like his uncle with that mop of tawny hair and laughing countenance. 
She slowed her walk further, knowing that those first few moments should be theirs and theirs alone. (Elizabeth had always been a negligent chaperone.) She ought to have looked away, too, but curiosity won out. Would Lizzy dispense with all pride and fling herself at him, or would she perform the proper curtsy and polite greeting? Ah, no, it seemed she still had enough pride to stop herself a few feet short of him, but having little use for propriety, she did not curtsy. Instead, she offered her bare hands, which he took in his own without hesitation. 
Only when Jane and Charles emerged from Netherfield did the couple drop their hands, and then with obvious reluctance on Lizzy’s part. Elizabeth continued at her unhurried pace, preferring to watch this scene from afar. Jane beamed at the pair of them, but Charles appeared even grimmer than he had the night before. 
By the time she drew near enough to hear their conversation, she heard Mr. Darcy (his voice was different from his uncle’s, too) saying, “I apologize for arriving without any invitation or notice, sir.”
When Charles did not respond, Jane said, “You are always welcome at Netherfield, Mr. Darcy.”
“How is Thomas, Mrs. Bingley? Your daughter’s letter to my sister mentioned—” 
“He is much improved, thank you!”
“Indeed,” said Elizabeth, joining them, “I believe Thomas is well enough for a visitor. What say you, Jane?” 
Lizzy took her arm. “Oh, Aunt Lizzy! Do allow me to introduce…Will…Mr. Darcy, this is my aunt, Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”
Elizabeth looked up at him—he had his uncle’s height and his mother’s gray-green eyes—and said, “I have heard a great deal about you, Mr. … Mr. Darcy.” 
He smiled and bowed. “As I have about you, Miss Bennet. It is a great honor to meet you at last.” 
“Do come inside,” said Jane, “and we may have refreshments in the drawing room. You must be famished after your journey.”
“Thank you, but do not trouble yourself, Mrs. Bingley. I do not mean to intrude—any more than I already have, that is.” He turned to Lizzy. “I came only to deliver on a promise. Excuse me, allow me to fetch something from the carriage.”
The ladies exchanged glances—surely he did not mean to propose in the drive of Netherfield with parents and spinster aunt present? Charles seemed oblivious to it all, crossing his arms and staring at some point beyond them. Elizabeth saw how Jane looked warily between her daughter and husband, but there was no time for anyone to speak; Mr. Darcy soon returned, holding in his arms a rectangular glass tank, containing water, mud, and one large, green frog. 
Lizzy laughed, the bright and joyous sound bringing a small smile even to her father’s somber countenance.
“Oh, he is perfect! Utterly perfect!” 
Taking in her niece’s rapt expression, Elizabeth wondered if there had ever, in the history of love, been a more romantic gift than this ugly amphibian.
“Here, it is not heavy. You ought to deliver it to Thomas,” said her young man. “It was, after all, your idea—and you warned me once already never to claim credit for your ideas.”
Lizzy laughed. “I am glad you have learned that lesson so well! But no, the gift ought to come from you, as you did all the work of finding our little friend here. However did you manage it? And where did you obtain this container? I have never seen anything like it!” 
“It is from a friend at Cambridge, who is in contact with a naturalist—a female naturalist, in fact—who created these tanks so that she might study marine life in Sicily. I thought it might do as well for our frog as for creatures of the Mediterranean.” 
“Here, we will take it to him together!” said Lizzy, grabbing hold of one side of the tank. As they headed up the front steps, the pair talked almost without pause, sometimes tripping over each other’s words. 
“Someone ought to chaperone them,” said Charles, watching as they disappeared into the house.
Jane shot her husband a look that would have startled anyone who had not lived with the pair of them for the past twenty-five years. Elizabeth had to bite back a laugh; she rather enjoyed these marital spats, knowing that they never amounted to anything (and indeed, more often led to moments of rather intense reconciliation, as she had discovered quite to her own embarrassment after catching the two of them kissing in an out-of-the-way corridor one morning). 
“Leave them be,” said Jane. “Thomas and his nurse will be chaperone enough.” 
“Besides,” said Elizabeth, “how is he to propose in the presence of such a forbidding father?” 
She ought to have known better. Though Charles was generally amenable to her wit—indeed, he often gave as good as he got—he was clearly in no mood to joke about Lizzy’s beau. If she had put the clues together—if she had not been so self-centered—Elizabeth would have realized that the name Darcy had affected more than just herself. 
Twin spots of color appeared on Charles’s face, making evident his vexation with her—but also providing him a kind of vigor that had been missing since he had returned from London. Indeed, with the breeze playing havoc with his hair, he looked almost boyish again. 
“Laugh at me if you wish, Elizabeth, but I will serve as chaperone if no one else will.” 
“Oh, Charles,” said Jane, her face softening as she reached for his arm. “You must not worry for Lizzy’s sake. He is so clearly in love with her—” 
“And what has that to do with anything? You of all people should know,” he said, turning to glare at his wife, “that young men sometimes rely far too much on the opinion of others—unworthy others—rather than trust their own instincts.” 
“My experience,” Jane replied, lifting her chin, “teaches me that love wins out, though at this particular moment, I must admit to a rather bittersweet victory!” 
“How like a woman,” he retorted, shaking loose her hand, “to think the only victory is marriage! So what if he were to propose? If his family disapproves—” 
“For goodness’ sake!” Jane cried, half turning from him. “What must the Townshends do to convince you, Charles, that they approve? We attended their coveted fête; they dined at our house! Lady Rainford walked with me almost every day in Hyde Park, in clear view of all the ton, who know by now—even if you do not—that all is settled between them!” 
“The Townshends are not his only family,” said Charles before stalking off, taking the steps up to the house two at a time.
“Anger suits him,” said Elizabeth, again without any consideration, for Jane looked near tears. “Oh, dearest, forgive me, I did not mean…you know how thoughtless I can be.” 
Jane took a deep breath and blinked away the tears. Elizabeth did not think her sister had let tears fall for anyone except Thomas these past nine years. 
“What I know,” said her now-serene sister, “is that you hide behind your wit when you are feeling out of sorts.”
“You know too much, then.” 
Jane frowned.
“Oh, very well, yes, you are correct, dearest—as usual.” Elizabeth looked to the house. “Should we not join them—to make certain your husband is not trying to frighten Lizzy’s young man from the house because he has the misfortune to be the nephew of a man who once slighted him?” 
“Is Charles the only one Fitzwilliam Darcy slighted, Lizzy?” 
Jane bit her lip as soon as the words were out, and Elizabeth knew then that this was a question her sister had been longing to ask since that day, all those years ago, when Charles had returned from London with the news that Darcy would not attend the wedding. 
Elizabeth had not meant to hide her feelings from Jane; after all, they shared so much. Yet she had never been able to speak of her dashed hopes, perhaps because they had been dashed precisely when Jane’s had been fulfilled. By the time Jane’s marital bliss had settled into contentment, it seemed silly to dredge up old feelings. Still, Jane had long known of Mr. Darcy’s proposal at Hunsford, and was far too sensitive of others’ feelings to dismiss the possibility that Elizabeth’s heart had been broken that autumn of 1812.
“He made me no promises.” Elizabeth paused, hoping her voice sounded less hoarse to her sister’s ears than to her own. “Indeed, it may be said that I slighted him. No sane and self-respecting gentleman could be expected to propose a second time to a woman who had rejected him once already, and with such incivility, too.” 
She thought also of Wickham and how his seduction of Lydia had ruined her own chances, but Elizabeth chose not to speak his name aloud. Indeed, the name George Wickham she avoided even more assiduously than the name Fitzwilliam Darcy. Of course, the surname Wickham could not be banned completely, for even after George’s death, she still received regular correspondence from Lydia, generally bragging about her success as the lady proprietor of Newcastle’s most sought-after boardinghouse. Despite her youthful indiscretion and disastrous marriage, Lydia Wickham had prospered—somehow.
Well, no, not just “somehow.” Elizabeth had spent the fortnight after George’s death with Lydia and had discovered exactly how she was managing to run her household without a steady income from her no-good husband. 
“I suppose,” said Jane, recalling Elizabeth to the present, “he made no specific promises to Charles, either, and yet…well, is it silly to say that Fitzwilliam Darcy broke his heart?” 
Blinking back tears, Elizabeth whispered, “No, it is not.” Then, feeling Jane’s intent gaze, she said brightly, “Come now, we must go to Lizzy’s rescue—and besides, I want to see how Thomas likes his new pet.”
Jane’s smile did little to dispel the sadness that had crept into her features. “Oh, Thomas. I am glad he is feeling better—and yet these seizures are only getting worse. We should never have left Netherfield.”
“You must not feel guilty for enjoying London,” Elizabeth said as they made their way into the house. 
This was a common refrain in the days following the family’s return from their annual trip to London. Jane never wanted to leave her son, and felt ashamed every time she returned, happy and refreshed, only to find her son still as weak as he had been the day she had left. 
Still, Jane needed that month when she might be someone other than a caretaker. Oh, there was a nurse, a hardy and kindly woman called Molly Edwards who was never far from Thomas’s side and who had become as much a part of the family as any of them. Elizabeth, too, spent as much time as she could with Thomas, reading to him, taking him out for halting walks in the garden, teaching him how to write swear words (again, the gift she as an aunt could give that Jane and Charles, as parents, never would). 
Yet Jane was the boy’s mother, and felt it her duty to be on hand anytime he suffered—and he suffered a good deal. The physicians called it some form of palsy, as he had so little control over his muscles. Yet they could make little of the fact that his mental capacity was as good (or really, much better than) the ordinary child’s, and knew not at all why he could not form spoken words. He was able to make some grunting noises, but had learned quickly that these sounds did more to frighten than to communicate, and so after learning to write, he remained almost entirely mute. Even when he woke in great pain, he rarely cried out, and it was this unusual selflessness by a boy who had been robbed of so much already that made leaving him so very difficult.
“Oh, it is not just Thomas,” Jane murmured as they entered the house. “I was thinking of how little time we have left with Lizzy—and how very far Derbyshire is from Hertfordshire.” 
Elizabeth sighed, for what could she say in response to such a truth? 
“I know I ought to be happy for her—and when I see how very happy she is…”
As if on cue, Lizzy came racing down the stairs, her face radiant, her voice echoing through the hall. “Mama! Oh, Mama!”
Elizabeth and Jane shared one sad smile before Jane went to her daughter, hands outstretched.
“He loves me, Mama!” 
“Of course he does, dearest.” 
“He has proposed!”
“About time, too,” said Elizabeth, smiling.
“He is with Papa now.” Lizzy turned and glanced up the stairs. “Oh, and Thomas! He has named the frog. Come, I will not spoil the surprise; you must find out from Thomas our newest family member’s name!” 
Elizabeth laughed. “Only you, Lizzy Bingley, would find as much joy in a frog’s new name as becoming betrothed to the man you love.”
“But Aunt Lizzy, they are inextricably linked!”
“Of course they are.” 
“Tell me, do you like him?” Lizzy asked breathlessly.
“Your betrothed, or the frog?”
Lizzy made a face at her.
“Oh, very well!” Elizabeth laughed. “Based on the five seconds I had to speak with him, I liked him very much!”
Lizzy laughed. “Then after you meet Thomas’s new frog, you must allow me tell you all about him. Everything.”
“Not everything, dear. That would hardly be proper for my spinster ears.” 
Elizabeth worked to memorize every detail of that short walk to the second floor nursery: the sound of their laughter, echoing through the hall; the sight of Lizzy’s smile as she told her mother exactly how Will—“I know ought to call him Mr. Darcy, but as we are engaged…”—had proposed; the feel of Lizzy’s hand in her own. For Jane was right: the distance between Netherfield and Pemberley was great—and greater still for Elizabeth Bennet. 
The next half hour was joyous for them all, but Thomas especially; he was thoroughly delighted with Robinson Crusoe, a frog that seemed oddly joyous himself, considering he had been relocated from a pond in London to a nursery in Hertfordshire. The amphibian seemed to understand that any child (or frog) who came through the Netherfield nursery ought to be equal parts curious and good-natured. With gentle croaks, the frog hopped here and there, exploring the carpets and cabinets that must have been so different from his natural habitat, but never straying too far from Thomas’s awkward reach. Elizabeth thought she could have spent the entire afternoon watching her youngest nephew, his crooked little body stretched out on the floor, his straw-colored hair appearing all the lighter next to the frog’s dark green body. Had there ever been a more pleasant child when, by all rights, he should have been a terror of the first order?
Of course, Nurse Edwards was not about to let her charge spend the entire afternoon rolling around on the floor with a frog; she eventually coaxed Thomas into settling RC (Robinson Crusoe being too much of a mouthful—or, in Thomas’s case, too long a name to write out quickly) back into his tank. Then, following a good scrubbing of hands and arms (Nurse Edwards being one of those radicals who thought a good bar of soap more effective than bleeding), Thomas was tucked into his rocking chair by the window while all the ladies gathered around him, as if he were the old family patriarch instead of the youngest member of the clan. 
Though he was the nexus of the group, it was Lizzy who captured their attention as she told them everything they needed to know (and a good deal more) about William Darcy. 
“He is a scholar of the first order, and quite an artist, as well. Did you see this sketch he made for Thomas of the pond where we found RC?” 
Elizabeth took hold of the conversation book that was never far from Thomas, it being the boy’s main source of communication. Above a competent (but by no means genius) drawing of a lily-pad strewn pond, Elizabeth saw the running conversation that must have taken place between Thomas and Mr. Darcy. 
“This frog and I, sir, are honored to make your acquaintance,” William Darcy had written—or so Elizabeth assumed, not recognizing the handwriting to be anyone else’s in the family.
“Is it really for me, sir?” wrote Thomas in that scratchy, wobbly hand that could not have been easy for Lizzy’s gentleman to have deciphered. “Really and truly?”
“Really and truly. All your sister’s idea, of course.”
“Yes, Lizzy thinks of all the best things in the world. But you found him?”
“With the help of a naturalist friend in London.”
“Oh, thank you, sir!”
“You must call me Will. All my friends do.”
“And I am Thomas! No one has ever called me sir before.”
“And what, Thomas, will the frog be called?”
“I am no good with names unless they are in Latin.”
“Ah! Rana temporaria, then?” 
“Too serious. Will you ask Lizzy—why did she want to get me a frog?”
“I can tell you that. She saw a boy with a frog on his shoulder and thought of a tale called—“
(Elizabeth could just imagine the way Thomas must have grabbed at the conversation book, so eager and with a little grunting noise—his form of interruption, the only show of poor manners he ever displayed.) 
“Robinson Crusoe! It is one of my favorite books! Robinson Crusoe! That will be the frog’s name!”
Lizzy was telling the gathered party something or another about the greatness of her Mr. Darcy, but Elizabeth thought it could not have impressed her more than this written exchange. She liked that he had written to Thomas instead of speaking to him (as almost everyone, herself included, did; writing every conversation down was too laborious). It was clear that William Darcy had been trying to put Thomas at ease. Whether for the boy’s sake, or for Lizzy’s, hardly mattered to Elizabeth; either motive showed the kind of compassion her niece deserved in a husband.
She felt a tap on her arm and looked up; Thomas was motioning for the conversation book. 
“And of course he does a great deal of charity work,” Lizzy was saying, “and Will—that is, my Mr. Darcy—is learning so much from him. As will I!”
Elizabeth turned to her niece. “Who do you mean, Lizzy?”
“You have been paying me no mind!” Lizzy laughed. “I thought you of all people would be interested in hearing about Mr. Darcy—Will’s uncle, that is.”
Elizabeth worked to keep her voice even. “Whatever do you mean? Why should I want to hear about him?”
“Well, as a philanthropist yourself, I thought you might be interested in talking with Mr. Darcy. He, too, runs a school in Derbyshire. Did you know? Well, he does not manage all the details, as you do; I suppose he is too busy for that. In any case, he must know a good deal, and I suppose you might both learn from each other. I could write to him and ask—”
“No.”
For the second time that day, Lizzy looked as if she did not quite recognize her aunt—and no wonder, for Elizabeth almost did not recognize herself. 
She felt the force of her sister’s gaze, as well as that of Nurse Edwards (far too shrewd a woman not to notice something was amiss). Even Thomas, who had been busy writing, looked up, as if sensing a shift in the mood.
“He will suppose I am soliciting him for money,” Elizabeth said, somewhat lamely. “As we are not acquainted…” She stopped, feeling sick at the lie that rolled off her tongue so easily.
“But you are!” Lizzy frowned. “Aunt Caroline said he visited Netherfield before Mama and Papa were married. And then, do you remember that incident in the circulating library the spring of… oh, I cannot recall the year, but—”
“1827,” she said before she could stop herself. “Yes, I remember.” 
“Tell us more about Mr. William Darcy’s favorite dishes, dearest.” Jane offered her daughter a soothing smile. “I will inform Cook, so that we may serve a dinner to his liking.” 
“Oh, but I am not at all certain he will be able to stay the night. He has so much business in town before he returns to Pemberley. And that is another thing, Aunt Lizzy! You have been to Pemberley, have you not? I think Lady Rainford—Will’s mother—mentioned that she had met you there once? I hardly see how you can call yourselves unacquainted.” Lizzy gave her that trademark tilt of the head, which carried an intensity of study that made Elizabeth want to squirm. “You did not like him, is that it?”
Elizabeth laughed, and then Lizzy followed suit—and yet how different the sources of each woman’s amusement!
“Aunt Caroline says he did not like you, that you were too impertinent to suit his notion of a proper young lady. This idea, that he has a very strict notion of propriety, has given me pause, but then Will assures me that his uncle will adore me. I cannot be quite convinced of this, and yet when I think back on that courteous man we met in the circulating library, I cannot bring myself to fear him, either. Why did you not like him, Aunt Lizzy? Was he really very severe?” 
“If you want to hear a poor opinion of your betrothed’s uncle, you ought to speak to your grandmother,” said Elizabeth, glad to find a way to turn the conversation from herself. “Speaking of which, why is she not with us? The prospect of a marriage will send her into raptures, the likes of which she has not experienced since Mary surprised us all by convincing her studious Mr. Howard to look up from his books long enough to propose. I will go and find her,” she said, thinking that the situation must be dire indeed if she were willing to seek out Fanny Bennet. 
“Oh no, Miss Bennet, do not trouble yourself,” said Nurse Edwards. “I could use the fresh air, and besides, I will want to catch up on my gossip with Mrs. Philips.” 
Elizabeth could hardly refuse the loyal nurse her daily walk to what all in the family had dubbed “the widows’ cottage,” a snug little house Charles had ordered built for Mrs. Bennet and her sister just on the other side of Netherfield’s gardens. (It had taken a mere fortnight of living with Mrs. Bennet for Charles to realize that money was no object if it meant putting even a few hundred yards between himself and his mother-in-law.) 
“Thomas has a question for you, my dear,” said Jane, handing the conversation book from her youngest to her oldest. 
Lizzy looked down at the paper, then up at her brother. Tears filled her eyes. “Oh, Thomas.” 
Whatever relief Elizabeth felt at the shift in conversation vanished as she leaned forward to read what Thomas had written: “Do you have to leave us, Lizzy? Will I ever see you again?”
Lizzy opened her mouth to speak, yet no words followed. Elizabeth could see, in the sudden paleness of her niece’s features, that the consequences of her choice had begun to dawn: by marrying, she would be leaving behind everything and everyone she had ever known. 
“Do not be silly,” said Elizabeth. “Of course you will see her again, Thomas! Derbyshire may be far, but it is not that far.”
“Yes! You will come to Pemberley, Thomas. You all will,” said Lizzy fiercely.
Thomas grabbed back the book and began scribbling. 
Elizabeth wished she might find something to say in the wordless waiting, or that Jane might provide some kind of calming suggestion, but no one spoke until finally Thomas thrust the book back at Lizzy. She, Jane, and Elizabeth all leaned forward and read silently.
“I cannot even come with you to London,” he had written. “Derbyshire is hundreds of miles away!”
“One hundred forty three, approximately,” said Elizabeth.
They all looked at her.
“In an atlas of my father’s, I…” Elizabeth shook her head. “Never mind. The point is, the journey is but three days travel, perhaps four if we move slowly. You can do it, Thomas.”
Jane made a sound, half cough, half groan, and Elizabeth knew she had her doubts. 
“It is not the distance but all the crowds and the nasty air that keep you from London,” Elizabeth continued doggedly. “Derbyshire is beautiful country—or it was when I was there last, and likely still is around Pemberley. I cannot imagine Fitzwilliam Darcy allowing anyone to spoil his land with railroads or whatever such modern nonsense has begun invading the countryside. Besides, traveling to a new place will be an unparalleled adventure for you, Thomas! And surely Lizzy and her Mr. Darcy will return to Hertfordshire whenever they are able.” 
“Yes,” said Lizzy, regaining her composure and reaching for her aunt’s hand. They had always shared a prosperity for encouraging those around them, and Lizzy could hardly remain in poor spirits on the day of her engagement to the man she loved. “We will visit as often as we can, and have you to Pemberley every year! Perhaps twice! Indeed, when Mama and Papa are in London each spring, you must come to stay with us, for we will not spend much time in London, at least not if Mr. Darcy’s example is to be followed—and I think it must be, until we learn the ways of managing so great an estate.”
Elizabeth smiled a little at the way Lizzy had already decided to throw herself into the work of becoming mistress of Pemberley. If Fitzwilliam Darcy dared to dislike this Elizabeth, he would be a fool indeed!
“Now, let us all dispel this gloomy mood of ours,” said Elizabeth, rising and going to the bookshelf across the room, “or the gentlemen will wonder at us when they return from their discussion. Thomas and I began reading Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur last night. Will you listen with us, Jane? Lizzy?”
Jane nodded, but Lizzy looked to the clock on the mantlepiece. “It does seem to be taking them quite a long time.”
Elizabeth made a face. “She is more impatient than even you, Thomas!” 
He managed a little smile at that and then, patting the seat beside him, indicated that she should begin reading.
She had gotten no further than young Arthur’s arrival to the tournament that would eventually see him pull a sword from a stone when the door was flung open.
Lizzy jumped up, and then, on seeing who occupied the doorway, sank back into her seat.
“Oh, my dear, my dear, my dear!” 
For a woman nearing seventy, Fanny Bennet was exceptionally spry—a fact that on most days gave Elizabeth some hope that she, too, might age if not with grace then at least with exceptional energy. The nerves that had plagued Mrs. Bennet in middle age seemed to have disappeared with the marriage of her daughters (Elizabeth’s spinster status having been duly accepted as fate), and all the effort that had once been spent on the acquisition of proper husbands for her daughters seemed to have been transferred to the more general application of finding gossip to spread about Meryton.
And could there be any better gossip than this—the marriage of her most beautiful granddaughter to the heir to Pemberley?
“I cannot say I am surprised, not a bit surprised!” cried Mrs. Bennet, flinging herself at Lizzy, who laughed and returned the embrace with sincere fondness. Lizzy tolerated her grandmother’s antics with a patience Elizabeth had never been able to muster—but then, Mrs. Bennet never scolded the younger Lizzy as she did her own daughter. Elizabeth supposed this was because Lizzy took so much after Jane in appearance.
“Of course,” said Mrs. Bennet, as they all settled around Thomas (who shrank away from his vociferous grandmother; the two of them had never understood each other—literally, for Mrs. Bennet had not the patience to make out Thomas’s writing), “I expected nothing less than a grand marriage for you, my dear. I always said you could not be so beautiful for nothing!” 
“She is plagiarizing herself,” Elizabeth said to Jane, who laughed softly. 
“Now, we must begin planning your wedding gown,” said Mrs. Bennet. “I think you must go back to London for your trousseau, my dear, for I can imagine no seamstress in Meryton up to the task of dressing such a fine young lady as you shall be!” 
“Oh, but marriage will not change me, Grandmama. I will be quite the same after becoming Mrs. Darcy as before it,” said Lizzy.
Mrs. Bennet waved a wrinkled hand. “Pooh, dear, you do not know what you are about. You have been listening too much to your aunt, who knows nothing of these things. Now, as an old married woman myself, I will tell you how things really stand.”
What lessons of marital life Lizzy was to learn from Fanny Bennet, they never did discover, for Charles came into the room—and wearing such a countenance that all thoughts of finery and fashion were quickly dismissed.
Averting his gaze, Charles said, “Lizzy, I would have a word with you.” 
“You cannot have refused him, Papa!” she cried, jumping to her feet.
Charles cleared his throat. “A word, Lizzy, in my study?”
He never spoke to Lizzy (or anyone in the family for that matter) in his study. It was a ghostly room, hardly used except on the odd afternoon when Charles considered taking up a pipe, a habit he thought distinguished but never was able to adopt because the smoke made him cough.
“Why, whatever is the matter?” asked Jane, rising as well.
“Nothing is the matter.” Charles grabbed one of Thomas’s books from the shelf and flipped absently through it. “Only, there are complications. That is—” 
“Complications?” Lizzy cried. “Whatever can you mean, complications? Where is Will?”
Charles snapped the book shut. “I do not like that you are so familiar with him, Lizzy.” 
“But we are to be married!”
He again opened the book, suddenly quite interested in the title page. “Well, in time, perhaps, but…come, Lizzy, let us talk this through somewhere quiet, shall we?” 
For one long moment, she appeared as if she would refuse, but then Thomas reached over and squeezed her trembling hand with his spindly fingers. It was one of the many signs the two of them had developed for the times when communication was necessary, but writing impracticable: all will be well.
She offered her brother a tremulous smile before crossing the room. 
“We will discuss these complications in your study—with Will.” 
Charles opened his mouth to argue, and then apparently thought better of it. With a curt nod, he lay down the book and glanced at Jane, who took his arm with a sigh. He offered his other arm to his daughter, but she lifted her chin and marched from the room, leaving her parents to trail in her wake.
“You have made her a terribly headstrong girl,” said Mrs. Bennet to Elizabeth before the door had clicked shut. 
“Have you never wondered, Mama, from whom I inherited my own streak of stubbornness?” Elizabeth tried for a light tone to counter her increasingly heavy heart. What had Charles done?
“It must be a matter of money,” said Mrs. Bennet with a shake of her frilly cap. “This young Darcy is not being so generous with the settlement as he ought, I am sure. That must be his uncle’s doing. I never did like that man!” 
“Mama.” Elizabeth sighed, then rose and paced the room. What she wanted was to barge into Charles’s study and demand answers!
Instead, she went to the window, as if the view might provide some solace. Yet the prospect from the nursery was limited; she could see only the large oaks that separated the park from the pastures. Closing her eyes, she tried not to feel shut in—the nursery was bright and airy, hardly the kind of space to inspire this tight, confined feeling in her chest. But the sensation overcame her nevertheless. She could have been on Salisbury Plain with its wide open views and still have felt trapped. 
How much of her life had been spent this way—waiting, while others made the decisions that would change not only their futures, but hers, as well?
“I hope Bingley will not let him cheat our dear Lizzy out of the pin money she deserves, and—oh, what is it, Thomas?” 
Elizabeth glanced back to see Thomas offering his grandmother his conversation book, which she took with great reluctance. 
“You know I cannot possibly read this,” she said after a brief glance down. “Lizzy, decipher this for me, will you?” 
The writing appeared clear enough to her: Who is Mr. Darcy’s uncle?
When Elizabeth read the words aloud, Mrs. Bennet replied, “Why, he is a proud, disagreeable man who refused to stand up with your aunt at the Meryton Assembly!”
How could Elizabeth do anything but laugh? For all her mother’s flaws—and she had many—a lack of loyalty would never be one of them.
“As it happened over twenty-five years ago, Mama, I think we might forgive that particular insult.” 
Thomas took back his book and scribbled a few quick words: Tell Grandmama: I do not like him, either.

Laughing once more, she relayed the message, and Mrs. Bennet gave her grandson a hearty shake of the hand. “I am glad we see eye to eye, Thomas.” 
Deciding to capitalize on this rare show of solidarity between grandmother and grandson, Elizabeth said, “Come along, both of you. We will escape the nursery and journey in secret to a castle of great mystery and intrigue, where we may hope to find a most delightful treasure!” 
“Lizzy, whatever are you on about?” said Mrs. Bennet, even as she rose to her feet and adjusted her shawl. 
Thomas certainly understood her. Do you suppose there will be cake at the cottage?

“Cake?” repeated Mrs. Bennet, squinting down at the book. “Oh, there had better still be cake, for Cook sent us two of them just yesterday. If my greedy sister has gobbled them all up, I’ll have something to say, you may be certain of that!” 
“Then you are feeling up to a walk, Thomas?” asked Elizabeth, offering her arm.
Nodding eagerly—he would have endured much worse pain for a slice of Cook’s butter sponge cake—Thomas pushed himself to his feet, grimaced, and then started for the doorway. 
Their journey was not particularly secretive or adventurous, but it was quiet. Thomas focused all his concentration on his movements, for even this short walk took a great deal of effort; and Elizabeth had nothing to say. As for Mrs. Bennet, she too remained silent, at least when they walked past the study. Alas, the door was firmly shut, and they could hear nothing from the corridor. 
Once they reached the cottage, Elizabeth stayed only long enough for Thomas to eat his cake and fall into a doze; she had no wish to linger and hear, for the seventh time, how the events of the last hour had left Mrs. Bennet shocked—quite shocked, indeed! (And yet somehow, she was not surprised, no, not a bit surprised!). 
Though she had a stack of correspondence to answer and at least two unfinished books to read, Elizabeth could not make herself return to the stifling silence of the house. She found herself slumping onto one of the cold stone benches along the garden hedgerow, staring up at Netherfield and trying to think of something wholly unconnected with the name Darcy. She might have been successful—there were entire days, weeks even, when she hardly thought of him at all. But then Lizzy’s voice found its way through the shrubbery. 
“…can hardly understand his behavior! I beg you not to hold it against him, though goodness knows I do!” 
“How could I blame him for wanting to spare you pain when that is what I wish, as well?” 
On hearing William Darcy’s voice, Elizabeth told herself to stand and make her presence known—or better yet, leave without attracting their attention. They were on the other side of the hedgerow, walking the perimeter of the garden. They would pass her soon enough, and then she could go inside to Jane to learn what had come to pass. 
“How can he possibly think to spare me pain by separating me from you?” asked Lizzy, her voice growing louder. 
“He supposes you will be miserable at Pemberley. It is a fair concern.” 
Elizabeth could hear the young man’s frustrated sigh; they must have reached the point directly behind her bench, so that all that stood between them now was the shrubbery.
“I cannot be miserable when I am with you. I love you, Will!” 
“And I love you, Lizzy, more than you can know!” There was a long moment’s silence, and then, “I only wish I could make your father believe that I would never bring you into a home where you were unwelcome. Tell me you at least understand.”
“I do.”
Elizabeth might have made herself known at this juncture, but could anyone truly blame her for failing to interrupt such a tender moment? 
“You will be of age soon,” he said eventually. 
“Not for almost two years, Will.” 
“Nineteen months. It is not so long a time to wait.” He sounded as if he did not quite believe this himself.
“If I thought his approval hinged on my age alone, then I should not be so concerned. But he told me…” Here Lizzy stopped, fell silent for a long moment, and then sniffed. “He told me that he hoped I would reconsider altogether. He is so clearly against your uncle that my being of age will do nothing except make his consent unnecessary. And yet, I cannot imagine marrying without his approval, no matter my age!”
“Of course not, Lizzy. We will change his mind. We must!” 
“Do you really suppose your uncle will be against me?” 
Their voices were not fading; it was clear that they had paused on the other side of the hedgerow, and that Elizabeth had really better stand up now…
“Of course not! If he had any doubts about our marriage, he would say so outright. I only wish I had known it was so important that I secure more than his tacit consent. Mother assured me that he had no objections when she spoke to him of the marriage—though I rather wish she had allowed me that privilege. My uncle Darcy is not the sort of man to keep silent if it does not suit him.”
“Papa seems to think he is bound to follow your parents’ wishes, and will resort to snubbing me when we are married.”
“This man your father describes is not the uncle I know. Granted, he is not always the easiest man to live with, but he does not stoop to such underhanded tactics. He is simply too proud to be anything but brutally honest. This I know well enough.” He sighed. “I wish I understood the source of the dispute between your father and my uncle. Mother said they were friends once.”
“I have sometimes wondered…” Lizzy’s voice trailed off.
“Has your father talked of my uncle in the past?”
“No, never. Or rather, very little. Today was the first time I had ever heard him speak of Mr. Darcy at any length. Is he really as changeable as my father says—warm only to his family, cold to those he sees beneath him? Oh, Will, I do not want to cause strife between you and your uncle!” 
“No, you must not worry on that account. Your father has somehow misunderstood. I have never seen my uncle act cruelly to a person of any station. As for him being changeable…well, there is some truth to that, I grant you.” Again, a sigh, and then: “But you had a theory. What have you sometimes wondered?”
“It is wholly unsubstantiated.” She paused. “Do you suppose there ever was an attachment between—”
Elizabeth’s breath caught. Had she been so obvious in the nursery? Or had Jane given voice to her suspicions in front of the others?”
“—your mother and my father?”
Georgiana and Charles? Had Elizabeth been any less shocked, she would have given herself away with a laugh. 
“Before our parents met and married their spouses, of course,” added Lizzy, a little breathlessly. “I know, it is a ridiculous idea…” 
“No, I would not call it ridiculous. I came across a letter once…my mother mentioned some disappointment, as well as my uncle’s role in it. Do you suppose he separated them? She would have been very young, only fifteen at the time.” 
“It might explain why, whenever the name Darcy has come up, my father has seemed so unhappy. And he was so cold to your mother at the ball.” 
“Was he? I noticed nothing of the kind.” 
“Oh, to anyone else, he seemed perfectly civil, yet if you knew how he was with most others—he is usually such a jovial man. You have seen nothing of his true self and must think him very dour indeed.” 
“I merely supposed him suspicious of any man courting his daughter. Indeed, I am surprised he has not followed us, or asked your mother or aunt to chaperone.” 
Lizzy’s laugh was humorless. “He knew I should never speak to him again if he did not allow me to wish you Godspeed without interference—but he will interrupt us soon enough, I fear.”
“Good God, Lizzy, this is not how I imagined our parting.”
In the wordless pause that followed, Elizabeth experienced a painful rush of feeling: bemusement at their complete misunderstanding of the situation, anger at Charles for making Lizzy suffer unnecessarily—but most of all, disappointment in herself for sitting, silent as the grave, while her dear niece stumbled over the ruins of her past.
“We will sort this out,” he said. “I will go to my uncle directly. He is still in London; we will not return to Pemberley for another few days. I will ask him to write your father.”
“Yes,” said Lizzy, and Elizabeth could almost picture the resolute tilt to her chin. “This is all a misunderstanding, and in a month’s time, we will be laughing over it.”
“Heartily.”
“Enthusiastically.” 
“Uproarishly!” 
“Is that even a word?” asked Lizzy, laughing in such a way that, if it were not a word, it had just become one. 
“Ardently,” he said, and Elizabeth did not need to see them to know what followed that word. 
She found herself holding her breath until their footsteps faded, and when she stood—when at last she made herself known to her now insentient surroundings—her hands trembled.
Though she had no idea how to right this wrong, Elizabeth was determined that this Lizzy, at least, would find happiness with her Mr. Darcy.
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His final year at Cambridge, thank God, and thus his final hours spent at the dreaded fête that opened every Michaelmas term. This particular gathering was not the college’s official welcome for its students; no, that had been dreadful enough with its pompous speeches and litany of scripture. Still, he would rather have been back in King’s College Chapel, staring up at the shimmering colored glass and the vaulted ceiling he sometimes supposed had been constructed by God himself. 
Instead, he was in a stuffy, wood-paneled common room, the odor of tobacco, brandy, and sweat mingling in his nostrils and causing him to sway on his feet. 
“Aha! I see you! Already buckling, are you? Come, be a man and have another!” 
He tried not to wince as Wickham slapped him hard on the shoulder with one hand and shoved a drink into his face with the other. His first drink lay untouched on the table behind him. As soon as Wickham staggered away, Darcy put the second drink next to the first.
This was the party after the party, the ceremony that had more ceremonial importance than any official college affair. This was the fellow-commoners’ welcome for the fresh milk—those poor, stupid sods who had donned their gowns with the misguided notion that they were going to be happy here.
Then again, most of them would be happy here, so long as they drank themselves into a stupor and preferred punting, fishing and riding to Greek and rhetoric. Truth was, there were days he preferred punting, fishing and riding, and he could drink with the best of them. Yet he had only to think of his father—perhaps the only landowner in England who expected his son to attend Cambridge so he might actually learn something—and all pleasure in drinking and lounging evaporated.
George Darcy had not attended Cambridge. He had not even attended Oxford. No, he had spent his university years saving first himself (he had nearly died of smallpox) and then Pemberley, which had been so badly ravaged by the disease, not to mention declining wool prices and his own father’s poor management, that the old and prominent Darcy family had almost lost everything. Over the next two decades, he restored Pemberley to its former glory and married the wealthy daughter of an earl. George Darcy had travelled from the brink of death and to the height of the ton.
This phoenix-like ascension had transformed him into a man guided by two philosophies: live life to its fullest, and never waste an opportunity. These beliefs should have been complementary, and indeed, for George Darcy, they fit together seamlessly. Yet when it came to Cambridge, his philosophies were often in direct opposition to each other. To the older Darcy, Cambridge was an institution that connoted the finest scholars and the best of human achievement, but in the younger Darcy’s experience, it represented an oil-and-water collection of celibate scholars and wealthy, rowdy boys. He had found no easy way to be both the pleasure-seeking undergraduate his fellows urged him to be and the diligent intellectual his father hoped he would become. 
In fact, Darcy was neither sociable nor scholarly enough to fill either of these roles. Oh, he enjoyed a good chat with one or two friends at the pub, and he devoured the books suggested by his dons. But he rarely took pleasure in the esoteric details of scholarship, and he loathed parties like this one. Lecture hall or common room, both were too small for him. He wanted purpose. 
“And the wench proclaimed mine the biggest instrument she’d ever known!” sang a young man with such gusto that he swung his arms wide, nearly jabbing Darcy in the chin. 
Ducking just in time, he pushed his way past a group of fresh milk, who had puddled together to watch the older fellow-commoners try to outdo each other with the lewdness of their songs. When he found a quieter corner, he reached for his pocket watch, only to remember he had not worn it. Had he stayed long enough? He had been seen by Dunkirk, Baron Everett, well known to be the leader of the group Darcy had privately named the Louts. Though he put little stock in their worth—after all, Wickham was a prized member of this group, and would likely have been leader himself, had he been of a higher station—Darcy knew well enough how much power they wielded, both at Cambridge and beyond it. 
He had also conversed briefly with Churchill, Viscount of Holyoke, who presided over the Prats. They prided themselves on their ancestry, connections, and wealth. Darcy might have found a home with this group, had he wanted; even without a title, his family name was old enough, and he had more money than most of the Prats’ members. But even he—in whom pride had taken root at a very young age—found their arrogance revolting. They treated everyone from the porters to the fellow-commoners who were outside their circle with such disdain that Darcy avoided them assiduously. 
Yes, he had spent more than enough time subjecting himself to the Louts, Prats, and fresh milk. He could safely escape to his chambers and…what? Read? Loneliness gnawed at him, even as he inched toward the door.
He knew how the others kept their loneliness at bay. Though the porters had enough sense to employee female servants too old to be of much interest to the fellow commoners, there was always one or two pretty young chambermaids who found their way into the college residences, sometimes naive enough to believe the students really were the gentlemen they claimed to be, but more often than not fully aware of how their beauty might earn them a more lucrative income than their labor. Even at this late hour, these sort could be found sweeping the stairwell or polishing a fire grate with a come-hither smile that somehow made them appear fresh in spite of the dirtiness around them.
If Darcy was uneasy mixing with his fellow-commoners, he was in absolute dread of these maids. There was an especially pretty one who always made eyes at him, but she looked so much like Sarah, a chambermaid at Pemberley, that he never could bring himself to do anything except nod when he passed her in the corridor. There were other options, of course: not too far from the college stood a house of courtesans (Wickham had laughed at that word: “Oh, just call them the whores they are, Darcy!”), but his one experience there had inspired in him such a sickening mixture of desire, pity, and shame that he had never returned.
“And just where do you suppose you are going, Darcy?” 
He felt someone grab his arm and pull him back from the doorway. As he turned, he took a deep breath—both to steady himself and to take in one last whiff of relatively fresh air. He knew, as soon as he came face to face with Walter Dunkirk, Baron Everett, he would be unable to avoid the nasty odors wafting from the baron’s mouth.
“We have hardly had a word with you!” cried Dunkirk, and Darcy closed his eyes, as if that might stop him from breathing. Yes, tonight’s festivities had somehow worsened the abhorrent stench. He felt a moment’s pity for the woman who would one day marry this man; surely no fortune or ancestry could be worth enduring that smell in the marriage bed!
“Oh, but Darcy finds our conversation too uncivilized, isn’t that right, Darce?” said Wickham, throwing an arm about the baron’s shoulders and laughing heartily. 
Wickham’s nose was just as good as Darcy’s—perhaps better, for he smelled a good connection despite the bad stench. 
“Ah, I know Darcy has a song in him!” said Dunkirk. “Come, sing something for the fresh milk. They want to hear from Derbyshire’s finest.”
Darcy took a moment to examine the seven newcomers who had gathered round. How young they all looked! He could not believe he had ever been this eager, this green.
“Darcy does not sing, so much as preach,” sneered Wickham. 
He should have ignored the comment, but Wickham knew how to nettle him, particularly as of late. The last time they had traveled home together, he had tried to make his former boyhood friend realize that George Darcy would never hand over the living at Kympton to a debaucher and a drunk. Wickham had been so angry that he had not spoken to him for the rest of the journey, and then, to make matters worse, had wheedled his way into George Darcy’s good graces by telling him lies about his accomplishments at Cambridge. Wickham had been daring Darcy to contradict him, and Darcy almost had—but his father had appeared so proud and so happy that Darcy’s subtle hints had made no impression at all.
“Do you see, Fitzwilliam?” his father had said, giving Wickham a paternal pat on the back. “We Darcys can do a great deal of good with our fortune, if only we put our minds to it.”
It had not helped that both George Wickham, Sr. and Georgiana had been present. Darcy could still remember how his ten-year-old sister’s eyes had shone as she had listened to Wickham’s stories. Georgi thought of him as another brother—a funnier, more approachable brother, at that.
“Well, Darcy?” asked Wickham now. “Will you give these young ones a sermon?”
“And rob you of some much-needed practice?” Darcy retorted, lips twisting. 
“Now, now, no more sniping, my fine young bucks!” Dunkirk turned to the newcomers with a conspiratorial whisper. “Darcy and Wickham are not friends so much as brothers.”
“Oh no, Darcy would never allow himself to sink so low as to be called my brother.” Wickham smiled, but there was little amusement to be found on his countenance. 
The loneliness that had haunted him earlier returned in full force now. They had been like brothers once. As children, they had roamed the grounds of Pemberley together, shared the same tutors, learned to hunt, ride, and fish side by side. When George Darcy had announced that he would be sending Wickham, as well as his own son, to Cambridge, no one had been happier than Darcy. Yet they had seemed to drift from each other almost immediately upon entering King’s. Perhaps Darcy had not been as good a brother as he could have been; Wickham had often complained, in that first year when they were the fresh milk, that Darcy was not introducing him to the right people. 
“You attend almost none of the gatherings!” Wickham had complained. “How am I to get ahead if you do not help me?” 
“You could try opening a book for once,” had been Darcy’s reply. It had been easier to say than, I dread these parties where I cannot breathe or hear myself think. That would have been admitting weakness, and Wickham would have pounced, calling out Darcy’s selfishness and needling him until he gave in.
So Wickham had found his own way, and of course it had been with the Louts. The Prats would never have admitted to their number the son of a steward. 
“But we are all brothers of the bacchanal!” declared Dunkirk, throwing one arm around Wickham and the other around Darcy. “Where is your drink, man? Wickham will pour you another cupful of something.” 
Darcy met Wickham’s eyes and felt the unexpected sting of pity. After all Wickham had done to befriend the baron, he was, as the mere son of a steward, still a lackey. Darcy, on the other hand, had a pedigree and fortune that led the aristocracy to seek him out, even when he would much rather have disappeared completely from view. 
“I will see if I can find some more wine,” said Wickham to Dunkirk with an admirable attempt to keep the sullenness from his voice.
“Thank you, but you need not bother, my friend,” said Darcy. “I only drink holy wine before sermons.” 
He had spoken lightly, and with a note of self-deprecation. His words had been meant as a humorous peace offering, but Wickham had not laughed. Indeed, he looked as if he might drop his own drink and hit him squarely across the jaw.
Perhaps he would have, too, had another’s laughter not caught his attention. He and Darcy both turned to look at the fresh milk who had been tailing Dunkirk. Until now, they had been only spectators, and rather quiet ones, too, considering their setting. All around them, students sang, wrestled, drank and debated, but the Louts and their neophytes had become strangely subdued. (Darcy did not know whether to be proud or ashamed that he possessed this ability to repress even the rowdiest of people.)
But one young man had thrown his head back and produced the most genuine and joyful laughter Darcy had heard all evening. Oh, there had been cynical chuckles and loud, drunken guffaws. Everywhere around them, men worked hard at being entertained. But this particular fresh milk—he even looked the part with his golden hair, fair skin, and bright smile—was truly amused.
“You suppose Darcy is amusing, do you?” Wickham snarled, turning on the young man with a rapidity that caused all the fresh milk to take a hurried step back. 
Darcy sighed. Wickham could not punch him for fear of offending Dunkirk, for the baron was, in essence, not unlike the Prats; he might have liked to cavort with Wickham, but he would never allow him to forget his place. But Wickham could take out his anger on the truly lowly—for during the Michaelmas term, at least, the fresh milk represented the lowest rung of College society, no matter who their parents were. 
“You do realize that this is Fitzwilliam Darcy, son and heir to the largest landowner in Derbyshire, grandson to the Earl of Matlock?” Wickham railed, placing his face only inches from the face of the laughing young man. He was not laughing now; his eyes were wide with distress, and he looked to his fellow fresh milk for guidance. The six others took yet another step back.
Laughing (not genuinely, not joyfully), the baron said in aside to Darcy, “This should be entertaining, eh?” 
“Darcy is not,” continued Wickham, jabbing a finger into the young man’s chest, “to be laughed at by the likes of you!”
When Wickham raised his arm to strike the fresh milk, Darcy grabbed him by the elbow. “George,” he said gently. “That’s enough now.” 
Wickham met his gaze, and even in the dark, smoky room, Darcy could see the hatred flare in his former friend’s eyes. Wickham could not act on that hatred, not here, not now; he could only drop his arm, paste a sickly smile on his face, and say, “Of course. But they ought to know that only some of us are allowed to laugh at you.” Then he threw a disdainful glance at the young man. “Know your place, fresh milk.”
The baron clapped Wickham on the back. “I have a wager on with Cartwright that you will start at least two more brawls tonight. You know what this means, eh?”
“More brandy!” the pair of them cried together, and Wickham hurried off in the direction of the casks while the baron grabbed hold of one of the third years, urging him to resume the singing of lewd songs that Darcy, in his not-to-be-laughed-at way, had interrupted.
He used this opportunity to escape. Though he forced himself to walk at a leisurely pace, chin held high, Darcy could not help but feel as if he were slinking off like a criminal—a true testament to the upside down nature of this place, as if those who preferred quiet were the troublemakers.
He had reached the stairwell to his chambers when he heard his name being called. With great reluctance, he turned to see the fresh milk who had dared to laugh, standing just outside the door of the common room.
“Excuse me, Darcy—Mr. Darcy, sir,” he said, taking one hesitant step forward. Then, after a pause, he bounded forward, reminding Darcy of the golden pups old John took such joy raising in the stables of Pemberley. 
“I wanted to apologize, if I may,” he said, looking up at Darcy, who said nothing.
The young man proceeded to introduce himself (“Charles Bingley, at your service!”) before adding, somewhat haltingly, “I thought you were joking. When I laughed, it was because I thought you were joking.”
“I was.”
There it was again, that genuine, joyful laugh, and Darcy could not help but smile.
Bingley said, “Well, I have learned my lesson, and will only laugh in out-of-the-way places.” 
“What a fine education Cambridge has offered you already,” replied Darcy, turning to go with a renewed heaviness of heart.
“Er, I am not certain if that was sarcasm or another joke,” said Bingley.
Darcy glanced back. “How old are you, Bingley? Eighteen?”
“Seventeen, sir.”
“For God’s sake, do not call me sir. I am only four years your senior.” 
“Yes, but Dunkirk…that is, Baron Everett—I suppose I ought not call him Dunkirk yet—said…”
“And do not listen to Dunkirk, either.” 
Suddenly exhausted, Darcy sank down onto the bottom step. Bingley goggled down at him.
“Sit, Bingley.” 
He really was like old John’s pups—so eager, yet so well trained. Darcy would not have been surprised if Bingley had started panting. 
“You can do better than Dunkirk and…” He almost said Wickham. But no, he would not tarnish that name. It was one thing to insult Dunkirk in front of others, but Wickham—well, he was Darcy’s responsibility, and not to be dragged through the mud, no matter how much he deserved it. “You can do better than those louts.”
“Oh, I am not so sure, sir, I mean, Mr. Darcy.”
“Darcy, just Darcy. Where are you from, Bingley?”
“Scarborough. Do you know it?”
“No. And your family?”
Bingley sighed. “Er, well, you would be unlikely to know of them. My father—he never was at Cambridge.” He paused, and then added in a rush, “He was not at Oxford either—or anywhere else, you see.”
Yes, he did see—even in the near darkness of the stairwell, he saw. No rays of light were required to recognize the signs: the accent, the mannerisms, the openness, that eagerness to please. Whether his father had been in coal, shipping, or manufacturing, it mattered not. What did matter: Bingley’s money came from trade.
“Why,” Darcy had once asked his parents, “do so many people look down on those who make their fortunes through trade?”
“These tradesmen do not understand the importance of tradition,” Anne Darcy had responded with a wave of her long, pale hand. She had been reclining on a sofa, her skeletal frame wrapped in a fine silk shawl. For one brief moment, George Darcy had looked as if he might disagree with his wife, but then she had started coughing, and her husband had gone to ring the bell so that she might have something soothing to drink. 
Bingley was now peering at him in the darkness, and Darcy knew somehow that he might tell this young man to do anything, and he would listen.
“My father did not attend university either.”
Bingley gaped. “Indeed? But I thought—”
“This means, of course,” continued Darcy, ignoring Bingley’s implicit inquiry, “that he expects a great deal from me here. I assume your father is no different.”
“Well, in fact, my father is dead.”
Darcy felt himself flush. “Oh, I am sorry.”
“You could not have known. He passed last year. It was his dream, though, my attending Cambridge—and here I am.”
Restraining the sudden urge to put a hand on Bingley’s shoulder, Darcy said, “Yes, here you are.”
“The only difficulty is…well, I do not think he knew, my father, just what it would be like.”
“No.”
“And I have no idea how to behave. You saw me!” Bingley’s voice rose in pitch. “I made a complete ass of myself in there.”
“Oh, that is one of the unwritten requirements of receiving your degree. You are well on your way now.”
Bingley laughed. 
“In any case,” said Darcy, rising and brushing the dust from his breeches, “I would advise staying away from the Louts—from Dunkirk, that is. They will not teach you anything useful—certainly nothing you need to know if you wish to become a true gentleman.” 
His parting advice bestowed, Darcy turned and began ascending the steps.
“If you do not mind me saying so,” said Bingley, jumping to his feet and following him, “that is easier said than done, at least in my case. I know very few people here. Pritchard—he is another of the fresh milk—has tried to introduce me, but some of the fellow commoners will not even acknowledge my presence.”
Darcy sighed. “Tell me you did not attempt to speak with Churchill.”
“The Viscount of Holyoke? He and his compatriots have been the worst of the lot!”
“Yes, you will not get far with the Prats, at least not without some time and guidance.”
“The Prats?” Bingley laughed. “Is that what they call themselves?”
“No, that is what I call them.”
“And you called Dunkirk and his friends the Louts?” Bingley smiled. “The Prats and the Louts. I approve the names! But then what group do you belong to?”
Darcy stopped climbing the stairs. “My own.”
“I suppose…” Bingley paused and looked up at him. “No doubt your father is particular about your friends. I suppose he would not like you spending too much time with the Louts.”
“No.”
“Is it because of Wickham? I heard Dunkirk say he was the son of your father’s steward. Dunkirk said it was what made Wickham such a good steward to him here at King’s.”
Darcy felt a knot of anger. “It has nothing to do with Wickham’s father. Indeed, if George were more like his father…” Darcy shook his head. “Never mind. Listen, Bingley. Make your own way and try not to concern yourself so much with all their nonsense.” He waved a hand in the direction of the common room. “We worry far too much about who our fathers are—and not nearly enough about who we are.”
“That is wise counsel, Darcy.”
“Yes.” One corner of his lips twisted upward. “It comes from my father.”
Bingley laughed and said, “I suppose you are not returning to the fete.”
“No. Two hours is enough for me.”
“I suppose I ought to return,” Bingley said, sighing and looking back down the stairs.
“You do a great deal of supposing, Bingley.”
“Yes, well, it is easier than actually deciding, you see. Truth be told, I do not want to go back—but I really ought to if I am to make my way, do you not agree?”
“No.” Darcy paused, then smiled. “Come on, there is a pub not far from here. The food is greasy, but the wine is decent, and anything will do at midnight.” 
Bingley nearly tripped down the stairs in his rush to lead the way. “Allow me to buy you a drink! That is, do serious men like you drink? I did not see you drink a drop in there,” he added, pointing to the common room door as they passed it.
“Yes, we serious men drink far too much.”
“And what are your views on pretty faces?” Bingley asked, his laughter echoing in the main entrance of the residence hall.
“Lovely to observe, not so lovely when they start asking for money.”
They stepped into the night, its biting wind invigorating after all that smoke and stale air.
“I wish I had your self assurance, Darcy.”
Darcy cast Bingley a surprised glance. Did he truly seem self assured to others? It was a descriptor he never would have given himself, and yet next to this young pup, he supposed it fit.
“Well then, Charles Bingley, we will trade: I will help you make your way around this place, and you will teach me how to laugh.”
“To laugh?” Bingley followed his words with a demonstration.
“Yes, just like that,” said Darcy, his lips twitching. 
“Agreed!” said Bingley, sticking out his hand.
They shook, and Darcy wondered if his young friend would ever realize how badly he had been swindled in this deal of theirs. To give a man social standing was nothing; to teach a man to laugh—that was a real gift.
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Two days, and less than a dozen words had passed between them. Never had he been so quiet—not in 1823, when she had been gravely ill with influenza (oh, how he had read to her, though he took so little pleasure in reading himself!); not in 1826, when Hurst’s death had sent him to Scarborough to help Louisa settle into a new home (so many illegible letters!); not even in 1829, when they had been distraught over the illness of infant Thomas (had there been anything more comforting than placing her head on her husband’s chest and listening to the rumble of his soothing words?).
Jane knew of no person more sociable than Charles Bingley. He loved to talk and hear others talk in turn—until now. 
Five hours, plenty of time for him to reflect on the error of his ways. Yes, Jane had given Charles five long hours on the day Will Darcy had left Netherfield before cornering her husband in the billiards room. Had this been a typical quarrel, she would have only had to appear before him, cheeks flushed with anger, and he would have conceded defeat. Oh, he would have sniped at her, and she would have sniped back. But then, like the sun after a storm, he would have begun laughing, so unexpectedly and with such warmth that all her anger would have melted in an instant. He would have apologized, and she would have found herself in his arms, where he would have claimed a victory of his own. 
She had known almost immediately that this was not to be one of those arguments. The moment she began speaking, she saw how he was not going to talk this one through. Indeed, he did not even allow her to finish a sentence—
“Can you not see how you are treating Lizzy exactly as Mr. Darcy, your Mr. Darcy, treated you when—”
— before he put down his billiards stick and walked from the room, closing the door without once looking back to see how she took it. 
She took it very ill indeed, sinking to the floor and crying until her eyes ached. A few times, she glanced at the door, hoping he would come back and find her there, abject and pitiful. When he did not return, she crawled under the billiards table and fell asleep, waking when the clock struck three. Someone had been in to put out the fire and the candles, but either they had not seen her or had not wanted to embarrass her. Probably the latter; on the following day, it had seemed to her that the servants whispered to each other whenever she walked past them.
Of course, the servants may have been whispering for any number of reasons: because young Miss Lizzy had barricaded herself in her room, refusing to take meals with her father, who was not taking meals with anyone anyway; because young Master Thomas had begun limping about the house with a frog on his shoulder; because Miss Bennet had come back from one of her rambles with her hair wild and loose, as if she were still a girl of twenty; or because they had not been paid full wages for almost two months. Oh, yes, there were reasons aplenty to whisper. Jane was only glad that Charlie was at Cambridge, unaware of the chaos that had, in the span of a day, descended on Netherfield. 
Twenty-five years, and she had supposed the wound healed. Charles had never spoken of the pain; indeed, he had never again spoken the name Darcy, at least not until a rainy-day encounter had thrust William Darcy into their lives. 
His silence should have been a warning, for he was a man who made sense of the world out loud. On their drives through the country, he described every bird and cloud as if Jane could not see them. When he was working on the ledgers (a task he took on more frequently these days; he had once left the business entirely to his steward), he did the sums and subtractions by speaking and sometimes even singing them aloud. And in bed—well, she quite enjoyed certain activities, especially when accompanied by those urgent, whispered words in her ear. 
But at no time was talking more useful to Charles Bingley than in moments of discord. It might have surprised her younger sisters (it had certainly surprised her) that she and Charles argued—not regularly, but with gusto. These rows were rarely angry or hurtful, but their voices grew too loud and passionate for the exchanges to be called anything other than disputes.
Jane remembered the sensation of being someone else during her first real quarrel with Charles. Oh, to hear their voices raised, as if they were something more than the sweet-tempered and jovial couple others assumed they were! It was nothing short of liberating, letting loose the disappointments and disillusionments that accompanied even the best of marriages. 
Ten chimes from clock in the breakfast room, and she looked about this space that, most mornings, saw the small round table fully occupied. Netherfield’s drawn-out breakfasts had been one of Jane’s contributions to family tradition, passed down from Thomas Bennet, who had only ever liked to see his family in the morning, when the combination of coffee and a newspaper made bearable the incessant chatter of his wife and daughters. Jane had loved those morning gatherings at Longbourn, when all the family and servants were still cheerful enough (or, in Lydia’s case, sleepy enough) to be civil to each other. The residents of Netherfield tended to be happy and cordial at all times of the day, so this tradition of spending an hour over toast and coffee was not strictly necessary. But Jane continued it nevertheless, and her family obliged her—until now.
Two days, five hours, ten chimes—and all she could do was wait.
She sat alone at the table, an empty cup cradled in her hands. It had been empty since half past nine, when she had stared resolutely at the door, willing it to open and admit her husband—or if not Charles, then Lizzy. Or Thomas and Nurse Edwards, who rarely joined them, but perhaps this morning? Yet the door had remained closed until quarter to ten, when Betty and Joseph had entered, carrying trays of food. Jane had nearly wept, and to hide her embarrassment, had actually invited the two servants to sit down with her. They had glanced at each other, panicked, and then made some excuse about work that needed doing.
The aromas from the sideboard nauseated her, but still she did not rise to leave the room. She wondered suddenly what would happen if she sat here all day. Would anyone notice? (Well, anyone besides Betty and Joseph, who would see her when they returned to clear away the uneaten food.) Yes, she would do it! She would stay in this very seat until Charles had no choice but to come and find her, to apologize, grovel even for…
For what? For being miserable? Oh, the poor man! How he must have been hurting! All the while, she sat here, plotting ways to make him even more miserable! 
Pushing away from the table, she made to rise—and then sank back into her seat the moment she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror above the sideboard. Was that tired, old woman really and truly her, Jane Bingley? It had already taken years to accept that Jane Bennet—tall, blonde, and graceful—had given way to a slightly plumper, much grayer Jane Bingley since the birth of her children. But this woman in the mirror—who was she, with those dark circles marring her blue eyes and the deep frown lines etched into her once-smooth countenance? 
Three taps, and Jane whipped her head around so quickly that she knew she would feel the kink for days to come. Yet there was no one at the door. Still, there it was again—tap, tap, tap! Only on second hearing did she realize the sound was more of a creaking than a tap. 
She turned, more slowly this time, and saw a tree branch scraping the window. That maple needed pruning, though now that summer was upon them, James would probably grumble that it was too late for him to prune. He’d have to wait till next winter—unless Mistress wanted a deformed maple, that is? She would have to live with the scrape, scrape, scrape through every mild breeze for the next sixth months. 
Of course, James knew his trees, and he could hardly be blamed for the poor pruning this past winter, having been laid up so often with the ague. As the mother of a boy badly afflicted with muscle spasms, Jane was the last person to force a body to work when pain made such work impossible. James was getting on in years. Was it time to write to his daughter-in-law in Lyme and offer a good pension—if she and Charles could afford a good pension? 
“Jane?”
She jumped, banging her knee on the table and then stumbling to her feet. 
“Oh, Lizzy!” she said, on seeing her sister in the doorway. All that time, she had been waiting for someone, and she had not once considered Elizabeth. Jane blushed deeply, certain her sister knew she had forgotten all about her.
Elizabeth merely arched one of her brows—how Jane envied this talent!—and said, “I hope you chose a more comfortable sleeping arrangement last night?”
Slumping back into her seat, Jane ignored this reference to her night under the billiards table. “Do you know how old James is, Lizzy? Sixty-something?”
Elizabeth paused on her way to the sideboard, looking as if she would speak, but then Betty came in to refill the teapot, as well as Jane’s long-empty cup. 
“Betty, tell us, how old is James?” asked Elizabeth as she placed a single piece of dry toast on her plate.
“The gardener, Miss? Why, I believe he is forty-six or forty-seven.”
Jane choked on her tea.
“All right there, Mrs. Bingley?” Betty gave her mistress a good clap on the back.
She was seven and forty! “He must be older than that!” 
“Oh no, ma’am. I only know because he and my mum grew up together. If you don’t mind me asking, why do you need to know his age?”
“Oh, no reason.” Jane sighed heavily. “Thank you, Betty. That will be all.”
Betty bobbed her head (they were never expected to do much more at Netherfield, if even that) and left the room. 
Jane glanced at Elizabeth, waiting for her sister to remark on her odd interest in James’s age. But Elizabeth focused on tearing her toast into four messy chunks, as was her custom. 
“I wonder,” said Elizabeth, dipping one of those chunks into her tea (a disgusting practice, but as it was the only bad habit her sister had, Jane never said a word against it), “if the carpet under the billiards table is more comfortable than I realize. Should I give sleeping there a try, do you think?” 
Jane laughed with such unexpected force that she sloshed her freshly poured tea onto the yellowing table cloth. 
“How fortunate I am,” said Elizabeth, “that you are so tolerant of me, Jane. Another of our sisters might have thrown her tea into my face for poking fun at her.”
“No, Lizzy, I am grateful to you for making me laugh.” 
Elizabeth took her sister’s hand. “Tell me you slept in your own bed last night, Janey.” 
“I did. Rather, I lay in my own bed. I do not think I slept a wink.”
“Oh, Jane.”
“What a fool I have been these past two days! I was not half so emotional during those awful days when we did not know whether Thomas would live or die. A delayed engagement is nothing in comparison.” 
“Yes, but you could be of use then, nursing Thomas and keeping up the spirits of everyone around you.” Elizabeth sighed deeply. “Now, what is there for you to do but wait?” 
“It is not the waiting, so much as Charles’s behavior. For him to refuse consent, without consulting his daughter first”—or his wife—“is so unlike him!”
“Has he truly refused consent, then—or merely delayed it?” 
“You know Charles; even when angry, he cannot be so uncivil as to insult an honorable young man outright. No, he did not refuse consent, not exactly; he had no grounds for that. But he has requested Mr. Darcy not speak of marriage again until Lizzy is of age. This delay is as good as a refusal, for he knows that Mr. Darcy will soon return to Pemberley; he will be too far to visit, and as they are not engaged, they cannot correspond. Charles must have supposed, given time and absence, he might convince Lizzy to give up Mr. Darcy without having to break a formal engagement. And yet, I fear he has only made it all the more certain she will choose him when she is of age. And when she marries without her father’s consent…” 
Jane felt the sting of tears—a marvel, considering how often she had cried these past two days. Before this fallout, she had believed herself too old to cry (except when Thomas experienced a particularly bad episode; his pain was simply too great for any mother to bear in complete equanimity), and yet now, she could not seem to stop. Jane grabbed her napkin, intending to wipe away the few droplets that had leaked from her eyes—but instead ended up burying her face into the fabric.
“It will break the family in two!” she said between sobs. 
She felt her sister’s hand, tracing light circles on her back, and remembered, with startling clarity how she had done the same for her sister once. It seemed difficult now to believe that Elizabeth had ever been afraid of anything, but there had been a time, the winter of 1796, when little Lizzy Bennet had spent almost every night huddled next to her older sister, trembling until Jane’s soothing circles had lulled her to sleep. 
“Come now,” said Elizabeth, when finally Jane had stopped crying, “let us go visit Thomas. He has taught RC a new trick, which is why none of us attended breakfast.”
Jane’s head snapped up. “Do you mean to say Charles and Lizzy are there, too?” She imagined them all gathered about that ugly toad, smiling as if the previous two days had not happened, and resolved to give the amphibian a large, wet kiss as thanks. 
“Er, no. I meant only that Thomas, Nurse Edwards, and I were too engrossed and did not come down for breakfast. I had something sent to them, but thought perhaps I would join you here.” Looking around at the empty room, she added, “Well, it could be worse. Mama and Aunt Dorothea could have awoken before noon and found their way here.” 
Jane attempted a smile. “Oh, but I would have preferred their company to this loneliness…” She waved an arm at the empty seats.
“Grief has addled your brain, dearest. Mama is not to be borne at breakfast, no matter how lonely you are. Have you no memory of the way she gnaws at her kippers, as if she were a wild animal?”
“Yes, it is almost as off-putting as seeing toast dipped into tea until it becomes a nasty, soggy mess.” 
Elizabeth laughed—a warm, rich laugh that made Jane feel as if things were almost back to normal.
Rising, the two women linked arms and made their way upstairs. 
“After we visit Thomas,” said Elizabeth, “I am going to barge into Lizzy’s room, demand she get dressed, and then organize a picnic for us all. If your stubborn mule of a husband refuses to come along, well—that will only mean more strawberries for us.” 
It was at this makeshift picnic (sans strawberries or Charles; neither, it seemed, were ripe for the occasion) that Jane saw an express rider, clouds of dust billowing behind him. She, Elizabeth, Thomas, Nurse Edwards, and Lizzy were lounging on their blankets in a lovely meadow, elevated just enough to offer a view of the road that connected Netherfield to Longbourn and then Meryton beyond. 
As Netherfield represented the terminus of this road, Jane knew immediately where the rider was headed. Her first thought was for Charlie. Had he met some unfortunate accident at Cambridge, or perhaps come down with consumption? Without a word to the others, she rose and hurried down the hill. Though she heard footsteps behind her—likely Elizabeth and Lizzy’s—she did not pause or slow her pace. Indeed, she hiked her skirt and ran faster, though this mattered not, for the rider was already inside by the time she pushed her way, panting, past the main doors.
Charles stood in the entry hall, his hat and boots on, as if he had been planning to go for a ride. Holding the letter in his hand, he said to the rider, “From Rainford House, you say?”
“Yes, sir, and I am to wait for your reply.”
Charles looked flummoxed, and only shook his head. Then the doors clattered open again, this time admitting Lizzy and Elizabeth. 
“What has happened, Papa?” asked Lizzy—the first words she had spoken to him in almost two days. “Is it Charlie?”
Jane began to cry then. They were quick, heavy tears of relief—relief that Charlie was not (as far as she knew) in danger, but more than that, gratitude for a daughter who, even in her lovesick misery, loved her family so well that she might put her concern for them above her own hurt feelings.
Charles looked as if he too might have shed tears, if only he had not been a man trained out of crying by his father. 
“No,” he replied hoarsely. “It is from Darcy.” 
Lizzy was almost at his side before he added, “Not your Darcy, Lizzy.” 
This produced an odd, strangled laugh from the doorway. Jane glanced back to see Elizabeth, leaning against the jamb, a dark silhouette outlined by warm afternoon light. This pose made her look almost as if she were still that same young lady who delighted in laughing at them all at Longbourn, particularly after a good walk, when her spirits were especially high. Then she stepped forward into the light, and she again became the middle-aged sister Jane had come to rely on in times of trouble.
“Come, Lizzy,” said Elizabeth, “let us go back and help Nurse Edwards. She cannot help Thomas down the hill and carry back the picnic things at the same time.” 
Lizzy opened her mouth, presumably to argue—they could have sent a servant, after all—but then glanced between her parents and nodded. Only when she reached the main doors did Lizzy hesitate. “Papa, please…” 
“Go on, Lizzy.”
They waited until the two Elizabeths had departed before looking at each other. 
His first words to her in nearly forty-eight hours: “I will answer this in the drawing room.”
And hers: “I will go with you.” 
She held his gaze until he blinked.
“Very well,” he said to her back, for she was already ahead of him now, turning the handle of the drawing room door.
Eight windows, each covered with lightweight curtains—once bridal white, now with a hint of yellow—to protect the aging furniture within. 
“Eight windows in one room!” her mother had exclaimed on inspecting Netherfield before the wedding. “Oh, how rich you have become, Jane!”
And she had felt rich, not because of all that expensive glass or the enormity of the room, but because of all the light that poured in from nearly every direction. Most of the windows were southward facing, but a pair also faced east and another pair west, turning these walls into paintings splashed with red, gold, pink and purple, depending on the season and the time of the day. 
On this morning, the dominant colors were gray and black: no fire or candles had been lit, the Argand lamp in the corner had long been broken, and the curtains had not been drawn. Jane crossed the room and began pulling back the curtains, trying to ignore as she did the smudges on the glass and the layer of dust on the windowsills. She hated scolding Betty; the girl had, after all, recently lost an elderly aunt—or was it a cousin? 
She turned toward the last window, only to find herself face to face with Charles. Gasping, she forgot herself and laughed in surprise. Oh, how his eyes brightened at the sound! Even now, in the midst of their quarrel, he loved nothing more than to make her happy. She reached for his hand but stopped when she remembered the letter clutched between his fingers. 
He must have seen how she glanced at the letter, for he frowned.“You will want to read it, I suppose.”
Jane wished then for her sister’s way with words. Later she would think of any number of mocking responses to his sullen comment, but now, all she could do was nod.
The letter was already open; Charles must have read it while she had been pulling back the curtains. Holding the paper closer to the light, she squinted at the handwriting—so unlike her husband’s with its precise, angular lines. She had a moment’s difficulty deciphering it, despite its neatness:
 
Mr. Bingley,
If you should find it convenient, I would be glad to see you in London before I return to Pemberley. At present, I plan to remain in town only a few days more, but would extend my visit if it would suit you to meet later this week or early next.

My nephew has spoken to me of your concerns. Whatever assurances I can offer to ease these anxieties, I would be only too happy to provide. While my nephew and your daughter are, I trust, no Romeo and Juliet, I should not want them to suffer any unnecessary delay because of past errors.

I await your reply and am ready to meet at a time and place convenient to you.
With sincere wishes for the health and happiness of all your family,
F. Darcy
 
Jane looked up, eyes shining. “All will be well,” she had been about to say—until she saw his face.
“Do you see how he commands me to his presence, as if I were still that stupid boy at Cambridge?”
She felt her mouth fall open, and yet when she tried to speak, nothing except air issued forth. Only when he had snatched the letter and stalked over to a writing table did Jane find herself able to say, “But, Charles…”
“No.” He threw the letter onto the desk. “No, do not try to make excuses for him, Jane.” 
“Excuses? He has apologized, Charles! Can you not see…”
He spun around to face her. “Apologized? No, I most definitely cannot see anything like an apology in this summons he has sent me!” 
“But he spoke of past errors…”
“You do not understand!” 
“No, I do not!” she cried, and would have said more, except the drawing room door swung open to admit Elizabeth.
“You can be heard quite clearly from the hall,” she said. “I have sent Thomas and Lizzy upstairs, but Betty is dusting the hall as if her life depended on its cleanliness, and I am certain Mama will make her way here as soon as she gets wind of the express rider, who is also in the hall, I might add.”
“Well then, let them hear.” Charles strode to the open door and stuck his head out into the hall. “I will not be ordered about by Fitzwilliam Darcy!” 
Gasping, Jane hurried over to her husband, trying in vain to pull him into the room and close the door at the same time. She looked to Elizabeth for help, but her sister was far too busy laughing. 
“You find the situation entertaining, do you?” said Charles, after he had finally allowed Jane to pull him back into the room. He then nudged her out of the way, took hold of the door handle, and gave the door a good slam. 
“No, Charles, I find you entertaining,” replied Elizabeth in a voice that conveyed more anger than amusement. Indeed, the transformation of her countenance was so absolute that anyone walking into the room just then would have supposed Elizabeth wholly incapable of laughter. 
“Do you remember that day so many years ago,” she asked, her voice low, “when we stood in this very room, and you called me a studier of character? I said I understood you, but how wrong I was! Never would I have believed it possible for you to hold a grudge for so long and with such dire consequences.” Her laughter this time was all bitterness. “I think we may safely say that I am a very poor judge of character, after all.” 
“Oh, do not be so hard on yourself, Elizabeth,” replied Charles, his tone matching hers. “You understood Darcy well enough, did you not? You recognized him for the cold, calculating man he was, and I…” He sighed. “Listen here, despite all that I have said, this is hardly the melodramatic vendetta you assume. I do not hate the man. Indeed, I have bowed and smiled when I have seen him from afar in London, though he has not, I must say, returned the courtesy.”
“And just how often have you seen him in town?” asked Elizabeth.
“That is hardly the point.”
“One occasion only, so far as I can remember,” said Jane.
“The point,” continued Charles, “is that I would be a fool to subject Lizzy to a man who is so disposed to dislike her.” 
“You have no evidence that he will dislike her, Charles,” said Jane quietly. 
“Is his treatment of me—his treatment of you, Jane—not proof enough? Here, Elizabeth, you read the letter, and tell me what you think. Jane supposes it an apology, but then she supposes the best of everyone, as you well know.” 
When Charles held out the letter, Elizabeth hesitated—and when she finally did take hold, her hand trembled.
It was then that Jane knew for certain: Elizabeth had not been entirely open with her. She had always suspected an attachment, despite her sister’s protestations, but then Elizabeth had such a way with words, and Jane had such an abhorrence of prying, that her few attempts to broach the subject had been easily rebuffed. 
After a few moments, Elizabeth looked up, an eyebrow arched. “Romeo and Juliet?”
“He loves stories,” said Charles absently. Then, with a shake of his head, he added, “I have never read a more arrogant letter. Twenty-five years of silence, and now he commands me to visit him in London?”
“He can hardly invite himself to Netherfield,” Jane pointed out. “In any case, he must be open to the engagement. Why else would he wish to meet?”
Charles shrugged. “No doubt his sister and her husband have encouraged it, for their son’s sake. They seem the sort of parents who can refuse their children nothing.”
Elizabeth snorted. “I supposed you were that kind of parent, Charles.”
“Whatever the Townshends’ view on the matter,” Charles pressed on, “it does not hold that Darcy will treat Lizzy with the respect she deserves.”
“I did not realize,” said Elizabeth, “that all one’s family must meet with a father’s approval before consent could be granted. Jane, you ought to consider yourself fortunate that Papa had no objections to Caroline or Louisa.”
“You may poke fun at me all you like, Elizabeth,” said Charles, his face reddening, “but I know myself to be right! If he were some distant relative, I would not care a whit. But they will live with him on an estate where his word is final. Lizzy will be hundreds of miles away, with no friends or family nearby for consolation.”
“Good God, Charles, what do you suppose he has become—Bluebeard?” Elizabeth’s laugh was mirthless. “And need I remind you: however Mr. Darcy behaves, Lizzy will have the consolation of a husband who loves her dearly.”
“Having never married yourself, you cannot understand the seriousness of the situation.”
Elizabeth’s sharp intake of breath led Jane to jump in quickly, before the conversation deteriorated further. “Charles, no one can appreciate your concerns for Lizzy’s well being more than I. But you must see that she has made her choice. There is no legitimate reason for us to stand in her way.” 
Though she had not fully forgiven him, Jane could not resist reaching for his hand. And when he did not refuse—indeed, when he clasped her fingers tightly and brought them to his lips, as if he, too, had almost forgiven her—she said, “Can you deny your daughter the same happiness we have found together?”
“Do you not see, Jane, how different it will be for her? You have had your family always near you. Do you not remember how often we used to travel to Longbourn for dinner or tea or for any reason at all during those early days when…” 
His voice trailed, but she knew what he was remembering.
Six years of marriage, three bloody miscarriages. She had thought herself barren until Lizzy had come along, so blessedly healthy. How that little body, red and wrinkled, had screamed in those first minutes of life! Jane had never loved a sound so well; indeed, she refused thereafter to scold her children for crying.
Charles then held out his free hand to Elizabeth. When she clasped it, the three of them stood in a misshapen circle, reliving a time rich with difficulties and joy. 
“Jane relied on you, Elizabeth,” said Charles quietly. “We both did. I know that it is not the same for a man to be without close family or friends. We may go out into the world and make our own way. Even so, had I not found your family to be so warm and welcoming, I…well, you know how little use Caroline or Louisa had for me, if it had nothing to do with money, and with both my parents dead…” He shrugged, dropped both women’s hands, and turned away.
Elizabeth blinked back tears. “If there is any woman who can make her own way in the world, Charles, it is your Lizzy.” 
“I do not want her to suffer,” he replied brusquely, his back still to them. 
“Pemberley may be far,” said Jane, placing a tentative hand on his shoulder, “but it is not an insurmountable distance.” 
Charles spun around. “Do you really suppose we will be welcome there, Jane?”
“But…why should we not be? You cannot possibly think he would deny us entrance to our daughter’s home!”
“I would not put it past him, Jane.”
“Oh, Charles! Read the letter again, I beg you! These are not the words of a man who hates you. Indeed, I still hold that he is attempting to apologize. What else can he mean when he writes of past errors?”
“He means—I wish to God you would not make me say it aloud, Jane!—he means you. He never approved of my marrying you. Never.”
Mouthing wordlessly, she looked to her sister, who shook her head.
“You have misunderstood him, Charles.” Elizabeth gave a dry laugh. “Believe me, I should know better than most. He might once have believed Jane did not love you, but I told him, in Kent, I told him…”
Jane wondered if any of this made sense to Charles, who had no idea that Elizabeth had ever met Darcy in Kent. Indeed, it made little sense to Jane, who knew only that Darcy had proposed to Elizabeth, and that she had rejected him, in large part because she had wrongly believed him to have mistreated Wickham. That she, Jane, may have been part of the disagreement between the two…and now, to know that she was the source of the disagreement between her husband and Darcy! It was almost too much to bear. 
But Charles seemed unconcerned with any details of Elizabeth’s speech save one: “Love? Darcy did not give a fig about love, Elizabeth. Surely you heard that he married his cousin? I heard him say many a time how little he liked her, and yet in the end, he married her. He cares only for fortunate and family connections! I met Miss de Bourgh once, as well as her mother, Lady Catherine—yes, I remember her quite vividly. How cold and disdainful they were!” He snorted. “And I had once thought them so different from Darcy!”
“I cannot say why he married Miss de Bourgh,” said Elizabeth, her voice catching on the name. “But I can tell you with certainty that his main objection to Jane was his belief in her indifference. Yes,” she added, holding up a hand when Charles attempted to interrupt, “he did—likely still does—care a great deal for pedigree, but I can attest to the fact that he is willing, in certain cases”—here she laughed, a little desperately—“to overlook inferior connections.” 
Charles shook his head. “I find this all too astonishing to comprehend. I hardly expected you, Elizabeth, to be his advocate.”
“Indeed.” Elizabeth smiled sadly. “I would never have expected it myself. But I am quite certain, Charles, that you have misunderstood Mr. Darcy’s intentions—then and now.”
“I hardly see how you may claim to know what he meant. You were not present when he told me, in no uncertain terms, that he could not—would not—stand up with me. He actually appeared ill at the thought of associating with your family!”
“And yet, what if…” Elizabeth bit her lip. “What if it was not Jane, but one of her sisters, who brought on this behavior in him?”
“Do you mean Lydia?”
Elizabeth released a short, breathless laugh. “Lydia.” 
Charles shook his head. “Oh, he disapproved of her elopement with Wickham, for sure, but Lydia was by that point married and living in the north of England. I cannot believe he was was unwilling to stand up with me because of that alone. No doubt it worsened his opinion of your family, but had he truly been my friend…”
The sound of tentative knocking cut through Charles’s speech, and Jane, eager for an escape from this conversation so full of past hurts, of which she had only partial and incomplete understanding, called out, “Enter!” with such volume that both Charles and Elizabeth jumped.
“Excuse me, madam,” said Betty, hovering outside the door, “but the rider is anxious to get back to London, I believe.” 
Jane looked to Charles, who sighed and said, “I will provide the answer shortly.”
Elizabeth said, “Charles…”
“No. I know how much you want Lizzy to be happy, but we disagree fundamentally on what that means.”
Jane knew she ought to dismiss Betty, who was goggling at the three of them as if they were performers on the London stage. She almost laughed at this idea, for had this been happening to anyone else, she too would have thought the situation melodramatic. Yet Jane was too numb to do anything except stand rooted to the spot as Charles went to the writing desk and sat down.
It was Elizabeth who said, “Come Betty, I believe the skirting-boards in the hall still have a few specks of dust on them somewhere. And if not, then you can tell me the rider’s name—surely you have asked him?—and we may together invite him to enjoy a slice of Cook’s sponge cake before he departs.” 
Jane heard them leave, but did not turn to watch them go. All her attention was on Charles as he scratched out his reply. 
Wordlessly, he rose from the writing desk and held out the note. The handwriting was oddly legible, as if he wished to show Darcy how he had finally clarified his thoughts—and without the aid of anyone else, at that.
 
Sir:
It will not be convenient for me to travel to London at this time.

Sincerely,
Charles Bingley
 
“That is all?” whispered Jane.
“What more is there to write?”
Turning away, she said, “Lizzy will not understand.”
“Then I beg you, Jane”—he came up behind her, resting his hands lightly on her shoulders—“help her understand.”
“How can I?” she demanded, spinning around so fast that the letter slipped from her fingers. They watched it fall to the floor, and Jane had to fight the urge to smash the offending note with the heel of her shoe.
“I cannot understand your decision! If you are determined to refuse Mr. Darcy’s overture of friendship—and thereby delay Lizzy’s marriage, for it is inevitable, Charles!—then you must explain your reasoning to her directly.” 
Something hardened in his face, and it struck her then how dark the circles were beneath his eyes. He had not been sleeping well; though she had spent the previous two nights alone—one on the floor beneath the billiards table, the other in her own bed, so rarely used—she knew that he had not fallen into that deep sleep so typical of him. It had scared her, that almost death-like sleep, in the early days of their marriage, but she had grown used to how quietly he breathed, how little he stirred. Indeed, it made sleeping with him pleasurable in ways that transcended the intimacies usually associated with sharing a bed. But there were nights, more frequent as of late, when he tossed and turned, snorted and woke with a start, even talked in his sleep. She supposed these had been the kinds of nights he had experienced without her, and felt a wave of pity for him.
Touching her fingers to his jaw, she leaned forward and placed her lips on his cheek. He threw his arms around her then and, like a child, buried his head in the crook of her shoulder.
“I must do as I think right, Jane,” he said hoarsely, his lips warm against her neck. He pulled back and met her eyes. “Tell me you at least understand that? What kind of father would I be if I allowed her to go blindly into a marriage that might cause her pain?”
All marriages cause pain, she wanted to say, but suspecting just how much damage these words would do, she allowed them to crumble into a soft and ragged sigh. 
Then she went to find Lizzy.
One daughter, the only girl she would ever call her own, now a woman, kneeling in the garden, wearing a dress meant for morning calls, digging at the ground surrounding a clump of rose bushes. She wore no gloves or hat, used no spade or shovel, but had somehow amassed a sizable pile of scraggly weeds. 
“I do not see why I cannot play in the dirt,” an eight-year-old Lizzy had declared, the first time Jane had found her digging in the garden. “Charlie does!” 
“Yes, but Charlie…” is a boy. Jane had been unable to speak those words aloud. Though she had never rebelled against her own mother’s dictates about what she, as a young lady, ought to do (and ought not to do), she had witnessed enough disagreements between Elizabeth and Mrs. Bennet to feel, if not complete agreement with her sister’s more radical views, then at least some sympathy with them.
Why do we make life so much duller for our daughters? Jane wondered as she watched Lizzy run her fingers through the rich, dark earth. To sit and wait until the men in her life came to terms with what she already knew and understood—this was to be Lizzy’s fate, just as it had been for every other woman of their acquaintance. Jane remembered her own seasons of waiting, and supposed this next stretch would feel just as interminable. To have so little say in the matter of her own daughter’s future—Jane brushed back tears and wished she had been strong enough to push aside her pity for Charles and make her own views heard.
When Lizzy looked up to see her crying, she must have known that the news was not in her favor. Jane waited for her daughter’s corresponding tears, or at the very least for a flushed face and an angry march back to her room, where she had spent the last two days in protest. But Lizzy had apparently resigned herself to waiting, for she merely turned back to the dirt. This reaction unsettled Jane far more than tears or tantrums would have.
“Lizzy,” she said gently, “we should discuss matters.”
“I am digging for worms.”
“Worms?” Jane came closer and saw that Lizzy had found two, wriggling creatures already. 
“For RC. It is apparently what he eats—well, also flies, but Nurse Edwards will not allow any more flies in the nursery than are naturally found there, and poor RC is becoming quite peckish.”
“Can a frog become peckish?”
“He does not look well, Mama.” 
Now Lizzy began to cry, and at such a rate that she had no choice but to wipe her face with dirt-stained hands. When finally she stopped, she appeared not unlike the eight-year-old who had decided to see if girls—like boys, worms, and all the other natives of the earth—could survive with large quantities of mud caked on the skin.
Jane knelt beside her daughter and, pushing aside her own squeamishness for dirt, pulled Lizzy into a tight embrace. 
“You must understand,” she began, and then said no more. 
“What must I understand?” Lizzy pulled back slightly, meeting her gaze.
Jane shook her head. “Nothing at all. There is no rational explanation for your father’s behavior, and I will not try and convince you otherwise.”
“Thank you.” Lizzy returned her head to her mother’s shoulder. “Are you, too, angry with him?”
“Very much so—and yet, I know he is suffering, Lizzy.”
“Ah, so this is what I am to expect of marriage,” she replied, attempting a laugh before succumbing to another sob. “I do not want to marry without Papa’s approval, Mama, but I will do it.” 
“I know.” Though Jane’s knees had begun to ache from kneeling, she pulled her daughter even closer. “I know.” 
It was Lizzy who eventually said, “Come, let us cry somewhere more comfortable than the dirt.”
“And what of your worms?”
This had been the wrong thing to say, for when Lizzy looked down at the pale, squirming things, she looked as miserable as ever.
“I did not think it through,” she whispered. “Did you know frogs do not much like being held or sitting on shoulders? And James says they ought to have a regular supply of insects, but of course Nurse Edwards will not allow Thomas to go digging through the dirt, and James—well, I do not know if he will always remember. He has so much to do in the gardens already! And Nurse Edwards fears that Thomas may get sicker if he spends too much time holding RC, though I hardly understand why. And what if RC dies?” She shook her head, tears flowing again. “I only wanted to make Thomas happy! At least, that is what I told myself when we were in London, but then I thought—what if I had only wanted to make myself happy? What if I was not thinking of Thomas at all?” 
“We will come back for the worms,” said Jane, steering her daughter to a favorite bench, the one with the best view the pond. (The bench also had a back to lean against, which, for Jane’s purposes, was considerably more significant than the views it afforded.)
“I suppose you never ended up covered in mud, crying about frogs, during your courtship with Papa?” Lizzy asked, smiling a little.
Jane gazed at her daughter, relishing that irrepressible humor passed down from Thomas Bennet and nurtured by Elizabeth. Yet it was not only the Bennets who had inspired such optimism in her; Charles Bingley, despite his recent behavior, had done just as much to contribute to Lizzy’s good nature. 
“You have never told me much of your courtship,” continued Lizzy, when Jane did not speak.
Jane noted the way Lizzy glanced sideways and bit her lip, as if trying with all her might to hold back a barrage of impertinent questions.
“There were difficult moments,” Jane conceded. “When I first met your father, I thought—well, I am by nature more reserved than you, Lizzy, and so initially I could not bring myself to believe anything would come of our acquaintance. Yet I hoped, Lizzy, of course I hoped, and when he left Netherfield with no settled plans to return, I supposed…” Jane shrugged.
Lizzy’s mouth formed an O. “Did he really leave you, Mama?”
“He had made me no promises, Lizzy. We had merely talked and danced; there was nothing inappropriate in his behavior, nothing to suggest he thought of me as more than a young lady of his acquaintance, and yet I had hoped…well, in any case, he departed for London, and I did not see him for many months—nearly a year. I supposed the feeling was all on my side.”
“But why did he leave you? Was he…” She bit her lip and looked away. “Was he attached to another?”
Jane would have smiled had Lizzy not appeared so grave. Surely her self-assured daughter did not fear that William Darcy would drop her in favor of another woman?
Before she could offer assurances on this point, Jane found her attention diverted: Elizabeth’s voice, calling a name she did not recognize. Soon followed Elizabeth herself, racing past them through the garden and to the front drive.
Jane and Lizzy exchanged an anxious glance before jumping to their feet. Even as they hurried after her, calling her name, Elizabeth paid them no mind; she was intent on gaining the attention of the express rider, who was just mounting his horse.
“Wait, Hadley! Wait!” 
The rider nearly fell off his horse in surprise. “Ma’am?” he said, steadying himself on the saddle. “Did I forget something in the kitchens?”
“No! That is, yes. I have another letter for you.”
Jane and Lizzy exchanged another glance, and Hadley said, “Another? But I have Mr. Bingley’s response here.”
“Yes, Hadley, but there is one more letter. Please,” said Elizabeth, a little breathlessly. She approached the horse and held the letter up for him to take.
He shrugged. “Of course, ma’am. Anything else, then?”
“No, Hadley, that will be all.”
“Thank you, ma’am. Please tell your cook her sponge cake made the return to London a good deal more comfortable than it might have been.”
Elizabeth laughed, gave a little wave, and stepped back from the horse.
The rider had no sooner flicked the reins than Jane turned to her sister. “Did Charles write another letter? Did he change his mind?”
“No.” Linking arms with both Jane and Lizzy, Elizabeth led them back through the garden. “You are a mess, Lizzy.” 
“Then who wrote the letter?” asked Jane. 
“I did, of course. Beware, our walk through the garden will take us perilously close to the widows’ cottage, and if either your grandmother or great aunt see you in this state, Lizzy, they will scold you—or more likely me, for they always assume I am to blame for these kinds of things.”
“You sent a letter?” asked Lizzy.
“I have been known to do so, from time to time. Oh, that is quite a hole you dug for yourself! And I see now why you have done it. Two worms—do you suppose they will be sufficient for RC’s dinner?”
“You sent a letter to Rainford House?” asked Lizzy, ignoring her aunt’s sudden interest in the two poor worms that lay wriggling in the dirt. “Why? And to whom? Lady Rainford? You met her once, did you not? Do you suppose she may convince—” 
Elizabeth placed a finger against her niece’s lips. “Listen to me carefully, Lizzy.”
Both she and Jane leaned closer to Elizabeth. 
“Scoop up these worms—I can see this frog business is going to be difficult—and go order a bath for yourself.”
“What?” exclaimed Lizzy and Jane in unison. 
“You are attending dinner tonight, if for no other reason than because I am incapable of sitting at a table with only your unhappy parents, my chattering mother, and my ridiculous aunt for company. It is a form of torture no one should suffer.” 
Lizzy gaped at her aunt. “Will you really not tell us about your letter?”
“No, I will not discuss my private correspondence. A lady—even a spinster—must have her privacy. Besides, nothing may come of it, and I would not want to cause undue excitement. Now, inside we go!”
And without waiting for either of them, Elizabeth turned toward the house. 
Lizzy looked at her mother. “Why would she write Rainford House?”
Jane found herself smiling, a little at first, and then more broadly. Was there anyone more wonderful and impertinent than her sister? 
“Why? Because your aunt has decided she will not wait any longer, dearest.” 
Lizzy looked as if she had no idea what Jane meant—and of course she could not know, not yet. She, too, would have her seasons of waiting, but God willing, this would not be one of them.
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Slipping on her favorite pair of gloves—they were so soft, she could almost believe they were another layer of skin—Anne Darcy cracked open the door of the parlor, just enough to put an eye to the gap and see out into the corridor. When assured the immediate surroundings were clear, she pushed the door open a little wider, checked, and then pushed again. This process—slight push, quick peek, deep breath, repeat—meant that leaving any room took five minutes, at the very least.
This used to be one of Mrs. Jenkinson’s tasks, checking doorways, but Mrs. Jenkinson had not come with her to Pemberley. Anne had been quite firm about that. Mrs. Jenkinson had wept, of course. Oh, she claimed it was because she would miss her charge, but Anne knew the truth: Mrs. Jenkinson did not want to search for a new position. Well, as Lady Catherine liked to say, “God gives each of us a trial to endure.” 
As far as Anne was concerned, Mrs. Jenkinson’s’ trials were nothing compared to her own.
Still, it had been easier to have someone else open the doors and check the corridors. She could have asked Darcy to order one of the servants to do it; for that matter, she could have ordered one of the servants herself. But this she had not done. She could not say why exactly, but she had the vague idea that Darcy would disapprove. He would not disapprove as Lady Catherine had disapproved; there would be no ranting or raving, no cajoling or bribery. Just a slight hardening of his lips and, worse than this, a long, cold stare. It was like being examined under a magnifying glass, and this feeling of being studied created a terror in Anne almost as deep as the horror she experienced when being touched. 
When finally she stepped over the doorjamb, she looked both ways and found the corridor empty. She knew it would be—and not just because she had been so assiduous in her checking. The servants had learned by now to vacate the corridor outside the mistress’s chamber when they saw the door begin to creak slowly open. She sometimes met surprises outside the music room or the library, as these were generally the province of the Darcys—that is, Fitzwilliam and Georgiana. No, not Georgiana, not since 1814, though she occasionally visited with that too-loud, always-laughing earl of hers.
Anne supposed she, too, was a Darcy now, though she forgot on most days. Some mornings, she would wake and think herself back at Rosings. His voice would be in her head then: “Where are you, Anne de Bourgh? I will find you, Anne de Bourgh!”
On these mornings, she would weep until she fell into a restless slumber that might last half the day. Her maid, Fran (Marie François was her full name, but Anne did not like speaking French), would wake her for dinner, but only after knocking in a carefully orchestrated pattern Anne had devised—long-short, long-short, short, short, short—so that Anne knew precisely who was at the door.
Once, Darcy had entered after only one curt knock, and on seeing him standing over her bed, she had screamed bloody murder. Sir Lewis de Bourgh had not bothered knocking at all, and besides, he was dead now, so she had known, somewhere in the back of her mind, that it could not have been him. Yet still, to see a man looming over her bed—even if it had been the middle of the day (Sir Lewis de Bourgh had usually come in the deepest dark of night), even if it was only her husband (Sir Lewis de Bourgh had been broader and stouter than Darcy), even if he had come to make sure she was not ill (of course she was ill; she would always be ill!)—it had been almost too terrifying to bear.
The corridors of Rosings had been a good deal more treacherous than those at Pemberley, for obvious reasons, and yet one never knew what might happen. After all, she had once thought the corridors of Rosings to be safe, too. Then she had turned thirteen, and Sir Lewis de Bourgh had begun waging his war—not just in her bedroom, but everywhere in that horrible house. 
He had been avid reader of military strategy, so he knew the best place to conduct espionage was out in the open. She would enter one of the long hallways at Rosings, only to see him turn a corner and come toward her, his lips curled into that smile others called amiable. (If that was amiability, let her always be sour and cruel!) Her heart would pound; sweat would trickle down her forehead and ribcage; her head would spin, though never so much that she did not hear that little voice inside her whispering, Turn around, turn around! Yet her seditious feet marched her forward until she and Sir Lewis de Bourgh were side by side. He never stopped walking, only slowed his pace so that he might brush an arm against her breast, or run a finger along her neck, or (worst of all) place his lips close enough to her ear so that his whispered “I see you, Anne de Bourgh!” would sound loud and clear, despite the deafening roar in her head.
“Such an affectionate father!” she once heard a chambermaid tell a footman. The next day, Lady Catherine had sent them both packing after Anne had accused them of attempting to steal her jewelry. 
Yes, God gives each of us a trial to endure.
The lesson of her trials? Any corridor could be dangerous; any man could be a monster. So she walked corridors alone, whenever she could, or with a female servant like Fran. Of course, there were times when she had to walk next to Darcy or one of his infrequent visitors, but if she knew in advance, she could prepare herself, and Darcy (who had never again come into her room unannounced, and always with Fran or another female servant) was wise enough to keep several feet of air between them. 
It was the surprise of seeing a man when he was not expected that terrified her most. Or rather, not the surprise, but the last-minute awareness: the sound of footsteps just around the corner, the two-and-a-half seconds of warning, which was worse than no warning at all, for it gave her just enough time to imagine what was coming…
There were no surprises on this journey to the library, where she knew she would find Darcy waiting for her. The routine had developed without any conscious design, at least on her part. Anne only knew that one morning about a year after the wedding, and then the following morning, and then the one after that, she found herself leaving the safety of her private parlor for the library on the other side of the house. Given the size of Pemberley, traveling to the library from her sitting room represented quite a trek, and at first she resented this walk, resolving each morning to make this journey her last. Yet when she awoke the following morning, she always found herself wanting to move, if for no other reason than she was starting to become plump. 
For the entirety of her youth, she had been small and skinny, so that she could always see her ribs poking from the skin in her chest—when she could bear to look at herself in the mirror. What need did she have of a looking glass when she had parents, one loudly criticizing every detail, the other cataloging her appearance in obscene whispers? 
She still had no need of a looking glass; she knew, with one deep, sucking breath, that her ribs would not poke out as they once had. She could feel a new layer of herself, softening those hard, pointy bones that were meant for (but had never really succeeded at) protecting her heart.
She did not know how to feel about this softness. Part of her welcomed it, wanted it. She certainly wanted the tarts and scones and pies that had helped to create it. Had food ever tasted so good as it tasted at Pemberley? She could never remember liking any food at Rosings. There, she had ingested little else but weak broth and tea with a single teaspoon of sugar stirred into it. Then again, she had not been given much choice in the matter. Lady Catherine had insisted on this menu, for the local physician had claimed that Anne possessed an excess of black bile, one cure for which was an abstention from sweet, heavy foods.
“If you would only follow the physicians’ orders!” cried Lady Catherine when once she had found Anne putting two teaspoons of sugar into her tea. “Then all these ideas, these unwholesome, terrible ideas you spout about your poor, dead father…” 
She had not finished the sentence, for Mrs. Jenkinson had come rushing into the room, ready to receive the customary tongue lashing for leaving her charge alone for five entire minutes so that she might relieve herself. At least, this is what Anne assumed Mrs. Jenkinson did in those few, desperate moments each day when, foot tapping incessantly on the floor, she jumped to her feet, offered a strangled apology, and raced from the room. Indeed, Anne had discovered that offering her companion multiple cups of tea, which Mrs. Jenkinson could not refuse without risking one of Anne’s fits of temper, was quite an effective way to gain more of these short spells of solitude.
Now she did not need to find ways to sneak time alone—or an extra teaspoon of sugar either. She still remembered the first cup of tea she’d had as Mrs. Darcy. Reaching for the sugar bowl, her gloves in place in case Darcy’s fingers brushed hers (they did not), she watched her husband carefully as she spooned three heaping teaspoons of sugar into her tea. He said nothing, but then this had been expected, for he said so little in the first place. Yet even his face was silent, almost blank. Indeed, if she had not felt his gaze on her, she would have assumed he had not even noticed. 
This idea—that she could do almost anything she wanted without throwing a fit—was so revolutionary to her that she could not, at first, believe it. She tested it at every opportunity. 
“I will eat only desserts today,” she announced to Fran one morning, and sure enough, an hour later she found only pastries on her breakfast tray. At dinner, Darcy had behaved as if marzipan and candied fruit were normal fare. 
“I want a dozen ballgowns made for me,” she told Darcy the next day, and so the modiste from Lambton arrived that afternoon. Gown fittings required rather more touching than Anne could stand, so she simply handed over one of her old dresses and told the modiste to work from that. It hardly mattered if the dresses actually fit, for she had not planned on wearing them; it was the principle of the matter—at least until she saw the dresses, more beautiful than any she had ever owned (Lady Catherine believing such finery unsuitable for an invalid, and Anne herself not wanting to attract any additional attention while her father lived, though drab dresses had hardly been a deterrent in the first place). 
After that, she often wore ballgowns on her daily rides or on her afternoon walks around the garden, dragging the hems through the mud just to see what Darcy would say about his money being so badly spent. To Anne’s surprise, his only response had been a rare, true smile. 
She bought more sketch pads and pencils than she could ever use in a lifetime, more pearls than she would ever be able to wear, a harp she never learned to play. Money seemed not to concern her husband—or rather, the spending of it did not. Anne noted that Darcy never seemed interested in purchasing much besides books and the occasional updates to his wardrobe when the style changed. (She, having subscribed to every fashion magazine in existence, took on the task of informing him when his attire was no longer à la mode.)
The only opposition she ever met from Darcy occurred when she tried to dismiss a groom who had annoyed her. Anne found riding strangely exhilarating, despite all the ways it required touching another living being (the horse she did not mind so much; the groom who helped lift her into the saddle was the real problem, and so she used an inanimate mounting block whenever she could). Riding had been a pastime learned in that other life, when she had been almost like other children. It had been her uncle Darcy who had taught her to ride—and with such patience, too. To ride again at Pemberley had felt almost like going back in time.
But then, not more than six months after becoming Mrs. Darcy, that grizzled old groom John had dared tell her that she was not treating her horse well!
“You are not treating your horse well,” Darcy had retorted, “and if you wish to keep riding, I suggest you heed his advice. In any case, John has been here much longer than you. You will never dismiss him, or anyone else, Anne. That will be my decision alone.”
This argument had taken place in the entrance hall—she having just stormed in from the stables, he having returned from visiting a tenant—and so Anne felt certain she had the upper hand, for all around them, servants were watching. She could not see them (thank God), but she knew they were there, and oh, how Lady Catherine had folded when others (even servants) had been near enough to see Anne throw one of her fits. Anything to get her out of the public eye! 
Anne considered her tantrums an art form—a grotesquely beautiful combination of dance and drama that paralyzed her audience with the horror she herself felt nearly every second of every day. Look how she throws herself to the hard ground! She will break open her head! (If only she would.) Listen to those shrieks! Is this a grown woman or a child? (Had she ever been a child?) She sounds like a wild animal! (I hear you, Anne de Bourgh!)
Then Anne had paused her performance, glancing up from that spotless marble floor to see just how horrified Darcy was. He was ascending the staircase, paying her no mind at all.
“Leave her, Mademoiselle François.“ (He always called her lady’s maid by her proper French name, that bastard!) “Norris, clear the hall, will you?”
“But she will harm herself, Mr. Darcy!” (Oh, loyal Fran! The servant really did not mind the English name Anne had given her—did she?)
“If that is what Mrs. Darcy wishes,” her husband had replied, nearing the top of the stairs.
“I will kill myself!” she had shouted then, jumping to her feet and throwing her arms wide. 
Ha! That had stopped him! Turning slowly, he had looked down at her from the top step. “That would pain me deeply, Anne—but it is your body. You must do as you see fit.” 
She sometimes wondered if he really would have allowed her to harm herself, but the idea of testing him on this point quickly lost its appeal. The plain truth was, now that she was free from Rosings, she had started to find something akin to happiness. It could not have been real happiness. No, she would never laugh as she had seen others do. There were too many wounds that would never heal. But there was undeniable comfort in waking each morning knowing that she could do almost anything she wished. 
Despite her fetish for ornate ballgowns, Anne Darcy lived a relatively simple existence: wake in a cold sweat (then throw open the window and look out over the grounds to confirm that she really had left Rosings), take breakfast in bed (tea with three teaspoons of sugar and a scone with butter and jam), dress (with Fran touching her only to tie the corset and comb her hair), ride the grounds (following old John’s tactless advice about her horse—on most days, at least), return for a second breakfast in her sitting room (more tea, more sugar, and a boiled egg), and then this trek to the library where she and Darcy would sit in chairs flanking the fire and read their correspondence before he lulled her to sleep with a story. 
The morning’s mail was neatly stacked on the table between their chairs when she entered. Only after she had settled herself comfortably in her seat, shawl tight about her shoulders, blanket wrapped around her knees, did Darcy turn from the window at the opposite end of the room in order to greet her. 
“Good morning.”
She gave her customary response (a nod) and began separating the pile of letters into his and hers. His stack was noticeably taller; hers contained only three pieces. She was only too glad to have so little mail, as it meant fewer letters to write herself. Mrs. Jenkinson had written Anne’s letters at Rosings—happy little notes in Mrs. Jenkinson’s’s loopy cursive, sent to cousins and aunts and the occasional young lady Anne had met in London. Now, though, she sent letters to no one, and so almost no one sent letters to her.
She was sure to get at least one letter each week. As it was Monday, Anne knew without breaking the seal who had authored this first missive. Pinching the corner of the letter with her index finger and thumb, she stretched her arm in front of her and turned her face away, as if that might keep her from smelling the orange blossom scent permeating the paper. Truth be told, she might have been imagining the scent, for she knew her mind was powerful (or weak) enough to conjure these kinds of things. Once, she woke in the middle of the night, gagging at the odor of Sir Lewis de Bourgh’s cigars, though Sir Lewis de Bourgh had been dead for five years, and Fran had claimed she could smell nothing at all. 
Anne felt, rather than saw, Darcy’s eyes on her, but when she looked up at him, he was reading his own correspondence. He knew her habits well enough without watching her. Each Monday, she would hold the letter out in front of her and then throw it violently to the floor. There it would stay until after her nap when she would step on it, grinding the heel of her shoe into the paper until it tore. Who picked up the scraps, she could not say. Darcy, likely, as he would not have wanted a servant to read the remnants of the letter. Whether he himself read Lady Catherine’s message to her, she neither knew nor cared. 
Presently, she flung Lady Catherine’s missive with such force that the letter-cum-projectile landed not on the floor but in the fire.
“That is certainly a more efficient means of disposal,” said Darcy without looking up from his own correspondence.
And there it was—her first laugh in years. It was feeble and hoarse, barely audible over the crackle of flames now consuming Lady Catherine’s words, but it was enough to make Darcy glance up and smile. 
“Why do you bother reading them?” she asked, her eyes on the letter he held in his hands. From this distance, she could not detect the orange blossom scent, but she could see Pemberley written in Lady Catherine’s distinctive handwriting on the back of the page. Once Lady Catherine had realized that Anne was not reading her letters, she had begun pelting Darcy with correspondence, too.
“My aim is not so good,” he replied. 
She had only just begun to accustom herself to this propensity of his—making jokes with a straight face and a grave voice. Only his eyes, and those tiny lines around them, gave any clue that he possessed a sense of humor. But Anne, who preferred not to look others in the eye unless absolutely necessary (I see you, Anne de Bourgh!), had taken three years to learn this about him.
“What does she say?” She tried for a careless tone, but felt the tremble in her chest as the words escaped.
“Do you really want to know?”
Anne shook her head, and Darcy returned to reading the letter. Whatever was written therein could not have pleased him; his frowned depended, and once, he crinkled the page, as if he might ball the paper in his hands. It struck Anne then that he was a man constitutionally incapable of shirking his duty. This fact should have been obvious from the first, for what kind of man married his unhinged cousin when he had no need of her dowry and no desire for her body?
At least, that was what she supposed; that was what she hoped. Oh, she could have cared less about the dowry, and when Lady Catherine died, Anne hoped he would burn Rosings to the ground. (She would have burned it to the ground, if only…) 
So he could have her dowry—but her body? Any thought of the marriage bed made her sick, violently sick, and even Darcy’s assurances that he would never touch her had been difficult to believe. It was not that she supposed herself especially attractive—indeed, she thought herself so repellant that she would have jumped from her own skin, if she had been able. But she had learned only too well how little a requirement beauty was for certain kinds of men.
Still, on the day he had proposed, she had allowed herself to be persuaded that Darcy was not that kind of man. The idea of escaping Rosings, of escaping Lady Catherine, of escaping the memories, had seemed too good an opportunity to forgo. 
Folding Lady Catherine’s letter, Darcy looked up and caught her staring at him. 
“I require tea,” she said in her most imperious voice, even as she squeezed her eyes shut.
There was a pause—no breath, no movement—and she wondered if he would tell her to order the tea herself. Sometimes he said such things, using that mock courteous tone of his—“You are quite welcome to ring for your own tea, Mrs. Darcy”—but not today. She heard him rise, walk across the room, and pull the bell cord. Only when she caught the sound of paper unfolding, when she felt confident that his attention was on his next piece of correspondence, did she lift one eyelid, ever so slowly, followed by the second, until the world again came into focus. 
She took up her next letter, for no other reason than it would give her something to look at when the servant entered. When Anne realized who had written the second letter, however, she regretted her choice. Even making eye contact with a mere maid was preferable to reading such nonsense! Would Mrs. Jenkinson never leave her alone? An entire page of garbled nonsense, and cross-written, too! There were all the usual pleasantries, but slipped there, just in the middle, was a request for a reference. Oh, she did not say as much, but her sad little tale of finding only short-term positions with families far inferior to the great de Bourgh family was clear enough in meaning to Anne. 
As much as she did not like Mrs. Jenkinson, she also did not suppose her so terrible as Lady Catherine, and therefore did not consign her to the fire. The letter floated gracefully to the floor, but then that, too, had been a mistake; the chambermaid (who must have been new to her position) rushed over to pick it up.
“Here you are, Mrs. Darcy!” 
Anne shrank back from the young, pink hand thrust toward her. “Get away!” 
“Give the letter to me, Peg,” said Darcy, coming between them—but not too close, thank God, not too close. 
The blubbering servant girl did as he ordered. “Begging your pardon, sir! I meant no offense to Mrs. Darcy!”
“Of course not, Peg. You are doing just fine. Go and have yourself a cup before you bring ours.”
Anne saw the way the girl looked up at him, as if he were God himself, and felt an urge to launch the nearest dull object—not at her, but at him. He was not only a dutiful man, but a good one, and sometimes she hated him for it. 
So when she opened her last letter and realized, by the graceful angle and precision of the writing, that it had likely come from a woman—unnamed, unsigned, unidentified—she felt a thrill of triumph. No, he was not so good as he pretended to be.
“I believe this is yours,” she said, holding it out, just far enough that if he reached from his own chair, the letter would still be inches from his grasp.
“Put it on the table, would you?” he said without looking at her. 
She almost refused, just for the savage pleasure of it, but then decided to read the note aloud in a simpering voice: “Thank you, Fitzwilliam Darcy. Thank you.”
Yes, that got his attention. She watched as he looked first at the paper, then at her. Again, she held it out, and this time he stood and grabbed it from her. He must have read those six words dozens of times before finally turning the page over and running his finger over the broken seal. 
“I am glad, really,” she said, fixing her gaze on some point behind him. “If you have a mistress, then it means I have nothing to fear from you.”
“I have no mistress,” he said, though his face reddened in a way that suggested otherwise.
“You need not lie, Cousin.” She liked that word, cousin; it was so much more fitting than husband. “It would not have been reasonable to ask you to forgo…well, certain aspects of marriage and then to expect you to abstain from all such activity with others.” 
“And since when have you been reasonable, Anne?” 
She almost smiled. It was rare indeed when she could get under his skin. “I only ask that you tell your mistresses to address their letters more thoroughly. She wrote only Darcy on the front, and as it was a woman’s writing, I assumed it must have been for me. I will know better in the future, and yet, it would be safer for us both if we knew with absolute certainty which mail I ought to open.”
She felt his gaze on her and saw, when finally she plucked up the courage to glance at him, that he was smiling.
“You are enjoying yourself today, Anne.”
To her surprise, she found that yes, she really was. 
“I have no mistress,” he said again, this time more gently. “And you have nothing to fear from me, Anne. I made a promise to you, and I will keep it.”
She released a noisy sigh. “Of course you will. Do you ever grow weary of being so bloody perfect, Cousin?” 
“I am not perfect.” He turned away then, and she felt safer studying him. His shoulders were drooping, and the hand not holding the letter was splayed across his eyes, as if he suddenly could not bear the light of day. 
“You are sad,” she said.
He turned and looked at her. For once, she did not mind meeting his gaze. 
“Yes, I suppose I am.”
“Who wrote that letter to you?”
He glanced down at the paper, his finger still tracing the broken seal. “I believe it was Elizabeth Bennet.”
“That name means nothing to me.”
He frowned. “Then perhaps the name Collins will?”
Oh, how annoyed he sounded! If she had not already used up her one laugh for the day/month/year, she would have laughed now. “Collins? That oaf who married us? Lady Catherine’s vicar?”
“Former vicar. Miss Bennet is his cousin—or rather, the daughter of his cousin, Thomas Bennet, who died two months ago, leaving his estate to Collins.”
She shook her head. “Why should Collins and his cousin concern you? I had no idea of you being connected at all with them.”
“I wrote Miss Bennet a letter of condolence. I suppose this to be her response.”
“You wrote Miss Bennet—an unmarried woman—rather than her mother or some other relative?” 
The color returned to his cheeks. “I…Yes.”
She had been about to shrug this off; he was, after all, a man with odd views about how to treat people. She had seen him give his equals—Lady Catherine included—a good set down and then turn to his inferiors for advice. So if he wrote unmarried ladies to offer condolences, well, it was not that extraordinary, all things considered.
But then she remembered: she had met Elizabeth Bennet once.
“She was that young lady at the pianoforte,” murmured Anne, more to herself than to Darcy. 
He made an odd, strangled sound. “Yes, the pianoforte.”
Anne forced herself to look, really look, at him then—not to see how he looked at her, but to see him. There was something like a smile on his face, and yet he seemed just as sad as he had with his shoulders slumped and his hand over his eyes. 
He met her gaze, and though it took every ounce of her willpower, she did not look away.
“I love her, but she does not love me.”
God gives each of us a trial to bear, and Anne—well, she would never love anyone thanks to Sir Lewis de Bourgh. Was it not better to feel unrequited love than to have this shriveled, blackened heart wholly incapable of all natural feeling? He knew nothing of what it was to be robbed of that, to be robbed of everything!
And yet—and yet. 
How could she look at him now, seeing that sadness in his eyes, and not feel a shred of pity? 
“Lady Catherine did not like her,” she said, for lack of anything better to say.
He gave a short, humorless laugh. “No, she did not.” Then, lips parted and eyes wide, his face froze.
“What is it?” she asked, looking away. She did not like others’ surprise any more than her own.
“Nothing. I merely wondered…” He exhaled heavily. “Nothing. What shall I read to you today?”
And there it was: the return of that good and dutiful man. But she could not hate him, not even a little, not now. After all, she had seen the wound. It was not her wound. No, it was not nearly so ugly and gaping as hers. But for all that, it was just as impossible to heal. 
“Sir Galahad,” she said, smiling a little. “Read to me again of Sir Galahad—but first, I want to write a letter to Mrs. Jenkinson. Will you bring me paper and quill?”
He raised an eyebrow, but did as she asked. 
Her handwriting was dreadful, and she hardly knew what to write. But she figured the few words that she scrawled across the page would be enough: 
 
To Whom It May Concern:
I write in reference to Mrs. Agatha Jenkinson, who was for several years in my service. She is a woman of some skill and much patience, and would be a fine companion to any young lady.

Sincerely,
Anne Darcy



 
AN INVITATION 
 
MAY 11, 1837
 
When he entered the drawing room, he saw only his parents, side by side on the settee. Their heads were bent close together, and Will was reminded of a moment some weeks ago, when he had sat next to Lizzy at some function, so close that if he had dared, he might have pressed his lips to her neck. When would he have that chance again? Was it really to be nineteen months—and then without her father’s approval?
He saw that his parents were reading something and asked, “Is that from Netherfield? Did Mr. Bingley send word? Has he changed his mind?”
His father cleared his throat, and his mother offered a tentative smile. She opened her mouth, as if preparing to speak, but it was another voice that sounded—deeper, graver, from the opposite side of the room.
“The rider has not yet returned,” said his uncle. He was half hidden by the curtains surrounding the window seat, and Will was struck by how odd it was to see a man, especially one his uncle’s age, perched on that cushion by the window. He had seen Emma seated there any number of times, her feet curled under her as she pretended to read a book or embroider while in actuality watching the people come and go on the street outside. At least his uncle’s feet were planted firmly on the ground, though Will found himself wondering just what a curled-up, casual Darcy would look like.
Rocking back on his heels, Will was uncertain whether to sit nearer his parents or his uncle. Then Darcy turned, angling his body toward the window and away from him. Recognizing the dismissal, Will wandered over to his normal spot on the sofa across from his parents.
“What are you reading so intently?” He could see the newspaper unfolded on his father’s lap and yet felt certain they could not really have cared about anything so trivial as politics or gossip at a time like this.
“A review of that rather amusing play we saw last week,” said his father. “The Spoiled Child, do you remember?”
“Yes,” said Will, though he had not thought it particularly amusing. Neither had Lizzy, who had sat by his side in their box at Covent Garden. They had whispered snide comments to each other, laughing more at each other’s witticisms than the performances on stage.
His father held out the paper. “Would you like to read it?”
Will shook his head, and his parents returned to their perusal of the paper, laughing softly at various intervals. 
With a barely repressed sigh, Will stood and paced the room, glancing every so often at his uncle, who remained twisted toward the window. He was surprised not to see a newspaper or book in his uncle’s hand; at Pemberley, he was always reading something, unless he was on his horse, riding the estate. 
As Will drew nearer, Darcy said, without looking away from the window, “Sit,” and then patted the empty space next to him.
Will hesitated. He had barely spoken to his uncle upon returning from Netherfield the day before. He had told him only the bare facts: that Charles Bingley had refused to give consent because he feared his daughter could not be happy at Pemberley. He had not needed to say more; his uncle had seemed to understand, going immediately to the writing desk and dashing out a quick note to be sent by express rider in the morning—this morning. Had it only been this morning? Will felt as if an age had passed since the rider had departed. 
“You are angry,” said Darcy, when Will still had not taken a seat.
Startled, Will replied without thinking: “No, I am not angry.” Yet he knew, the moment the words slipped out, that he was lying—to his uncle and to himself. He was angry. No, he was furious.
Furious with Charles Bingley, a man with very little sense in Will’s opinion. He did not want to be arrogant about the matter, but how in God’s name could Bingley think him anything but a fine match for his daughter? 
Furious with his parents and siblings; they had seemed a little surprised by the news, but otherwise unbothered, as if his very hopes and dreams were secondary to the mundane details of their daily lives.
Furious with himself, too: he should have anticipated this setback. Why had he not noticed Mr. Bingley’s cool manner toward him earlier?
But most of all, Will was furious with his uncle. Whatever past disagreement had occurred with Bingley, his uncle had to have known that it would come to the fore now.
“Why did you not warn me?” He glared at his uncle’s profile, half cast in shadow as the sky darkened into twilight behind them. “Why did you not come to me and explain that I might meet with some disapproval—because of some incident in the past for which I can hardly be blamed, having not even been born!” 
He would have continued ranting, but his fury flickered, doused by Darcy’s melancholy sigh. 
“Forgive me.” Will sank into the seat beside his uncle. “I am being discourteous.”
“Yes,” Darcy replied in that matter-of-fact way Will sometimes loved and other times abhorred. He could not say how he felt about it at this moment. 
“But I would rather you be discourteous,” his uncle continued, “than silent.”
This admission so startled Will that he laughed, quietly at first, and then with enough volume to cause his parents to turn round in their seats to look at the pair of them. He could see, even from across the room, how his mother smiled fondly at the pair of them, as if they were having a cozy family chat, and the laughter died in his throat.
“I would never have supposed you an advocate for openness, Uncle.”
Darcy smiled a little at this. “That is because I am a hypocrite—or perhaps it is only that I have more hope for you, who are young, than I do for myself.” 
Not knowing how to respond to such a statement, Will looked to the window. “What do you suppose is taking the express rider so long? Perhaps Mr. Bingley is traveling back with him by carriage!”
Darcy smiled and said nothing. 
“Why do you find that amusing?” demanded Will. “It may be possible.” 
“Yes, and yet it is highly unlikely. Still, I applaud your optimism. It is proof that you and I are less alike than our shared names might suggest.”
Will was not used to such self-deprecatory humor from his uncle. And to hear it now, when he still felt Darcy to be at fault, infuriated him.
“I have never claimed we were alike. That idea has always been the fancy of others, who no doubt suppose it charming to see a younger version of you taking the reins at Pemberley. But I am not, nor will I ever be, like you.”
These were not words Will had meant to speak aloud—now or ever. Not only were they patently unfair (it had been his decision to change his name, his decision to accept his uncle’s gracious offer to inherit Pemberley), but they were also untrue. He had once held great hope of being like his uncle—self-assured, brilliant, good. So why did these virtues now feel so cold and meaningless to Will? 
In the silence that followed, Will knew his parents, who had previously been rustling the newspaper and chatting just loudly enough, had now given up all pretense of minding their own business. Will could not bring himself to look over at them—or at his uncle, who had gone completely still beside him. He waited for the responses he deserved: a harsh rebuke from his parents and, from his uncle, an abrupt departure from the room.
Instead, Darcy said, “I suppose Bingley told you how I insulted him.”
Will shook his head, feeling almost too numb to speak. “He said only…he said that you thought yourself better than others; he said you would never approve of his daughter and would make her life miserable.”
This seemed to distress Darcy more than Will’s outburst, and Will once again felt all his anger ebb, a tidal retreat that left only fragmented thoughts in its wake. “What I said just now, about not being like you, I…how do I explain? You have been disappointed with me these past months—with good reason, it seems. Perhaps I am not prepared, or not suited, or…and then I supposed Lizzy would be coming to Pemberley with me, and I thought then I could manage better—”
“Lizzy.” 
Will cringed at the interruption. “Oh, I know it is not proper to call her by her given name. Very well, then, Miss Bingley, I had supposed Miss Bingley would be—”
“She prefers Lizzy—to Elizabeth, that is?”
It took Will several seconds to comprehend this rather extraordinary question. “Er, yes. She said it is the name used by those who love her best” Will felt himself flush at this admission, and then added quickly, “Besides, it is what she calls her aunt, who is her namesake and a great favorite of hers.”
Darcy snorted softly. “No doubt she is.” 
“And why should she not be?” Will shot back. Then he remembered. “Lady Dudley said you did not like Miss Bennet when you met at Netherfield years ago.”
Darcy said nothing, and Will felt his stomach clench. Lizzy was, by her own admission, very much like her aunt: curious to the point of eccentric and unapologetically bold. Could Mr. Bingley have been correct? Would his uncle object to Lizzy and make her life at Pemberley unpleasant as a result? God only knew how difficult he had found Pemberley these past months, knowing he could not meet his uncle’s exacting standards. He thought back to that first night, when he had stayed up to the wee hours finishing those ledgers. The next day, his uncle had said nothing except, “So you have finished. Yet you made an error on the tenant credits here.” That was all. Will had taken it in stride; he had told himself he did not need (like so many of his fellows at Cambridge had needed) constant praise. 
But never was there a compliment, never a pat on the back or a “Job well done!” The best he could hope for was a silent nod, though the usual response was a comment on some detail he had not seen to in just the right way. Darcy issued his critiques in such a calm, courteous tone that Will could not fault him until afterwards; the memory of his uncle’s criticism always seemed to hurt more than the actual delivery of it.
There was a simple solution to this knot of trouble he found himself in: if Lizzy could not be happy at Pemberley, he would have to give it up. This idea should have come as a relief to him, a weight off his shoulders. After all, how many times these past months had he felt completely unsuited to the awesome task of managing such an estate? 
Instead, he felt an unexpected and gaping sense of loss—not just for a settled and prosperous future, but for all those people and places he had started, slowly, to consider home: little Betsy Smith, daughter of Fred Smith (not to be confused with Thomas Smith), who had taken to giving him her rag dolls each time she saw him, all because he had visited her once when she had been ill with the croup; Mr. Reynolds, the amiable old butler whose aunt had once been housekeeper and who enjoyed sharing stories about a younger Mr. Darcy over a mug of home-brewed ale; that meadow by the pond, where he had, on a particularly cold February night, lay flat on his back in the snow, staring up at the stars, more numerous than he had ever been able to see in London or even at Elms Chapel; the library—good God, that library—where he sat in a chair by the fire next to his uncle, often debating books, art, politics—anything except the estate business they discussed in such terse tones elsewhere.
Yes, it would be a painful break, even after only a few difficult months of living there. And he would regret leaving his uncle in the lurch, but then Darcy would no doubt be grateful for his bowing out. His uncle clearly required something more of Will than he was able to give.
Then he felt his uncle’s hand, light and tentative, on his arm, and he jerked back, more from astonishment than anything else. Darcy had not been one for showing physical affection, at least not since Will had gone off to school. As a child, Will had had no qualms about jumping into his uncle’s arms (though he had known very well never to come within a foot of his Aunt Anne). But something had changed as he had grown older, so that even those acceptable shows of affection between men— handshakes or claps on the back, such as he received from his father and brother—had not been forthcoming from his uncle. 
Withdrawing his hand, Darcy turned back to the window. “William…Will.” He paused for so long that Will wondered if he would say anything else. Then, in hoarser tones, he said, “I do not find it easy to discuss these matters.”
“Could you not at least explain the nature of your connection with Mr. Bingley?”
Darcy said nothing for a full minute, and so Will plunged on: “Lizzy—Miss Bingley and I—we suspected…” Will lowered his voice so as to keep his parents from overhearing. “We suspected Mother and Mr. Bingley of being attached once, and that your disapproval caused—”
These words provoked a deep, rumbling laugh from Darcy—a sound so unexpected that Will nearly fell from the window seat.
“Well!” said his mother as she and Rainford came to join them near the window. “You must share the joke, Will, for if it has the power of making my brother laugh so freely, then I am desperate to hear it.” 
Will felt anger drown out all other emotions. “I suppose my troubles are but a joke to you both, though it is your past that hobbles my future.”
“Oh, Will.”
“William thinks you were once in love with Bingley, and that I drove you apart,” said Darcy, a trace of laughter still in his voice.
“Bingley!” she said, and then tried in vain to swallow a laugh of her own.
“It is not so unreasonable an assumption,” said Will, feeling as if they were attacking Lizzy as much as himself (though they hardly knew it had been her idea in the first place). “What of that letter you wrote Uncle Darcy back in…1812, was it not? You spoke of a disappointment, and—”
His mother’s face flushed bright red. “Did you really allow him to read my letters to you, Fitzwilliam?” 
“I came across that letter on my own,” said Will. “I suppose I should feel guilty for prying, and yet I am beginning to think it is the only way I will ever learn anything about your past!” 
He glared in turn at all three of them, and his father held up his hands in mock despair. “Now, now, Will—do not include me in your harangue. I have no secrets to keep.”
Will thought of that other letter his mother had written, after the death of his infant sister, and hoped to God that his father spoke the truth.
“We none of us have secrets, not exactly,” said his mother, looking down at her hands. “It is only—one does not relish the idea of admitting mistakes to one’s own children.”
“Perhaps not,” conceded Will, softening in the face of his mother’s discomfort, “and yet, how else can you expect us to avoid our own mistakes if we are not to learn from yours?”
Georgiana raised shining eyes to her son. “You are such a dear boy. Very well, I shall tell you of my grand error, though I hardly think you are in danger of repeating it. At least, I sincerely hope not! Please tell me you are not planning to elope with your Miss Bingley against the advice of all your friends and family.”
Will’s eyes widened. (Truth was, he had considered elopement as he rode back from Netherfield but knew Lizzy, for all her headstrong ways, would never hurt her family in this way.) 
“Elopement?” He looked between both his parents.
“Oh, your father knows this story, though it happened several years before I met him.” Georgiana offered her husband a wry smile, and he in turn brought her hand to his lips. “When I was fifteen, I nearly ran off with a young man called Wickham who, it later turned out, wanted nothing but my dowry.” 
“I am not so certain he wanted nothing else,” muttered her husband. 
“Wickham!” Will exclaimed, casting his uncle a startled glance. “Is this the same Wickham who…” 
“Yes, the son of Pemberley’s former steward,” said Darcy in a tone suggesting Will drop the matter. 
“Your uncle,” continued Georgiana, “did as he always has done and came to the rescue.”
Darcy turned away at this compliment.
“It all turned out well enough in the end,” said Rainford, patting his wife’s hand. 
“For me, certainly,” said his mother, sighing. “In any case, that is the disappointment I wrote of in the letter to your uncle. As for Mr. Bingley, I knew him only as a cheerful young man and your uncle’s good friend.”
Will turned to his uncle. “Were you friends once?”
“Yes.” Darcy sighed. “No. We were more than friends; we were like brothers.” 
Taken aback, Will stuttered, “Then what happened? Why is he so set against you now?”
“I insulted him.” Darcy sounded as if he were discussing someone other than himself. “He asked me to stand up with him at his marriage, and I refused.” 
“But why? Surely you could not have disapproved of Mrs. Bingley! There is no kinder woman. Mother, Father, you can attest to that!”
His uncle shrugged. “It was…it was a difficult year for me. And no, I did not doubt Mrs. Bingley’s kindness, though there was a time when I wondered at the strength of her affections for my friend. In any case, not all her family is so well-mannered as she is.”
“Oh, for God’s sake! That is exactly the reasoning Mr. Bingley has used against me—only you are now the offending relative.”
His mother and father laughed at this quip, and had Will not been so angry, he too might have found humor in this reversal. 
But Darcy appeared graver than ever. “I promise to do all I can to make Bingley see that you are not like me—that you are better than I am, William.”
Will was saved the difficulty of responding to this astonishing statement by the entrance of his brother and sister, the latter saying cheerfully, “I believe the rider you sent is waiting in the hall for you, Uncle.”
Both Will and Darcy were immediately on their feet, striding to the door. Robert flashed one of his cynical grins, a look suggesting he would never be caught acting the lovesick fool, but Will had not the presence of mind to respond—except to knock his brother’s shoulder as he passed. 
Darcy reached the rider first, his hand already outstretched for the letter.
“Sorry to return so late, Mr. Darcy, sir, but they took their time sending their responses!” 
“That is fine, Hadley,” said Darcy.
Will realized with a start that he had never known this servant’s name, though the man had been in the Rainford employ for at least a year. 
“Speak to my man Thane,” Darcy continued, “and he will compensate you for the additional time and trouble.”
Hadley stammered his thanks, but Darcy had already turned back to the drawing room.
“But wait, sir!” said Hadley, too late. He turned to Will. “There was a second letter, Mr. Townshend…that is, Mr. Darcy, sir.” 
“A second letter?” repeated Will stupidly, even as he held out his hand.
“From one of the ladies, yes.” Hadley smiled.
Will looked down at the letter, his breath catching at the sight of a graceful Darcy inked onto the neatly folded square of paper. Was this her handwriting? They had never written to each other before; how could they have?
He flipped the letter over, tore at the seal, and shook flat the page: 
 
Mr. Darcy,
I suspect you will forgive me the impropriety of writing you directly (I, after all, have forgiven you). My niece tells me you have become a philanthropist with a particular interest in charity schools…
 
Will looked up, face flushed, and then back down at the page, trying in vain not to read any of the other words except the signature: Elizabeth Bennet.
This letter was not from his Elizabeth; this letter was not meant for him. Squelching the urge to read it in its entirety—Will had already read too many of his uncle’s letters without permission—he folded the page and followed his uncle into the drawing room.
“He has refused to meet with me,” said Darcy, as soon as Will had shut the door behind him. 
His parents, Robert, and Emma were all staring at him with varying degrees of pity. 
“I will write him again,” his uncle continued, “a longer letter this time explaining—” 
But Will interrupted: “There is a second letter for you, Uncle.” 
“A second letter?” said Robert. “Did Mr. Bingley change his mind so quickly?” 
Emma giggled at this, and Will said, “It is from Elizabeth Bennet.” 
“Elizabeth Bennet?” gasped his mother, as Darcy strode over to snatch the letter from his hands. 
“I supposed it was for me,” Will said quickly, though his uncle was paying him no mind. His gaze was fixed on the letter. 
“Who is Elizabeth Bennet?” said Emma, as Robert asked, “What did it say?”
“I did not read it! Or not most of it,” said Will. “As soon as I realized it was not for me, I—”
He stopped when his uncle looked up.
“Well?” said Georgiana when he did not immediately speak. “What does it say?” 
He raised an eyebrow. “I see from whom your son has inherited his curiosity concerning other people’s correspondence.” 
Rainford, Robert and Emma laughed at this, while Georgiana and Will were left to stew.
“It is an invitation,” said Darcy eventually. “An invitation to Netherfield.”
“She has invited you?” Georgiana asked, eyes wide. 
“And just who is she?” asked Emma again. 
“Lizzy’s aunt,” said Will. “Her mother’s sister.” 
“And what right does she have to invite anyone to Netherfield?” demanded Robert, who was a great believer in propriety, when it suited him. “Or even to write you directly?” To Will, Robert said, “This is the spinster aunt your Lizzy spoke so much of at the ball, I gather? Has she been renting out Netherfield to Bingley?”
Fighting the urge to knock the grin from his brother’s face, Will said, “She runs a charity school on Mr. Bingley’s behalf, and I gather she is asking…” He turned to his uncle. “I could not help but read the first few lines.”
“Naturally,” said Darcy. “Yes, she runs a charity school and says she would like my advice regarding one of the teachers.”
Robert laughed heartily at this. “So allow me to understand: Charles Bingley refuses to see you, and then his spinster sister-in-law writes you directly to ask for ‘advice’—which we may safely assume is actually a request for funds?”
“Oh, you suppose yourself so clever, Robert, but you have missed the point entirely!” said Emma, smiling broadly. “It is but a pretense—not for funds, but to bring Uncle Darcy to Netherfield so that he may patch things up with Mr. Bingley. Then Will and Miss Bingley may marry without delay!”
“Very shrewd,” said Rainford, chuckling softly.
“Either that, or very impertinent,” retorted Robert.
“She is both,” said Darcy, so quietly that Will almost did not hear him. Then, to the others: “Excuse me while I arrange a carriage for the morning.”
“I will do it,” offered Will. “We may leave as early as you like.”
Darcy shook his head. “I will need you to meet with Mr. Stanhope and Mr. Graham in my stead.”
Will frowned. A few days ago, he would have been thrilled had Darcy suggested he go on his own to meet with Pemberley’s solicitor and banker. “Surely we can reschedule…”
“After tomorrow, they will both be unavailable until next week,” said Darcy, “and you and I must return to Pemberley soon. Shearing is set to begin, and late-spring crops will soon be sown. You will want to see those processes from start to finish, I am sure.” 
“So, a few months ago, I was hardly ready to do the ledger work on my own, and now you suppose I am prepared to conduct business with your solicitor and banker alone?”
Darcy shrugged. “You have learned a good deal since then, William.”
What else could Will do now except admit the truth? “But it will be months, Uncle, before I may see her again!”
“Months?” Darcy smiled. “I daresay you will survive.” 
Will watched him leave with such a jumble of feelings—anger, of course, at being so glibly dismissed, but also hope for a resolution to his troubles, as well as pride at being left to handle the business of an estate he was not wholly sure he wanted to call his own. He was so preoccupied that he hardly noticed the laughter being directed at him, yet again, by his father and siblings. 
Only when his mother patted him on the arm with a kindly, “All will be well, dearest!” did he turn to look at his family—or rather, not quite his family, not as they once were. He was no longer a Townshend, but not quite a Darcy either. 
The only certainty in his life now was Lizzy, and it pained him to think that his future happiness with her depended so much on his uncle—his aloof, taciturn uncle who (married though he had been) had surely never loved a woman as he loved Elizabeth Bingley.



 
THE FORGOTTEN
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The idea of celebrating Fanny Bennet’s fiftieth birthday with a large gathering of all her family and friends had originated with none other than Fanny Bennet. The hints had begun July 6, 1819—“I shall be fifty next year; hardly worth noting, and yet I am sure some of my family may be glad to see I have lived so long!”—and had continued through July 5, 1820—“I am so glad you celebrated little Lizzy’s second birthday with a gathering of friends; a birthday really must be celebrated well to count for anything!” This commentary on aging had been given at such regular intervals that no one in the household, not even half-deaf Aunt Philips, could have been ignorant of Mrs. Bennet’s hopes. 
Charles and Jane had allowed Mama to fool herself into believing the party a grand surprise. Indeed, the Bingleys seemed rather to enjoy the charade, whispering whenever Mama came near, “forgetting” to hide half-written invitations and then watching her find and decode them, and (Charles’s favorite) talking loudly about how last year’s harvest had been so bountiful that he wondered how they were going to spend all that excess money. 
“I am surprised,” Charles said to Elizabeth more than once, “that you are not joining in the fun!”
Elizabeth, too, was surprised, for exciting her mother’s nerves had long been a favorite pastime. And though she had done her share of the work to prepare—writing invitations, arranging flowers, helping with little Lizzy and infant Charlie when Jane was busy with the other preparations—Elizabeth had felt rather dispirited about the whole business. She could not have said why exactly—at least not until the day of the celebration, when all the family was finally gathered under one roof. Then it was obvious: three of the people she loved best in the world were missing.
The most glaring absence was that of Thomas Bennet. He had been dead for four years, and yet not a day had gone by when Elizabeth did not think of him, usually only in passing, but sometimes in more thoughtful ways. These longer meditations usually occurred in church, an irony that did not escape Elizabeth, for her father had been a secret non-believer and had found Sunday services fit for little else except reading (he had purchased an extra-large Bible, cut out its insides, and pasted pockets in the cover that allowed him to slip his preferred reading material into the hollowed-out holy book; this bit of blasphemy had been revealed only to Elizabeth, and only after she had already caught on to her father’s trickery). 
Though she was not quite the apostate her father had been—she could not help but believe in something greater than herself when enjoying the shade of a stately tree or admiring a golden sunset—Elizabeth often found her mind wandering in church. Given the vicar’s frequent reflections on life after death, she could hardly be blamed for allowing her thoughts to turn to her father. 
What would he have thought of the sermon? (“I hardly heard a word of it, Lizzy, but I can tell you how Herodotus describes the geography of Egypt.”) How would he have responded to Mr. Collins’s new carriage, which the current master of Longbourn flaunted every time his family arrived at church? (“I suppose his wife will never have to send her daughter to Netherfield on horseback in the rain.”) Would he have approved her using his hollowed-out holy book to study Latin during the service? (“I ought to have taught you myself, Lizzy, but then I was a selfish old fool at times, eh?”) 
Even outside of church, the reminders of him were everywhere. How could she pass Longbourn on the road, or cross the stream where he so loved to fish, or open a book (any book) and smell that odor of leather and glue without thinking of him?
Elizabeth told herself that her mother and sisters, though they rarely spoke of him, must have missed him as she did. Yet they gave little sign of it, not even Mama, who had wept almost continuously that first fortnight after his passing. 
As the number of days between his death and the present grew more numerous, references to him steadily decreased. The inverse law of passing, she had called this trend a month after the funeral, when already his name had disappeared from the family’s vernacular. But no Bennet except Thomas Bennet had known anything about inverse relationships, and so there had been no one to comment on her glib mathematical formulation of death. 
For all the ways Papa seemed to have disappeared from the family discourse, Elizabeth had felt certain he would be oft-discussed on this day that saw all the Bennet daughters together again for the first time since the funeral. Yet already the celebration had reached its fifth hour, and not a single attendee had said a word about him. True, the first few hours had been spent greeting guests and settling the visitors in their rooms (no mean feat with Mama flittering about, exclaiming over and over again how surprised she was to see them all). 
Elizabeth supposed she ought to recognize her mother’s rightful claim to being the center of attention, as it was her birthday party. Yet by now, the novelty of the gathering had worn off; the guests were deep into their cups as they milled about the grounds of Netherfield, waiting for dinner and the ball; and there was nothing to do except talk about the past—one of the few things the Bennet sisters and their families had in common with each other. 
Yet it was not the past, but the future, that her younger sisters were interested in discussing: 
“We expect our autumn to be quite fruitful,” whispered Mary, one hand on her husband’s arm, the other giving her rounded belly a quick rub. “And of course Mr. Howard will also publish another book soon,” she added in a much louder voice, so that several people around them turned to listen. 
“Lizzy, I cannot thank you enough for agreeing to entertain the children during this visit,” said Kitty, a few minutes later. “Lydia told me you would. I would help, only I will certainly need a good deal of rest, for in the next month, I will be so very busy helping Mrs. David Bellamy, who has just had twins. You remember my husband’s brother, do you not? I recall thinking once or twice that you might have been a good match for him, but his Priscilla is quite a dear!”
“Let me guess,” said Elizabeth when Lydia approached her a quarter of an hour later. “You are about to speak to me of children.” 
“Children! Lord no, I speak of them enough!” 
They were in the garden, where the hot afternoon sun beat on the backs of their necks. Lydia flopped down onto a bench and waved one hand vainly in front of her face while pressing a cup full of punch against the exposed skin between her neck and bosom. 
Elizabeth sat next to her, glad to have found some little shade in the hedge they leaned against. 
“Here,” said Lydia, thrusting the cup of punch at her. “You look like you could use a sip or two.” 
For lack of something better to do, Elizabeth took the drink and sniffed it. “Fairly strong smelling.”
“Oh, George and I added a little something to the brew.” Lydia laughed loudly, and then added, “Drink up, Lizzy!”
“I am not thirsty,” she lied, pushing the cup back at her sister.
“You have become a right old bore,” replied Lydia before emptying the cup in two gulps. “I remember…” 
Elizabeth sat up straighter at these words. Would it be Lydia, the least considerate of all her family, who would in fact be the first to remember their father?
“…when you and I used to get up to all sorts of mischief together!”
Elizabeth sighed, and then, deciding to take matters into her own hands, said, “Yes, and Papa used to laugh at the tricks we played on the others.”
This mention of their father had no effect on Lydia. She seemed not even to consider the words, except to say, “I always did think we were the most resourceful of all our sisters, Lizzy.”
“What is it that you want from me, Lydia?” 
“As if I would flatter you for my own gain! How cruel you are, Lizzy!” 
Elizabeth raised her eyebrows. 
“Very well,” groaned Lydia. “I do need a spot of help.” 
“Oh, but Kitty told me I had already agreed to help you—by entertaining all the children this week, your five little hellions included.”
“Hellions! Well, yes, they are little demons, aren’t they? Too much of their father in them, I’ll tell you what. At least we’re unlikely to have anymore; he’s too drunk most nights now to get a poke in.”
Lydia laughed as Elizabeth looked away, clearly flustered.
“Have I embarrassed my spinster sister?”
Elizabeth rose. “I am going to find one of my less vulgar sisters.” 
“Oh, come back, Lizzy! You don’t know the trouble I’m in!” 
Sinking back to the bench, Elizabeth wondered if Lydia’s tears were anything more than an attempt to manipulate. She was only four and twenty, five years younger than Elizabeth, and yet she looked at least a decade older. There was a slight discoloration on her right cheek, a yellowish-green spot that had nearly faded into her pale, freckled skin. 
“Does he hit you, Lydia?”
“What? No! Well, maybe now and then, but I give it back to him as good as he gives it. You should see the scar on his arm from the time I threw one of his spurs at him.”
“Oh, Lydia. Your little boys—”
She snorted. “Five minutes ago, they were hellions, Lizzy. Which is it to be?”
“Forgive me, Lydia. I should not have called them that.” 
“Ah, well, it’s true enough, but you need not worry about them. These little scrapes George and I get ourselves into almost always happen when they’re asleep, and they’re frightfully deep sleepers, thank God.” 
“What can I do then? Do you want me talk with Jane and Charles?”
“Yes, that is it exactly!”
“We could find you some small cottage in the area—perhaps find you some kind of genteel work, and the boys—”
“Whatever are you on about, Lizzy? I’m not going to leave him! He’s not a bad man, not always, not when he isn’t drinking. But that’s the trouble. He’s drinking so much these days that I have little hope he will keep his commission much longer. We can’t survive without his income, Lizzy, and as it is, he drinks a good bit of it away.” 
“Lydia, I have no money at my disposal.”
“Of course you don’t, but Bingley does.”
“I am not certain that he has as much as—”
“Just look around you. All that new furniture in the house! Those liveried servants! The cottage for Mama, and my God, that nursery for their babies! You would think they have eight of them instead of two, given all the toys and knickknacks in that room. It’s bigger than half our house, Lizzy!”
Elizabeth was tempted to point out that she, Lydia, ought to know better than to put her faith in appearance alone. Netherfield did indeed glitter—the servants had worked hard to make sure of this—and yet Elizabeth suspected that what lay beneath the surface was more debt than gold. 
When Lydia spoke again, her voice was plaintive: “You are Jane’s favorite sister, Lizzy. If you tell her how bad my situation is, then she will tell Bingley, and he will send me a little something—preferably in secret. I have a friend he might send it to, so that George doesn’t see the money. I have a plan, you see. There is a house, large enough to lodge others, that we could purchase, if only I could save up the funds. It would be good, honest work, and if George…ah, Wicky, my pet! We were just speaking of you!”
Lydia jumped up from the bench and went to her husband, who sauntered toward them from the house.
“Is that why my ears were burning?” He gave what once might have been mistaken for a debonair smile. But a broken nose, several chipped teeth, and a jaundiced complexion now made him appear more sinister than suave. “And here I thought it was the punch working its magic.”
Laughing loudly, Lydia clutched at her husband’s arm (Elizabeth rather hoped it was the one Lydia had scarred with the spurs). 
“I was just telling Lizzy about our little joke—our small attempt to add spirit to this dull affair! I think she is jealous not to have such an amusing man for her husband.” Lydia gazed up at Wickham with sickening devotion.
He grinned, and Elizabeth did not know for whom to feel the most pity: her sister, for being married to such a man; Wickham, for being such a fool as to believe anything Lydia said; or herself, for being stuck in the garden with the two of them. 
“Well, if it isn’t the one and only Miss Bennet!” said Wickham, bowing to her. 
Elizabeth smiled. “Surely you can do better than that, Mr. Wickham—seeing as you are such an amusing man.” 
Wickham’s face darkened. “I was not aware that you know much of men, Miss Bennet.”
“Even spinsters have sense enough to separate the wheat from the chaff.” Elizabeth rose and looked to Lydia, who appeared both angry and anxious enough to make her regret the comment. She might hurl all the insults she liked at Wickham, but it would be Lydia who would have to deal with the aftermath. 
Face softening, Elizabeth said, “I will think on what you said, Lydia. Excuse me.” 
She hurried into the house, heading straight for her own chambers where she planned to hole herself up for an hour. No one would miss her, and God knew she needed some solitude to prepare for the dinner ahead. But she had made it only as far as the staircase when Jane found her. 
“Would you mind dreadfully,” she asked, wringing her hands, “going to the nursery? Poor Becky is trying her best, and yet I fear she is having such trouble. I would go, only the Gouldings are soon to arrive for dinner, as are Mr. and Mrs. Collins, and I have not dressed, and—”
“Yes, yes, of course. Go dress, and I will rescue poor Becky.” 
Poor Becky indeed. It was what almost everyone at Netherfield called the nursery maid, though Elizabeth thought “incompetent Becky” would have been more fitting. True, the girl had been jilted by her farmer beau and had therefore been forced into domestic work to get by. Jane had taken pity and assumed Becky would be a fine nursery maid, for she was one of seven children (never mind that most of those siblings had been older). On most days, Becky sufficed, for Jane and Elizabeth spent so much time with the children themselves that the nursery maid had very little to do. 
But when left on her own, Becky often appeared harassed. “That little Miss Lizzy!” she often said. “She does like to make trouble!”—by which she meant Lizzy had spirit and curiosity, traits clearly unpardonable for a two-year-old girl. Charlie, on the other hand, was a perfect angel; he (being only six months old) could neither walk nor talk. 
Elizabeth had only to stand outside the nursery and listen to the shouting therein to know just how “poor” Becky was managing. To be fair, she had not only her two charges but also the three Bellamy children and the five Wickham boys. Feeling equal parts pity and amusement, Elizabeth took a deep, fortifying breath and prepared to face the chaos. 
“Wait, Lizzy!” 
Elizabeth turned and saw Jane hurrying down the corridor. 
“You do not have to go alone.”
Elizabeth laughed. “I will survive, and you must dress for dinner!”
“Yes, yes, I will, but I have brought Aunt Gardiner to help.”
Elizabeth’s breath caught, and she looked past Jane, still expecting (even these seven years later) to see Aunt Margaret. Of course it was not she, but Cecilia Gardiner, Edward Gardiner’s second wife, who rounded the corner and came into view, smiling broadly as she ushered her youngest child—that is, Margaret Gardiner’s youngest child—toward the nursery. 
Cecilia was the kind of woman to smile at almost anything life threw her way—a quality Elizabeth would normally have considered a strength, had she been anyone other than a replacement for a most dearly beloved aunt. And to see her with little Margaret, the girl who had come into the world just as her namesake had left it, cut Elizabeth to the quick even now. 
Still, she forced a smile onto her face as her cousin ran to her, and after giving her a proper hug, looked to the girl’s stepmother. “When did you arrive, Mrs. Gardiner?”
If Cecilia minded the formality with which Elizabeth addressed her, she did not show it. “Just this minute, my dear. We alighted from the carriage, saw dear Jane fretting, and came this way immediately.”
Elizabeth glanced at her sister, wondering if (perhaps even hoping) Jane would show some sign of annoyance at this speech. 
But Jane only smiled and patted her aunt’s arm. “You are such a dear woman.”
And what of Aunt Maggie? Had she not been a dear woman? No—she had been more than that. She had been clever and witty and audacious, too. She would not have come bustling down a corridor with a broad smile for poor Becky. No, she would have worn a crooked grin and said, “Well, Elizabeth, once more unto the breach?” 
When little Margaret (seven now, not so little anymore) said, “Mama, must we go in there? They are shouting so much!” Elizabeth had to blink back tears at the idea that Margaret knew only this other woman as her mother. 
Oh, she was being selfish and unjust! She should have been glad that Margaret and her five older siblings had found a mother in Cecilia Gardiner. Aunt Maggie would have been glad; she had loved her children and husband too much to see them miserable. Still, Elizabeth wondered how it was that her uncle could have brought himself to marry again—and so soon after burying Aunt Maggie. She had died in February, 1813—and a mere thirteen months later, Edward Gardiner had wed another.
Yet even Elizabeth was forced to acknowledge that Cecilia Gardiner had brought stability and contentment to a home devastated by grief. It was for this reason alone that, on most occasions, Elizabeth was able to smile and converse pleasantly with the new Mrs. Gardiner, to pretend (despite her name) that she was but a housekeeper or kindly companion—a source of help, certainly, but not a member of the family. 
“We must go in, Maggie,” said Mrs. Gardiner to her—rather, to Aunt Maggie’s—daughter. “They need us, and we can never turn our backs on those in need, no matter how unpleasant the situation. When they see how well you behave, dearest, they will surely follow your lead.”
Such good moral advice, and so naturally Elizabeth could not help but add, “And if they do not, I will chase them about the room, pinching their noses and boxing their ears until they apologize.”
This brought forth a startled laugh from Maggie and (Elizabeth was disappointed to see) a fond smile from Mrs. Gardiner. 
“Lizzy has never boxed anyone’s ears in her life!” protested Jane, joining in the laughter.
“You notice Jane did not refute my other claim,” Elizabeth said, reaching for Maggie’s nose with an exaggerated pinching motion.
Maggie shrieked with laughter as Elizabeth chased her up and down the hall outside the nursery for a good long minute. Then Mrs. Gardiner said, “That is enough, dear,” took her gently by the arm, and opened the door.
Elizabeth had to admit that Cecilia had a way about her. Within five minutes, the children—all eleven of them—and even poor Becky were gathered around her, quietly listening as she read The Swiss Family Robinson, which Elizabeth supposed a fine compromise between the children’s desire for adventure and Mrs. Gardiner’s belief in instilling upright morals. Having read the book when it was first translated into English some five or six years earlier (and liking it even less than Robinson Crusoe, on which it was so clearly based), Elizabeth went to stand at the open window, wishing suddenly she had not returned indoors. Clouds on the horizon portended rain, and Elizabeth knew that she would find herself trapped indoors tomorrow with eleven children (and even worse, their parents). 
“Ah, here you all are!” said a cheerful voice from the doorway. 
Elizabeth turned to see her uncle. The children—aside from Maggie, who jumped up to embrace her father—largely ignored him. They were intensely focused on Mrs. Gardiner, who had just put down the book.
“You can’t stop there!” cried Freddy Wickham, his bottom lip poked out in such a way that he looked like a smaller version of his mother. 
“There, there, Freddy,” said Mrs. Gardiner. “If you would have me read more, you must petition me with a civil tone.” 
Freddy gaped, clearly befuddled by this speech. It was his cousin, John Bellamy, who said, “Would you be so kind as to read another page, Aunt Gardiner?” 
“That was very civil indeed, John,” said Edward Gardiner, “and yet I am afraid we must allow Mrs. Gardiner time to dress for dinner. Perhaps I can be of assistance, my dear?”
“You are very kind, Mr. Gardiner,” said his wife—and Elizabeth wondered if he was always Mr. Gardiner to this other wife, for never had she heard the name Edward pass Cecilia Gardiner’s lips. 
“I believe dinner will not be served for several hours yet,” continued Mrs. Gardiner. “I daresay I can spare one of those hours for such lovely gentlemen and ladies as these! You must take this opportunity to walk to Meryton, to stretch your legs a bit after our travels. I am certain Elizabeth would be only too glad to accompany you,” she added with a hint of a smile. 
Elizabeth blushed at this display of kindness—especially after all of her own uncharitable thoughts. “If you do not feel put upon…” 
“Not at all, my dear, not at all. I am only too happy to be of aid.” 
“Well then, Lizzy?” said Uncle Edward, offering an arm. 
The walk was companionable enough, though it was hardly the kind of brisk exercise she would usually have taken; they were stopped by several family members and guests along the way, so that Elizabeth feared they would not make it past the garden before they had to turn back again for dinner.
When finally they reached the patch of wood separating Netherfield from Meryton, Elizabeth found herself at a loss for words—an odd experience for her, particularly with someone so beloved as Edward Gardiner. Yet it had been so long since they had found themselves without someone else—his wife or children, her mother or sisters—leading the conversation. Indeed, perhaps the last time she had walked alone with him had been in Lambton. It had been the afternoon they had arrived in town, the day before they had gone to Pemberley; Aunt Maggie had required rest (she must already have been with child), and so Elizabeth and Edward had rambled through the village on their own. How much had changed in those intervening years! 
Perhaps it was the strangeness of the situation—or more likely the bitter melancholy that had haunted her all day—that led her to blurt out, “Does she know that you do not love her as you did Aunt Maggie?”
Elizabeth was immediately ashamed of these words, but her uncle seemed unperturbed.
“Do you mean Cecilia? She knows I feel a different kind of affection for her. Cecilia is not like Maggie—or you, Lizzy. She cares little for intellectual matters; she hardly concerns herself with the world outside our home. But Cecilia has a keen understanding of human nature. She certainly knew me well enough to recognize how my heart was broken when I married her.” He sighed. “She knew our children needed a mother, and she gave us her love without expecting anything in return.” 
“Then she is a very good woman, and I am sorry if I have ever been unkind to her.”
“No, you have not been unkind to her. You have been unfailingly civil, which is how I know you do not like her.”
Elizabeth laughed. “I will like her from now on, for the same reason I should have liked her from the start—because she has made you happy.”
Edward squeezed her hand lightly. “Believe me, Lizzy, I understand how difficult it is to let go.”
These words shook Elizabeth. For all that her thoughts had turned to her father and Aunt Maggie, she had not considered herself dwelling on the past. Did she not tease and laugh as she always had? Was she not active and clever, loving and beloved? Indeed she was, and on most days, she could fool herself into believing she had maintained a cheerful outlook on life; she could take pride in her ability to move on from her losses.
Yet on days like this, when surrounded by family who truly had moved on, she could not deny the truth: she was in danger of becoming the bitter old spinster Wickham had implied she already was. How she hated that word, spinster! As if it were an insult, to have no husband. Well, she could have married! Indeed, she could have…
But she had chosen not to, and that was that. 
Except no, not exactly. The truth was more complicated. Everyday she lived with the repercussions of her choice. Granted, most of these repercussions were quite delightful, for could anyone wish for a lovelier home than the one she had with the Bingleys at Netherfield? She was not impoverished; she was not forgotten. Surely her situation was considerably better than many married women’s lot in life. Just look at Lydia!
Yes, and yet—she had nothing of her own. Even Lydia might claim a family of her own, no matter how disorderly a family it was. But Elizabeth, what could she claim? Netherfield, theirs. The running of the household and the management of the estate, theirs. Those beautiful children, theirs. All belonged to Charles and Jane, and though they were the kindest benefactors one could wish for, this did not change the bare facts: Elizabeth was a perpetual guest in their lives. 
It was no wonder that women sought to marry—not merely from expectation, not only due to need, not just because of love and lust. Marriage was no simple formula, no calculable sum of inertia, dependence and desire. No, marriage was the promise of something so rare that women risked their bodies, hearts, and souls for the chance of obtaining it: a purpose in life. 
Why else had Lydia run off with Wickham, Charlotte bound herself to Collins, Cecilia joined a household in mourning? Even Jane, who had wed for love—had marriage not been for each of them a chance to chart their own course in life? 
It was almost certainly a mirage, this notion of independence. Yet for all the eddies and currents of married life, most wives could lay claim (no matter how unfounded or contested a claim it be) to some portion of their own lives: children, usually; love, if they were fortunate; the household affairs, perhaps. Years of drudgery for many women, decades of great joy for the lucky few—but what a glorious hope it must have been for so many of them when they first spoke their vows: I will have something to call my own. 
“I feel as if I have not seen Meryton in ages,” said her uncle, and Elizabeth glanced up, surprised to find herself already on the other side of the woods. 
“These shops,” he continued, pointing to a row of small buildings in the distance, “are almost all new.”
“New!” Elizabeth laughed. “No, they have been here a good fifteen years now.” 
“Yes, and that makes them new to me. Though I have visited Meryton almost every year since I began my own establishment in Cheapside, I always see the town as it was when I was a boy. I recognize only Gouldings shop, the inn, and the assembly hall; everything else seems changed.” 
Elizabeth smiled. “I often forget you grew up in Meryton, in quite the same way I forget you are brother to my very silly mother. You seem such a London man now.”
It was her uncle’s turn to laugh. “Well, then! I have achieved my life’s goal, for when I was a boy, I wanted nothing more than to be a London man—to make my mark, you see, and leave behind this little village where nothing seemed to happen and all expected me to do as my father did, and his father did before him.” 
“Ah, to escape the expectations of others,” she said as they made their way to the road that ran through the town. “You have accomplished what many wish but few are able to do.” 
“It is easier for a boy,” he murmured, as if to console her, and Elizabeth laughed, realizing too late how she had once again slipped into that melancholic nostalgia that had lately become her hallmark. 
“Perhaps,” she conceded, “though I would not think it much easier for the son of a village apothecary than the daughter of a landowner. Still, I suppose you could depend on your wits and your efforts, whereas I…well, I had only my appearance to aid me in my escape, and you see how that has turned out.” 
She infused her voice with enough laughter to stave off pity, and yet still her uncle’s smile held a note of sadness she did not like. 
“Even the greatest of men may sometimes be fools, Lizzy,” he said quietly.
“Indeed they may—and so may women. I consider our universal tendency toward folly a great comfort, for on that point, at least, I may claim equality with anybody.”
They were then met by several townspeople along the main thoroughfare—though not as many as they might have seen had they walked that way a few hours earlier, before the sun had begun to sink below the distant tree line. Despite Edward Gardiner’s metamorphosis into a London man, or perhaps in large part because of it, he was well-known among the people they met, and the tradesmen and farmers who would only have tipped their hat to her were eager to stop and chat with her uncle. 
Elizabeth soon found herself wandering away from the townsmen so that she might look idly about her. The buildings, some ramshackle, others upright and new, were so commonplace to her now that she would have ignored them completely, had not two of the men nearest her been discussing one particularly derelict establishment.
“It’s a shame, it is, how Goulding has let his old shop run to rot!” said one of them. “I know he’s too fine now to associate with trade, having made his fortune, yet he might use some of it to clean the place up a bit.” 
“I heard,” said the other, “that he’d sold the place to Mr. Bingley.”
“Has he indeed! I wonder what for? It may be that Goulding has less a fortune than we thought.”
“Well, whatever the reason, the sale doesn’t bode well for the improvement of this old place.” 
“Indeed it doesn’t! If Goulding wouldn’t fix it up, Bingley certainly won’t.”
They did not notice her, standing off to the side, but Elizabeth almost wished they had. She would have enjoyed laughing at them as they squirmed with embarrassment, for not even gossips liked being caught gossiping. Yet the truth of their words could not be denied. Charles would do nothing to improve the place; his purchase had been pure impulse, for he could never resist helping a friend in need. 
Elizabeth went to the front window of the building, peering in through the dusty glass. It never had looked like a shop to her, though she could still remember when Goulding’s Fine Fabrics had been open. As a girl, she had wandered through the rows and rows of tables, each displaying bolts of fabric or lines of beads, all waiting for a skillful hand to sew them into a gown, waistcoat, or bonnet. Something about the set up had made her think not of a store but a school—an institution determined to transform raw materials into fine and finished products. While her mother had shopped, Elizabeth had imagined the flamboyant silks perfecting their dance steps as the noisy beads practiced their music and the practical gingham learned geometry. 
From what she could remember of the building’s architecture, Goulding’s would have made a fine school for children, too. The large front room featured tall windows, which (if washed) would let in plenty of natural light for reading; there were several rooms in the back that might be used for smaller classes; and the upstairs would surely be useful for storage. 
Of course, it would take a great deal of work to make the place inhabitable—not to mention to procure students for inhabiting it. Meryton already boasted a small parish school, which met each Sunday so that the farmers’ and laborers’ children might learn just enough reading and writing to be spiritually secure; the landowners’ children, with their tutors and governesses, had no need of a school at all. Those in the middle—well, they occasionally hired a tutor if they had aspirations, but generally supposed that nothing more than a basic education, learned at home, was required. 
No, there was no need for another school in Meryton, none at all…
And yet, why did only some children get to read the great works of the age, while others were expected to stop when they could struggle through the Lord’s prayer? Why did a few boys learn Latin and Greek, thereby opening doors to ancient worlds (not to mention Oxford and Cambridge), while most boys and all girls remained ignorant of Plato, Virgil, and their brethren? 
Elizabeth knew the answer, of course: it was not practical. Most children would grow into workers, not scholars; their families needed them to help in their shops and care for the younger children in the household. Still, how many times had little Cathy Billings, daughter of a Netherfield tenant, come to her, begging for a story? Did not Cook’s son, Zeb Turner, sometimes come into the music room when she was practicing, asking her to please explain how the pianoforte made music? In town, Mrs. Edwards often complained about the shoddy instruction at the parish school, and Mr. Orwin, the town banker, never could find enough clerks competent in basic arithmetic to suit him. 
There was a need in Meryton for a decent school, and there might be, just below the surface, a very few people who wanted even more than that. 
“Ah, the old Goulding shop.” Her uncle, having said farewell to the townsmen, had come to stand beside her. “It is quite a shame what has happened to this building. Did you know it was my father’s once—before I convinced him to sell it to Goulding and retire to that cottage I had built on the edge of town?”
“No, I did not know that! Mama has never mentioned it.”
“Fanny does not often like to reflect on the past.”
“No, indeed she does not. Earlier today, when all my sisters had arrived at Netherfield, we raised our glasses to Mama, and I truly expected she would speak of my father—to say how she missed him, or how she wished he could have been there to see us all. But that was my hope, not hers. She made no mention him; it was as if he had never existed.”
“Ah well, do not be too hard on her, Lizzy. Fanny has a very selective memory, as do we all at times.”
Elizabeth’s smile was wistful. “Goodness knows I have dwelt too much on the past. Perhaps my mother’s determined focus on the present is a sounder strategy for living a long and happy life.”
“It is hard not to be nostalgic at times, particularly when things have turned out differently than we might have hoped.” Her uncle shook his head as he ran a finger along the broken railing outside the shop. “Look at the state of this! I ought to give Goulding quite a tongue lashing next time I see him!”
“Oh, you cannot blame him anymore. It is Charles’s property now.”
“Bingley?” Her uncle gaped. “Charles Bingley bought this shop? But whatever for?”
Elizabeth shrugged. “He simply returned to Netherfield a few months ago, announcing his purchase. And here the building sits, unoccupied and uncared for. No doubt he was helping Mr. Goulding in some fashion, but as word gets out that these rundown premises are his, Charles will not have helped his own reputation, I fear.”
“Indeed not. I wonder what he means to do with it.”
Elizabeth hesitated only a moment. “I want to turn it into a school.”
Uncle Edward turned and stared at her.
“I know, it is a ridiculous idea, and yet I thought—well, the parish school is abominable. Everyone says so. And not all children are as clever and able as you, Uncle. They will not educate themselves by reading as you did. Most do not have the resources—financial or mental—to make their own way in the world. If I could be of some help to them…” 
“I do not think it is a ridiculous idea, Lizzy. I think it quite a noble one. Impractical, too.”
Elizabeth sighed. “Yes, highly impractical. I have no money, no ability to instruct children, and no idea of how to make it work.”
“Money is easy enough to come by, Lizzy, if you really want it. And I would daresay you could teach better than most—or hire teachers if you prefer. As for how to make it work, that is half the fun of business, my dear—figuring it out as you go.”
Elizabeth stared at him. “You really believe I could do something like this?”
“Absolutely. You might also fail spectacularly—”
Elizabeth laughed. 
“—and yet, that is part of learning.”
“You say money is easy to come by, but I have no idea where it is to be found.”
“Surely Bingley…”
Elizabeth sighed. “I do not know. I do not inquire about their finances. I suspect they—rather we, as I eat their food, wear the clothing they buy me, and read their books—spend more than Netherfield’s income brings in.”
“Well, I will help, of course.”
Blushing, Elizabeth said, “Thank you, Uncle! But I hope you do not think I raised this topic in order to solicit you.”
“Of course not, and yet what is a well-to-do uncle meant for, except to spend money on his niece?”
Elizabeth’s laugh was checked by the memory of her recent conversation with Lydia. “You have another niece in greater need than I.” 
After she had told her uncle of Lydia’s request, he said, “I fear any money sent to your sister would be wasted.”
“Perhaps, and yet if you must choose one of us on whom to bestow your charity, I beg you to consider her—for her children’s sake, if not for her own.”
“I am fortunate enough to have money enough for you both—though I would consider myself giving charity to Lydia only. I would be making an investment in you, Lizzy.”
“I thought you were a better business man than that, uncle! You must not expect a profit on this investment.”
“Indeed I do. Not financial profit, of course—but a much nobler form of gain. Even my help will not be enough, though. You will need other donors.”
“Then I am doomed, for I am as good a beggar as I am a horsewoman, which is to say not at all.”
“You need not be a beggar. You need only the right connections.”
“Again, I am doomed.”
“Do you suppose I have no connections, my dear?”
“Would your friends support such a school?”
“They, too, escaped small towns, some of them.”
“You would not mind asking?”
“You provide the details—write a letter I can use to solicit them—and I have no doubt they will contribute what they can. There may also be gentlemen, those not in trade, who would be willing to help.” Here he paused. “There is one gentleman…”
When her uncle’s compassionate gaze met her own, Elizabeth knew (with little rational basis for knowing it) just who this gentleman was. He was that third person missing from her life, the one who had no right to take a place next to her father and Aunt Maggie in her heart. They had been such a vital part of her existence, while he—well, he had crept into her heart without her really understanding when or why. And no matter how many times she had told herself that she was free—after he dropped Bingley’s friendship without explanation, after his marriage to a cousin he did not love, after seeing him quite unexpectedly at that ball several years earlier—she never could rid herself of the feeling that some small corner of her soul was forever cordoned off, reserved for this man who had wanted her, but not enough. 
It could have been someone else; surely it was. Her uncle knew many gentleman, and would have no reason to keep in touch with him—and yet, Elizabeth remembered a letter that made her feel certain it was he of whom her uncle spoke. The letter was not to her, but to her father—one she had seen only after going through her father’s papers following his death. She had not read all his letters; he must have saved near a thousand of them. But this one from Edward Gardiner had stood out, for there, in her uncle’s bold, clear handwriting had been that name, the one that popped out at her whenever she happened across it, usually in the newspapers detailing his many good works in Derbyshire and beyond. 
“I daresay you remember him, Thomas,” her uncle had written to her father in 1815. “Did you know that he has come to see me each year, on exactly the same day in May? He always orders enough cutlery to last a lifetime. Though I have told him he might prefer other vendors—my goods, as you well know, tend to find a lower sort of clientele—he merely shrugs and says he prefers my wares. Then I invite him to dine with me, expecting each year that he will decline, yet always he comes, sitting quietly in my parlor, watching me with a strange kind of solemnity when I kiss my children goodnight. With Cecilia, he is as civil as if she were a duchess, though he has heard her speak often enough of her own father’s work in trade. And though I cannot write of the particulars without breaking a promise, I must tell you this: he aided in that business with Lydia more than you know. Why I am filling an entire page on the man, I cannot say—except that he dined with us again last night, and he puzzles me exceedingly. I suspect—as you must—that his affection for our family is rooted in some deeper feeling. I wish I understood why nothing came of these sentiments.” 
Oh, so did she. Indeed, she longed to turn to her uncle now and ask if he still visited each year, if he sat in the chair she often chose as her own when dining there, if he looked well, if he and his wife had had children of their own (she had heard no news of children, but then his name was never spoken at Netherfield). Did he ask after her? No, he would not ask after her, and she (though it took all the willpower she possessed) would not ask after him. 
“If you think this gentleman amenable to such philanthropy,” said Elizabeth to her uncle now, trying desperately for a calm and indifferent tone, “then by all means, ask him.”
“Lizzy…”
She lifted her chin. “Well, do you suppose him a likely donor or not?”
He looked at her for a long moment. “Yes, I suppose him a likely donor indeed.”
“Good.” She took his arm and steered him back toward Netherfield. “Then I will draw up the plans and the letters of solicitation and send them to you—after I have talked with Charles, of course.” 
Elizabeth spoke quickly, brightly, cheerfully. And it was not all ruse, for she did feel, quite suddenly, an intense rush of joy. Indeed, as she turned and looked back at what used to be Gardiner’s apothecary and then Goulding’s Fine Fabrics, she could not help but laugh.
It might be Charles’s building now; it would be others’—including his—money that funded the project; but by God, it would be her school.
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She could not sit still. By no means was this desire to move a new problem for Elizabeth Bingley, but the well-practiced solutions she had devised for conquering her restlessness were not at present available to her. 
Play the pianoforte? Her fingers tapped insistently on the tabletop, making a dull thud instead of cheerful music. 
Sketch in her journal? She straightened in her seat, peering over the edge of the balustrade to the parkland beyond. Wildflowers dotted the long stretch of grass and ringed the edge of the pond, which she could only just make out from her seat on the terrace. Was RC, recently set free in order to preserve the poor toad’s life, now hopping joyfully from lily pad to lily pad? It would have been glorious to capture this scene—but no. Her sketchbook and pencils were in the house, and she had promised herself that she would not leave her seat before the conclusion of breakfast—not for anything. 
Dance to the music of the wind? Impossible now, and yet she had done it often enough as a child, especially on these golden May mornings when the family took their breakfast outside on the terrace. How Papa had loved to see her spin and twirl in her light, white dress. “My apple blossom!” he would say, putting down his newspaper and holding out his arms to her. She would run into his embrace, laughing as he placed a real apple blossom, plucked from the tree next to the terrace, in her hair. 
As if in concert with her thoughts, a breeze swept past, bearing a small shower of blossoms. Pinkish-white flowers spiraled downward, most landing on the stone, some on the table, a few even in their tea cups—and one smack in the middle of her father’s open copy of The Times. 
A half hour earlier, when her father had strolled across the terrace, one hand holding her mother’s hand, the other holding the newspaper, Elizabeth had felt a great swoop of joy: all was back to normal! Then he had taken his seat, flattened the paper in front of him, and given Elizabeth not a single glance for the entirety of the meal. He ate his toast, drank his tea, and read that blasted paper as if he actually cared about the news of the day. 
No, all was not back to normal. 
Now, with that blossom obstructing his view of the paper, he would have to do something other than pretend to read. Elizabeth held her breath, watching. Would he sweep the flower aside, or would he (God willing) open his arms to her again and apologize for the mess he had made of things?
He did neither, for Charles Bingley was not the cruel destroyer of hopes he had seemed to her these past few days, nor was he the jovial patriarch she had once believed him to be. Lifting the blossom gently from the page, he glanced up at her and smiled—and then, as if remembering everything that had happened between them, dropped both his gaze and the flower. 
Elizabeth watched the blossom fall to the ground. 
She had to call on every ounce of her inner strength (and she had learned, of late, that she did not possess nearly so much as once she thought) to stop herself from diving under the table and snatching up the flower. What strength was left, then, to stop the tears from pooling in her eyes? 
Yet no. She would not cry, she would not! Not with Thomas and Nurse Edwards sitting to her left, and her mother seated to her right. (She wished Aunt Lizzy was at breakfast, too, for she would have made her laugh, even under threat of tears.) Elizabeth had no wish to upset the others in her family, and she would not humiliate herself. Most especially, she refused to give her father the satisfaction of calling her, yet again, selfish. 
“There is no other word to use!” he had declared three days before, their argument in full swing. Will had just departed Netherfield, and Mama had urged her to be patient just a little longer: all would be well, dearest!
And really, Elizabeth had meant to take this attitude. She really had. Yet when she had passed the drawing room and seen her father sitting there, head in hands as if the entire day had been a trial for him, an unholy anger had coursed through her. Still, she would have bade herself pass without a word; she would have let that anger burn itself to a smolder in the privacy of her room. 
Except just then, Thomas had come into the entrance hall, a bundle of flowers in his hands. At first she had supposed (selfish creature that she was) that the flowers were for her, but no. He had offered her one of his crooked smiles before entering the drawing room, bouquet still in hand.
Her father had not looked up at the entrance of his son; it was possible he had not heard him, though Thomas’s shuffling walk had a distinctive sound that usually inspired Charles Bingley to stop whatever he was doing and smile in welcome. Not on that day, though. No, her father kept his head bowed so that Thomas had to wave the flowers under his nose before he would acknowledge him.
“No, Thomas, I do not need trifles,” said their father, in a tone neither of them had ever heard from Charles Bingley before. 
Oh, to see Thomas whirl so unsteadily on those spindly legs! To hear hiccuping sobs from a mouth that so rarely produced any sound at all! Could there have been any more potent fuel to the fire than this?
“How dare you!” she had cried, storming into the drawing room. 
“How dare I?” He had spoken slowly, stood slowly, moved ever so slowly until they were face to face, nose to nose. “How dare you! How dare you come marching in here, as if you understood what it means to be responsible for the lives of other people! You suppose because you pamper him, because you are willing to tell every person you meet about him, to parade him about like some proof of your magnanimous liberality, that you love him more than I do?”
“I…” 
“You! You, you, you! It is always about you, Elizabeth Bingley, and I am sick to death of it! Where were you when Thomas almost died as a baby? Off in some field with your aunt, I suppose, or with your nose in a book, perhaps? And do you know how much money I have spent in search of something that might help him? Physicians—quacks, most of them—do not come cheaply! And then there were all those trips to Bath, Lyme, even the springs of the Alps when he was younger. So much money, and for what? So that he might suffer! You no doubt thought these journeys delightful and yet you did not sit up with him at night, when he had his fits…”
“I…”
“You think whatever idea pops into your head must be the right answer, the only answer! A frog? Well of course you must have it, for it will be the perfect gift for Thomas, no matter the trouble it causes everyone else! William Darcy? Well, yes, you must have him, too! Never mind that you did not stop to think, not once, how your whims might affect me, might affect others!”
“I…”
“You never stop to think, Lizzy, and God knows we have indulged you too often in this ridiculous behavior. How many times, at breakfast or dinner, have you shot up from the table and run off—even with guests present!—just because you have had some idea that strikes your fancy? And we have all smiled, laughed, said, Oh, that is our Lizzy, as if such thoughtless behavior were sweet and charming! Well, we ought to have called it what it was: selfish!”
By this point in the rant, tears had streaked her face (and his, she realized only now that she was thinking back on the scene). But still he had not finished:
“So now I am asking to you to stop and think, Lizzy. I am giving you almost two years to stop and think, and if you decide, after all that time, you truly want to marry into a family that epitomizes the selfishness you have been so intent on displaying yourself…well then, you may do so—but it will be of your own volition, Lizzy. I will not pat you on the head and congratulate you for such a choice.” 
He had started for the doorway then, and she had fallen to her knees, sobbing. Yet a few seconds later, he was on his knees, too, right next to her. Relief had coursed through her: he would apologize now! He would put his arms around her and tell her how wrong he had been, how those words had been lies, how he had meant none of them!
Instead, he had tipped up her chin and looked her in the eye. 
“You have a choice now, too, Lizzy. When your mother returns from her walk, will she find you here, sobbing? Will you make her come into this room and comfort you at the expense of her own feelings? Will you break her heart as you have broken mine? Or will you get up, wipe your tears, and swallow your pain, as I have done? What will it be, Lizzy? Are you a child, or are you an adult?” 
And with that, he had risen and left the room.
She too had risen, though never had standing on her own two feet been so difficult. 
“Dearest,” said her mother now, placing a hand over Elizabeth’s white-knuckled fist. She must have been drumming the base of her palm on the terrace table, the vibrations rattling the tea cups and spoons; everyone (except her father, of course) was staring at her.
“If you wish to be excused,” her mother continued softly.
“No.” She lifted her chin and stared at her father, though he continued to avert his gaze. “I will not leave until breakfast is over.”
Her mother sighed, and Elizabeth looked around the table; everyone appeared unhappy (even Nurse Edwards, who always worked so hard to be cheerful). Was she being any less selfish now by adding to their misery? 
Taking a long, slow breath, she did what she hated to do: she smiled even though she did not feel like smiling. Her cheeks ached with the effort of it, but then she thought of how she must have looked—like one of those exaggerated Chinese masks she had seen in one of her aunt’s books—and began to laugh. 
Thomas’s eyes brightened at the sound, and Elizabeth said, “Shall we walk to the pond together later, to see if we can spot RC?”
“Thomas had a bad fit last night,” said Nurse Edwards quietly, “and he will need to rest much of the day. Perhaps tomorrow you may walk together.”
The light went from Thomas’s eyes, and he glanced down at his plate of mostly uneaten food. 
Selfish! Had she thought those dark circles under her father’s eyes had been only because of her? Why had she not noticed that her mother looked half asleep this morning? And Aunt Lizzy’s absence—perhaps she was sleeping in, as she sometimes did when taking over the night watch, as Thomas had dubbed the all-night vigil sometimes shared between her parents, Nurse Edwards and Aunt Lizzy. 
The physicians all assured them that Thomas would be unlikely to seize in his sleep, and yet there had been that horrible night, a few years earlier, he had woken from a nightmare, fallen out of bed, and then suffered one of the more dreadful fits of his young life. Nurse Edwards, who slept next door, woke when she heard him thrashing about, but he had already broken a wrist, bloodied his nose, and banged his head so that he was laid up in bed for a month afterward. Her mother had considered moving herself or Nurse Edwards into the nursery, and yet Thomas had rebelled against this idea. 
“Already,” he had written in his book, “I do so little without help! At least let me sleep on my own.” 
And so their mother had compromised: on most nights, Thomas did sleep alone—but when he experienced any of the symptoms so often preceding a seizure, or when he woke in the middle of the night from a bad dream or discomfort, the adults in the family (Elizabeth realized suddenly that she had never been part of this circle) took shifts watching over him.
She felt her brother’s eyes on her now, and again summoned that achingly false smile. “Then we will walk tomorrow. Aunt Lizzy will be able to join us then, too. I wonder if we ought to save her a piece of toast. She will hardly care if it is cold, considering how she eats it.” Elizabeth made an exaggerated face of disgust, and her brother managed a lopsided grin. It was family tradition to make fun of Aunt Lizzy for dunking her toast into her tea.
“That is thoughtful of you, dearest,” said her mother, “but your aunt has walked into Meryton.”
“Oh! I supposed her still asleep.” 
“No, she never returned to her bed after…” Jane stopped, shook her head, and resumed pushing an egg across her plate. She did not like to speak of Thomas’s illness in front of him.
Yet he was was too clever not to understand, and Elizabeth could see by the sullen set to his mouth how he hated being coddled.
“Thomas, do you suppose I might join the night watch?” 
He gave as vigorous a nod as he could manage, but the three adults—three other adults, she corrected herself—exchanged wary glances.
“Oh, I know that I can be silly—and selfish,” she added with a frown for her father. “But I want to help.”
“Of course you are not selfish, dearest!” said her mother. “It is very kind of you to offer, but…”
Thomas scribbled something in his conversation book and pushed it toward his father.
“‘Lizzy is a very good at singing lullabies,’” her father read aloud, his voice hoarse. “Yes.” He put the book down, pushed it back toward Thomas, and met her eyes at last. “Yes, she is.”
Feeling the sting of tears, Elizabeth quickly looked away. “What do you think, Nurse Edwards?”
“Well, if you want to take a shift, Miss Lizzy, I hardly see why you shouldn’t. I’m right next door if something happens, and I’m only too glad to be woken up.”
Thomas wrote something else and passed the book to Nurse Edwards, who read aloud, “‘I do not have any fits scheduled for at least a fortnight, so tell Lizzy she will have to wait.’”
Elizabeth laughed. “Good! Now I shall have time to practice my singing skills! I have always said you were the most considerate of all the Bingleys, Thomas.”
“Thomas is indeed considerate,” said their father, “but then I have three very considerate children. It must be your mother’s doing,” he added, with something like the jovial tone that had once seemed his trademark. 
It was at this moment of relative peace when Betty came onto the terrace.
“Mr. Darcy is in the drawing room, sir.” 
Will! He had returned! He was no doubt off to Pemberley tomorrow, and could not leave for the north without a final farewell! 
Elizabeth was halfway out of her chair before she remembered her vow. Knees bent, hands flat on the table, she looked over at her father. She tried to school her expression; she really tried. 
But her longing must have been evident. “For God’s sake, Lizzy, you are excused. Go.”
She heard how the tableware rattled as she jumped from her seat, heard her brother’s breathy laughter as she raced across the terrace, heard the slap of her shoes against the marble floor as she hurried through the entrance hall—she heard all this over the wild thrum of her heart.
“Will!” she shouted, even before she had reached the drawing room door. She pushed it open with such force that the panel vibrated as it slammed against the doorstop. 
“Will! Oh, Will!” 
Then, just after crossing the threshold, she skidded to a halt. 
It was not Will. 
He stood by a window in the far corner of the room, half turned away from her, yet she saw enough of him to comprehend her mistake immediately. Had she relied on his size alone, she might have been tricked: he was just as tall as Will. But his hair, steel gray with a few stubborn streaks of dark brown, gave him away. 
There were myriad other differences, once she came close enough to see them, and not just those of age or coloring: the hard set of his mouth, the gaunt lines of his face, the rigidity of his bearing—all suggested a life lived almost wholly on the inside, as if the body was little more than armor protecting the person inside. 
No, this man was most definitely not her Mr. Darcy; he lacked Will’s lightness of being. Elizabeth knew there were some who thought Will too serious, too intense, but they did not see what she did: he was also a man born to laugh, to move, to embrace. Will most certainly could not have stood so still, not while anticipating a reunion with the woman he loved. 
Elizabeth remained silent as she waited for him—this man who inspired such devotion in Will, such distress in her father, such curiosity in her—to look her way. She waited for him to frown, perhaps even scold, for if only half of what Aunt Caroline had said was true, he would not be pleased at the way she had come tearing into the room, calling out Will’s name with such heedless desire. 
But he did not move, and Elizabeth found herself imagining him stricken with some Medusa-like curse, forever frozen in that stiff, uncomfortable pose.
“Hello,” she said quietly.
Her voice broke the spell, for he glanced at her then, his face softening into the barest of smiles. He opened his mouth as if he would speak, but then her parents came into the room, each performing the same sudden halt when realizing that this man was not the one they had been expecting.
“Darcy?” Her father’s voice trembled and cracked, and she saw how astonishment turned to joy and then, in a flash, to anger.
“Bingley,” said Mr. Darcy, taking several steps toward him. 
Her father shook his head, and Mr. Darcy halted.
“Mr. Darcy.” No tremble or crack in her father’s voice this time—just that cold determination she had never known in him before the Darcys had entered their lives. “You were not expected—or invited.”
A muscle in Mr. Darcy’s jaw twitched, but he otherwise gave no sign of being offended. Instead, he turned to Jane Bingley with a bow. “Mrs. Bingley.”
Elizabeth saw how her mother’s eyes darted nervously between the two men. 
“Mr. Darcy,” Jane said, an awkward smile pasted to her face as she curtsied. “Forgive us if we appear surprised, only we had no idea of your plans to visit Netherfield.”
“My apologies, Mrs. Bingley. I should not have come without sending word, and yet—”
“You ought not to have come at all,” said her father, arms crossed. 
Her mother shot him a look of despair before saying quickly, “Allow me to introduce you to our daughter, Miss Elizabeth Bingley.”
Elizabeth had always found introductions—the bowing, curtsying, how-do-you-do’s—dull except for one saving grace: they allowed her an unguarded moment to study male acquaintances with a frankness she was not allowed in most other circumstances. She always held off curtsying, instead waiting for the gentleman to perform his bow first so that she might examine his face and bearing while he was not looking. Only when the unsuspecting gentleman straightened did she dip a quick curtsy, head bowed not out of meekness or humility, but to hide the humor she felt in every line of her face.
She should have known—having tried this method on Will and finding that he watched her as intently as she watched him—that Mr. Darcy would be unlikely to allow her such an inspection. Still, she tried: one second, two seconds, three—but no. He stood straight as an arrow, his gaze piercing. She might have been embarrassed or afraid, had his eyebrows not been raised, suggesting a sense of humor that gave him, finally, some resemblance to his nephew. 
With a quirk of her lips, she conceded and curtsied. 
“Miss Bingley,” he said, bowing, “I am glad to meet you at last.”
“Oh, but we have met before,” she said before she could stop herself. “I hardly expect you to remember, as it was so long ago, but—”
“Hookham’s Circulating Library, 1827,” he said quietly. “Yes, I remember. You were attempting to borrow a copy of Robinson Crusoe, I believe.” 
She laughed—a full-throated, ebullient laugh, one that was hardly polite, and yet she was too startled to hold back. “Forgive me,” she managed, biting her bottom lip. “I am only laughing at the coincidence. Robinson Crusoe is a novel that has had some great importance in my life, as of late.” 
His only response to her outburst was to look at her father, who bristled under Mr. Darcy’s gaze.
“I suppose you have come to determine for yourself if my daughter is worthy of your illustrious family?”
Her father came to stand beside her then, shoulder to shoulder, and Elizabeth experienced a renewal of all the uncertainty, anger, and love he had inspired in her these past few days. How could she feel anything but affection for a father who wanted to protect her—and yet how dare he stand in her way at such an important juncture in her life? 
“Bingley,” said Mr. Darcy, taking a tentative step forward. But no, he must have seen something in her father’s face, for again he halted. Reaching into his waistcoat pocket, he retrieved a piece of paper. “I have come at the invitation of your sister-in-law.” 
“My sister-in-law?” Her father’s brow furrowed, and all at once, he appeared a good decade younger, as if confusion, rather than bristling confidence, suited him better. “My sister-in-law?”
Mr. Darcy cleared his throat. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”
Elizabeth again wanted to laugh, but had sense enough this time to control herself. Still, she must have made some kind of sound, for her father whirled about to face her.
“Did you know about this?” 
“No! That is, I knew she sent a letter to Rainford House with the express rider yesterday, but I supposed it was for Lady Rainford.” 
Her father then turned to her mother, who merely shrugged. “You know how little control I have over my sister, dearest.”
After a quick, strangled cough, Mr. Darcy said, “She has asked me to visit the school—to provide advice on hiring appropriate teachers.”
Her father stared at the letter. “I would like to read it, sir.”
Now, finally, Mr. Darcy’s face came fully to life, his dark eyes widening as the blood rushed into his cheeks. “You do not believe me?”
“No!” spat her father. “Nor do I trust you, not one bit.” 
Eyes closing briefly, Mr. Darcy nodded and held out the letter.
It was only as he snatched the paper from Mr. Darcy’s hand that her father seemed to realize how discourteous he was being. His face reddened and his shoulders drooped—but he did not hesitate to read the letter.
Elizabeth hardly knew where to look in that minute her father scanned the page. She was humiliated—for all of them. Well, all except Aunt Lizzy, who had only confirmed her heroic status in Elizabeth’s eyes by daring to write a man unrelated to her. God only knew how much she wanted to write Will…and perhaps she would! It was ridiculous, this notion that sharing paper and ink could somehow be scandalous. Then again, there was no denying the power of a good letter, for here they all were, staring at that single sheet of her aunt’s graceful writing. 
“Well,” said her father, averting his gaze as he returned the letter to Mr. Darcy. “Well.”
“I will go and fetch Aunt Lizzy,” said Elizabeth, suddenly eager to be out of the room. “She is likely on her way back from the school now, and…” 
“Perhaps we ought to go together, dearest?” said her mother, quickly taking hold of her arm.
“Oh, no you don’t,” muttered her father, stepping in front of the drawing room door. “I will go and find her.” 
“Then I will order refreshments while we wait,” said Jane, with a brave smile for Mr. Darcy.
“You need not bother on my account,” he replied. “I have interrupted your day. Please, do not feel as if you must entertain me.”
“On the contrary,” said her father, throwing open the drawing room door, “it is why you have come, is it not? My daughter is quite able to sing, play the pianoforte, or speak to you in French, if you should so desire.”
This comment, though spoken with such sarcasm that even Elizabeth blushed, had the strange effect of making Mr. Darcy smile. “Yes, but can she net a purse?” 
Her father, who was half out the door already, turned and stared. Then, with a tilt of his chin: “No, but she reads like the devil, and so I suppose even you, Darcy, might stoop to think her accomplished.” 
Elizabeth and her mother exchanged an anxious glance.
“Shall I play for you?” Elizabeth asked Mr. Darcy, moving toward the pianoforte as her mother went to the bell pull (for no matter what Mr. Darcy said about refreshments, Jane Bingley was still Fanny Bennet’s daughter and could not allow any guest into her drawing room without providing something good to drink and eat). 
“I would prefer to talk with you,” Mr. Darcy replied.
“He so rarely talks—about matters other than Pemberley, I mean,” Will had told her once. “I suppose it is because he is always thinking of estate business.”
Elizabeth wondered suddenly if she qualified as estate business. Was her father correct? Was Mr. Darcy looking to find an objection to her as future mistress of Pemberley? If he valued etiquette, she had given him reasons enough already to dislike her. 
Still, as she held his gaze, she could not find it in herself to be frightened of him, or the power he held over her future. The mere fact of his presence here—the fact that he had not ignored her aunt’s impertinent letter—gave her great hope.
So she smiled and led him to the cluster of chairs near the hearth. Seeing how he looked about as they took their seats, she said, “Has this room changed much since you were last here?”
He raised his brows at this question, and she realized that it should not have been her first inquiry of him. She ought to have asked after his family; she ought to have at least asked after Will!
“I hope you left your sister and her family well?” said her mother, coming to sit beside them after consulting with Betty, whom Elizabeth suspected of having been loitering outside the drawing room door. It was the only way she could have responded so quickly to her mother’s summons. Betty was never around when one called her, unless something interesting was happening. Elizabeth could hardly blame her, as she would like have been the same way, had she been a housemaid. Still, she wished Betty had closed the door on her way out; she saw how Mr. Darcy frowned with disapproval when it was left open.
“Lady Rainford and her family are all in good health,” Mr. Darcy said.
Elizabeth searched for some polite way to ask specifically after Will. Had he not come with his uncle because his feelings had cooled? (Had her feelings cooled? She felt just as strongly, and yet, why could she think of so many things besides just him? Was it only true love if one’s head was completely fogged? It was this way in novels, but she could not bring herself to believe such behavior was accurate in real life.)
“Has Mr. Darcy—that is, has your nephew—finished reading The Wealth of Nations yet?” she asked, seizing on the first idea that came to mind. “I only ask because it was the last book I saw him reading.” Then she blushed, realizing how ridiculous her words sounded. Perhaps she was frightened of this Mr. Darcy after all.
“I believe he has finished it, or if not, he has put it aside.” His eyes crinkled a little as he spoke. (Was he amused or annoyed? She could not be quite sure.) “I saw him reading Frankenstein when I departed Rainford House this morning.”
Elizabeth laughed. After their debate over the novel at the Rainford Ball, Will had promised to read it a second time. 
“Oh, no!” she had protested. “There are too many good books in the world for you to reread a book you do not enjoy.” 
“Ah, but I will enjoy it, if I am trying to understand it through your eyes,” he had replied, his gaze locked with hers.
“He wanted to travel with me today,” said Mr. Darcy quietly, “but I asked him to stay in London to handle a few matters of business.”
Elizabeth smiled. “He will have been glad for the responsibility, I should think.”
“You understand my nephew well, though your acquaintance with him has been short.”
“Has it been? It feels as if I have always known him,” she admitted, smiling. “Still, I cannot say I know him so very well. I only see him through the ‘narrow chinks’ of my cavern. That is William Blake’s fine language, I should add—not my own.”
“Do you enjoy Mr. Blake’s poetry, then?”
“Oh, very much! Much more than Adam Smith’s treatises, but if Wi…if your nephew will reread Frankenstein for my sake, then I will trudge through The Wealth of Nations—and finish it, too, as I suspect he has. He does not seem to me, Mr. Darcy, the kind of man to put things aside.”
“No,” he replied, smiling a little. “No, he does not.” Then turning to her mother, he said, “And your family, Mrs. Bingley? Your mother and sisters? I hope they are all in health.”
“Yes, thank you.”
Elizabeth expected her mother to offer that serene smile she often wore for visitors, but for Mr. Darcy she offered only a slight tilt of her chin.
When she said no more, an awkward silence fell over the trio, and Elizabeth realized that it would be up to her, for once, to keep the conversation moving. Her mother had always been the social soother, as Elizabeth liked to think of her—the one to make any call, any dinner party, any gathering of people (no matter how mismatched) seem natural and interesting. 
“Do you know I have two brothers, Mr. Darcy?” she asked, frowning a little as she spoke. Her mother would surely have made an inquiry that allowed the guest to do most of the speaking, rather than ask a question that gave her the chance to talk about her own interests and concerns. What kind of hostess of Pemberley would she be if all she could ask were self-serving questions? 
“Lady Rainford said she had the pleasure of meeting the oldest of the two in London,” said Mr. Darcy. “The younger Mr. Bingley is at Cambridge, I believe?”
“Yes, it is his first year there.”
There was a ghost of a smile on Mr. Darcy’s lips. “Ah, fresh milk. At King’s College, I assume?”
“Oh, no, Papa said that young men too often follow in the footsteps of their fathers, and that Charlie should attend a different college at Cambridge—though Papa could not depart from tradition so radically by sending him to Oxford! So Charlie is at Trinity. Were you at Cambridge, Mr. Darcy?”
“Yes, at King’s.” He paused. “It is where I met your father.”
Elizabeth smiled. “It is odd to think of Papa as a young man. Did he get into many scrapes?”
Her mother coughed in such a way that Elizabeth knew that this question, too, had been inappropriate. 
But Mr. Darcy smiled—or rather, gave her what Elizabeth was beginning to think must be his version of a smile: his eyes again formed those crinkling lines in the corners, as his lips twitched so briefly that, had she not been watching him carefully, she would have missed it.
“Your other brother is called Thomas, I believe?” asked Mr. Darcy, in lieu of answering her question. Then he turned to her mother. “Forgive me for asking, Mrs. Bingley—did you name him after your father?”
Her mother’s eyes widened. “Yes, indeed. I am surprised you recall my father’s name. Did you know him well? I cannot remember that you and he conversed much when you visited Hertfordshire all those years ago.”
“No, but I wish we had.” He looked away, and added, “He was a very learned man, was he not?”
“Yes.” Her mother’s reserve melted a little. “He was always in his study, reading. I suppose it is where Lizzy—both of our Lizzys,” she added with a smiling glance at Elizabeth, “acquired their love of books.” 
“Oh, but not just the Lizzys!” Elizabeth laughed. “Thomas, too, loves books and stories of any kind.”
“Yes, William mentioned that to me,” said Mr. Darcy. “He also told me of your brother’s interest in nature. I have brought a copy of Bewick’s A History of British Birds—in case Thomas has tired of studying frogs.”
Elizabeth attempted a smile, but it must have looked more like a grimace, and besides, her eyes filled so rapidly with tears that he could not have missed the brightness before she managed to blink the tears away. 
“So the frog has died,” said Mr. Darcy, his tone surprisingly gentle considering the directness of his words. “Lady Rainford told me of William’s insistence on bringing the animal to Hertfordshire, despite the advice he received from his naturalist friend at Cambridge.” 
“No, he did not die. We released RC—that is the frog’s name—near the pond so that he could live.” 
“That was a wise decision, Miss Bingley.”
Elizabeth sighed. “Perhaps, but the initial plan was poorly conceived, and I was the sole author of it. Your nephew was only trying to humor me.” She saw how he was watching her and knew she ought to stop there, or at least change the subject. But such tactics felt deceptive, and so she added, “I want very much for you to approve of me, Mr. Darcy, and yet I must confess: I can sometimes be flighty and inconsiderate.” 
“I wonder where Betty is with those refreshments!” said her mother, who blushed as if she had been the one to make such an embarrassing admission. “Elizabeth, would you go and see about them?” 
Elizabeth had almost reached the open doorway when she heard Betty calling from the entrance hall, “Miss Bennet! Oh, Miss Bennet! You are home!”
The laughter that followed made Elizabeth smile, as her aunt’s ringing, joyful laugh always did. Through the open doorway of the drawing room, Elizabeth saw Betty ran past, apparently toward her aunt, who remained out of sight.
“Indeed, I have returned from the wilds of Meryton,” said Aunt Lizzy, her voice growing louder with each word, as if she were moving closer to the drawing room door. “You must have exciting news to share with me, Betty, for I have never received such an enthusiastic greeting from you before.” 
Hearing a sound behind her, Elizabeth turned to see Mr. Darcy rising from his chair, and Elizabeth smiled, thinking him one of those chivalrous old gentlemen who did not suppose it enough to rise at a lady’s entrance—he must be already standing, as if even the act of getting out of a chair in a lady’s presence was somehow an insult to her honor. 
But no: Mr. Darcy had not risen to greet her aunt. He turned away and stood with his back to the door.
She looked to her mother, who sighed but otherwise gave no indication of understanding this odd behavior. 
“Are you well, Mr. Darcy?” Elizabeth asked.
He did not answer, and Betty said from hall, “Oh, yes, Miss Bennet, I do have news! There is a Mr. Darcy here—not the young one, either, ma’am—and Mr. Bingley is looking all over for you. Oh, there he is, on the terrace! Mr. Bingley, sir, Mr. Bingley!”
There was a moment’s silence, and then, suddenly, a slammed door and pounding footsteps.
“Elizabeth!”
“Good morning to you, too, Charles,” said her aunt. “You appear quite flushed. It is rather a warm day.”
“Elizabeth!”
“Yes, yes, we have a visitor. I will change and be down shortly…”
“No, you will not! You will see to him now! He is your guest, not mine!” A pause, and then: “How dare you invite him without my knowledge? You have made things very hard for me, Elizabeth, very hard indeed!”
“Not half so hard as you have made them for your daughter, Charles,” shot back her aunt. 
There was another long pause, and Elizabeth found herself glancing between the doorway and Mr. Darcy, his back ramrod straight.
“Fine,” said her aunt eventually, “I will go to him now. The drawing room, I suppose? Oh, good. I see you have conveniently left the door wide open, Betty, so he might hear our entire exchange.” 
Quick footsteps, and then she was there, her unflinching gaze on the man who had turned his back on her.
“Mr. Darcy.” 
Several more seconds passed before he turned at last to face her.
“Miss Bennet.”
There was no bow, no curtsy, and for nearly a minute, no words either. 
As Elizabeth glanced between the two of them, she felt an odd mixture of gratitude and anxiety. It was clear they wished to be elsewhere—and yet here they were, facing off, all for her and Will’s sake. The invitation to visit the Meryton School had surely been but a ruse on her aunt’s part, one that Will’s uncle seemed to have agreed to in order to attempt a truce with her father. 
She could see why her aunt had wanted to change before greeting her unwelcome guest; Aunt Lizzy generally cared little for the opinion of others, but even she must have been discomfited by appearing so disheveled before a man who had never approved of her. She wore an unflattering day gown, its beige skirt wrinkled, its hemline stained with the dirt of countless walks. And though she had apparently made some attempt to pin up her hair this morning (which was something, for she was known to go out with it loose, too), wisps of it clung to her face and neck. In one hand, she held a bonnet (clearly ineffective, her complexion being too tanned), in the other, a clump of wildflowers that, had they been washed of the dirt still clinging to their roots, might have softened her image. 
Indeed, had she been twenty—had her skin been perfectly smooth, her figure pert, her hair honey-colored rather than that haphazard combination of brown and gray—she would have looked charming. Yet she was five and forty, and so she instead appeared somewhat rumpled and tired. Only her hazel eyes, brightened by the exercise, gave any indication of the youthful woman he must have once known.
For all his comparative neatness—Elizabeth could hardly imagine him with shoes caked in mud or hair strewn with leaves—Mr. Darcy more clearly wore his age. He, too, must have spent a good deal of time in the sun, for his skin had taken on a rugged tone, accentuated by deep lines across his forehead, as he if had furrowed his brow one-too-many times in his fifty some-odd years. Whereas her aunt’s eyes shone, his appeared melancholy (though Elizabeth had to acknowledge that it might simply have been a trick of the coloring, for gray had always seemed such a sad color to her). 
Her aunt must have seen how he looked at her—from head to toe and back again—for suddenly she stepped forward, hands spread at her sides as if to say, Here I am! 
Arching a single brow, she said, “You see I have been no kinder to the hemline of my dresses than when we were first at Netherfield, Mr. Darcy.”
“There are some things, Miss Bennet, not even time can alter.”
Her aunt’s cheeks reddened, though whether from anger or embarrassment, Elizabeth could not tell. 
“I suppose that to be the case for anything that truly matters, Mr. Darcy.” Then, with a mocking smile: “Forgive me for not being here when you arrived. I hardly suspected it had become fashionable to visit during the breakfast hour.”
“I cannot speak to the latest fashions, Miss Bennet—though if I were to venture a guess, I would surmise that early morning visits are about as fashionable as letters from correspondents unrelated to their recipients.”
Elizabeth’s hackles rose, but her aunt merely laughed.
“Are you going to stand about and trade barbs all morning?” asked her father irritably, brushing past Aunt Lizzy and coming into the room, “or are you going to take him to the school?”
“Perhaps you should lead the way, Charles—as, strictly speaking, it is your school, ” said Aunt Lizzy. 
“My school?” Her father snorted. “It is no more my school than it was my idea to invite him here.”
“Do you know,” said Aunt Lizzy, ambling into the room and tossing her bonnet onto one of the chairs, “I find that the matter I was so in need of discussing has resolved itself quite on its own.”
“Well then, Mr. Darcy,” said her father, “it seems you traveled quite a ways for nothing. I have business matters to attend to, and so…” 
Aunt Lizzy glared, and Elizabeth half expected her to throw the bouquet of wildflowers at her father, who was pretending to examine the cuff of his jacket sleeve. Elizabeth knew what would happen next: her mother would calm their tempers and suggest a compromise. It was what she always did—except on this day, for Jane Bingley remained seated, watching the scene before her with the same bemused expression she wore on their occasional trips to the theater. 
With a jolt, Elizabeth realized that she would have to be the one to intervene—a rather novel idea, as she was generally the inciter of conflict, not the peacemaker. 
“Why do we not accompany Mr. Darcy to the school together, Aunt Lizzy? I am certain he has other useful advice to offer, and I would like to visit Lottie, if she is at the school today.”
“She is indeed.” 
“Good! Our absence will give Papa time to, er, finish whatever business he has, and Mama, would you mind terribly delaying those refreshments until we return? Perhaps we might have a cold nuncheon together before Mr. Darcy departs. Would that suit you, Mr. Darcy? Aunt Lizzy?”
He bowed, and she replied, “I have never known a nuncheon not to suit me, especially when I have had no breakfast.”
“And do you not want to know, Lizzy,” said her father, glowering, “if the plan will suit me?”
“It will suit you well enough, I am sure,” said her mother, rising and taking his arm. 
“Oh, very well! It is clear I am outnumbered—and outwitted,” he muttered. 
The party—and what a strange assortment of people they were!—filed out of the drawing room and were about to part ways in the entrance hall when her aunt spoke.
“Let us go by way of the terrace, Lizzy.”
“Wait,” said her father, his face draining of color. “Thomas and Nurse Edwards are still on the terrace.”
“Oh, good. Then I will be able to give him these flowers.” Aunt Lizzy held up the bouquet in her hand. “I had promised to collect a variety of specimens for identification purposes.”
“But…would you not rather go to the school by carriage?”
“No, not particularly,” said Aunt Lizzy, pretending not to notice what Elizabeth certainly saw: her father clearly did not want Mr. Darcy to meet Thomas.
Elizabeth’s face reddened, and she almost let him know exactly what she thought of this behavior when she remembered his words from a few days before: “You suppose because you pamper him, because you are willing to tell every person you meet about him, to parade him about like some proof of your magnanimous liberality, that you love him more than I do?”
What if it was not embarrassment so much as fear that motivated her father? Did he worry how Mr. Darcy would behave toward Thomas? Elizabeth recalled how uncomfortable Aunt Caroline had made Thomas the one time she had visited him at Netherfield. Would it be the same with Mr. Darcy?
Mr. Darcy turned to her father and bowed. “If you would prefer that I not meet your son, Mr. Bingley, then I will of course respect your wishes.”
Her father blinked, clearly surprised by this concession. 
But Aunt Lizzy said, “Nonsense. Why should he not meet Thomas? I am certain Thomas wishes to meet you, Mr. Darcy.”
“And just what does Thomas know of Mr. Darcy?” her father demanded.
“Mama told him how Mr. Darcy would not dance with me at the Meryton Assembly those many years ago,” said Aunt Lizzy, with an arch smile for Mr. Darcy, “and so he is curious to meet that rare specimen of a man who is not susceptible to my charms.” 
This inspired a startled laugh from all the Bingleys, even Charles, who was perhaps especially amused at how discomfited Mr. Darcy suddenly appeared. 
“Perhaps the book I am to deliver,” he said, withdrawing a small, bound copy of Bewick’s A History of British Birds from his waistcoat pocket, “will improve his opinion of me?”
“Gifts certainly do help in these sorts of situations.” Aunt Lizzy resumed her trek toward the terrace. “Come along then.” 
Again her father said, “Wait!” With a frown for Mr. Darcy, he asked, “What do you know of my son? What have you been told?”
“He is a naturalist, like his sister,” said Mr. Darcy, with a slight bow for Elizabeth. “He knows Latin, has a serious nature, and also, like his sister, has read Robinson Crusoe.” 
Her father sighed. “Yes, but…”
“And he does not speak,” added Mr. Darcy quietly. “William tells me that he suffers from a palsy of some kind, and that it has made spoken language and many movements difficult for him.”
Her mother lifted her chin. “He is a very kind, imaginative, thoughtful little boy, Mr. Darcy.”
“I do not doubt it, Mrs. Bingley. As I said, I will remain here, if that is your preference. However, if you permit, it would be my privilege to make his acquaintance.”
Elizabeth watched her parents exchange a glance. She saw nothing particular in the look, and yet her mother must have read acquiescence in her father’s expression, for she said, “Very well then. We will see you when return from the school, Mr. Darcy.” 
They departed, her father glancing back at them before he disappeared up the stairs. 
This left the three of them—four really, for Betty still hovered near the stairwell—staring uncertainly at each other. Rather, Aunt Lizzy and Mr. Darcy stared at each other, while Elizabeth and Betty stared at them.
“Well, to the terrace we go,” said Aunt Lizzy, her tone suddenly brisk. “We must get to the school before the students depart for the day.”
As they made their way across the terrace, Thomas and Nurse Edwards appeared to be expecting them (likely having heard the commotion, even from outside): Thomas was already writing something in his conversation book, and Nurse Edwards had risen to her feet, gazing at them with unabashed interest.
Elizabeth performed the introductions, earning a curious glance from Mr. Darcy when she not only presented her brother, but Nurse Edwards, as well. If he was not in the habit of being formally introduced to servants, he showed no other sign of surprise and performed a courteous bow.
Nurse Edwards responded with her customary quick bob of a curtsy, but Thomas merely gazed up at Mr. Darcy with evident dislike etched into his pale, tired face. 
“Master Thomas,” Mr. Darcy said, holding out the Bewick book, “my nephew suggested you might enjoy this volume from Pemberley.”
“It is a lucky coincidence that you carried it with you to London—or do you always travel with books that might make fine gifts for curious children?” asked Aunt Lizzy.
“William wrote last month and asked me to bring the book to London,” replied Mr. Darcy. “I had at that time no idea of its purpose, but I can see now how my nephew was already forming certain plans.”
Elizabeth blushed. “We should hate to rob you of a volume from your own collection if you did not suppose, on your departure from Pemberley, that you would be asked to make a gift of it.”
“William knows how much I enjoy making presents of books,” said Mr. Darcy, offering a smile wider and more open than any she had seen from him thus far. “Besides, I admit to not having looked at this particular volume in many years; it will find a much better home here, if you will have it, Thomas.”
Thomas gazed at the book for a long moment, clearly debating whether he ought to give into temptation. Then, instead of taking the book from Mr. Darcy’s hands, he slid his conversation book from the table and held it up. 
Elizabeth opened her mouth to explain, but her aunt caught her eye and gave a quick shake of her head. And indeed, Mr. Darcy seemed to know what was expected of him, for he gently lifted the book from Thomas’s hands and began to read. 
When he had finished, Mr. Darcy gave Thomas a wan smile. “I agree, it was a mistake—one of the gravest of my life.” 
Thomas motioned for the conversation book and, after a few moments of writing, held it up again, this time to Aunt Lizzy, who quickly scanned the page.
“No, my dear, I do not mind. In fact, I urge you to accept the gift. It would be a great disappointment to me if you slighted Mr. Darcy because of an unwarranted prejudice.” 
This she said with a crooked smile and a faint blush, so that Elizabeth could hardly tell if she was serious. 
Thomas must have thought she was serious, for he gave Mr. Darcy a nod of thanks and took the proffered gift into his hands, smiling a little as he traced the letters on the cover. Within a second, he had the book open and was studying the first pages with interest.
“By advocating for your gift, Mr. Darcy, I have made my own obsolete,” said Aunt Lizzy as she put the flowers on the table next to Thomas, who smiled absently at her before turning back to the book. 
“And I suppose,” she continued, “Thomas will now have absolutely no interest in joining us on our expedition to the school. Such a shame.”
This captured Thomas’s attention. His head jerked up, and he grabbed for his conversation book.
“Now, Miss Bennet,” said Nurse Edwards, who had been so quiet to this point that Elizabeth was certain she had been memorizing every word spoken so that she might later share the conversation with Grandmama Bennet and Great Aunt Philips. “You know that Thomas is not well enough for a journey today.”
“He looks well enough to me.”
“That is because he has been resting, only resting, in the fresh air. But a walk—”
“We will go by carriage, so the journey will not be taxing for him.”
“I thought you did not want to go by carriage,” said Elizabeth.
“Oh, I only said that to annoy your father. Really, Molly,” said Aunt Lizzy, taking both of the nurse’s hands in her own, “a change of scene always does him good, and he loves seeing the other children. We will not stay away long. Do you want to come with us, Thomas?”
He already had his conversation book held aloft for her. 
“Good! And you must acknowledge, Molly, that you would be glad for a few minutes to yourself. I suppose you will visit the widows’ cottage.” 
Nurse Edwards shrugged. “I may amble that way, if I am not needed.”
Aunt Lizzy smiled. “I only ask that you wait to tell Mama of Mr. Darcy’s arrival until after we have driven into Meryton. It would not do to have her pouncing on us before we leave.” She turned to Mr. Darcy. “You see how much consideration I am showing to you today, sir?”
To Elizabeth’s great surprise, he laughed. (Aunt Lizzy must have been just as surprised by the sound, for she stared at him, lips parted, cheeks flushed. How odd to see her aunt act this way!) 
“Indeed I do,” said Mr. Darcy, “though I should be only too glad to talk with Mrs. Bennet again.”
“Oh, I would not say that until you have actually talked with her.” Aunt Lizzy turned quickly away. “Come, Molly, will you help me by taking these flowers to the nursery for later study? I will call the carriage.” 
This left Elizabeth to converse with Mr. Darcy, for Thomas was too absorbed in his book to pay them any mind. She cast him an uncertain smile.
“It was very good of you to travel to Hertfordshire, Mr. Darcy. I do hope you will forgive my father’s tone today. It is only—”
“Do not apologize, Miss Bingley. I deserve a great deal worse from him.” 
Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “Whatever for?” 
He paused and then said, “My sister told me you were a very candid young lady.”
“Yes,” she said, her blush offset by the tilt of her chin. “I do not believe in dissembling, Mr. Darcy.”
“That, I suppose, is one of the reasons why my sister approves of you,” he replied. “As does all her family.”
Her blush deepened. “I am, of course, honored. But I hope you will understand, Mr. Darcy, when I say that it is only your nephew’s approval I seek.” 
“Then you will be glad to learn that I have reading material for you, too, Miss Bingley.” 
As he pulled a set of folded pages from his waistcoat pocket, Elizabeth’s breath caught. Still, she tried not to let herself hope for anything more than a letter from Miss Townshend or Lady Rainford. After all, though he had accepted her aunt’s improper invitation to visit, Mr. Darcy would surely draw the line at playing messenger between two as-yet unengaged lovers. 
Her fingers itched to crack the seal the moment the letter touched her hand, but she forced herself to appear calm. She imagined her mother’s serene smile and tried desperately to replicate it on her own features. Yet before she could thank Mr. Darcy, he had turned away, walking to the balustrade of the terrace, as if suddenly and deeply interested in the scenery beyond. She smiled fondly at the back of his head—how could her father dislike this man?—and then tore open the letter.
Two pages, both cross-written—but then, she would have expected nothing less from Will Darcy. They rarely ceased speaking in each other’s presence, and now they had been away from each other for three entire days. Granted, this did not represent a terribly long absence, and yet so much had happened! Her own letters, she was sure, would be just as lengthy; she only hoped she would have enough time before Mr. Darcy’s departure to compose the first of them. 
Will wrote almost as he spoke: cleverly and on such a variety of topics that few women would have believed they were reading a love letter. But to Elizabeth, his commentary on The Wealth of Nations, his description of the scene outside his bedroom window, his inclusion of a riddle he had once heard at Cambridge—these were more dear to her than any number of hackneyed expressions so typically found in notes from one lover to another. Yet Will made fair use of tender rhetoric, too, especially near the end of his letter, when he promised her he would wait as long as it took to convince her father that she would find happiness at Pemberley. 
“My uncle,” Will wrote, “tells me that he and your father were like brothers once, but then my uncle insulted your father by not attending your parents’ wedding. Uncle Darcy assures me he did not act out of malice. Instead, he said there was some difficulty that made his attendance impossible. Granted, he was not very forthcoming in his explanation, but then, that is my uncle’s way. I can only assure you that he has never held ill-will toward your family. This must all be one terrible misunderstanding, and I am confident we will be married—and soon, my love.” 
Elizabeth smiled, even as she brushed the tears from her eyes. Will’s confidence made her all the more certain that her own interpretation of Mr. Darcy—reserved, certainly, but not unkind—was correct.
Three times she read the letter, laughing on the last perusal as she realized the answer to the riddle he had posed on the first page. 
“Well!” exclaimed her aunt, startling Elizabeth from her reverie. As she looked up, she realized that she must have been reading for quite some time—long enough, at least, for her aunt to not only order the carriage but to change into a dark green walking dress that made her look a good deal more sprightly than that old day gown. 
“I had expected Lizzy to entertain you, Mr. Darcy—not the other way around,” said her aunt. 
Elizabeth saw that Mr. Darcy had moved from the balustrade to the table, where he and Thomas sat side by side, examining the many illustrations of birds in Bewick’s book.
“It is my nephew who entertains her, Miss Bennet, not I.”
Aunt Lizzy arched a brow, her gaze on the letter in Elizabeth’s hands. “Indeed?”
“I am grateful to you, Mr. Darcy,” said Elizabeth, folding the papers and fighting back a blush. “I realize it is not precisely correct, my receiving such a letter, especially given my father’s opinions.” She sighed, glancing at the house. “But I cannot think it wrong either.”
Her aunt laughed. “Certainly not, and besides, it is a Darcy tradition, writing these unexpected letters.”
“Whatever do you mean?” asked Elizabeth. It had been her aunt, after all, who had begun this game of sending letters when propriety dictated otherwise.
“Whatever do I mean? Now, a question for you, Thomas,” said her aunt, going to the table and helping him from his seat. “Did you know that Bob, the coachman, is quite a bird enthusiast? He will enjoy looking through your book, I believe.” 
With that, her aunt guided Thomas from the terrace to the entrance hall, calling over her shoulder, “We will leave you behind if you cannot keep up with us.” 
Mr. Darcy offered his arm to Elizabeth. “Do you know the story of the sphinx, Miss Bingley?”
Elizabeth’s brow furrowed. Will had told her that his uncle enjoyed telling stories, but even she found this an odd time to begin a tale. Then, suddenly, she laughed.
“I believe she is one of those creatures much more likely to ask rather than answer questions, Mr. Darcy.”
“Yes, indeed.”
“Well, at least Aunt Lizzy does not devour those of us unable to solve her riddles.” She smiled as they descended the front steps of the house. “You are quick to recognize her habit of offering questions in place of answers. I was telling her only a few days prior how I loved her too well to be ignorant of this habit…” Elizabeth halted, gasping as an idea—a strange, radical, thrilling idea—struck her: 
Mr. Darcy had never disapproved of her aunt; he had been in love with her.
“Are you well, Miss Bingley?” asked Mr. Darcy, when she had not moved for several seconds.
She looked at him, then at her aunt, then back at him. 
“She was the difficulty you faced,” Elizabeth murmured. “The sphinx.” 
A sharp glance, a twitch of his jaw, but no confirmation—or denial. Instead, he turned to her aunt, who stood at the door of the carriage, head tilted as she watched him (not her, not them, but him).
“I am surprised you are still here,” he said to her. “You threatened to depart without us.”
“I did say that, but then I have been known to change my mind. Besides, I have waited too long, Mr. Darcy, not to wait a few moments more.” 
As Elizabeth settled herself next to Thomas in the carriage, she studied both her aunt and Mr. Darcy, searching for any sign that her theory was correct. But even as they sat next to each other, a mere inch or two apart, they appeared quite composed. Elizabeth laughed at herself. How quick she had been to assume, just a few days earlier, that her father and Will’s mother had once been secretly engaged! Having succumbed to a grand passion herself, Elizabeth supposed she was now susceptible to imagining such feelings in everyone else, even these two, the most unlikely of lovers.



 
EXTRA NIGHTS
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They stood, all seven of them, waving their goodbyes from the front steps—a real feat, for Longbourn’s steps, while spacious enough to admit guests by twos or threes, had not been built for so large a party. It was a tradition begun in Kent and had perhaps made more sense when it had been just two of them, playing for a more demanding audience. Even then, Charlotte had found this practice humiliating, and yet there was no denying that her husband’s penchant for such obsequious displays had made him a beloved figure in the eyes of his patroness. 
“I will never find a vicar half so obedient,” Lady Catherine had written Charlotte, just the week before. 
Yes, five years after vacating the parsonage, she still received letters from that good lady—three pages, cross-written, sent every fortnight without fail. Sometimes, as she waded through the tedious advice on household management, Charlotte wondered why she bothered. Lady Catherine had little power over their family now, a fact she celebrated almost daily. Political philosophers might wax poetic on the glories of liberty, but Charlotte felt the simple freedom to arrange her own cupboards far surpassed anything described by Locke or Rousseau.
Yet there were some ways in which Lady Catherine’s influence might still be felt—this formal send off for even the nearest of neighbors being the most prominent example. Mr. Collins was simply too loyal to allow fifty miles of good road and a five years’ absence to diminish his adoration for his former patroness and her teachings.
Charlotte still remembered how, at the end of Lady Catherine’s first visit to the newly married couple at Hunsford, Mr. Collins had grabbed his bride by the arm and pulled her along in the wake of their departing guest. 
“We must wave until the carriage is out of sight!” he had whispered. 
Charlotte had smiled a little, supposing he was making a joke (though he had never made a joke to her before). Then, noting the seriousness of his visage, she had followed suit, waving until her arm grew tired and her face was red with exertion and humiliation. She had obeyed not out of fear of offending her husband or Lady Catherine, but because she supposed giving in on this one occasion might allow her to have her own way in matters more important to her. 
This, however, had been a miscalculation. True, she had taught Mr. Collins to acquiesce to some of her preferences (namely, to stay out of her sitting room unless an emergency required him to enter, and to visit her bedchamber no more than three times a week). Yet she had also taught him to expect her participation in this fawning version of a farewell each and every time Lady Catherine called. Weather mattered not: she had felt rain on her bonnet and snow on her fingertips, all so that Lady Catherine might be assured of their admiration (and, more importantly, their deference). Then, it had become a habit, not just for Lady Catherine’s departure, but with any member of the neighborhood Mr. Collins deemed worthy. 
Over time, it was not only she and Mr. Collins who stood out on the front stoop of the parsonage, but their daughter Catherine and then her sister Anne. When the twins arrived, Charlotte had enjoyed nearly a year of not having to wave at all, for Henrietta had occupied her left arm and Maria her right. But then they had learned to stand, and so she found herself, on that last day at the parsonage, waving at Lady Catherine’s carriage for what she hoped would be the final time. 
The move to Longbourn had not cured them of this habit—and now, two years after the birth of little Charlotte (called Lottie by everyone except Mr. Collins, who called her “the child”), Charlotte found that all her daughters performed the ritual without question. 
Sandwiched between her husband and her eldest daughter, elbows bumping as they waved farewell to the Bingley carriage, Charlotte had a sudden, dreadful vision of a future in which all her descendants practiced this ridiculous ritual. 
“What fools they are, those Collinses!” everyone would say. It was what their neighbors said now, that was for certain. But then she looked at her daughters and smiled ruefully: if her children were to have children of their own, they would not be called Collins, for she had no son, and likely never would. 
The moment the Bingley carriage disappeared from view, Mr. Collins said, “You may now return to your studies, young ladies.” 
At this, the girls giggled and ran out into the yard to chase each other and then, when they grew bored of that, chase the chickens. 
“They behaved very well during the call,” Charlotte reminded her husband, placing a hand on his arm before he could call them back to the house. Indeed, they had all curtsied prettily and recited catechisms on their father’s command, a performance that had brought a proud smile to his face (and barely suppressed laughter in Elizabeth Bennet’s). 
Mr. Collins frowned. “Yes, and yet it would not do, my dear, to allow the girls too much freedom. We have just witnessed the pernicious effects of allowing unhealthy liberties to young ladies—though it is perhaps inaccurate to call Miss Elizabeth Bennet young any longer.”
He laughed at this comment, though Charlotte hardly knew why, for they were both older than Elizabeth—and looked it, too. Eliza had not even the decency to sprout any gray hairs.
Yet she knew how much pleasure her husband took in the fact that Elizabeth Bennet—the woman who had spurned him—had become an old maid. Truth be told, Charlotte too found pleasure in this fact, though she at least had the sense to feel guilty for it. Who would have predicted, ten years prior, that Charlotte Lucas would be mistress of Longbourn while Elizabeth Bennet was but a spinster, living off the charity of her older sister? 
Well, Elizabeth herself might have predicted it, for she had often claimed she would not marry except for love. 
And just how have those romantic ideals turned out for you, Eliza? 
It was a question she kept to herself, and not just because it would have been rude to voice it aloud. Charlotte had not the opportunity to ask any questions, rude or otherwise, of Elizabeth Bennet, for she rarely saw her these days. Oh, there was the occasional call from the Bingleys, with Elizabeth and her mother in tow (but Charlotte suspected they came only to see how their former home had fared under the interlopers). When the Collinses returned the call at Netherfield, Elizabeth might or might not be in the drawing room to receive them with the rest of the family. Charlotte wondered at her absences—the incivility of them, yes, but also: what did Elizabeth do with her time? Once Charlotte had spied her from the carriage window as they departed; Eliza had been sprawled out beneath a tree, book open on her chest as she threw what looked to be acorns as high as she could into the branches above, laughing when one of them whizzed back toward the ground and landed smack on her face. 
“Child! Child! Cease, child!” shrieked Mr. Collins. Charlotte glanced up and saw that Lottie was bent over a pile of dirt, poking it carefully with a stick (she knew better than to get her dress or hands dirty). Her husband, red-faced and frowning, pointed a finger to the sky—a sign that all the ladies in the family recognized as the preamble to one of his interminable lectures. Each of the girls stopped what they were doing and stared at their father, though not with the adoration or awe he might have hoped. They each, in their own way, worked to hide the giggles that threatened to erupt. Catherine bit her bottom lip, Anne twiddled her thumbs, the twins put their hands over their mouths, and Lottie danced from foot to foot (which might also have been a sign of an impending wetting, for she was only two and was still learning the ways of the chamber pot). 
Charlotte had spent a good deal of time teaching her daughters—not only the rudiments of reading and writing, etiquette and embroidery, but also acceptable methods for suppressing their natural desire to laugh at their father. She could not really fault her children, especially not now, for he looked even more comical than usual. It was the way his cheeks puffed out, their contours appearing all the more exaggerated by the slight droop in his jowls. He reminded his wife of a red balloon, full of hot air and on the verge of popping.
And just how have your practical notions of marriage worked out for you, Charlotte? 
Well, it was not a bad life, and Mr. Collins, though quite foolish, was not a bad man. Not by any means. He just required a bit of management. 
“I will set them straight, my dear,” she said, squeezing his arm gently. What she had found over the years was that she could often persuade him with her hands: gentle pressure to his forearm for small matters, a caress of his face for thornier problems, and—for the most intractable of problems—an extra night’s visit would usually do the trick. This was in large part why they had five children, though only an ironical god might be credited with making all five of them girls. She had in fact considered using the power of an extra night to halt the farewell ritual, but in the end had decided against it. Where Lady Catherine was concerned, even an extra night might not be enough to accomplish the goal, and really, the humiliation of waving from the front steps was not so terrible as to necessitate a full week’s worth of visitations!
“Would you not prefer to work in the garden?” She slipped her hand into his and gave another squeeze. “I noticed how Mrs. Bennet admired your efforts with the honeysuckle. She must have been as impressed as I am with how well they have kept their bloom, even in November.”
“Was she?” Mr. Collins’s face relaxed. “I did not hear her say anything on the matter.”
“Oh, you know Mrs. Bennet, my dear. She would not say so directly; she is too proud. But I saw it in the way she looked at the flowers during our ramble about the grounds.” 
Flattery—another useful tool, particularly in combination with her thumb, as it traced circles along the inside of his palm.
“Yes, she is a proud woman,” said Mr. Collins, jutting out his chin. “Though one wonders why, considering the state of the house and grounds when I became master.”
“I see now why you believed it necessary for us to economize in Kent,” said Charlotte, knowing her lines well. This was a script they had recited many times in the past five years.
“Indeed it is! When I visited Longbourn for the first time, I saw how much it would take to put this place back to its former state of glory.”
What its former state of glory had been, neither of them knew, as they had only ever seen the place under the care—or rather, neglect—of Thomas Bennet. But Charlotte, though she cringed at her husband’s boastful tone, could not help but share in his pride, for they had, both of them, worked hard to improve the estate. 
“I only wish,” Mr. Collins continued with a deep sigh, “that I might have aided in the betterment of my cousins, as well as their former home. Oh, I suppose most of them are well settled, but Cousin Elizabeth has become quite eccentric.” He shook his head. “A school! She thinks to start a school! Can you imagine, my dear?”
In fact, Charlotte could imagine it. The parish school had long been a disgrace, and even her own mother, God rest her soul, had often thought the people of Meryton would benefit from something better.
“And to have the presumption to ask us to contribute to the cause!” continued her husband. “‘It would hardly do,’ said I to her…” 
Charlotte turned her head so that she might roll her eyes without detection. Did he really have to quote himself when she had been present to hear this speech, given not an hour ago? 
“… ‘for a proper lady to undertake such an enterprise!’” 
“Oh, but I am hardly a proper lady, Mr. Collins,” Elizabeth had responded with an impudent grin that suggested she had not truly expected her cousin to donate to her cause.
Then why had she bothered asking? She had made the entire call awkward—not just for Mr. Collins and Charlotte, but for the Bingleys, too. Charlotte had seen how Mr. Bingley squirmed in his seat, how Jane had blushed for her sister. Even Mrs. Bennet, who more often caused embarrassment than suffered from it, appeared abashed. 
Yet, for all her annoyance, Charlotte had to admit: she missed Elizabeth Bennet’s impertinence. She remembered that dull year before her marriage, when she had begun to resign herself to spinsterhood. Laughing with Eliza had been one of the few pleasures she had to look forward to each day. 
Now, of course, life was different: she had purpose. She had children to educate, a household to run, a husband to manage ever so delicately. Still, she felt a certain emptiness in her chest—not always, not often, and yet it was there, an ache that snuck up on her and occasionally sucked her dry. On these days, she would hide in her sitting room or, if she could get away, walk for miles. She had never spoken to anyone about this sensation, not even her mother. Now Lady Lucas was dead, and Charlotte wished she had asked: is this normal? 
She tried to diagnosis the triggers. Dull rainy days? Bitter winter nights? Mornings after waking from a restless sleep? Yet there were days like this one when her sleep had restorative and the sun shone brilliantly—and still she felt as if she were stumbling through the dark.
“Yes, do take the girls in hand, my dear,” said her husband, giving her hand a quick squeeze. “If you require my assistance, you may come to the garden, but there is much work to be done with the coming of winter.” 
As she watched him retreat to the side of the house with the garden, she sighed—with relief? Disappointment? She could hardly say. Then she looked to her daughters, who were laughing more than ever as Catherine, the oldest, walked the stone wall separating the yard from the park beyond. Charlotte really ought to stop such behavior; it was hardly correct. Instead, she turned into the house, called the nurse, and told her to allow the girls a half hour more, supposing this to be a safe length of time before Mr. Collins came inside for a drink of something cool. 
“I am going for a walk,” she told the nurse, and then, on a whim, grabbed the last of the autumn flowers from the vase on the mantle. She would visit her parents’ grave, which would afford her a decent walk, not to mention a reasonable excuse for her husband, who often frowned at her decision to spend precious time wandering outdoors. 
The exercise did some good, though she knew it would not be enough. It would take a day of holing herself up in her study, a piece of Cook’s cake if there was any to be found, and a good night’s sleep—thank God tonight was not one of his!—for her to feel more like herself again. But the fog had lifted a little, and by the time she reached the churchyard, she was able to smile at the sight of her parents’ tomb—a ridiculously showy affair her father had had constructed before his death. (He had wanted to be certain he would be buried in a way befitting a man knighted at St. James’s.)
Hers were the only flowers in front of the tomb, for her sisters Maria and Henrietta had moved away after marrying, and her brother William had sold Lucas Lodge in order to purchase a small estate elsewhere. Perhaps if one of them had stayed in Meryton, she might not have felt this same sense of ennui—and yet she had never been close to them, except perhaps Maria, who sent letters almost as faithfully as Lady Catherine.
Only after turning to leave the graveyard did she see Elizabeth Bennet, sitting crossed-legged in front of her own father’s grave. Without thinking, Charlotte moved closer—close enough to hear Elizabeth singing. It was an Irish air that Elizabeth had sung often during their visits to each other’s homes all those years ago. 
Indeed, Charlotte recalled a rainy morning when she, Maria, and the Bennet ladies had been gathered in Longbourn’s drawing room, listening to Elizabeth perform this very song. Charlotte, happening to glance over at the doorway, had been surprised by the rare sight of Mr. Bennet, leaning against the doorjamb, his usual sardonic sneer replaced by a true smile, at least until he caught Charlotte watching him. Then he had waggled his eyebrows, made a face, and departed. 
Charlotte spun away from the gravesite, loath to interrupt what was clearly a private moment, but she must have stepped on something—a stick or some leaves; the graveyard really did require more regular maintenance!
“Charlotte, is that you?”
Forcing a smile to her lips, Charlotte turned back.
“Excuse me, Eliza—Elizabeth,” she corrected. Elizabeth had never minded the nickname until Caroline Bingley had begun using it, as well. Charlotte had pretended to laugh at her friend’s decision to swear off the name Eliza, but secretly resented how a few months of ribbing from someone like Miss Bingley could undo a nickname Charlotte had used for years.
“I had not meant to intrude.” 
“Not at all,” said Elizabeth, standing and shaking out her skirts. A shower of grass strands, some tied together in long chains, fell at her feet. 
“I thought to make a garland for his tombstone,” she explained, catching Charlotte’s quizzical gaze, “but the grass is too dry to make much of anything. We at Netherfield have not your husband’s talent for growing flowers so late in the season.”
Charlotte looked sharply at Elizabeth, suspecting mockery, but her smile seemed sincere. 
Still, Charlotte said, with a tilt of her chin, “He is very proud of his garden.”
“As well he should be. He has certainly improved upon the mess of flowers we kept when residing at Longbourn. Come, are you returning home? Perhaps I might accompany you part of the way.”
Charlotte nodded, and then asked, “How is it that you reached the graveyard before I did?” The carriage would not have driven this way to reach Netherfield.
“Oh, I told Charles and Jane to let me out as soon as we were out of sight of Longbourn. I wanted a walk.” 
A wave of envy swept over Charlotte. What would it feel like, making a command and having it obeyed without question or lecture? How was it that Elizabeth, lacking fortune, status or husband, exercised such easy authority in her dependent state? 
It must have been this envy that led her to ask, with unmistakable rancor, “Why do you so rarely visit with me anymore?”
Elizabeth sighed. “Oh, Charlotte…”
“I know you have always disapproved of my decision to marry your cousin.”
Elizabeth said nothing to this.
“And you must loathe seeing us at Longbourn.”
Again, she was silent.
“You regret your decision not to marry him!”
Halting abruptly, Elizabeth turned away and began to tremble. Feeling a moment’s guilt, Charlotte put a hand on her friend’s shoulder, only to see that Elizabeth was shaking with laughter, not tears.
“I have my share of regrets,” she said, laughing still, “but I promise you, Charlotte, refusing Mr. Collins is not one of them.” 
Charlotte spun away, eyes stinging. 
“Please wait!” said Elizabeth, hurrying to keep up with her. “Forgive me, Charlotte, please forgive me. I am not laughing at you.”
“No, but you are laughing at my husband.” Charlotte sped up. “I will not tolerate it.”
“I know, and I am sorry!” said Elizabeth, breathless now as she ran along side her.
Charlotte took a moment’s pleasure at being able to outpace this woman who walked whenever and wherever she pleased (never mind that Charlotte was a good five inches taller, and soon, even she would be breathless if she kept up this pace). 
“Perhaps this is why I have kept away,” continued Elizabeth, still jogging alongside her. “I knew I would behave badly, and I promise you, my friend, I did not want to hurt you. That, and I have been more than a little envious of you.”
This stopped Charlotte in her tracks. 
“Envious? Of me?” She shook her head. “You said that you did not regret your rejection of him.”
“Not of him, no,” murmured Elizabeth. “I cannot lie to you, Charlotte: I do not like your husband. But you may take comfort in how little he likes me in return—and in knowing that you are the very best of wives to him. I have seen how you moderate his deficiencies and improve on his strengths. Longbourn is better cared for now than it has been in more than a generation, and I know this happy state of affairs is due in large part to your efforts.” She sighed. “So no, I do not regret my decision to reject Mr. Collins’s proposal, but it does not stand that I cannot still envy you: your talents, your accomplishments, your purpose—not to mention your beautiful daughters.”
“They are beautiful,” Charlotte replied, her anger ebbing. It had been such a surprise to her, just how lovely each of them were, given their parents’ plainness. Then she frowned. “You are trying to mollify me with flattery. I know this tactic only too well.” Indeed, she used it daily on Mr. Collins.
“I am trying to tell you the truth, Charlotte.” 
Their eyes met, and Charlotte realized then that, for all her anger and hurt, she felt a good deal better—a good deal more alive—than she had when she had left Longbourn. 
“Then I will speak truth to you,” retorted Charlotte. “You will meet a good deal of resistance, and not just from Mr. Collins, regarding your school.”
“Yes, I know this only too well. It took me nearly a month to convince Charles, and goodness knows he is one of the more malleable men of our acquaintance.” 
Lapsing into silence, they resumed their walk. Only when they came within view of Longbourn did Elizabeth whisper, “I truly have missed you, Charlotte.”
After a moment’s hesitation, Charlotte took Elizabeth’s hand in her own. “I wish you had not taken such pains to avoid me these many years. I thought we had repaired our friendship that first spring when you visited us in Kent. But then your letters stopped, and when your father died…well, how could I ask you to forgive me for taking the place that ought, by rights, have been yours?”
“You must not think I have resented your place at Longbourn. My mother—she resents you.” Elizabeth offered a crooked smile.“But not I. No, I have been selfish in my own way. When I have avoided meeting you—and I will admit that I have—it is because I have not known what to say to you.”
Charlotte raised her eyebrows. “Elizabeth Bennet, speechless?”
She laughed. “I have slowly come to understand that I am not nearly so clever or witty as I once believed. Perhaps this is the curse of old maids everywhere—to have enough time alone to reflect on one’s deficiencies.” 
“Believe me, married life provides reflection enough on that score, as well.”
“Then it must be the curse of aging, which none of us can escape.”
“Oh, you look as though you are keeping ahead of time well enough,” said Charlotte. “In fact, I have heard rumors that you are still quite sought after, though you may be over thirty.”
“Just thirty, thank you!” replied Elizabeth, laughing. “And if you mean Mr. Xavier, the gentleman who bought the old King residence, then you must not believe these rumors. He means to marry the daughter of a cousin in Surrey, may God give her strength.” 
“I have never met one so particular as you, Elizabeth Bennet,” said Charlotte, smiling. “I have lost track of the number of suitors you have found unworthy!”
“You must subscribe to the common definition of suitor: any bachelor who dares to speak in complete sentences to an unmarried woman. Though by that standard, I do not suppose Mr. Xavier qualifies, as he speaks mainly in grunts.”
Charlotte laughed. “Yes, I do not imagine you well suited for such a man.”
“Indeed. But then, I have learned to take pride in the fact that I am not well suited for marriage—to anyone.”
“Oh, I would not say that.” Charlotte smiled. “Indeed, I often thought you would marry. Do you remember Mr. Darcy? Lady Catherine’s nephew—and now son-in-law, if you can believe it. Mr. Collins always said Mr. Darcy would marry Miss de Bourgh, but I never could believe it myself until we stood in the church with them, Mr. Collins officiating.”
Elizabeth bent down and fiddled with her shoestring. “Yes, I remember him.”
“That spring you visited us in Kent—I was so certain you would make a match of it with Mr. Darcy. He never could look away when you were in the same room with him. Indeed, I even said so to Lady Catherine once—quite a mistake on my part, too! She and Mr. Collins would not speak with me for almost a fortnight afterward.” Charlotte laughed. “Quite a pleasant fortnight it was, too.” 
“When was this, do you remember?” 
“Oh, I cannot recall exactly…soon after we heard of Lydia’s marriage to Mr. Wickham, I believe? I let slip that you might be following your sister into matrimony.”
“So that is why she traveled to Longbourn,” murmured Elizabeth. 
Charlotte frowned. “Whatever do you mean?” 
“Oh, it is nothing. Tell me, did you embroider the lace collars your daughters wore today? They are lovely.”
“I did indeed,” said Charlotte, feeling a glow of pleasure. She took special pride in her needlework, yet since her mother’s death, no one had commented on it. 
“Would you teach embroidery at the school?”
“Do you mean your school?” asked Charlotte, forgetting for a moment how unlikely it was to come into being.
“Yes, my school,” said Elizabeth, grinning. “You are quite right about the resistance I am likely to receive, and so I thought—why not include skills both gentlemen and laborers alike will consider useful for the children of the village? If the girls happen to learn a bit of arithmetic after practicing their needlework, then so be it.”
“Will it be a school only for girls? It might go over better that way.”
“It might—but I cannot count on the local populace sending their girls over their boys. No, I will do as the Sunday schools do, and put boys and girls in the same school, but in separate classes. The building—the old Goulding shop—has room enough for both arrangements.” 
Charlotte studied her friend. “You have thought a good deal about this.”
“I have been working on this plan for over a year, Charlotte. I have read every treatise on education I can find—in English and in French; I have appealed to countless people for support—not just Mr. Collins; I have begun searching for schoolteachers, slates, ink and paper in large quantities…I will see this through, Charlotte.”
“My husband will never allow me to teach.”
“Oh, you teach your daughters every day! But very well, you will not teach; you will do charity work. Surely that is a noble activity for the wife of a man who was formerly a vicar and is currently a well-respected gentleman?”
Charlotte looked toward Longbourn. The garden was empty now; she only hoped the nurse had shooed the girls inside and wiped the dirt from their hands and faces before their father saw them. 
“It will take a great deal of persuasion,” she said to herself. Two extra nights, if not more.
“Well, you must do as you think best, of course,” said Elizabeth. “But I should be glad of your help, Charlotte—and even more than that, I should be glad of your company.”
They parted ways then, with promises to visit each other more often. As Charlotte watched her friend disappear past the tree line that separated Longbourn’s property from the church’s land, she imagined herself sitting in Goulding’s old shop, surrounded not only by her daughters but the daughters of the farmers and laborers of Meryton. There would be a great deal of shushing as she tried to explain certain stitches, and no doubt many a pricked finger and bent needle. But there would be so much laughter, as well, particularly from the woman she imagined sitting beside her—that audacious spinster, the founder of the school, her dear friend. 
It was a vision worth an entire month of extra nights.



 
A WALK IN THE WOODS 
 
MAY 12, 1837
 
He was thoroughly exhausted—from the tour of the school, from the journey to Hertfordshire, from the week’s visit to London, which always drained the life from him. 
Yet when she murmured, “I will walk back to Netherfield,” he asked, “May I accompany you?”
He had spoken mainly to provoke that arched brow, which he found just as charming now as he had twenty-five years earlier. 
Instead, she cast him a startled glance. “Did I speak aloud?” 
Then, without waiting for his answer, she gave her more characteristic response: crooked smile, laughing eyes, and yes—right brow, curved just so.
They stood together in a corner of the main classroom, observing the students as they finished up the school day. Rather, she was observing the students; he kept glancing at her.
He had prepared himself for the likely differences—the physical signs of aging, yes, but also a certain coolness of manner that would not have been undeserved. She might resent him—or even worse, feel nothing at all after so long an absence. 
What he had not expected were all the ways she had remained Elizabeth Bennet—his Elizabeth Bennet. Time had by no means diminished the effects of her wry smile, lively manner, and forthright gaze. To banter with her again, to see that spark of humor in her eyes (just as fine with wrinkles surrounding them as without)—this had been one of the pleasanter surprises of his life.
“Are you certain you wish to walk?” She tilted her head, as if she were not quite sure she believed him. “It is two miles, at least—perhaps longer, depending on the path I choose.”
“I have spent most of the morning, and will spend a considerable part of the afternoon, in a carriage. I should be glad to stretch my legs, if you do not mind the company.”
He searched her face for some sign of annoyance, recalling with sudden vividness all those walks in Kent when he had thought himself doing her a favor. 
Perhaps she was remembering those walks, too, for she asked, “Will you be as silent and grave as you once were?”
“Possibly. I have not changed so much—at least not in the matter of my character.”
“I am glad to hear it.” 
Turning abruptly, she went to Miss Bingley, who sat with Mrs. Collins, Miss Collins, and a group of girls sewing near the back of the bustling classroom.
Elizabeth’s school was like none he had ever seen before—and he had made it a point to visit many such institutions before funding a charity school at Pemberley. The tall front windows were so clean he suspected they were washed daily; the walls around them had been painted a crisp Wedgwood blue, accentuating the charming amateur watercolors placed in irregular intervals around the room; the stone hearth, dormant for the summer, housed several potted ferns; and the mantle above it showcased the handiwork of students: a pillow stitched with a proverb; a mouse whittled from pinewood; a Wordsworth poem copied in childish script. Along one wall stood a rickety square piano, along another, shelves filled to bursting with books. Several haphazard rows of boys, dutifully repeating their multiplication tables for a teacher, made obvious the purpose of this place, and still Darcy could almost believe he was in a home instead of a school. 
As he watched Elizabeth cross the room, Darcy felt a tug at his elbow. Thomas stared up at him from a squashy arm chair, conversation book in hand.
“He is as clever and thoughtful a boy as ever lived,” William had claimed when describing this youngest Bingley to his family at dinner the previous evening.
“No doubt his involuntary silence helps make him seem so,” Robert Townshend had quipped, eliciting a half-swallowed giggle from Emma. Even Rainford had bitten back a smile; he always had over-indulged his oldest son—except when it mattered.
“Insult Thomas at your own peril, Robert,” William had warned, half rising from his seat at the table.
As with most disagreements between the brothers—and Darcy knew there had been many over the years—this one came to naught, for Georgiana had reached out to calm her middle child, and Rainford had quickly changed the subject. For his part, though, Darcy almost wished they had come to blows. Though he understood the root of Robert’s cynical wit, he had always liked serious and sober William better, and besides, he rather appreciated William’s display of temper, for he knew it to be the Darcy pride at work in him. 
Standing before Thomas now, however, Darcy realized that pride had not been the sole source of William’s anger. His nephew cared for this boy, even after so short an acquaintance. No doubt he admired Thomas for Miss Bingley’s sake, but there was something in the child’s eyes—a penchant for observing everything around him, combined with a seriousness that belied his youth—that would have caught William’s attention, even if the boy had not been the sister of his beloved. 
Darcy took the conversation book from Thomas, smiling a little at the rows of multiplication problems, probably completed in time with the boys who were speaking aloud their answers. There were other, more difficult mathematical problems on the page, suggesting the multiplication tables had been merely a way to pass the time, or perhaps an attempt to pretend solidarity with these boys who shared little but youth in common with him. 
At the bottom of the page, Thomas had written, “Do you approve of my aunt’s school?”
It would have been easy to answer in the affirmative—and yet not entirely true. How could he give wholehearted approval to that which he did not fully understand? The Meryton School was as mystifying to him as its founder. 
To think, he had once supposed the Pemberley charity school an oddity! And it was, in that scripture did not form the bedrock of the curriculum. For all that he found religion meaningful, Darcy saw little need to reproduce the parish Sunday school on his estate. Instead, he ordered his masters to focus on mathematics, accounting, modern languages, and science—skills that would allow the pupils to enter the increasingly important spheres of trade and commerce. Learning a few bits of scripture might once have been sufficient for the children of farmers, but change was coming to the countryside in ways that few seemed to willing to admit. 
Darcy feared there would come a day when even his land, vast and productive as it was, would fail to sustain the children of his many tenants. Railroads had begun crisscrossing the landscape, and factories had started appearing in what used to be sleepy market towns. He had seen what became of the landless common folk who wandered to nearby cities in hopes of a better life: some found it, most did not. Darcy would be damned if Pemberley’s cast offs were not prepared to be part of the few who managed to get ahead in this uncertain world of industry.
Elizabeth, too, had abandoned the parish school model—and yet she had not quite adopted his practical approach, either. She seemed intent on making scholars out of at least a few of her students—even some of her girls, who would have no outlet for their newfound knowledge. Granted, the seven girls enrolled in the school generally focused on music, dancing, and the domestic arts, but they sat in the same large room with the fifteen boys who came almost daily for the more rigorous academic subjects.
“If the girls should happen to overhear a bit of Latin or geometry, and then express an interest in learning those subjects, who am I to stop them?” Elizabeth had said on the carriage ride to Meryton. “Of course, most children—boys or girls—study with us only for a few years, and then only what their fathers want them to learn for a trade or for social improvement. Very few students stay longer, and in fifteen years of existence, the school has sent only two boys to Cambridge, both due in large part to enthusiastic letters of support from Charles.”
She had sounded disappointed by this fact, and yet he had thought these results rather impressive, given what he knew of Cambridge’s entrance requirements. Still, this notion of turning farmers’ children into scholars—well, he could not help but think of Wickham, who had by no means benefited from George Darcy’s well-intended paternalism. 
For all his reservations, however, Darcy did approve of how she had made use of the five hundred pounds he sent annually—and anonymously. The building was in fine shape, the rooms were stocked with appropriate materials, and the instructors (with the exception of the music teacher, who seemed more interested in speaking to him of society than music) appeared well-suited for their positions. 
As Darcy watched Elizabeth move about the classroom, stopping here and there to greet a student or place a stray book on one of the shelves, he wondered what she must think of him. By all rights, she ought to have despised him, even more now than when he had insulted her at the Meryton Assembly decades earlier. On that ill-fated meeting, he had been merely uncivil. Since then, he had been a suitor too arrogant to gauge her feelings, a gentleman too proud to make known Wickham’s perfidy, and a friend too disloyal to stand up at Bingley’s marriage.
For most of his adult life, Darcy had struggled with these sins, but he had also consoled himself with the belief that she had made him suffer the consequences—and rightly so. It was only after his aunt’s death that he had begun to wrestle with the notion that Elizabeth might have wanted him to return to Hertfordshire that autumn of 1812, that she might have been hoping he would propose again—that he, in fact, might have hurt her. 
Such an idea cut him to the quick. He would not have wished his own loneliness on anyone, certainly not Elizabeth.
Thomas tugged at his elbow again, and Darcy realized that he had yet to answer the boy’s question. Taking the book and pencil (worn almost to a nub, so that even Darcy’s neat handwriting appeared cramped), he wrote, “Yes, I do approve—but with several notable reservations. ”
“All is arranged,” Elizabeth announced, joining them with her bonnet in hand. “Mrs. Collins and Lottie will take our spots in the carriage, as Longbourn is not so very much out of the way from Netherfield, and you and I, Mr. Darcy, will walk. Why, what is it, Thomas? You look perturbed with this plan.” 
He shook his head and pointed to his book.
After reading their conversation, Elizabeth smiled. “Do not be insulted for my sake, Thomas. If this gentleman standing before us did not have notable reservations, I would have supposed him an imposter. Mr. Darcy does not stoop to flatter, if I recall.”
To this, Thomas responded by flipping to a new page in his book. “Perhaps not, but he attempts to bribe. You may keep your Bewick, sir!” (Sir had been underlined twice, and so forcefully that a hole appeared in the paper.)
“The book was no bribe,” replied Darcy, working to hide his own smile. “It is an honest gift, and one that I hope brings you joy.” 
“The Greeks brought a gift to the Trojans, too,” Thomas wrote.
At this, he could not help but laugh. “Have you read the Aenid?”
Thomas merely crossed his arms and glared.
A bell sounded at the front of the room; several pupils gave audible groans, while a few others cheered. Then, all twenty-two of them called, in unison, “Good day and thank you!” before rushing out into the sunshine. Darcy caught the melancholy expression on Thomas’s face as the children raced past him, their laughter and chatter so loud that it reached them through the open windows even as their figures disappeared into the distance. 
Crouching down so that he was level with Thomas, Darcy asked, “Do you know the story of Heimdall, the Norse god who was said to protect Asgard, the home of the gods?” 
Thomas shook his head. 
“It was his task to warn the other gods when danger approached. In some versions of the story, he could only do this by blowing on a great horn. He could not call out to his comrades, for his foe Loki had bid him to be silent during an argument, and ever after, Heimdall was a mute god.”
Thomas’s eyes widened. 
“Despite this, he was able to hear the wool growing on sheep; he could see a bird flying hundreds of miles away.” Darcy paused, holding the boy’s gaze. “I cannot say whether this is a fair bargain—to be robbed of speech only to receive other powers in greater degree. But it is the story I learned from an old Norwegian servant at Pemberley when I was a boy, and I have never forgotten it.”
After a few seconds’ thought, Thomas picked up his pencil and wrote, “Your story was better suited to me than mine was to you—perhaps.” 
Darcy smiled. “Perhaps.” 
Then, straightening to his full height, he felt his smile become a grimace; his knees ached from crouching even these few minutes. Though he would never grow too old for telling stories, he had perhaps reached an age when it would have been better to tell them from a comfortable chair. 
Catching Elizabeth’s intent gaze, he laughed to himself. Ah, the injustices of aging! His hair might gray, and his knees might give out, but still he would maintain the capability of blushing like a schoolboy.
“You need not worry; though I look old and infirm, I will be good for the two or three miles’ walk,” he assured her. “I will not hold you back, excellent walker though you are, Miss Bennet.”
Her brow wrinkled in confusion, and then she laughed. “I was not thinking of the walk.”
Before he could ask what she was thinking, she said, “You are welcome to continue regaling Thomas with tales from Norse mythology. However, if you should like to leave sooner rather than later, you and Thomas must help the rest of us put the school in order. Although Meryton’s scholars do their best, even they occasionally forget to clean a slate or store their sewing materials properly.” 
With a lopsided smile suggesting he was well used to being drafted into such work, Thomas struggled to his feet and went to find Mr. Harding, the mathematics tutor. Together, they wiped clean the large slate board that hung on the wall nearest the door. Two of the older pupils had stayed behind to help: a boy named Phillip, who washed those sparkling clean windows, and a girl called Dolly, who swept the floors. (“They rotate through the chores,” Elizabeth explained to him, “boys, as well as girls.”) Miss Bingley, Mrs. Collins, and Miss Collins circled the room, picking up stray pieces of fabric and thread. Indeed, Darcy found that everyone who remained took up some small task—with the exception of the music teacher, Miss Bard, who sat at the piano and played a virtuosic sonata.
“I do not suppose,” said Elizabeth, as they both stacked the students’ slates in one of the cabinets, “that you expected to be engaged in such drudgery when you set off for Netherfield this morning.”
They stood side by side, a few inches of air between them. He did not look at her, but from his peripheral vision, he could see her hands at work: fingers long, nails short, skin tanned, knuckles red. How different—and yet how unchanged—was longing at three and fifty than at eight and twenty!
“I hardly knew what to expect, Miss Bennet.” 
A delicate cough sounded from behind him. He turned to see Mrs. Collins holding out a slate. 
“If you would not mind adding this to your collection, Mr. Darcy?” 
Certainly he had not expected, when setting out from London this morning, to see Charlotte Collins; if he had, he would have dreaded the meeting, for he could not see someone named Collins without thinking of Lady Catherine. 
Yet as he took the slate from Mrs. Collins, he offered her a courteous nod; he had always liked her a good deal more than the company she kept. He could forgive her the error of marrying that fool Mr. Collins, and he could not blame her for being saddled with his aunt those years she had lived in Kent. It was certainly not Mrs. Collins’s fault that he would forever associate her with that rainy April morning when he had married Anne. 
For all that he had come to esteem his wife, Darcy would never be able to look back on his wedding day with fondness. Lady Catherine had been as overbearing as usual, going so far as ordering her daughter to speak up during the ceremony; Mr. Collins had fawned over the couple both before and after the wedding; and Anne had only just managed to keep herself from collapsing into a nervous fit at the altar. He wondered if Mrs. Collins, who had been one of their witnesses, had seen how violently Anne had trembled when he had slipped the ring on her bare finger. 
“Here, Lottie, catch!” From across the room, Miss Bingley launched a decorative pillow at the young Miss Collins, who laughed in surprise as the pillow dropped at her feet. This set off a game of catch, which Thomas quickly joined, so that even as the others had completed their tasks—except Miss Bard, who had moved on to another showy movement of the sonata—pillows continued to soar from one corner of the room to the other, accompanied by the girls’ laughter and Thomas’s quick, happy breaths. 
For a long moment, he simply watched them, enjoying their energy and grace. Miss Bingley was without doubt the most striking of the trio, but Miss Collins possessed a certain prettiness that came with youth and health, and even Thomas, who had only youth on his side, appeared invigorated by the exercise.
“Lizzy brings out my Lottie’s high spirits,” said Mrs. Collins, with some combination of apology and pride. 
“Yes, Lizzy brings out the best in everyone,” declared her aunt. “Though I do not think Nurse Edwards will agree—not when we bring Thomas back, all red-faced and exhausted. That is enough, my dears!” She stepped between Miss Bingley and Thomas, caught the pillow he had sent flying in her direction, and knocked it playfully against her niece’s head. “Take Thomas outside to wait for the carriage, Lizzy. Mr. Harding, please lock the doors behind us. And Miss Bard, you will have to save the delightfully difficult third movement of Weber’s sonata for some other time. Come along!” 
Soon enough, the entire party stood outside, waiting for the Bingley carriage to make its way from the stable yard at the other end of the street. Elizabeth bid a friendly farewell to Mr. Harding and a much cooler adieu to Miss Bard, who made it a point to approach Darcy before she departed. 
“It was so very good to meet you, sir! Do remember me to your sister, Lady Rainford, for though she would surely not recall my name, I can never forget hers! I relished the opportunity to hear her play when I was Lady Boswell’s companion, some years ago. If she should ever hear of a position in which someone with my humble talents might be of service…”
“Yes, indeed, Mr. Darcy.” Elizabeth crossed her arms, bonnet still dangling from her hand. “Do let Miss Bard know of any opportunity at your earliest convenience. It would be such a shame if she were to find herself without a suitable position.” 
Miss Bard blanched, mumbled her goodbyes, and hurried away. 
“Well, Eliza,” said Mrs. Collins, smiling after the departing figure, “you will soon be searching for yet another music instructor.” 
Elizabeth waved a dismissive hand in Miss Bard’s direction. “They never stay. And Miss Bard has been the worst of the lot. If she were to give her notice today, I would not regret it.” 
“Oh, but Miss Bennet, do you not think your words harsh?” asked Miss Collins. “Miss Bard has no other means of making her way in the world! She is but a poor spinster, and we ought to have some compassion on those who—” The young lady halted suddenly. “Oh! I did not mean…that is…” 
Elizabeth smiled. “But I am a spinster, if not a poor one. Indeed, I consider myself an expert on spinsterhood, and as such, I say that Miss Bard behaves as she does not because she lacks a husband or a fortune but because she lacks conviction. Had she married a landed gentleman, she would have wished herself the wife of a peer; were she a countess, she would have wished herself queen.” 
“You suppose our circumstances do not change us—that our characters are immutable?” Darcy asked, brows raised. “What an odd philosophy for the mistress of a charity school.” 
Her smile led him to suspect she had been hoping for a debate. “I suppose circumstances may diminish or enhance certain traits, but not alter them substantially. Now, intelligence—that is another matter altogether. Almost any child may learn to read, write, add and subtract, given time and instruction—and so a good teacher may indeed make a difference in this regard. But one’s attitude toward one’s circumstances—this I suppose a little less malleable, at least for a woman of Miss Bard’s age.” She laughed. “Certainly for a woman of mine.”
“Case in point,” he replied, smiling. “You have not given up your propensity for arguing.”
“No circumstance in the world could have effected such a change in me.” 
She spoke lightly, yet the implication of her words hit him with such force that he had to turn away. No circumstance in the world—not even marriage. 
The arrival of the Netherfield carriage became his excuse for abandoning conversation; he helped Thomas, Mrs. Collins, and both of the young ladies into the coach, glad for a reason to turn his attentions to anyone other than Elizabeth. Even as the carriage disappeared into the distance, he kept his gaze averted from hers; to look at Elizabeth now would be to stare in the face of those twenty-five impossible years. 
No, he would not have been able to change her, nor would he have wished to. She would have challenged him, amused him, infuriated him, inspired him. She would have been not only his wife, but his partner, lover, and friend. To see her now—to know for certain what he had missed—hurt even more than those false words his aunt had thrown at him all those years ago.
If she noticed his distress, she made no sign of it except perhaps in the gentleness of her voice as she said, “The path is this way, Mr. Darcy.” 
He followed her almost blindly down Meryton’s main road, several people stopping her along the way to inquire after some or another matter related to the school. They must have glanced quizzically at him, a stranger, and surely he had bowed when introduced. Yet he had little recollection of departing town. He was aware only of the woman next to him and his own sense of bewilderment. 
Was he truly here, walking this road with her? 
By the time they reached the footpath that wound through field and pasture, the pressure in his chest had subsided. The weight of those missing years could not repress the buoyancy of this present reality: she was, for now, at his side.
The path became rockier as they neared a small patch of woods, but he did not offer his arm or remark on the beauty of the scenery. He was just as silent and grave as he had promised. She did not seem to mind, or at least made no attempt to alter this state of affairs. 
Then, a few minutes into their walk, she grabbed his forearm. “Wait!”
He froze—at her touch more than her command. When she did not release her hold, he ventured a glance at her profile. She was staring up at a large, twisted yew tree situated at a fork in the path. He watched as she looked right, left, and then right again. She could not have been lost or uncertain of the way, yet she did not immediately choose a direction. 
“Left,” she announced, releasing her hold and starting off.
Touching the spot (still warm) where her fingers had been, he asked, “Why left?”
She glanced back at him, smiling. “It is the longer path.” 
In a few strides, he was beside her again—but with no idea of what to say. She had always been the one to initiate their banter, yet now she seemed content with silence. He, however, felt time slipping away; they would return to Netherfield soon, and then…what? He had no notion of what would come next. The idea that he would leave here today having failed to secure William’s happiness was only slightly more distressing than the realization that he might have no reason to call on Elizabeth Bennet again. 
Never in his life had he been a gifted conversationalist; certainly he had no talent for making small talk. Yet he had practiced over the years—just as she had teasingly suggested to him at Lady Catherine’s pianoforte that spring of 1812. 
So, it was with some struggle—but not as much as there might once have been—that he cleared his throat and said, “These woods have grown thicker since I was here last.” 
In the history of rhetoric, this sentence hardly qualified as one of the more brilliant opening lines, but then if there had been a example in a book somewhere listed under the heading, “How to Artfully Reacquaint Oneself with One’s Lost Love, Twenty-Five Years After the Fact,” he might have done a little better. 
“Yes, they have,” she said. “Mr. Bradford, Netherfield’s steward, has taken great efforts to develop the timberland and…” She stopped. “Oh, for goodness’ sake! I do not want to discuss timberland. Mr. Darcy, I am a very selfish creature; and, for the sake of giving relief to my own feelings, care not how much I may be wounding yours. I can no longer help thanking you for…oh, there are any number of ways you have shown unexampled kindness to my family over the years.”
He glanced sharply at her, but could deduce nothing from her expression. Did she know of the funds he sent to Lydia Wickham? Or, God forbid, the even greater amount he sent through Edward Gardiner to the school? Both her relatives had assured him that his name would never be mentioned in connection with these gifts. He knew well enough not to put much faith in Mrs. Wickham’s word, but he had supposed his friend Gardiner to be more trustworthy. God knew he had not meant to make her feel indebted to him.
“For now, at least, allow me now to thank you for your willingness to travel here today.” She looked up at him, offering an apologetic smile. “I know you did not come here to assess my school.”
“And I know you did not invite me for that purpose.”
“No, though I am curious about these notable reservations you mentioned to Thomas.” 
He smiled. “And perhaps I will tell them to you—if only to lessen any sense of obligation you may feel with regards to other…matters.”
They glanced at each other, but he could not tell if she understood his meaning. There was too much—and too little—history between them to know for certain.
“I feel no obligation, Mr. Darcy, only the sincerest gratitude,” she replied quietly. 
Their gazes held for a long moment.
“So,” she said, turning abruptly and resuming her walk, “tell me what you do not like about the school—aside from the music teacher. No one likes Miss Bard.” 
He fell in beside her, glad that she had steered the conversation to safer waters, though as he thought more about what he would say next, he wondered if critiquing her school was any less fraught than dredging up the past. 
“I have one major disagreement—and a few minor ones. Which do you prefer I raise first?”
She laughed. “Oh, by all means, let us get the major disagreement out of the way. Then I shall be so angry with you that I will hardly mind your smaller complaints.”
“Then here it is: do you bring harm to your students by raising their thoughts to stations in life most will never be able to occupy?” 
He could not tell by her frown if she was considering or dismissing his question. 
Finally, she said, “I ask myself this question every day, and yet I have no answer—or no proof for the answer I would like to give, at any rate.”
“And what answer is that?”
“You know well enough what I want to say, Mr. Darcy: education is a force for good, not harm! How can improving one’s mind ever truly be wrong? And this notion of stations in life?” She waved her hand. “This is nonsense.”
“No, it is reality.”
“It is our reality—but who is to say what reality will look like for these children when they reach our age? Just ten years ago, most tenant farmers did not possess the franchise. Now many of them may have a say in who represents them in Parliament. You cannot tell me the Reform Act has failed to change their reality!”
“Indeed I can. They may have the ability to vote, but do you suppose they vote any differently from their landlords? Let us take the case of Netherfield. Do you really believe the tenants here would support a candidate that Bingley opposes? They would fear losing their farms too much to exert such independence.”
She rounded on him, but before she could speak, he held up his hands. “I am not accusing Bingley of intimidation; no doubt he is the very last landowner in England who would force his tenants to vote as he does. But even the kindest of landlords wields some power over his tenants. I am only pointing out that men, especially those with families to support, cannot act against their own self-interest.”
Face reddening, she turned on her heel and strode off. By the time he had caught up with her, she had calmed herself enough to admit, “They probably do vote the way Charles votes. And yet the Reform Act is something! To deny change is coming—”
“I make no such claim. Change is coming—but will Latin or music provide any useful aid to those who must navigate this change? What good, Miss Bennet, does Latin do a boy who takes up a trade? Can Clementi’s piano exercises help a girl who will serve in Netherfield’s kitchens until she marries and bears ten children? Why do you assume the knowledge you find so precious must be precious to them, as well?”
She huffed, and then, after a moment’s silence, laughed. “Of all the unbelievable aspects of this unbelievable day, I suppose this must top the list: Fitzwilliam Darcy, accusing me of arrogance!” 
“You did not answer my question, Elizabeth.”
They stopped and looked at each other. Their first names: truce or escalation? 
“Earlier this morning,” she said, her cheeks still flushed, “you claimed there are some truths not even time can alter.”
“Yes. And I stand by that claim.” 
She sighed, and they resumed walking. 
“What is knowledge, then, except a form of truth? Can you think of any reason why a blacksmith’s son should not take pleasure in Virgil? Why can a scullery maid not find beauty in a Beethoven sonata? Or, for that matter, why can she not read Virgil, too? If time cannot alter the importance of great art, then why should the accident of birth determine who may have access to it?”
“It should not—and yet you were the one who said change was coming. What does Virgil have to do with learning to work the railroads? Will Beethoven’s music feed a family displaced from the land? And do not tell me it will feed their souls.”
“But it will! Why do we assume laborers cannot use both their bodies and their brains?”
“I make no such assumption. Indeed, I make no assumption about how well—or how ill—the gentry make use of their minds. I saw enough stupidity at Cambridge to convince me that fortune by no means breeds intelligence.”
“Exactly!” she said.
“Did we just agree?”
“Yes,” she said slowly, “and yet I have no idea what either of us is arguing at this point.”
He laughed, the sound of it filling the otherwise quiet woods. For the next half mile or so, they said nothing more, and he felt almost as if he could still hear his laughter, even over the crunch of his boots on the leaves or the thrum of his heart in his ears. When was the last time he had laughed like that—really, truly laughed? 
“It is odd,” she said eventually, “that you should voice your reservation with my methods in the form of a question. It suggests you do not know the answer yourself.” 
“I do not.” He sighed. “I only know, by experience, how raising a young man to think he is a gentleman when in fact he is not may do some very real damage.”
“You speak of…of Mr. Wickham, I think.” 
He glanced at her, surprised more by the catch in her voice than her ability to grasp his meaning.
“Yes, I do mean Wickham. But then perhaps we may apply your theory of immutable character to his case: had his circumstances been different—had he not gone to Cambridge, but gone into trade or service like his father—he might still have been a manipulative drunkard.”
“Perhaps,” she agreed quietly. “But it is doubtful he would have found his way to Meryton…or to Ramsgate. Of course, then other people’s sisters would have suffered. I wish I were a good enough person to say that the particulars do not matter, and yet they do matter—very much so.”
“Yes,” he murmured. “The particulars matter.” 
“Well,” she said, taking a deep breath, “it is what it is. What are your minor disagreements with my school—or should we continue arguing about truth, knowledge and equality until we reach Netherfield?” 
“I want you to know how much I admire your school, Elizabeth.” He stopped to look at her then—a mistake, for when she gazed up at him, eyes shining, he lost his train of thought. 
Clearing his throat, he continued, “It is like no place I have ever seen, and I believe you do give hope to your students. I only ask you to be cautious, to think of the ways that your intentions may go awry.”
“Thank you,” she said quietly. “I am grateful for the advice. But I have been at this for fifteen years now; I have encountered my share of resistance and had to overcome a good number of obstacles. Granted, some of those obstacles I create myself. I fear Miss Bard’s situation is one of them.”
“She is not the first instance of an opportunistic music teacher, I take it?”
“Oh, no, most of them have not been opportunistic; they are just not up to the task. And I hate to admit it, too, for the music teachers have all been women, and I have heard the way people in town talk—as if their incompetence is proof that all women are incapable teachers. They never seem to give credit to me—or to Charlotte Collins—for our efforts on behalf of the school, but then we are not paid, so they call our labors charity, rather than the work it really is.” 
“I suppose young Miss Collins is not a possibility? I assume she can play and sing as well as most young ladies.”
“Yes, but Mr. Collins would never allow it.” Elizabeth grimaced. “As it is, he resents Lottie and Charlotte’s efforts at the school. They are so well-known in town for their charity work that he would harm his own reputation if he were to put an end to their visits.” 
“I see circumstances have not changed your cousin.”
“No, indeed. You must regret not meeting him in town. Shall we turn back and visit Longbourn? I am certain he would be only too honored to see you.”
“Good God, no.”
She laughed. “As much as I hate to admit it, he is not so bad as he once seemed to me. That is Charlotte’s doing.”
“And yet, it cannot be easy to see him at Longbourn…to see him in your father’s place.”
“No,” she agreed, sighing, “but what is more difficult still is acknowledging that he and Charlotte have maintained Longbourn a good deal better than my father and mother ever did. Yet for all their sensible management of the estate, even the Collinses have been unable to escape the Longbourn curse.”
Darcy raised his eyebrows.
“Five daughters, no son,” she said, her smile rueful. “Their estate is entailed away to the oldest male relative.”
“And is that Bingley’s son?”
“No.” She glanced at him. “Prepare yourself for a great irony, sir: the next master of Longbourn will be…George Wickham III.” 
His mouth fell open, and soon they were both laughing. It was the kind of laughter that stopped them in their tracks and brought tears to their eyes.
“God has an unusual sense of humor,” he said eventually. 
“I doubt Mr. Collins would agree. At least Charlotte has not allowed the curse to turn her into a matchmaking mama.” 
“Do all the Misses Collins remain at home?”
“No. In fact, all but Lottie have married now. If only my mother had known to take Charlotte’s sensible approach to raising daughters! She might have been spared a good deal of anxiety—as might we all have been.” 
“So, how will you find your next music teacher? Will you advertise?”
“I suppose. It has been my method thus far—but without much success, as you can see. Charlotte suggests I drop music altogether, but the girls really do love learning to play and sing, and I enjoy hearing them. I will take up the post, as I always have, until I find another poor soul to torture for a few months or perhaps, if I am fortunate, an entire year.”
“What about the young lady sweeping up when we left?” he asked suddenly.
Her brow creased. “Dolly?”
“I heard her playing the pianoforte when we first came into the school. She seemed to have some talent, and she was able to encourage the other girls to sing along with her. Could she serve as a teacher, at least until you find someone else?”
“Dolly?” Elizabeth shook her head. “She is but fifteen. Oh, she can play airs and jigs, but she knows very little in the way of serious music. Besides, you have not heard her speak. She is a sweet enough girl, but she sounds very much like the tanner’s daughter she is—not a teacher.” 
“Hmm…it seems you think her station in life makes her unsuitable for the position.”
Elizabeth’s lips parted, and her face paled. “Good Lord, I am arrogant!”
He smiled. “You are simply too used to seeing her a pupil. But if you are serious about providing opportunities to young women, as well as young men…” He shrugged. “She might be a suitable candidate after all.”
“Dolly!” She shook her head, laughing. “I would never have considered her on my own.”
“She may not be any better than Miss Bard, though likely for different reasons.”
“True, and yet it would be foolish of me not to consider your idea.” She smiled. “My hypocrisy astounds me! You have a singular talent, Mr. Darcy, for making me aware of my many faults.”
Her teasing tone did little to soften the sting he felt at these words.
“That has never been my intention,” he replied quietly.
“Oh, but it has been a useful service. No one challenges me as you do.” Cheeks coloring, she added quickly, “Of course, Lizzy provides a fine sparring partner.”
“Does your niece take after you?” he asked, hardly aware of what he was saying. He could think only of how little time they had left. The trees were thinning out, and the sunlight, which had been dappled and green in the woods, had become brighter and harsher without the thick canopy of leaves above them. He glanced over his shoulder, trying to invent some reason for turning around and taking her back the way they had come; and when they reached Meryton, he would turn her around again, so that they took endless circuits through those woods together. Fatigue be damned; he did not want this walk to end. 
“No, Lizzy is not like me,” she was saying. “Oh, others think so because we share a name, and certainly we have similarities in taste, but those have been bred by repeated exposure to my contrary ways. By nature, she is a good deal more like her father and mother: open, affable, and kind.”
“William’s case is much the same—that is, he is more like his parents than his namesake.” 
They stopped, having reached the edge of the woods. Netherfield stood majestic, if somewhat in need of repair, at the top of the hill. 
“I suppose we ought to return to the house,” she murmured. 
“Yes.” 
Neither moved. 
“Do you have any advice to offer me?” he asked, looking up at Netherfield.
“Regarding Charles?” She sighed. “He is proving oddly stubborn for such a pliable gentleman. But then, where his family is concerned, he is a fiercely loyal man.”
Thinking of his own act of disloyalty to Bingley, Darcy swallowed convulsively, his throat raw with bitter, nasty regret. 
“He believes you never approved of Jane,” she continued quietly. “He supposes that is why you dropped him—why you never returned to Hertfordshire in the autumn of 1812.” 
“It had nothing to do with your sister.”
“I did not think it did.”
How still and silent the world seemed in that moment, as if the breeze knew better than to rustle the leaves and the birds recognized the impropriety of singing at such a time. Blood and breath stilled, as well, and he waited for her to ask the question he had put to himself too many times to count: Why did you not return? 
Perhaps she, too, felt the weight of that moment, for she said nothing.
What could he say to her now, all these years later? That he had been weak enough to fall pray to Lady Catherine’s lie? That he had allowed his own pain and disappointment to ruin his cherished friendship with Bingley? That, for all the good works he had done in his life, he had always carried with him the knowledge that he had, in the end, been too much a coward to deserve her? 
Yes, these were the words he needed to speak, and yet he could not bring himself to lay bare these regrets, not so soon after finding her again. 
“I am now, and was then, immensely glad he found happiness with your sister,” was all he could manage. “I only hope my…abandonment did not cast a shadow over the early days of their marriage.”
She remained silent for a long moment. Then, quietly: “I cannot lie to you. When you did not return, there was confusion—and no small amount of pain.” 
God alone knew how much he wanted to look away, but no: he forced himself to meet that unflinching gaze, ready for her reproach and anger. But her compassion? This he was wholly unprepared to face.
Spinning on his heel, he started up the hill toward the house.
“Please wait!” 
Again she grasped his forearm, and again he felt the shock of her touch.
Their eyes met, and she dropped her hand.
“You have not explained your other reservations,” she said, her smile tentative. “What else do you not like about my school?”
He could say nothing but, “Elizabeth.” 
“I want to hear what you have to say,” she insisted. “Your advice is sound, and I…” She bit her lip and looked down at her hands. “Do you suppose it is possible to miss what you have never really had?” 
His breath caught, and he could not even speak her name then.
“After all,” she said, glancing back up at him with her arch smile, “this represents our longest conversation by far.” 
There were so many questions he could have asked then: What did you mean by refusing to promise Lady Catherine? Can you forgive me for being too proud to reveal Wickham’s true nature? 
Did you ever love me, Elizabeth?
But with twenty-five years rushing at him in the space of a few moments, he had only the capacity to ask, “Why do you keep your accounts in so many different ledgers?”
She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, ledgers!” 
Taking his arm, she led him toward the house. (It was not, he knew, the exertion of walking uphill that made his heart pound so.) 
“Ledgers are the bane of my existence,” she continued. “I was hoping you would not notice.”
“It was difficult not to, given they take up the entirety of the shelves in that back storage room.” 
“Those shelves do represent fifteen years worth of record keeping—and we keep very thorough records, I will have you know.”
As she explained her method of accounting, it crossed his mind that he must be mad to find himself, at three and fifty, thoroughly in love with a woman he had not seen in twenty-five years—and madder still to realize such a truth while she tried to justify keeping three different ledger books for each year when one alone would have sufficed. 
She talked of the school for the rest of their walk, and he was glad to listen, making comments here and there when required. By the time they reached Netherfield, he could almost fool himself into believing they had not engaged in one of the most difficult conversations of his life.
She seemed willing enough to go along with the charade, so much so that when they approached the front door, she said, “There is a side path that winds around the back of the house. It would take us by the chicken coop.” She smiled. “Do you have an interest in chickens, Mr. Darcy?”
“No, but I do have an interest in side paths,” he said, returning her smile. 
But then he looked up at the house and saw, in one of the upper windows, a man peering out at them.
Bingley. 
Convincing his old friend to give consent had been his purpose in traveling here, no matter how much he might like to spend the afternoon wandering with Elizabeth Bennet.
“You must make him understand,” she said, following his gaze.
“I am not sure he will be able to forgive me, Elizabeth.” 
She slid her hand down his arm so that, for the briefest of moments, her fingers brushed his. “He will.” 
With that, she entered the house, and he had little choice but to follow.



 
EVEN THE BEST OF MEN
 
APRIL 1813
 
“Well, well! We are all certain to find this announcement amusing,” said Thomas Bennet, pushing aside his breakfast plate and flattening the newspaper in front of him.
He spoke with exceptional cheer, though really he could have cared less about the society pages. It was just that everyone else at the table seemed dull that morning, even his Lizzy. Especially his Lizzy, but then he was beginning to wonder if she still was his Lizzy. Since the autumn, she had been out of sorts—sometimes her usual, cheerful self, but just as often, distant and distracted.
Grief, he would have thought, for Elizabeth had been quite grieved indeed by her aunt’s passing. Maggie Gardiner’s death had been a blow to them all—and yet the tragedy had occurred in early February, several months after Lizzy had begun showing signs of unhappiness. The news of Maggie’s death had only deepened Elizabeth’s malaise.
Perhaps it was Jane’s departure, though Lord knew the Bingleys visited Longbourn so often they may as well have dispensed with their lease on Netherfield. Of course, not even Bingley was affable enough to tolerate more than a few hours at Longbourn on any given day.
No, it took a good dose of cynicism and a fortress of books to survive Fanny Bennet with one’s sanity intact.
“Do not keep us in suspense, my dear Mr. Bennet!” exclaimed that good woman. “Tell us of this announcement! Death, birth, or wedding?”
He brought his cup to his lips and drained it—or would have, if he had not consumed its contents some time ago. Without a word, Elizabeth passed him the coffee urn, her eyebrow raised in silent sympathy. Fanny had been exceptionally shrill this morning; it likely had to do with the letter she had received announcing the birth of George Wickham III. 
“Is that not a fine name? Is he not a fine boy?” the proud grandmother had declared on reading the letter aloud, as if the infant had come out of his mother’s womb naming himself. 
Now, having all but forgotten George Wickham III, Fanny was leaning forward, eyes wide and lips parted, waiting for Bennet to read whatever scintillating gossip he had discovered in The Times. For a moment, he could almost believe she was still the young woman he had married; even at three and forty, her hair shone auburn in the morning light, and her blue eyes were bright with excitement. He remembered when he had been foolish enough to believe that this rapt expression had been a sign of her regard for him. 
“Ah, never mind.” He snapped the paper closed. “The news can hardly be as interesting as learning of George Wickham III’s arrival.”
“Mr. Bennet!”
“Tell me, does the letter mention a sum we are expected to send in honor of this paragon’s birth?” Bennet took a long sip of his freshly-poured coffee. “For I assume any letter from Lydia, even one so momentous as this one, must include a request for money.”
“Oh, how vexing to my nerves, Mr. Bennet! Quite vexing, indeed!”
“Do you suppose,” he said in a stage whisper to Elizabeth, “that she is vexed by Lydia’s endless demands for money, or by my refusal to read the paper to her?” 
Elizabeth responded with the ghost of a smile.
“I believe,” said Mary—and everyone at the table heaved a sigh in preparation for the speech to come—“that Father is right to turn our thoughts away from the trivialities found in the newspaper these days. We ought to give thanks for Lydia’s good health after such a trial. ‘I will greatly multiply thy sorrow,’ said God to Eve in the Garden of Eden; and as the sad fate of Aunt Gardiner has so recently shown us—”
“Thank you, Mary,” snapped Elizabeth. “I do not suppose any of us had considered the parallels until you so thoughtfully raised them.” 
Mary frowned, for she had finally begun to develop an awareness of others’ feelings—not so much so that she stopped her sermonizing, of course, but enough to realize when others were annoyed with her. 
“Well, Lizzy, you are out of sorts today,” said Kitty between bites of egg. (Kitty could always be trusted to state the obvious.) “And I believe I know why.”
Elizabeth said nothing. 
“You do not like Mr. Wickham!” Kitty blurted out, as if uttering a deep, dark secret. 
“Not like Mr. Wickham!” Fanny cried. “How could you not like Wickham, Lizzy! And to be so unkind as to dislike him on this day of his son’s birth!”
“Surely his son was not born today,” said Kitty. “The post would not have reached us so soon!”
“Yes, well.” Fanny waved a hand. “That hardly matters. Do you really not like Wickham, Lizzy? He has turned out to be a fine man, a fine man indeed, though I suppose the marriage was a bit hasty.” 
“Or not hasty enough,” muttered Elizabeth, and Bennet laughed. The two of them were the only ones at the table willing to do the math: George Wickham III had arrived a mere seven months after his parents’ wedding. 
“Lydia supposes Lizzy is jealous,” said Kitty to her mother, “but I do not think that can be true. You and Wickham would not have suited each other, Lizzy, not at all.”
“Thank you for that, at least,” said Elizabeth with something like her old laugh.
“Lizzy, you are in no position to laugh at your brother—or sister.” Fanny wagged a finger in her direction. “And if you should ever wish to find a husband yourself, you ought to attempt a more pleasing affect at the table. You have been slouching dreadfully this morning!”
“Pardon me, ma’am,” said Elizabeth. She corrected her posture, but with so mocking a smile that Fanny could not have felt any better about the results.
And indeed, Fanny must have known she was losing this battle, for she added, “And stop piddling with your toast! You have been tearing it to shreds without eating a bite of it.” 
“I suppose,” said Elizabeth, smile still in place, “that my unwillingness to eat toast also bodes ill for my future marital state?”
“Indeed, it does!” cried Fanny, so thoroughly nettled that she would have argued the sky was green, had Elizabeth prompted her to do so. “No man wants to marry a woman who cannot properly consume her breakfast!” 
This was such a ridiculous statement that even Mary smiled at it.
“It is true!” said Fanny. “Augusta Gardiner, a second cousin from Ware, was the only Gardiner in living memory to become an old maid, and she was well known for doing strange things with her breakfast foods.”
“Such as?” asked Kitty, looking down at her own plate as if she expected to see her kippers dancing with her eggs.
“Oh, this and that.” Fanny must have sensed how disappointing an answer this was, for she added, “Once I saw her dip toast into her tea!”
With exaggerated care, Elizabeth picked up an intact piece of toast from her own plate and held it above her teacup.
“No, Lizzy, do not do it!” cried Kitty. “You do not want to become an old maid like Augusta Gardiner!”
With a pointed look at her mother, Elizabeth slowly submerged one corner of the toast into her tea. 
Fanny and Kitty gasped in unison.
Elizabeth had made her point, but if she shared one trait with her mother, it was her inability (at least when angry) to recognize when enough was enough. Once, twice, three times—she continued to immerse the increasingly soggy toast until finally a large chunk of it fell—plop!—into the tea. Elizabeth raised her cup, saluting her horrified audience, and drained the whole, nasty mess in a single gulp. 
It was the kind of display he would have laughed at—had he not recognized the desperation behind it. His Lizzy could not retreat to a study or hide behind the excuse of business. No, she had been required, during her twenty-one years with Fanny Bennet, to take a more aggressive approach to surviving. 
As he watched his wife’s face grow alarmingly red, he had to decide which he valued more: his amusement (witnessing Fanny go into hysterics could be good fun indeed) or his daughter’s dignity (he could tell, by the tilt of her chin, that Lizzy was not going to laugh this one off).
Bennet cleared his throat. “Speaking of marriage…”
These words had the desired effect. Fanny’s angry gaze swiveled to Bennet, and though he felt rather like a matador staring down a bull, he smiled warmly. 
“Shall I read the announcement I mentioned earlier?”
Her lips relaxed into a cheerful smile, and he felt a pang of regret. Seeing her throw a fit really would have been amusing.
“Oh yes, dear, please do!” 
Opening the paper with great flair, he turned to Elizabeth. “You will find this announcement just as interesting as your mother, for though you do not see eye to eye on table manners, I believe you both agree that this particular gentleman’s manners in a ballroom leave much to be desired.” 
He had meant to provoke a smile, but Elizabeth’s face turned white as a sheet. That should have been all the warning he needed, and yet he had not really registered her shock until after he read the announcement aloud:
“‘Married: in Kent, on Thursday the 23rd, by the Reverend William Collins, Fitzwilliam Darcy, Esq. of Pemberley to the Hon. Miss Anne de Bourgh, daughter of Sir Lewis de Bourgh (deceased) and Lady Catherine de Bourgh. Her ladyship, on this happy occasion, hosted a wedding breakfast of the finest…’ etc., etc., etc.” 
“Hmpf!” said Fanny, shaking her head. “Is there nothing written there about her wedding gown?”
“You met Miss de Bourgh, Lizzy,” said Kitty. “Is she a very fashionable person? Maria Lucas said she was quite horrid to Charlotte.” 
It was only then, when he turned to hear Elizabeth’s answer, that he realized the extent of her distress. She seemed frozen in place, her empty teacup in one hand, her napkin balled in the other. She did not blink or breathe for such a long moment that he too held his breath, as if her paralysis was catching. 
It was not, for Fanny prattled on unabated: “If she is horrid, all the better for him. He deserves nothing less than a cold, cruel wife, I say!” 
These words revived her: color flooded her cheeks, and she dropped the teacup into its saucer with a clatter. She opened her mouth, as if to speak, but then thought better of it. 
Fanny gave her a curious glance before saying, “Well, Lizzy? How did you find Miss de Bourgh?”
“Mrs. Darcy.” Her voice was so hoarse that she had to clear her throat before she continued: “Her name is Mrs. Darcy now.” Then, without further ado, she stood and left the room.
Fanny, Mary and Kitty stared after her. 
“She really must not have liked her at all,” said Kitty. 
“Mr. Bennet.” 
He met his wife’s gaze, prepared to see in her expression the same shock he felt on realizing how things had really stood between Elizabeth and this man she had always seemed to dislike. 
Instead, she asked, “Are you certain there was nothing in the announcement about her wedding gown?”
 
*
 
He found her, a quarter of an hour later, by the brook that rambled along the edge of the parklands. It was too small to be anything more than a convenient border between the pleasure grounds and the farm; there was not even need for a bridge, as the brook could easily be jumped by horse, man or child. It was certainly too small for skipping stones, yet Elizabeth was giving it her best, standing along the edge and plunking pebble after pebble into the already rocky stream.
Had she been crying, he might have turned away without making his presence known; consoling daughters was only one of several skills he lacked as a father. But she was singing, not crying, and so he felt safe enough saying, “We should walk up to Netherfield’s pond, if you wish to get a good skip in.” (Even if he could not console crying daughters, he could teach a girl to skip stones with the best of them.)
“No,” she said, breaking her song for only as long as it took to answer him, “I do not feel like a walk today.”
This defeated tone was worse than crying—but he realized this too late. He was beside her already, and could not escape to his study without showing a heartlessness that even he did not possess. 
Plunk, plunk, plunk, all in time with the song she sang—some aria she liked to perform at others’ houses, not the simple air he preferred, the one she sang at home when people came to visit them. 
“You will make the stream disappear if you keep doing that,” he said with a forced laugh. 
She stopped singing. “No, the water must go somewhere. Where does it go if I throw in too many rocks?”
Then, crouching low, she scooped up a handful of pebbles and scattered them like confetti across the stream, some tumbling into the water, others landing into the grass beyond, a few falling heavily at her feet. 
When she did not rise, when instead she sank to the ground and wrapped her arms about her knees, he did not know what to do except to sit down beside her, though the ground was muddy and his knees protested mightily at being forced into such an odd and uncomfortable position. 
Still no tears—just a slight rocking, back and forth, making him feel sick at heart. In the silence that stretched between them, he wondered at his being able to think of a dozen words to describe his current condition (cold, damp, and achy being the top three) while he could not summon a single word to comfort her.
Finally, he managed, “I thought you detested Mr. Darcy.”
“Oh, I did.” She grabbed another stone and hurled it across the brook. “Once.” 
“Lizzy…” 
“Tell me what a fool I am,” she whispered, rubbing the back of her hand against her eyes. 
“He is the fool, Lizzy.” The words came out with more ferocity than he had intended, and she jumped a little, dropping the pebbles still pressed into her hand. In a gentler voice, he added, “Even our silly cousin had the good sense to propose to you.” 
“Oh, Mr. Darcy proposed, too.” She managed a shaky laugh. “In Kent. I rejected him soundly.” 
Once he had got over the shock of this news, he put on a hearty tone: “Good for you, my dear!”
“Oh, yes, good for me. Unjust! I called him. Ungenerous! I said. How I insulted him, without a single shred of sympathy for this man who had just dared to tell me that he loved me—and ardently so.” 
Bennet grimaced—whether at the despair in her voice or the idea that Darcy had almost been his son-in-law, he could not say for sure. 
“I can guess how you must feel now,” he said quietly. “You suppose you have passed up an opportunity to be free. It cannot be easy, I know, to still be under your mother’s thumb—or my own—when you, of all my daughters, deserve some measure of independence. But do not regret your principles, Elizabeth. You were right to speak the truth to him, no matter what he offered you in return.”
She glanced sharply at him. “But I was not speaking the truth! He is the very last man on earth who deserved to be called unjust or ungenerous!” 
“Oh, Lizzy.” Bennet sighed. “Women are perverse creatures—even those as full of intelligence and spirit as you are. Now that he has married another, you must feel as if you somehow misunderstood him, but I do not doubt your ability to assess his character.” 
Now came the tears, large droplets suspended on the edges of her eyelashes. She turned away quickly; she knew only too well how much he hated crying.
“I misjudged him,” she said, her voice catching. “I misjudged him so completely, Papa.” 
“How can you know that?” he asked, trying for a soothing tone and finding instead that his voice dripped with disdain—for Mr. Darcy, for this damn cold ground, but especially for her. How dare she make him feel this weight, this sadness, when all he really wanted was to go back to his study, right now, and sit by the fire with a book and a brandy!
“We all,” he continued angrily, “thought him a cold, unfeeling man.”
“Yes, because George Wickham told us so!”
“Though Wickham turned out to be a rouge, it does not follow that Mr. Darcy is by contrast a saint. Did Mr. Darcy not rob Wickham of his inheritance? God knows Wickham hardly deserved the living he was promised, and yet—” 
The story came pouring out of her then: how old George Darcy had treated Wickham like a son—and how Wickham, in turn, had repaid that kindness, first by demanding from Fitzwilliam Darcy a hefty sum of money in lieu of the living he had inherited, and then by attempting to elope with young Miss Darcy to gain an even larger sum. 
Bennet shook his head, trying to make sense of the story. “And Mr. Darcy told you all of this?”
“He wrote me a letter. Even after I was so unkind to him, he took the trouble to explain.”
“No, he took the trouble to clear his name. He is too proud a man to allow anyone, most especially a young woman he supposed himself in love with him, to think badly of him.”
She managed a wan smile. “Yes, perhaps there is some truth to that. But he need not have told me the particulars of his sister; he need not have ended his letter with a charitable adieu. And when I saw him again—”
“When was this?”
“On my trip to the north—with Uncle Edward and”—she pressed her knuckles to her lips to silence a sob—“Aunt Maggie.” 
In halting tones, she recounted her unexpected meeting with Mr. Darcy on the grounds of Pemberley, stopping her story several times to catch her breath or dash away tears. By the end of it, she was speaking in almost incoherent snatches: 
“How he welcomed me!” (As if he should not have welcomed her!)
“And his housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds! How she praised him!” (As if his servant would do anything else!)
“He introduced me to his sister!” (As if she had not deserved such an honor!)
“And Uncle Edward—he invited Uncle Edward to fish in his trout stream.” (As if that were the greatest gift a man could give another!)
She must have sensed his skepticism, for she said, “You do not believe me.”
“Oh, I believe you,” he said, looking away. She had stopped trying to hide her tears; they flowed unchecked now, and his chest tightened painfully at the sight of them. “I believe that you think yourself quite heartbroken. But what is love, Lizzy? It is a fancy of the mind, nothing more, and you will get over it, as all women do.” 
A heavy silence followed this pronouncement, but he did not mind. Let her be angry; it would help her heal, and besides, he refused to dissemble with her.
“And men—do they not recover from their made up fancies?” she said, her tone scathing.
“Oh, we get past our heartbreaks even more quickly than women do. It might even be said that we have no hearts to break,” he added with hard smile.
She glared at him. “Did you ever love my mother?”
“I thought I did.” He looked down at his hands. “Once.” 
Truth was, it did not take much to remember that almost-love: a certain kind of laugh from one of his daughters; the seductive scent of lilac (her favorite flower); the sight of Fanny’s long fingers at work with a needle, which even these many years later produced an echo of the thrill he had felt at her first caress. 
For one heady month, Thomas Bennet had been in love. Not with Fanny Gardiner, precisely, but with a woman sharing all of Fanny Gardiner’s best features and absolutely none of her flaws. He liked to think he could have adapted to her more annoying habits—the fascination with gossip, the loud cackle when feeling triumphant, her complete lack of interest in anything written in books. 
But her dissembling? No, this he could not forgive. To have found himself engaged to a woman who had claimed to love him, only to overhear her confess to her sister, “Of course I prefer Lieutenant Norris to Thomas Bennet! But what else was I to do, Dorothea? Refuse the offer of a gentleman with three thousand a year for the hope of an army officer who will never earn enough to keep house? I think not!” 
He had, of course, considered breaking the engagement, but it would have ruined her, and besides, he would have to marry someday. Were not all women silly, vain, and faithless creatures? Better the pretty devil he knew. 
Finding himself the father of five daughters did little to alter this view of women. Indeed, Elizabeth’s remarkable wit and good sense only proved Cicero’s maxim: exceptio probat regulam in casibus non exceptis.

He looked at Elizabeth now, waiting to feel the cold, hard disappointment that always accompanied unrealistic expectations. After years of thinking of her as a son in women’s clothing, he was now forced to confront the fact that Elizabeth was in fact a female; she was just a silly as all the rest.
But there was no room for disappointment in his aching chest; it was as if his heart had expanded to the point of bursting. He coughed, as if that might rid him of the sensation, but instead found himself breathless, his eyes stinging with sudden, inexplicable tears. 
“There is no good that can come from thinking of him further. He is not worth this pain, Lizzy.” He shook his head, feeling dizzy as a result. “Not one bloody bit.” 
“He was the one who saved Lydia from ruin,” she replied quietly. 
“Excuse me?” 
“He was the one who found them in London; he was the one to pay off Wickham’s debts.”
“No, that was your uncle!” 
Even as he issued this denial, he remembered how evasive his brother-in-law had been about the whole business. “They have been found,” Gardiner had written. “Wickham’s debts have been paid, and they have been persuaded to marry.”
Though Bennet had sent a perfunctory note offering to reimburse Gardiner, he had not in fact expected to be taken up on this offer, for Gardiner knew as well as anyone how little Bennet could afford such an unexpected expense. 
“Why would he do such a thing?” Bennet demanded of his daughter, giving up on the hope that she might be mistaken. “How would he even know of the business?”
“I was with him in Lambton when I received word from Jane,” she said, hugging her knees close to her chin. “Given Mr. Darcy’s past dealing with Wickham, I could not help but show him the letter.” She stared out at the farmland beyond. “Had that letter not arrived, or had it arrived a quarter of an hour later…Well, what do I know? I am just a vain, silly woman.” 
This she said with a laugh, though there was little humor in her voice. 
“I supposed it improbable, when he left me at the inn that afternoon,” she continued quietly, “that I would ever see him again, or at least not on such cordial terms. And yet when Lydia let it slip, on her visit here with Wickham in September, that Mr. Darcy had been at their wedding, I could not help but hope…” 
“He wanted you to feel obliged to him, Lizzy,” said Bennet, his tone savage. “He was exacting his revenge for your refusal of him.”
She raised her head, eyes now dry, and stared at him in wonder. “Why are you intent on finding fault with him when he saved our family from ruin?”
“Because he wanted you to confuse gratitude with love. And that is what you have done. Remember, before you knew of this, you disliked him—and with good reason, too!”
“No.” She shook her head so vigorously that several long strands of hair fell loose around her face. “After his letter, after the warmth of his welcome at Pemberley, I knew how wrong I had been about his character. His coldness in Meryton—what was that except a natural awkwardness that even you or I might feel when subjected to Mama’s matchmaking? Our debates at Netherfield—these were not signs of his disapprobation but of his interest! He is a man who has shown himself to be a admirer of books and ideas. He loves his sister dearly, and is beloved by his servants. And this we can not deny, not after his generosity toward Lydia: he is above all a man who is capable of great kindness. Papa, he is the very best of men!”
Bennet found it difficult to listen to unqualified praise of anyone—but to hear his dear, unflappable Lizzy speak in such a way about a man who had brought her to tears—this was unbearable.
“What nonsense! He is no paragon, Lizzy. He wanted you to discover his good deeds and to feel ashamed of refusing him as a result.” 
“Then why did he implore Uncle and Aunt Gardiner to tell me nothing? It was only because I applied to…to Aunt Maggie directly that she admitted the truth of the matter. I would never have known otherwise.” 
“But why else would Darcy act as he did? What else could his purpose be?”
She pressed her face against her knees, but could not hide the sob that escaped. “I supposed…I thought…”
Bennet closed his eyes, hearing in her silence the answer to his question: She had hoped that all he had done, he had done for her. She had dared to believe that he loved her still.
Long had Thomas Bennet thought hate to be a mere twin of love, and as such, an emotion to be assiduously avoided. Yet he knew no other word to call the fire that coursed through him when he thought of Fitzwilliam Darcy. What had he done to bring his Lizzy quite literally to her knees?
Bennet looked at this girl, this woman, this daughter he had pretended was a son, and tried to summon all the cynical disapprobation he would have felt for any other such pitiable creature. He focused on the tears he hated, the ridiculous, hiccuping sobs, the head-to-foot trembling, as if she were suffering an actual physical malady. 
Love is but an illusion! he wanted to shout. Take a deep breath, for God’s sake, and put it behind you! This, after all, had been how he had dealt with his own disappointment.
Instead, he reached for her, his arms moving without any conscious instruction from his brain, and then she was in his embrace, weeping with such force that he, too, began to cry. And though every part of his mind revolted at the idea of such an unbridled, irrational display, he knew now there was nothing else for it but to pull her tightly to his chest and hold on.
Once the storm had passed—how long it had lasted, he did not know—she composed herself quickly enough, even managing a weak but true laugh as she fumbled for a handkerchief to wipe her eyes and face. 
“What a ridiculous creature I am—just as silly as all your other daughters.” 
“No,” he said quietly, all his annoyance and anger having been swept away with their tears. “No, I do not think so.” 
“Oh, but I am,” she said, rising and brushing her skirts. She held out a hand to help him to his feet. “After all, what is love but an illusion?” 
It was not surprise but horror he felt on hearing those words from her lips. That she would think as he did—that she would take on his cynicism and distrust—no. Let her heart break a million times before it shriveled up and died, as his had.
“Lizzy.” He held onto her hand, even as she tried to start back toward the house. “Lizzy.”
She shook her head. “You need not pity me, Papa. All is well.”
“He loved you, Lizzy. I do not doubt that now. He loved you.”
She yanked hard on her hand, but he held fast. 
“And if he is as good a man as you say, Lizzy, he loves you still. How could he not?” 
“Then why,” she cried out, eyes closing against a new wave of tears, “why did he not come back? Why did he not ask me again? Why did he marry his cousin? When I know he does not love her—why?”
“I cannot say. Some men…” He sighed. “Even the best of men may falter.” 
She opened her eyes and gazed at him for a long moment. Then, with all the bravery he knew she possessed, she offered him a shaky smile. “What happened to love as a mere fancy of the mind?”
“As I said—even the best of men may falter.”
He had certainly faltered—for how could he look at his Lizzy and doubt that love was anything but true and real? Romantic love may have passed him by, but there were many types of love in this world, and he had simply been too vain, too silly, too faithless to see that until now.
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He hated this room—had hated it ever since the house had been refurbished some twenty-five years ago. There was no good reason for this aversion. By the standards of both fashion and taste, the room was if not a masterpiece then at least a charming example of what a gentleman’s study could be. Its two tall windows looked out on the front drive, giving him ample light and a good view of arriving guests. The ceilings were high and the dimensions spacious, so that even with the large mahogany desk dominating the center of the room, there remained space enough for four leather arm chairs and a small table near the hearth where he sometimes sat with his male friends to drink and discuss the news of the day. There were shelves filled with unused books, a stag’s antlered head over the mantlepiece, and a cabinet stocked with the very best brandy. 
Only now, as he waited for Elizabeth and Darcy’s return from Meryton, did Bingley realize why he felt such enmity toward this space. It looked almost exactly like Darcy’s old study in London.
Well, except for the stag’s head; Darcy never had liked to hunt.
The door creaked open, and Bingley shot to his feet. 
“Oh,” he said on seeing Jane, and she raised her eyebrows in a way eerily reminiscent of her more troublesome sister. Sinking back into his desk chair, he added, “I supposed you were…” 
“No, they have not yet returned.” She remained in the doorway, as if she were not quite certain she wanted to be in the same room as him. “I sent Thomas to the nursery to rest, and Lizzy is in her room, writing an extremely long letter to her Mr. Darcy.”
“Hmpf,” snorted Bingley. “I hope she enjoys composing never-to-be read letters.” 
“And I have asked Mama and Aunt Philips to return to the cottage for now,” continued Jane, as if she had not heard him. “They have spent the last hour harassing Betty and haunting the drawing room.”
“You ought to have allowed them to stay.” He could almost picture his mother-in-law, crouching behind the settee, ready to pounce the moment the door opened. “God knows I’d like to see Darcy’s face when she springs herself on him.” 
“Charles. You promised.” 
“Yes, yes,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. He was tempted to lay his head down on the desk. Would she come over to him then and massage his shoulders, as she sometimes did when he struggled with the ledgers? 
Just thinking of the ledgers and Darcy in the same train of thought gave him a headache. No doubt Darcy was, at this very moment, sneering at the state of his pastures (though he had just had the fences along the southeast border repaired, thank God). 
“Why the deuce did they decide to walk?” Bingley demanded, pushing himself out of his chair and going to the window. The grounds looked as they always did in May: a sea of waving green grass, dotted here and there with wildflowers. This was the month when Netherfield appeared at its best; in May, his grounds could be beautiful, no matter the state of his finances. 
“You know Elizabeth and her walks,” said Jane, coming to stand next to him at the window.
He could not help himself; he leaned into her, so that his arm pressed against hers. “She may have a fondness for long walks, but I do not recall him rambling his way through woods and pastures.” 
“Perhaps he has changed,” Jane replied softly.
“Perhaps I never really knew him at all,” shot back Bingley. “No, what surprises me more than anything is that your sister allowed him to walk with her. They never got on, as I recall.”
“I suppose.” 
He looked over at her. “What do you mean by that?”
She shrugged and went to the bell pull. “I was thinking of having the refreshments brought here. The two of you could…”
“No. I will see him in my study for Lizzy’s sake, and then you may take him to the drawing room for refreshments so that he cannot say we were inhospitable. But I do not want to break bread with him, Jane.”
“Oh, Charles!”
“I suppose you think I am being unreasonable.” Truth was, he supposed he was being unreasonable. Yet he felt, with a resolution he had never felt before, that he needed to make this stand—for Lizzy’s sake, for Jane’s sake, but especially for his own. 
Two hours before, when he had entered his drawing room expecting William Darcy only to see Fitzwilliam Darcy instead—well, he had been astonished, of course. It had been two and a half decades since they had stood face to face. (There had been one or two sightings in London over the years, but they had been so brief as to be nearly meaningless. Nearly.)
The real shock of meeting Darcy again came not from how much time had passed, but from realizing how little time mattered. Despite all the anger, disappointment, and confusion that had filled the space between then and now, Bingley had almost hurried forward, arms outstretched to greet him. A natural instinct to be hospitable, he told himself, but the truth was, he had felt a rush of gladness that came only with welcoming true friends.
And Darcy had never been one of those.
“Yes, I do think you are being unreasonable,” said Jane, giving the bell pull a great yank.
“Stubbornness must be catching,” he muttered, and her face softened into that smile he never could resist.
“Oh, fine, have the refreshments sent here,” he said, “but you cannot make me eat.”
“Do you really suppose,” she said, offering both her hands—and what could he do but take them into his own?—“that he would travel all this way to tell you he does not approve of our daughter?” 
No, he did not think that. Truth was, he had no idea what had possessed Darcy to accept the invitation of an unmarried woman he had not seen in decades and had not much approved of when he had known her. Perhaps he really did care for his nephew, or more likely, he had given in to his sister’s pleading, for Darcy always had doted on Georgiana. 
Yet Darcy’s motives mattered little to Bingley, not when, twenty-five years later, he still felt the impact of Darcy’s refusal to stand up with him. If Darcy could turn his back on what had seemed the warmest of friendships, would he not be just as likely to spurn Lizzy when she acted in some way he did not like? 
To Jane, he said, “Did you not see how he looked at Lizzy when she laughed? He was appalled, I tell you. He will try to squelch every natural feeling in her if she goes to live at Pemberley.” 
Bingley tried to push from his mind the image of his daughter sobbing in the Netherfield drawing room a few days before, when he himself had ordered her to reign in her impulses. 
“I saw no such thing,” Jane replied, giving his hands a quick squeeze before turning to the housekeeper, who had just come into the room to inquire after the bell. While Jane ordered an assortment of every cold meat known to mankind—the butcher’s bill this past month really had been extraordinary—Bingley turned back to the window. 
He nearly jumped when he saw them, two small figures at the edge of the wood. He should not have been surprised, of course, not when he had been waiting for them to return. Yet the sight of them, just standing there—well, that was odd. Bingley leaned closer to the glass. Why had they stopped walking? 
When Jane rejoined him, they were still there, as if trapped at the edge of the woods. 
“What are they doing?” he wondered aloud, his nose nearly pressed against the pane.
“Talking, I suppose,” said Jane, a smile in her voice.
He glanced at her. “Plotting ways to make me look even more a fool, I’d say.” Then he shook his head. “I have done well enough for myself in that regard today.” 
Jane hooked her arm through his and pressed a kiss to his shoulder. 
He could not help but smile. “You do realize,” he had told her the first time she had done that, perhaps a fortnight after they were married, “that you are kissing my jacket? If you are truly interested in my shoulder, we ought to return to the bedroom, posthaste…” 
From then on, it had become a joke between them, the shoulder kiss—a kind of wink to feelings they could not properly show each other in the middle of the day. 
Then, suddenly, the scene outside changed. Darcy spun away from Elizabeth, taking long strides up the hill toward the house. 
Jane now had her face pressed against the glass. “Oh, dear, I hope…” 
But she said no more, for Elizabeth raced after Darcy, somehow catching up despite her much shorter legs. When she grabbed his arm, forcing him to a stop, both Jane and Bingley gasped in unison. 
They were closer to the house now, but it was still impossible to see their expressions. 
“He insulted Lizzy, no doubt,” said Bingley. “And she is letting him know exactly what she thinks of him.” All his anger toward Elizabeth vanished in an instant. 
“I do not think so, Charles.” Jane bit her lip. “Did you know…he proposed to her once, in Kent.”
It took him a moment to make sense of Jane’s words; he had been so intent on watching the scene outside—they were still halfway up the hill, and then she had thrown her head back, laughing, a complete blow to Bingley’s theory about the conversation. When he finally understood what Jane had said to him, he turned to her, gaping.
“Darcy? Fitzwilliam Darcy? Proposed to Elizabeth?” 
Jane lifted her chin. “It is not so preposterous an idea.” 
Bingley turned back to the window, and if his mouth could have fallen any farther, it would have. Elizabeth had linked arms with Darcy, and they were continuing their trek up the hill.
“She rejected him, of course,” Jane said.
“Of course,” he murmured, though as he watched them approach the house, he remembered, suddenly, an evening at Netherfield when Darcy and Elizabeth had been bickering—or had it been bantering?—about something or another. Bingley had been amused, but Caroline had been annoyed, highly annoyed. He hadn’t made much of his sister’s reaction at the time—she never did like to cede attention to another woman, not even Louisa—but he wondered now: had she been jealous? Had she been able to see something he had missed? 
“He proposed?” Bingley asked again, shaking his head. “In Kent? When were they together in Kent?” 
“Lizzy had gone to visit Charlotte Lucas—Charlotte Collins—for Easter, and it seems Mr. Darcy was visiting his aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, at the same time. It must have been the spring of 1812, for I was in London, and Aunt Maggie was still alive.” Jane sighed. “Lizzy told me very little of the proposal—only that Mr. Darcy had declared himself in love rather in spite of himself. His words were no doubt offensive, though unintentionally so, and Lizzy was already so much against him because she then believed the lies Wickham had spread regarding his inheritance.” 
Again, Bingley shook his head. He could not comprehend any of this—and yet, suddenly, a memory: they were in the study of Darcy House on a rainy spring evening; they had just finished off a large decanter of brandy. 
“I will forget her now!” Bingley had cried, raising his empty glass.
“I will not,” had been Darcy’s response, which even then, in his drunken state, Bingley had thought odd. 
And then, a month later, an invitation to Pemberley, issued with a strange, sad smile: “Will you visit me, Bingley? The house will seem especially lonely this summer.” 
“Oh, but I have pledged to be with Caroline, the Hursts…” Bingley had replied in disappointment, thinking those names enough to make Darcy rescind.
But no: “I will not mind them, not if you are there. Just come to Pemberley, Bingley.” 
And so he had, and there he had met, quite to his surprise, Elizabeth and the Gardiners. Bingley tried to recall how Darcy had reacted to their presence—and why they were at Pemberley in the first place—but all he could remember now was the pain he had felt when asking Elizabeth about all her sisters when in fact he cared only about the health and happiness of one of them. That, and he remembered the abrupt ending to their summer visit, as Darcy had been called away on business. What business had that been? Darcy, of course, had never told him. 
And had not Elizabeth and the Gardiners left suddenly, as well? He knew this to be about the time that Lydia had married Wickham; it must have been due to Lydia. But the Bennets talked so little of that business—and he was content to leave such a connection unmentioned—that he could not say for certain.
Bingley put a hand to his temple. How could he have forgotten Darcy’s invitation, not to mention the sadness in his voice when it had been delivered? Why could he not recall that short visit to Pemberley with better clarity? He knew the answer to these questions: he had forgotten what was inconvenient to remember. Excise the memories that seemed incontrovertible proof of friendship, and then Darcy’s betrayal made sense.
In the wake of Darcy’s refusal to stand up with him, Bingley had reexamined the entirety of their supposed friendship, and all those interactions which had at one time seemed ordinary and even endearing (the frequent storytelling, the endless advice, the reticence to discuss his own feelings on any subject other than politics or agriculture) thereafter became examples of Darcy’s condescension and impatience. Yet Jane’s revelation, not to mention his own nebulous memories, called this revisionist history into question. 
The study door opened, and Bingley glanced over his shoulder to see the servants bringing in trays of food. Jane stepped away from the window to direct them, but Bingley turned back to the scene below, almost hoping to see Elizabeth yanking her arm away from Darcy or Darcy refusing to look at Elizabeth. That kind of behavior would have made sense to him. What he saw instead was the two of them standing at the bottom of the front steps, staring up at him. 
Stumbling backward, he bumped into his desk and sent a teetering ledger over the edge. When it hit the floor, its resounding thump caused Betty to jump, and the tray of meats in her hand went flying. As he watched a slice of mutton slide greasily from tray to carpet, Bingley could only think how unlikely such a scene would have been at Pemberley.
By the time Mrs. Redding, the housekeeper, knocked on the door to announce Darcy’s arrival, the study had been put back to rights—except for the grease stain on the carpet and the ledger book on the floor, which Bingley had forgotten to return to his desk.
Though Jane stood at his side, Bingley could tell she was prepared to bolt the scene the moment pleasantries had been exchanged. Grabbing her hand, he said to Darcy, “And how did you find the school, the farm, the state of Netherfield? Certainly not up to Pemberley’s standards, I am sure.”
His tone was scathing, and it had the desired effect—on Mrs. Redding, that is. The poor housekeeper blushed and trembled as if he had just sacked her. Darcy’s countenance, however, remained inscrutable, and his silence suggested he did not consider the question anything other than a rhetorical jab.
Jane, trying to tug her hand free from Bingley’s grasp, said, “Please, Mr. Darcy, sit and make yourself comfortable.” She waved her free hand in the direction of the chairs by the unlit hearth. “After the journey from London, not to mention the walk from Meryton, you must be in want of refreshment.” 
Darcy could not take his seat until Jane took hers, so Bingley tightened his grip on her hand until she turned and glared at him.
“Er, will you be needing anything else, Mrs. Bingley?” asked Mrs. Redding with some trepidation. “No? Then I will just…” She hurried from the room without completing her sentence—or closing the door.
Could they employ not a single servant who knew how to manage things properly? Bingley dropped Jane’s hand and strode to the door, slamming it shut. 
When he turned back to see Jane’s face—pale in spots, bright red in others—he felt some measure of shame, which had it been only the two of them, would have inspired a sincere apology. But with such an audience, Bingley could not stop himself from saying, “Certainly not up to Pemberley’s standards, eh?” in so savage a tone that he saw Jane blink away tears. 
Darcy cleared his throat. “The fences along the southeast border of the estate appear quite sturdy.”
“The fences?” Jane asked faintly and Bingley—well, what could he do but laugh?
“Your daughter shares your laugh,” Darcy said. “Not in pitch or tone, of course, but in spirit…” He stopped and shook his head.
“I knew you disapproved of her laughter. And you did not come here to admire my fences, did you?” demanded Bingley, the hardness returning to his voice.
“No,” Darcy admitted, “nor to visit Elizabeth’s—Miss Bennet’s school.”
Bingley saw how Jane glanced at him when Darcy slipped and called Elizabeth by her given name.
“Well then, do not keep us in suspense,” Bingley said. “What is your verdict? Will our Lizzy possibly do for so illustrious a family as the Darcys of Pemberley? She has a laugh inherited through trade…” Bingley shook his head in mock distress. “That is a very bad start to life.”
“I did not come here to judge her—or you.” 
“Then I am quite at a loss as to why you are here, Darcy!”
For a long moment, Darcy said nothing. Then, hoarsely: “I came to apologize.”
Bingley’s throat tightened; he felt almost as incapable of breathing as he did of speaking. 
“Excuse me,” said Jane, moving quickly toward the door, “I will leave you both to—” 
“No, please do not go,” said Darcy. “It is to you both that I would apologize, Mrs. Bingley—if you will hear me out.” 
She stopped and glanced at Bingley, who held out his hand in mute appeal. Returning to his side, she wrapped her hand in his and then turned to Darcy with a tearful smile. “We will both hear you out, sir.” 
By unspoken agreement, they moved to the chairs near the hearth, and when finally they were all seated, Darcy inhaled, as if preparing to speak. Then he released his breath in one long, soft sigh. 
Jane jumped up, saying, “We should have tea!” And with trembling hands, she poured three cups, handing the first to Darcy with an apologetic, “I do not know if you take sugar.” 
“He does not,” Bingley said before he could stop himself. “And least, you did not—once.”
“I still do not.”
When Jane did not put sugar in Bingley’s, either, Darcy said, “But I thought you did?”
“Not good for the old teeth, I’m afraid,” replied Bingley, tapping his front ones. Then, in spite of himself, he smiled. “Do you remember the time we traveled to Pemberley from Cambridge, and we stopped at that nasty little inn with insects in all the sugar bowls?”
Jane grimaced. “And you did not depart immediately?”
“We had to do something until the horses could be changed,” said Bingley, shrugging. 
“Do not tell me you used the sugar in spite of the insects,” said Jane.
“Oh, no, I was quite inventive.”
“He took several spoonfuls of jam,” said Darcy, “and tried to stir them into his tea.”
Jane laughed. “Charles!”
“The tea was rather disgusting,” admitted Bingley, “with all those chunks of cherry floating about it. And I’ve often thought, afterward, that if there were insects in the sugar bowls, there were probably a few hiding in the jam jars, too. But I drank the stuff anyway.”
They all laughed, even Darcy, and Bingley knew then that he would not be able to hold on to his anger much longer. Yet what was left in the wake of this thaw—confusion, hurt, and disappointment—felt no less painful. 
Silence again fell over them, until finally, Darcy said, “You must not suppose, when I declined to attend your wedding, that I was not happy for you.”
“Then why?” The words burst from Bingley with such force that he rocked forward and sent tea sloshing over the side of his cup to the saucer below it. 
“I…I…” Darcy slid his untouched tea onto the small table next to him. “It was a difficult year.”
Bingley blinked. “A difficult year? What does that mean?”
“Charles,” said Jane softly. “Please.”
“No! What does that mean, a difficult year? Was I not your friend, Darcy? What difficulties could you not have shared with me?”
Had it ever been this way between them—Darcy with head bowed while Bingley upbraided him? To be fair, Darcy had never really upbraided Bingley, but all that advice, all those words of wisdom—it had not been easy to look him in the eye then, when Bingley had felt so young and so foolish. Now, though, he had no trouble keeping his gaze locked on Darcy, who had closed his own eyes as if he wished himself elsewhere. 
“You did not answer my question, Darcy. Why?”
Darcy met Bingley’s gaze. “Because…I have been a selfish being all my life.” Darcy smiled sadly. “I could not stand to see your happiness, my friend, when I myself was so miserable.”
Bingley could say nothing in response.
“I treated you abominably,” said Darcy quietly. “Both of you.”
“Oh, no,” sighed Jane, who had tears in her eyes. “Mr. Darcy, you must not think—”
“That you can forgive my role in attempting to separate you is a testament to your kindness, Mrs. Bingley,” said Darcy. Then, seeing Jane’s confusion, he looked to Bingley. “Did you never tell her?”
Bingley stared down at his teacup. “We did not speak of you—afterward.”
“I see.” Darcy took a deep breath, then said to Jane, “I conspired with Miss Bingley—Lady Dudley, that is—to keep your husband in ignorance of your presence in London, that spring of 1812.”
Jane’s cheeks flushed dark red. 
“I did not believe you returned his regard,” Darcy continued quietly, holding Jane’s astonished gaze. “I supposed your interest to be…” He hesitated. “I supposed it to be more mercenary.” 
This admission ought to have made her furious; indeed, it rekindled Bingley’s own smoldering anger. Instead, her face softened. “You were trying to protect your friend.”
Was there any woman in the world with more compassion than his wife? Bingley reached across the arm of his chair and took her hand in his own.
Darcy looked away. 
“I knew,” said Jane, “of Lady Dudley’s role in this matter; in her way, she let me know how little she liked my family connections.” 
“You must not think,” said Darcy, “that I shared Lady Dudley’s opinion on that point. I was always of the belief that you and Eliz—that you and your sister conducted yourselves in such a way as to avoid any censure.”
Bingley shook his head. “You cannot make me believe, Darcy, that you never cared about the Bennets’ lack of connections!” 
“I cared less for them than you suppose.”
“Yes.” Jane met Darcy’s gaze. “I believe you traveled to Kent in the spring of 1812? You met my sister there.”
His face reddened. “I did.” 
Bingley exchanged a glance with Jane, again hardly able to believe what she had told him earlier. Had Darcy really proposed to Elizabeth—and so soon after working to convince him, Bingley, that a match with the Bennets was to be avoided at all costs?
“I was not very adept, that spring,” said Darcy with the ghost of a smile, “at recognizing the truth of young ladies’ feelings.”
“You bloody hypocrite,” Bingley murmured without any real rancor. 
“Charles!” exclaimed Jane.
“You supposed it impossible that Jane might love me,” continued Bingley, “while never once suspecting Elizabeth did not care for—”
“Yes,” Darcy said, in a tone that suggested he might give anything to halt the conversation. “Yes.”
Bingley considered pursuing the matter, even if (perhaps because) it pained Darcy, but then it struck him: he had never suspected anything either. Oh, he had noticed Darcy’s slight depression of spirits that spring and summer, but Bingley had never once supposed his friend to be suffering, certainly not as he was suffering. Darcy had always been the man who managed his life with such ease; it was why, Bingley supposed, he had such a capacity for giving advice to others. 
“If it is any consolation,” continued Darcy quietly, “I can assure you that in wounding you, I caused even greater harm to myself.”
“No, Darcy.” Bingley smiled sadly. “That is no consolation at all.”
“I cannot possibly ask you to understand or forgive. I can only ask that you do not blame my nephew for my faults.” Darcy leaned forward, his expression suddenly fierce. “Do not be fooled by our shared name; William shares none of my defects. He possesses all of his mother’s heart and a good measure of his father’s amiability. I do not doubt his sincere regard for your daughter; I did not doubt it before today, and now, having met her, I most certainly cannot. They are well-matched in every respect.” 
Bingley sighed. “I know you think that I am acting out of spite. My wife and her sister have already made this accusation.”
“No, Charles, I have never thought or said such a thing!” protested Jane. “I have only wondered if the past has made you see slights where none were intended.”
“Yes, that is always your way, to call all disagreements misunderstandings, so that neither side may be found in the wrong,” said Bingley with equal fondness and exasperation. “Yet what happened all those years ago was no misunderstanding.” He met Darcy’s gaze. “I asked you to stand up with me at a most significant juncture in my life, and you refused.”
Darcy’s face paled, and he nodded.
“What proof do I have that you will not decide, at some later date, to turn your back on my daughter, as well?” Even as he spoke the words, Bingley realized this argument had lost its potency, even with himself. When Darcy had been but an abstract and painful memory, such fears had seemed valid, but now, faced with the man himself, Bingley could hardly believe him capable of cruelty.
Still, he pushed on: “Your nephew is asking not just for my daughter’s hand; he is asking her to give up her life here, to start a new one far from everyone she loves.” Bingley sighed. “It is the plight of many a father, to see his daughter depart his household for another man’s—and yet I would be negligent indeed if I allowed Lizzy to go to a place where I suspected she might find unhappiness.” 
“I can offer you nothing except my word,” said Darcy quietly, “which I acknowledge has rightly lost its consequence with you.” 
Bingley longed to say, Yes, my friend, your word is enough—and yet he could not yet forget, even if he had begun to forgive. 
“Come to Pemberley,” said Darcy suddenly. “Then you may see for yourself some measure of the life Miss Bingley would lead.” 
“I…” Bingley turned to Jane, who smiled radiantly. “When?”
“Whenever you find it convenient. As early as a fortnight, if you wish.” 
Darcy sounded almost boyish in his excitement. Indeed, Bingley did not think he could remember ever seeing Darcy so eager: he was perched on the edge of his seat, his hands gripping the arms of the chair as if it was all he could do to keep from bounding to his feet. 
“William and I leave London tomorrow, and will take only two days to travel to Pemberley, if the roads are good and our pace is fast enough. We will require a few days to settle in, handle some matters of business with late spring planting and such, but then…” He stopped suddenly, his face becoming grave. “Will Thomas be able to make the trip?”
Bingley’s eyes widened in surprise at this inquiry. It was Jane who answered: “If he wishes, I see no reason why he could not. We have traveled as far as the Continent with him before—but it does mean a slower pace, and he is often exhausted.” She hesitated and then added, “He would need a good deal of time to recuperate before traveling again. We would not wish to overstay—”
“Not at all,” cut in Darcy. “Indeed, you would be welcome for as long a visit as your schedule allows.”
“Well,” said Bingley, still in a state of mild disbelief, “there is planting to be done here, as well, but Bradford, my steward, is a competent enough man and will not require my presence by midsummer, I am sure.”
“Oh, but Charlie,” murmured Jane. “He will return from Cambridge at midsummer, and I would hate to be away then.”
“Meet him in Cambridge and travel to Pemberley from there,” suggested Darcy in a tone reminiscent of the younger man who had once planned so much of Bingley’s life. “Your older son is most certainly welcome.”
“Surely we would be imposing,” said Jane. “You must return to Pemberley and then write to us if you decide, after some reflection, that your invitation holds.”
“I have had twenty-five years to reflect, Mrs. Bingley.” Darcy offered a rueful smile. “I need no more time than that. It would be my honor if you visited—if all your family visited,” he added, looking away.
Bingley could not help himself: “All our family? I shall make sure to invite Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Philips, too.”
Darcy looked startled for a moment, and then, to Bingley’s great surprise, laughed. 
“Yes, please extend the invitation to Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Philips. I would be only too glad to see them.”
“Well, you need not be anxious on that account, as they are sure to accost you at some point before you leave today.”
This comment inspired all three of them to look at the clock on the mantlepiece.
“I ought to return soon,” said Darcy, rising with obvious reluctance.
Jane and Bingley stood as well, but no one made for the door.
“Will you come to Pemberley, then?” asked Darcy. 
Bingley and Jane exchanged a glance.
“Of course, you will need time to consider.” Darcy offered a bow. “I will only thank you again, Mr. Bingley, Mrs. Bingley, for your hospitality today, particularly given the unexpected nature of my arrival. I should like to bid farewell to the rest of your family, if I may.”
“Oh, for God’s sake, Darcy, it’s Bingley. Just Bingley.”
Darcy smiled. 
“And considering how little authority I have in my own house,” Bingley added, “I doubt I could stop you from saying farewell. I can barely keep my doors closed, as it is.”
As if to prove this point, the door of his study flew open, and Lizzy came tearing into the room.
“Oh, thank goodness!” she said breathlessly. “I feared you had already left, Mr. Darcy!” Then, as an afterthought: “Do excuse me for interrupting, Papa, Mama.”
Bingley glanced at Darcy, who seemed unperturbed by this show of exuberance, and then back at Lizzy. She clutched in her hand a thick sheaf of folded papers.
Catching his glance, Lizzy tilted her chin. “Now, Papa, I know it is not exactly proper for me to write Mr. Darcy—Mr. William Darcy, that is—at this particular time, and yet—”
“I suppose you are going to ask this Mr. Darcy to deliver your letter?” asked Bingley. “He is not a postal clerk, Lizzy.”
“I do not mind,” said Darcy, who exchanged a fleeting smile with Lizzy, as if they had already conspired in some fashion.
Bingley felt equal parts annoyance and relief at this easy camaraderie his daughter had somehow inspired in so reserved a man as Darcy. 
“Then you will not mind a second letter, I suppose? I should also like to send a note to your nephew.” Bingley absently rubbed at the back of his neck. “I was not the most gracious of hosts on his visit here a few days prior.”
“Oh, Papa,” said Lizzy, her bright eyes fixed on him in such a way that he realized then he had made this offer more to please her than her would-be betrothed. 
“Of course, this is all nonsense,” he continued in a brusque tone, “for what use are letters when we shall see the man himself in six weeks’ time at Pemberley?”
For a moment, Lizzy could only gape, and Bingley knew that he had spoken, once again, to provoke a reaction from her (it was a rare moment indeed when he flummoxed her). Then, crossing the room in three long strides, she threw her arms about his neck and laughed. 
“Oh, thank you, Papa. Thank you!”
“I hardly know why you are thanking me, for it was Mr. Darcy who invited us,” he replied, his voice muffled by her hair. It struck him, as he pushed her curls away from his face, that she had grown just as tall as him, probably had been just as tall for several years now, but that he had somehow failed to notice. His throat tightened, and he suddenly found himself wishing he had sent Darcy packing the moment he had crossed Netherfield’s threshold. 
Leaning back so that he could see her face, he said, “You must understand, Lizzy: I have not yet given my consent.”
Her face became serious. “I understand.”
“Do you? I want you to go to Pemberley with open eyes, my girl. You are not like other young ladies, who need only a handsome face or an impressive estate to be convinced that a match is a good one. If you should decide, at any point, that this is not what you wish…”
Her eyes brightened. “Oh, but I already—”
“I know you think you have decided. And given what I know of your character, there is almost nothing that will change your mind now. Still I would ask you to think carefully, Lizzy.”
She nodded cheerfully, but he knew she did not understand him. Indeed, he hardly understood himself, for what father in his right mind would encourage his daughter to consider giving up such an opportunity? 
A knock sounded, and Lizzy pulled free of his embrace to turn toward the door.
“Excuse me, Mr. Bingley, Mrs. Bingley.” Betty poked her head into the room. “Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Philips have returned to the drawing room, and…oh!”
“We can speak for ourselves, Betty,” declared Mrs. Bennet, squeezing past the girl. Mrs. Philips hung back in the hallway, though whether that was due to her decorum or her girth—she found doorways difficult, even when they were empty—Bingley could hardly tell. 
“Well!” Mrs. Bennet crossed her arms and glared up at Darcy. “I daresay you do not remember me, sir.”
“On the contrary, Mrs. Bennet.” Darcy offered a bow. “I am only too glad to see you again.” 
She studied him with pursed lips, which had the effect of making her face appear even more wrinkled than it already was. In some respects, Fanny Bennet had aged quite well; though nearing seventy, she could move with the ease of a woman half her age, a fact she regularly lorded over her poor older sister, who had grown not only plump but arthritic. Yet her face, which had (as Mrs. Bennet liked to tell it) captured more than one young man’s heart, was as lined and sunken as any woman’s her age, this despite the money she spent on creams and other applications to return her to something approaching her former beauty.
“You have caused so much trouble in our household as of late,” said Mrs. Bennet, “that I cannot in good conscience claim to be glad to see you.”
“Oh, but Grandmama,” said Lizzy, smiling impishly, “you have been waiting these last several hours for his return from Meryton. You must be just a little glad to see him.” 
Though she would have looked daggers at the other Lizzy for such impudence, Mrs. Bennet merely waved a hand at her granddaughter. “I am only glad of the chance to tell him that he must not cheat you of a fair settlement. Will her pin money be adequate, sir? That is what I wish to know!” 
“Mama!” Jane frowned and took her mother’s arm.
“Now, Jane, do not try and—”
“Did you see the refreshments we had brought in? You must have some,” Jane urged without allowing her mother to finish. “You, too, Aunt Philips. Do come in.” 
Bingley supposed this a wise distraction, and yet with all of them in the room together (and Betty still hovering about the door), he could not help but think how the study, which an hour ago had seemed quite commodious, felt far smaller now.
Darcy seemed to think the same, for he looked several times toward the doorway.
Feeling some measure of pity, Bingley (who realized with disgruntlement that he, Jane, and Darcy had eaten none of the refreshments, and now they were sure to be gone, for Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Philips between them would eat a man out of house and home) said, “Mr. Darcy must return to London before too long; the light will fail him soon. Come, Darcy, I will…”
“Oh, but you cannot allow him to leave without making certain he agrees to the marriage!” cried Mrs. Philips between bites of meat. She turned to her sister. “He has not agreed to the marriage yet, has he?”
“Indeed he has not!” said Mrs. Bennet, stabbing a piece of ham with a knife. “Has he, Jane?”
“It is not for him to agree, ma’am,” said Bingley with exasperation. “I am Lizzy’s father, and as such…”
“Oh, pfft!” Mrs. Bennet waved her knife in the air, flinging a piece of meat in his direction. 
Bingley watched the scrap of ham land on his fallen ledger book.
“Why would you not agree, Bingley?” said Mrs. Bennet. “No, it is your doing, Mr. Darcy, I feel certain of that. You have been against our family from the very first, when you refused to stand up with Elizabeth at the Meryton Assembly.”
“As I told your grandson, Mrs. Bennet, that was a grave mistake indeed,” said Mr. Darcy with a hint of a smile.
“My grandson? You have met Thomas?” She gave him a shrewd look. “I suppose you will use poor Thomas against us, too, though I assure you, no one else in our line has shown any tendency toward such infirmities—”
“Mama,” said Jane, her voice taking on a sternness that even Mrs. Bennet could not ignore.
“Mr. Darcy can hardly be against us, Grandmama,” said Lizzy, “not if he is inviting us to visit him at Pemberley.”
“Is he?” Mrs. Bennet raised her eyebrows at Mr. Darcy before turning back to her granddaughter. “By ‘us’, I presume you mean you and your parents.”
“I…” Lizzy flushed and looked to Mr. Darcy.
“I have issued the invitation,” said Darcy, “to all Miss Bingley’s family here at Netherfield.”
Lizzy beamed at him. 
“All?” Mrs. Bennet exchanged a gleeful smile with Mrs. Philips. “All! Oh, you dear man!”
“Now, surely Mrs. Bennet,” said Bingley, going to sit on the arm of her chair, “you will not wish to travel such a far distance—”
“Not travel, when I have been confined for so long to Hertfordshire? You are quite wrong, Bingley, quite wrong! I should be only too glad to go. Dorothea here may feel a little too unwell…”
“I am very healthy, very healthy!” cried that woman, coughing on a piece of meat as she spoke.
“Mr. Darcy,” said Mrs. Bennet, jumping from her chair and going over to him. Her tone had taken on a sweetness Bingley had not heard since last winter, when she had been trying to convince him to add a room to their cottage. “Is it true what Lady Dudley once told me about Pemberley?”
“I can hardly say, ma’am.”
“She claimed”—Mrs. Bennet leaned closer to Mr. Darcy, as if sharing a dark secret—“there were twenty-five bedrooms, at least.”
Bingley wondered if the twitch in Darcy’s jaw was a sign of laughter or annoyance. 
“Perhaps you may count them when you visit,” was Darcy’s response.
Fearing his mother-in-law’s other questions about Pemberley, Bingley said quickly, “Betty, are you still hanging about? If so, order Mr. Darcy’s carriage to be pulled round to the front, will you?”
A heavy sigh came from the doorway, but he saw a flash of a curtsy and had to hope that Betty would comply. 
“Mrs. Bennet, you and your sister will have to say adieu to Mr. Darcy now, for he really must go.” Bingley went to Mrs. Philips and offered his arm. “And yes, I will have the meats sent down to the cottage for you both.” 
It took only five minutes of farewells before the widows departed, each of them being urged out the door by Jane, who gave Mr. Darcy a warm, if slightly harried, farewell of her own. 
“If you will give me a few minutes,” said Bingley to Darcy, “I will pen this note to your nephew.” He waved toward the refreshments. “You have eaten nothing all day. Lizzy, pour him another cup of tea, will you?”
Darcy shook his head. “Thank you, but no. I would prefer to bid farewell to…to the rest of your family.”
“Oh, I am sorry,” said Lizzy, her smile regretful, “but Thomas is asleep. After such an exciting morning…”
“Of course.” Darcy paused. “And your aunt?”
Bingley saw the slight arch in Lizzy’s brow. Did she, too, know something of Darcy and Elizabeth’s surprising history? 
“I am afraid I have not seen her since we parted ways in Meryton. I assume that she retired to her rooms, for she was up half the night with Thomas, and then walked to and from Meryton several times today.”
“I see.”
Was that disappointment in his voice? It was hard to say, for Darcy had turned away from both Bingley and Lizzy, so that his expression was as unreadable as his tone. 
Bingley watched his daughter go to this man who would likely be her uncle soon—he would have been an uncle of sorts all these years, had things worked out differently. She placed a gentle hand on his arm. 
“Are you certain I cannot pour you a cup of tea, Mr. Darcy?”
Darcy smiled down at her in such a way that Bingley felt a rush of contradictory feelings: gratitude, regret, and an odd sort of jealousy. It would soon be Darcy who would see her everyday, not him.
“Fresh air will do me more good,” he replied, stepping away and bowing. “It has been a pleasure to meet you, Miss Bingley, and I look forward to your arrival at Pemberley. Bingley, I will await you on the terrace.” 
With that, he strode from the room.
Lizzy turned to Bingley, her face anxious and flushed. “Did I do something to offend him? I know I have the capacity to be impertinent, and yet I supposed myself behaving in quite the ladylike fashion just then!”
Bingley raised his eyebrows. “I told you he was a changeable man. Your Mr. Darcy admitted as much, and now you have seen the behavior for yourself.”
“Surely you are not still against him?”
“No.” Indeed, Bingley was finding it difficult to recall why he had ever held such a grudge against him. “But it hardly matters what I think. If you choose to marry his nephew, you will be the one, my dear, who will have to navigate his changes in mood.”
Lizzy shrugged. “I think him a very kind old gentleman.”
“Old!” Bingley laughed. “If he is old, what does that make me?”
Grinning, she threw her arms about him once again. “You are my dear almost-old father.” 
“Hmpf!”
“I cannot thank you enough,” she said, kissing his cheek. “You have made me so happy, Papa.”
“Even after making you so miserable?”
“Perhaps especially after making me so miserable.” Her expression turned serious. “Do you suppose I ought to go after him—to make absolutely certain he does not require anything?”
“He may be ‘old,’ Lizzy, but he is quite capable of knowing his own mind.”
“It is odd that he should wish to be outside when he has spent half the day walking outdoors.”
“You are one to speak—of either oddness or of a desire to be often outdoors.”
Lizzy laughed. “Yes, I suppose. It is only…well, I would not have expected him to want to walk all that way with Aunt Lizzy. You should have seen the way they behaved toward each other at the school.”
“Sparring incessantly, I suppose?”
“No, not at all. I had been led to believe they did not like each other, yet they acted as if they were old friends.”
“There you go with the use of that word ‘old’ again,” Bingley teased, in part because he hoped to distract her from this train of thought. He felt a sudden protectiveness toward Darcy and Elizabeth just then, as if whatever had happened between them before Lizzy was even born should not be discussed so casually. Or perhaps it was merely guilt for being so completely blind to what his daughter had seemed to recognize within hours of meeting Darcy. 
But Lizzy was too tenacious to be easily distracted. “Do you suppose—”
“What I suppose,” he interrupted briskly, “is that if I do not write this note to your young man soon, Mr. Darcy will leave without my letter—or yours.”
“Oh!” She looked down at the folded papers still in her hand. Yes, if there was one thing that could distract her now, it was anything to do with her dear Will. 
“Here,” Bingley said, taking the letter from her. “I will give this to Darcy. You go and write Charlie. Let him know we will meet him in Cambridge at the end of the term to take him to Derbyshire.”
With an enthusiastic kiss on the cheek, she hurried away to do as he bid.
The note to Will Darcy took only a few minutes, and then he was bounding down the main staircase, thinking of the many tasks ahead if they really were to leave for Pemberley in little more than a month’s time. He was so caught up in wondering how he would afford the extra carriage required to transport everyone in the family and their luggage (not to mention his valet, Jane’s and Lizzy’s maid, and Nurse Edwards) that he was striding across the terrace before he saw them, sitting halfway down the stone steps that led to the garden. Their backs were to him, so that he would not even have been sure if it really was the pair of them if it had not been for the distinctive cut of Darcy’s jacket (that he had noticed immediately, for God knows he would have liked a jacket of such quality), and Elizabeth’s wavy gray-brown hair, which tumbled messily down her back. But really, even with these cues, he almost did not think it was them, for they looked (even with the graying hair) like children, sitting so close their shoulders almost touched, their backs rounded forward so their elbows could rest on their knees and their chins could rest on their hands.
Bingley skidded to a halt, far enough away that they seemed not to have heard him. But he could hear Elizabeth:
“…so much to be done that I hardly know if I should. I do have a new music teacher to hire, after all.” 
Bingley could not see her face, but she sounded odd—amused, as she almost always did, and yet wistful, too.
“Yet what of Thomas? What of Miss Bingley?” asked Darcy, turning to look at her. His profile appeared hard, almost angry. 
“What of them?” She met his gaze and raised her chin. “Thomas has a nurse, and Lizzy needs no chaperone.” 
Darcy turned away from her, so that Bingley could now see the other side of his face. “You are correct, of course.”
“One hundred forty three miles,” she said to his back. “That is, I believe, the distance to Pemberley—at least from Longbourn. I suppose we might add on a mile or two for Netherfield.” 
Slowly, Darcy turn back to face her.
“That is a long way to travel,” she continued, her tone becoming softer so that Bingley found himself inching forward to hear better. “So tell me, Fitzwilliam Darcy, why should I make such a journey?” 
They were so silent, so still as they stared at each other, that Bingley feared breathing. 
Finally, Darcy said, “You asked earlier if it was possible to miss something you have never had? Yes. Absolutely yes.” 
Now it was Elizabeth’s turn to glance away. 
“Come to Pemberley,” he said. “For my sake, Elizabeth Bennet, come to Pemberley.” 
“Not just for your sake.” She tilted her head and smiled in a way that reminded Bingley forcibly of his daughter. “For my own, too. Yes, I will come to Pemberley.” 
Bingley told himself that he would have stepped back then and allowed them their privacy—he had simply been too surprised to do so earlier; yes, that was all! But in that instant, Jane appeared in the garden below, presumably returning from the cottage. 
She halted abruptly, looked first at Darcy and Elizabeth, still sitting halfway up the steps, and then all the way up to the terrace at Bingley, who flushed and took several rapid steps backward, as if he might pretend he had just come outside. Darcy and Elizabeth both rose, looked between Bingley and Jane, and then stepped quickly away from each other. 
“Safe travels, Mr. Darcy,” said Elizabeth, in a tone that might have been called nonchalant in other circumstances. 
“Good day, Miss Bennet,” replied Darcy, bowing as she ascended the stairs. 
When Elizabeth passed Bingley, their eyes met. He could not help but grin at the sudden redness of her cheeks. 
“Warm day, is it not?” he inquired.
“Must be why you, too, are loitering outdoors,” muttered Elizabeth, hurrying inside. 
Jane and Darcy followed, the former speaking in that too-bright tone Bingley recognized as her way of trying to hide embarrassment. 
“My mother is simply ecstatic about the prospect of seeing Pemberley! Of course, you must not feel obligated to invite any of us…that is, if you should wish to reconsider your offer, as I am sure you have much business to attend to…” 
“Oh, I do not suppose he will mind our company,” said Bingley, unable to suppress a chuckle. 
Jane shot him a look suggesting he would hear about this later, which only made him laugh harder. 
By the time Jane had offered yet another warm and harried farewell, the sun was low in the sky, just above the tree line. Bingley stood alone with Darcy on the front steps of Netherfield.
“For your nephew,” said Bingley, handing Darcy the letters. “And there should be a basket of refreshments in the carriage since you ate absolutely nothing earlier. Then again, who knows? Betty may have accidentally put the embroidery work basket in your carriage instead.” 
“As long as she has not given me Pandora’s box, I will be glad to take it.” 
Bingley laughed. “I have been waiting for you to reference a story of some kind or another.” 
“I am grateful, Bingley, for your hospitality today. You might have refused to receive me, and your behavior would have been perfectly just.” 
“Darcy, you are the kind of man to whom I should never dare refuse anything, not really.” Bingley smiled sadly. “Ours was never an equal friendship, was it?” 
Darcy flushed. “The way I treated you—”
“No, that is not what I meant.” Bingley paused, looking out at the darkening sky. “You could have told me, you know. I would have listened. Though I was a thoughtless friend, and so rarely asked to help you with your burdens, I would have done anything you asked.”
Darcy was silent for a long moment. “I did not know how to speak of it to you, not when you were so happily engaged to her sister. I have never found it easy,” he added, looking away, “to discuss matters of a personal nature. Indeed, I started half a dozen letters to you, in the months afterward, yet with each passing day, it became increasingly difficult to write anything of substance, until finally, it seemed impossible to explain, to make amends.”
“You could not find the proper parable, I suppose.”
Darcy let out a short, surprised laugh. “Yes, I suppose not.”
“I also could have written,” Bingley admitted, though he had never before given that idea serious consideration. He had always been too angry, too hurt to consider offering an olive branch of any kind. What did that say about his own selfishness? 
“No, the responsibility was all mine,” said Darcy. “And though I am glad for the opportunity to apologize now, I must admit: I did not come here today with the expectation that you would forgive me.”
“Well, I have.”
“Then you have given me the very best of gifts, Bingley. I am grateful to you.”
Bingley nodded, hardly knowing what to say in response. One of the carriage horses neighed then, and they exchanged a look. 
“Come whenever you can,” said Darcy. “It will be early in the season for deer, but we may find ourselves fortunate. You do still hunt?”
“I do—but we always hunted when I visited, though you never cared for the sport.”
Darcy shrugged. “I did not mind. Not with you.”
“What about fishing? I believe that was your sport.”
“Did we ever fish?”
“There was that one time, that summer at Pemberley. The year 1812, I believe? We were with Gardiner and Hurst, but you ran off to see to the ladies.” Bingley laughed. “Now I understand why.” 
They fell silent, until finally Darcy said, “I should go. ” 
“Yes.”
Darcy hesitated before holding out his hand.
Bingley did not hesitate: he pulled his friend into a rough embrace. Twenty-five lost years—but no more, God willing, no more.
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Twice he almost told Godfrey to turn back: the first time, not ten minutes after they had left London, the second, just a few miles from Pemberley. To distract himself from his mounting sense of panic, Rainford imagined how his driver might respond if he knocked on the panel now, just minutes from their destination, and said, “Godfrey, let’s go back to London, after all!” Oh, the look on the old driver’s face—it would have been comical! Turn around, after so long a journey, and in such weather? Why, Godfrey’s visage would have purpled beneath his bushy gray beard! Those watery brown eyes would have bulged, and his sausage-like fingers would have gripped the edge of his hat with such force that Rainford would have seen the indentations for days afterward. 
Yes, comical indeed. Funny how he could not bring himself to laugh.
“You ought not tease him!” Georgi would have chided. At least, this was what she had done a few years earlier when he had played such a trick on Godfrey. The carriage had just rolled to a stop in front of Elms Chapel, their Leicestershire estate, when Rainford called out, “Back to London, Godfrey!” 
“You really ought not tease him!” Georgi had said again, laughing. 
“Oh, but I love teasing! Shall I show you how much?” Rainford’s hand had been halfway up her skirt by the time the carriage started back for the main road. “A little diversion,” he had whispered, teeth nipping at her earlobe, “never hurt anyone.”
Except, that diversion had. They traveled four unnecessary miles before turning back to Elms Chapel, and in that distance, one of the horses injured itself so severely that it later had to be shot.
“A sad loss,” he’d commented to a groom without much feeling the pain of it. 
If only other losses had been as easy to bear.
“Just a diversion,” he had tried explaining to Darcy one life-changing night in September. How was he to have known that his brother-in-law—his diffident, reclusive brother-in-law—would be at the theater? He so rarely came to town, and almost never in September. Yet there Darcy had stood—tall, grave, disapproving—in the doorway of the Rainford box, glaring first at him and then at the courtesan lounging in Georgi’s seat. 
Of course, half the ton had seen him with—what was her name? Hanna? Juliana? It would have gotten to Georgiana soon enough, which was of course what he had been counting on. 
Yes, let one of Georgi’s friends tell her that her husband had been seen with a pretty cyprian. 
“You will have to keep a closer watch on his lordship,” they would advise her, “unless, of course, you have plans of your own.”
This thought—that she too might take a lover—had fueled his six frantic couplings with…whatever her name was. Odd how he could remember the number but not the name. Georgi would have chided him about that, too.
“She is a person, a thinking, feeling human being!” she would have said, for she was a Darcy, and Darcys said those kinds of things. Yes, these were the words she would have said, if she had said anything at all to him after finding out. Which she had not.
He had been assured by his friends—“All my friends have mistresses, Darcy. It is but a diversion! Surely, you too have dabbled!”—that he would not give a thought to his wife once the courtesan was writhing beneath him. Yet all he had been able to think and see and feel was Georgi: how she moved, how she breathed, how she sounded when coming. Would she have moaned as he did—part pleasure, part pain—with some other person in her bed? 
No, he had not forgotten his wife. Only during the last coupling, when the courtesan had shouted a name that had not been his, had he been shocked into remembering who she was (or rather, who she was not). She had been so apologetic, whatever her name was, as if he, of all people, was owed some kind of fidelity. 
This last coupling had taken place only hours before Darcy had confronted him at the theater. Perhaps confronted was too strong a word, for Darcy had just stood there, staring, while Rain had babbled incoherent excuses. Then his brother-in-law had left, never once saying a word. Rainford had considered chasing after him, but no. What did he care? Let him tell her!
Surely Darcy would not tell her. Surely he understood that this was common, that this was expected even. What other outlet did Rainford have, especially considering how Georgi had behaved these past five months! Yes, the stillbirth had been tragic; Rain himself had cried at the sight of the child’s blue, malformed face. Yet to have her lady’s maid always telling him she was indisposed, to bar him entrance to her chambers, as if he had been the one to blame! It was not as if he had been trying, in that first month at least, to seduce her. He had only wanted to hold her, to assure her all would be well.
Instead, he had been forced to speak to her through closed doors, to slip notes to her via a servant, to sneak into the nursery when he knew she would be there with the boys. Oh, with Robert and William she had been loving enough; he had even seen her laugh with them. Her friends still called and had tea; she still read books and wrote letters and played the pianoforte. But when it came to being alone with him, she tensed, clammed up, an oyster protecting the pearl that had already been stolen from it. 
The moment Darcy left the theater that night in September, Rainford had dismissed the courtesan with a wad of notes and then retreated to his club, drinking himself into a stupor. When he had returned to Rainford House the next morning, he had stumbled across the threshold to discover that everyone was gone. Well, not everyone. The servants were still there, pretending not to know, but looking at him with pity and horror in their eyes. 
There had been two notes: hers short, her brother’s longer:
 
I am leaving. I am taking the boys.

G. Darcy
 
(Who was G. Darcy? She was not G. Darcy!)
 
Do not come to Pemberley until Georgiana writes you. If I had my way, she never would. But I know her too well (even if you do not): she will forgive you. God knows you do not deserve it.

If you try to take Robert and William from her, know this: I care little for what the law says, and I care even less for our reputations. You may have a title, but I have more money than you can ever hope to possess. I will spend every last farthing making certain you do not succeed.

Fitzwilliam Darcy
 
To hell with Darcy and his warnings! Rainford would have started to Pemberley immediately, had Charles Fitzwilliam, lately named Earl of Matlock, not been waiting for him on the front steps of Rainford House. Matlock always had been a good friend to him (God knows Matlock had his share of mistresses), but he was also Georgiana’s oldest cousin, and as such was there as messenger. 
“A miserable business,” Matlock had said beneath a light drizzle. “Let’s go inside, what?” 
Sleep-deprived and miserable, Rainford had allowed himself to be steered back into the house, to be told all the rational reasons why he ought to wait this one out. 
“But my sons, my sons!” he had said, though really, he had been thinking, My wife, my wife!
“Yes, yes, of course you have a right to your sons,” Matlock had soothed, “and Darcy’s threat is all bluff. Yet he is right about one thing: Georgiana will forgive you soon enough. She knows that all men take mistresses. It was only a matter of time, eh?” 
Did all men take mistresses? He certainly had enjoyed his fair share of women before Georgi, but he had also believed, once they married, that he would have no reason to indulge in courtesans again. Other men—well, they had wives who were cold or drab. Georgi was neither. Oh, she might have seemed shy and understated to other men, but he had recognized the truth almost as soon as they met: her quiet reserve was but a disguise that, when peeled away, revealed a passionate woman. 
They had met at one of those ridiculous alfresco parties that were all the rage with Lady Something-or-Another the summer of 1813. Though Rainford generally disapproved of eating outdoors, he had to admit, when it came to finding a wife, it was a useful kind of affair. There was much to be learned about a woman by watching her eat in a natural setting. Most ladies of his acquaintance were too proper to do more than take dainty bites of tea sandwiches as they sat perched on their lawn chairs. A few were such flirts that they laughed and licked their sorbet spoons, as if suggesting they might be equally good at other kinds of licking, as well. 
But Georgi—well, he had not noticed her at first. She was not the prettiest or cleverest young lady at the party; she had no title of her own, and her dowry, though a highly respectable £30,000, was not the largest fortune of that year’s debutantes. But when he had wandered over to where the Earl of Matlock and his family had gathered, he saw her, sitting on a blanket, knees curled under her, eating a strawberry. She did not seem to care that the juice was staining her fingers and lips red, nor did she seem aware that he was watching her eat. Her eyes were half-closed, and the hand not holding the strawberry was stroking the grass, as if she was trying to memorize the feel of it beneath her fingertips. Her face was upturned to catch both the heat of the sun and the cool kiss of breeze. Everything about her was sensual in the purest sense of the word. 
The moment she became aware of his gaze, she had frozen in place, her green-gray eyes locked on his. Then she had risen to her feet, blushed, and behaved like most young ladies seeking husbands—graceful curtsy, polite inquiry, serene smile. Except, not exactly serene, for lodged in corner of her mouth was a fragment of strawberry that he had wanted desperately to kiss away. 
“What would you have done,” he had said on their wedding night, as he held her naked between his legs and fed her strawberries, “if I had suggested this on that first day we saw each other?”
“Slapped you,” she had replied, laughing. Then, turning in his arms, she had kissed his lips, his neck, his chest, his stomach, lower and lower until, looking up at him with those hooded eyes, she had said, “Patience is a virtue, my love.” Then she had shown him just how rewarding such a virtue could be.
For one so open to every kind of sensual pleasure, Georgi had always retained that streak of Darcy righteousness. It was a strange kind of morality, anchored not so much to religion (indeed, he sometimes had to convince her to attend church, particularly on mornings when she would have much rather stayed in bed) but to some inexplicable notion of fairness her brother had instilled in her.
“He has always been more of a father than a brother to me,” she had admitted once, and he could believe it, for there was little playfulness in the way they interacted, no sense that they were peers. Granted, Darcy was twelve years older than Georgi, but Rain himself was almost Darcy’s age, and yet he did not treat his wife like a child. 
She excused this behavior, too, by saying, “He had so much responsibility thrust onto him at a young age.” But this made little sense to Rain; he, too, had become the head of his family as a young man, yet it had not turned him into someone who gave away half his fortune and isolated himself in the country. 
Of course even he, who preferred town to country any day, had to acknowledge that this part of Derbyshire was beautiful. Though he rode up the drive to Pemberley feeling like a man on his way to the gallows, he could not help but appreciate the hint of wildness in the scenery. Towering fir trees lined the drive, bark nearly black in the fading light, green leaves frosted with snow. Was it any wonder, in this environment, that Georgi had developed that perfect combination of passion and purity? 
“My lord.” One of his liveried footmen stood at the open door of the carriage. “Are you ready, sir?” 
No. He would never be ready for this moment, and yet what was there to do except face her? Would she fall to her knees sobbing, run at him raging, or (worst of all) gaze at him with frigid indifference? Even the thought of seeing his sons again made him feel sick at heart; no doubt they, too, would look at him with that cold hatred so evident in Darcy’s eyes the night of the theater.
Yet as he stood in the bitingly cold air, staring up at Pemberley’s stone facade, he felt his spirit rise. What had he done wrong? Yes, he had taken a mistress (for all of six days, for God’s sake), but what was that in comparison to abandonment? To kidnapping, even? She had taken his sons from him, and then threatened him (through her brother) with suit and scandal if he should follow. 
How dare she!
This line of thought—common enough these past months—gave him the strength (or weakness) he needed to stride angrily into the house, throw his hat and coat at the nearest servant, and bellow, “Where is she?” 
The three tumblers of brandy he had downed at the inn in Lambton had helped, as well.
“May I show you to the drawing room, sir?” said a man Rain assumed was the butler. He spoke soothingly, as if he were trying to calm a bucking horse. 
“Only if my wife is there! I want to see her. Now!” Rain looked about the hall, as if he expected to find her hiding behind one of the tapestries or peeking down at him from the landing above. 
“Lady Rainford will be down shortly, sir.” 
“I want to see her now!” 
The butler sighed. “Pardon me, sir, but I beg you to keep your voice down. Mrs. Darcy is not amenable to gentlemen who yell.”
Rain almost told the butler he did not give a damn what Mrs. Darcy found amenable. Anne Darcy found nothing in the great wide world amenable. A pricklier, more disagreeable woman he had never met! It was a wonder that even Darcy, grave and stiff as he was, could stand her.
Yet Rain was not so drunk or terrified that he could insult the lady of the house. 
“Fine,” he said, forcing himself to take a deep breath. A mistake, for as his shoulders relaxed and his heart rate slowed, he had clarity enough to realize what an ass he was being. This kind of self doubt was hardly what he needed if he wanted to make Georgi realize her mistake. For that was his strategy: make her see that she had been wrong to leave him, and then, later, apologize for his own sins.
But really, did he have anything to apologize for? 
He had paced himself halfway around the enormous drawing room before realizing he was not alone. 
“I should have learned by now to check the curtains. You are always lurking at windows!” The words came tumbling from him before he could stop himself. 
Darcy did not even bother turning around.
“If you think I have come all this way to speak to her through you, Darcy, you are mad.” 
“Mad?” Darcy’s breath fogged the glass. “Yes, Rainford, I am mad. So mad, in fact, that if I had my way, I would have you removed from my home, never to return.” 
That he made the pronouncement without once raising his voice inspired such fury in Rain that, before he knew what he was doing, he emitted a low, guttural growl. 
This at least had the effect of making Darcy turn and stare. After a few moments of intense study, Darcy’s face softened. “You appear ill.”
“I am drunk. And angry.” 
Darcy raised an eyebrow. “That much is obvious. You ought not see her in this state. Go sleep this off, and talk with her in the morning.”
“No!” Rain rushed at Darcy with every intention of landing a blow to his pompous face, but Darcy grabbed his fist before it could meet its target. 
They stood frozen in that awkward pose until Darcy said, “Do you not know how miserable you will make her if she sees you in such a state?” 
Rain dropped his arm and fell, boneless, into the nearest chair. 
“Why?” he muttered into his hands. “Why did you have to tell her, Darcy?”
There was a long pause, and Rain could not bring himself to look up at his silent brother-in-law.
Finally, in a voice almost too soft to hear: “I thought it better coming from me.” 
“No, no, no!” Rain propelled himself to his feet. “If she had heard it from one of her friends, she would not have left me! She would have come to me, allowed me to explain—”
“Explain what?” For the first time, Darcy’s tone rose in anger. “What could you have possibly said to her, Rainford, that would make sense of what you did?”
“What I did? So I engaged in a short dalliance. It was but a—”
Rain found himself half lifted from the ground. “If you call it a diversion one more time, I swear to God I will throw you out myself.” 
They stared at each other, Rainford’s neck bent back at an awkward angle as he looked up at Darcy. 
Finally, with a grimace, Darcy released his hold, and Rain stumbled backward. Flushed with shame and anger, he forced himself to straighten and stand toe to toe with his brother-in-law.
“Whatever you may think of the practice, Darcy—and I find it difficult to believe that you have not taken a mistress yourself—it is common enough behavior.”
“Common?” Darcy’s fists clenched at his side. “Do you really believe my sister deserves common behavior? I thought you knew her well enough to understand she is no common woman.”
Rainford felt hot, unexpected tears prick his eyes. 
“What is more, yours was no common marriage. I had hoped that you married her for more than her dowry, and I know she did not care a whit about your title or estate. She loved you, Rainford.”
Loved. 
He closed his eyes, suddenly unable to breathe properly. 
Loved.
“My boys, do they still love me?” he asked without thinking.
Darcy sighed. “They have missed you. That, I suppose, is why she finally wrote.”
He had the palms of his hands against his eyes, but still the tears leaked through, hot against his skin. When he heard the door open behind him, he wiped angrily at his cheeks, knowing it was Georgi even before he turned to face her.
All his arguments against her crumbled in that moment. She was thinner than he had ever seen her, and pale as a ghost. It struck him then that he had not been in the same room with her since before meeting the courtesan, that during those six days, he had avoided her just as assiduously as she had avoided him in the aftermath of the stillbirth. 
She looked as terrible as he felt, and he wanted nothing more than to fold her into his arms and babble apologies until she forgave him. 
But then, lifting her chin, she spoke: “The first condition of our return is that you stop parading your mistress around in public.”
His ears buzzed and his chest felt as if it were on fire. “Conditions? You are setting conditions?”
“I recognize,” she continued, her gaze fixed on some point behind him, “that you will continue to take mistresses, but I would prefer our sons not be aware of this—at least until they are grown.” 
Had Darcy not sighed, Rain would have forgotten he was in the room. Turning sharply toward him, he said, “I would speak to my wife in private.”
“You should not be speaking to her at all,” Darcy said, “at least not this evening. Georgiana, go back upstairs, and I will have him settled into a guest room until—”
“I will manage my own life, Fitzwilliam!” 
Ah, there was the spirit in her voice, the color in her cheeks! He should have been relieved to witness this show of feeling (particularly as the anger was aimed at someone other than himself), yet Rain felt a surge of jealousy. Let her be cold and unfeeling with others, but never with him!
Darcy frowned, but did not argue. “I will be in the nursery with Robert and Will.”
Rain felt a perverse desire to call Darcy back. To stand alone before her, to figure a way forward (or to acknowledge that there might be no way forward)—these were endeavors he did not think he could undertake. Damn it, but Darcy had been right to suggest sleep; Rain could hardly keep himself standing, much less convince Georgi that there could be no conditions. Did she not understand that they had to return, somehow, to that life before the stillbirth? 
If Georgi recognized the hopeless exhaustion in his features, she did not show any compassion or pity as a result.
“The second condition of our return,” she continued, resuming her cold, steady tone, “is that I will bolt the door between our rooms, and you are never, ever to enter mine again.”
“I hardly see how that is much of a change,” Rain snarled, for lack of any better way to respond to his own despondency. 
She flushed. “I should have known you would think back on the past few months, when I have been in mourning, and confuse it with the entirety of our marriage, when I did whatever you asked of me, whenever you asked it!”
His face crinkled in confusion. “What in God’s name do you mean by that? When have I ever told you what to do, my lady?”
She laughed a dreadful, angry laugh. “Do I really need to remind you of all those nights in what I supposed was our bed, my lord? ‘Move this way, Georgi.’ ‘Bend like that, Georgi.’ ‘On your knees, Georgi.’”
He gaped at her, the whispers of their many nights together coming back to him. These had not been commands, but one lover’s requests of another. Had she never understood that? 
“I should have known that you would blame me,” she said before he could voice this question.
Fury shot through him then. “And can you really suppose yourself blameless? You have never told me how you felt, never! How many bloody times do I have to ask you, ‘How are you?’ ‘What is wrong?’ ‘What can I do?’ only to receive the word ‘Nothing’ for a response?” 
She spun away, and for a moment, he thought she would storm from the room. But she did not move, or her legs did not; her upper body heaved with silent sobs, and she had wrapped her arms about her waist, as if trying to hold herself together.
“Oh, Georgi,” he murmured, striding across the room to her. When he reached out to put his hand on her shoulder, she whirled around, waving her arms in front of her, as if warding off an attack.
“Do not touch me!” 
He stumbled back from her, and now he was the one trying to hold himself together, his left arm gripping his right side, his right hand splayed across his face. How could a marriage that had seemed so strong, so perfect, have fallen apart so quickly? 
“All I wanted from you,” she said, her voice low and angry, so angry that he immediately straightened and glared at her, “was to give me time, to be patient! I had just lost a child, for God’s sake!” 
“Do you suppose I, too, was not mourning, that I, too, did not need comfort?” Then, hearing the weakness in his voice, he added, “But these things happen, Georgi. They happen to nearly everyone, and you do not see other wives barring their husbands—”
“I do not care what other wives and other husbands do! They did not carry my child—my little Anne—for nine months. They did not know what it was like to feel her move; they did not experience the tearing, the pain, the struggle to give her life, only to see her strangled little face, so blue, so…” She put her hands to her face, and again, he moved toward her, only to have her wave him away. “Neither did you. You have no conception of what I went through!”
He found himself reaching for her, though she was too far away to touch. “Georgi.”
She closed her eyes. “I was so sad, Rain.” 
The thrill of hearing her speak his nickname for the first time in months was blunted by the pain in her voice.
“I was so very sad,” she whispered, tears slipping from beneath her eyelids. “Why could you not understand that?”
He gulped, his mouth suddenly dry. “You did not seem sad with others. With Robert, with William, your friends…” 
Her eyes opened, bright and flashing. “I was dissembling! Could you not see that? For them, I had to pretend, but for you…you were supposed to understand!”
“How?” His anger returned swiftly, forcefully. “How in bloody hell was I supposed to understand, Georgi? Aside from the most common civilities, you said nothing to me! You would not allow me to see you, to come to you—”
“Could I not have my body to myself for a few, short months, Rain? Because really, let us be honest with each other: that is what you wanted most from me, is it not? Several fine, healthy sons, a respectable hostess, and a woman who would do anything you asked in bed. I had hoped, having provided you with two of your three requirements, you might love me enough to postpone your own pleasure. What a vain, stupid hope on my part! You took a mistress the moment you could not find satisfaction elsewhere.” 
“No!” This picture of their marriage was so at odds with his own that he could do nothing except say, again and again, “No!” 
“Do you suppose I was ignorant of what people in your circle said of me, Rain? How surprised they were to learn that you—who could have chosen anyone—had taken quiet, mousy Georgiana Darcy for a wife!” She managed a humorless laugh. “I was just as surprised—except I saw how you looked at me, knew that for some inexplicable reason you wanted me as much as I wanted you. Oh, and I suppose the £30,000 sweetened the deal.”
Rain let out a roar of frustration. “Five years of marriage, and this is what you think of me—that I am like him?” 
The name Wickham was never spoken in their household. Two nights before their wedding, she had come to Rainford in tears, telling him that she had to speak the truth, had to let him know just what kind of woman he was marrying. She had carried that secret with her—the secret of nothing except a youthful passion gone wrong—as if it had been a dreadful sin. He had done everything in his power to make her understand that it mattered not if she had almost eloped, that in fact it only made him love her more, for it showed her to have a loving, trustful nature. Still, whenever some scandal unfolded in the ton—and that was often enough—she would shut herself in Rainford House or at Elms Chapel. Her friends all laughed and said her heart was too soft, which was true enough, but Rain also understood that she had always believed herself on the verge of scandal, that she took no pleasure in the fall of others because she herself had stepped so close to the edge.
“Do you remember what you said to me, when I told you?” she asked him now. 
She sounded as exhausted as he felt, and he shook his head—not in answer to her question, but as a way of forestalling this detour into a past he had thought long settled.
“Of course it was nothing to you,” she said, smiling bitterly. “But I remember it all perfectly: how I found you alone in your study, how you pulled me onto your lap and whispered in my ear, ‘It only proves you are full of passion, my lady.’”
Oh, he remembered. He had her half undressed and would have taken her on the rug if his old butler had not knocked and discreetly inquired through the closed door if anything was required for his lordship or his betrothed.
“I was so afraid, that first year of our marriage, so afraid you would realize it was all a mistake,” she whispered into the silence that had filled the room. “I thought, if I do not please him, he will find someone else. And then, slowly, I let myself believe, and I forgot some of that fear, and I thought, perhaps he truly does love me.”
“For God’s sake, Georgi, I do love you!”
“Then why? Why? Why did you do this to me?” She stumbled toward a chair and sobbed into her hands.
He did not know what to do then except go to her, kneel beside her, and put his hands gently on her arms. When she did not push him away, he tried to pull her into an embrace, but this she resisted, and he had to content himself with the simple touch of fingers against dress sleeves. It was not enough for him, but he found this touch oddly comforting after so long without any contact at all.
“I was lonely. I was angry. I did not know what else to do, how else to make you see,” he said quietly. He had thought through these excuses so often these past months, and yet only the speaking of them aloud made him realize how weak they really were. 
Though he nearly choked on the words, he found himself saying, “I beg you, Georgi, forgive me. Please forgive me!”
She looked at him then, really looked at him for the first time since they had been in the room together. She raised a hand, as if she might caress or slap him, but then she pulled back.
“You will accept my conditions, then?”
As a boy, he had loved skating on thin ice, testing the strength of that solid water until once, misjudging, he had fallen through, dragged below by the cold weight of his panic. How, he remembered thinking, how had it happened? He had been so safe, so sure on the surface! 
“Do you accept my conditions?” 
With great effort, he managed, “Is that what you want?”
She trembled, head to foot, chin wobbling, teeth chattering.
“Do you want me to take a mistress—to leave you be, so that you are my wife in name only?”
He prepared himself for her nod, for her frigid “Yes” by remembering all those moments between them he had once thought true, once thought real.
“No!” She grabbed him then, hands pressing against his cheeks. This was no romantic prelude to a kiss, but a fierce, desperate, furious hold. “No! It makes me sick to think of you with someone else! How could you do that to me, Rain? How?”
“I swear to God, Georgi, never again.” He was crying, and later he would look back on this moment with embarrassment. But now? Now he wanted nothing more than her forgiveness. “I will never take a mistress again.” 
She loosened her hold slightly, so that her fingers traced the contours of his stubbled cheeks. “How can I trust you, Rain? I cannot trust you.” 
He shook his head angrily.
“Oh, I believe you mean what you say—right now you mean it,” she said, her tears falling fast. “Just as I mean it when I say that I forgive you, that I love you, that I want so desperately to believe you.” 
“Then Georgi, please…”
“But what happens later, when fortune throws some other tragedy our way? What if there is another stillbirth? Or when you tire of me—if you have not already?”
“Georgi, I will never tire of you.”
She shook her head. “You say that now, but after having another woman—what was her name, Rain?”
“I do not know.”
Her eyes widened, and she pulled back from him. “That was wrong, Rain. We are just bodies to you. And my body—what if it is all used up? After Anne, there are scars, I am not the same… I do not know if I can…” She sat back in her chair, as far from him as possible.
He forced himself to consider the choice: a sexless life, or a loveless marriage? He was by nature a passionate, physical man, and the notion that he would not touch her, or another woman, in that way again terrified him. Yet he could not imagine a life without her laughter, without her quiet commentary on the world, without her kindness to him and to everyone they met.
“Could you give me time—time enough to trust you again?” she asked quietly. “Could you be patient, Rain?” 
“Yes.” 
“How long?”
“As long as you need.” 
They stared at each other, and he leaned forward to kiss her.
She shook her head. “Not yet, Rain. No.”
It was the first test, and though he should have been expecting it, he was not yet prepared. He felt the anger, the frustration, the shame of submitting to her when, in the past, she had always submitted to him.
“Was any of it real?” he whispered. “Did you enjoy no part of it?”
Her smile was sad. “After all my years of reticence, I suppose you too must learn to trust me. Yes, Rain, I took such pleasure in you.”
He grimaced at her use of the past tense. What had he lost?
“There were times, though,” she continued, blushing, “when I was afraid, when you asked me to do things I did not want to do.”
“Why did you say nothing?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.
“I feared you would not love me—as I loved you,” she whispered in response. 
Again, the past tense, and though he felt his heart wrench at the sound of it, he forced himself to nod, to rise, to clear his throat and say, “There will be no conditions, Georgi. No mistresses, and no barred doors. We either make this work—or we do not.” 
He did not want to consider what it meant to fail at this greatest test of his life: to find himself estranged from the woman he loved, to either live separately from his children, or wrench them from a mother who loved them so dearly. Yet he knew no half solutions, not for two such passionate people. 
“Yes.” She stood and met his gaze. “But I do need time.”
“I know.” 
They looked away from each other then, and without the pressure of her gaze, he was reminded of his headache, his brandy-soaked breath, his heavy eyelids, his travel-weary body. Still, the only words he could think to say were, “The boys.”
“They have missed you,” she whispered.
“Do you suppose they are asleep?”
“Perhaps, but we may look in on them.”
He nodded, and they made the trek to the nursery, the halls dead silent except for their breathing and footfalls. 
“When should we leave Pemberley?” he asked, for lack of anything better to say.
“Tomorrow,” she replied, as they climbed to the second floor. “I want to be home again.”
He thrilled at that word, home.
“If,” she added, glancing up at him, “you are not too exhausted from the travel here?”
“I will not mind, if you do not.”
“No, it is what I wish.”
What a polite back and forth! After everything they had just put themselves through, such mundane conversation seemed wrong. He felt wrung out by the civility of it all, which must be why he added, with a laugh, “I know Godfrey will mind, but he will say nothing, after all his years of turning carriages around on short notice.” 
She almost laughed. He saw it in the widening of her eyes, the stretch of her lips, the color in her cheeks. But then she looked away, and he knew what she was thinking: that carriage ride, when sex had been just a distraction.
A fresh wave of misery swept over him. They might recover; they might heal. But they would never be the same, and their lives would be forever divided between the before and the after. 
As they approached the nursery door, an old woman emerged. “Ah, Miss Georgiana, I just—”
She stopped abruptly at the sight of him.
“Are the boys asleep, Mrs. Reynolds?” Georgi asked.
The old woman shook her head, glaring up at Rain the entire time. He was tempted to squirm under her scrutiny—that, or give her a good talking to, but she was Darcy’s servant. That likely gave her more status than him, all things considered. 
“William is almost asleep,” replied the old woman. “But Robert is still running wild. Never saw such energy in a child.” Again, she glared at Rain, as if this were his fault.
“Mrs. Reynolds, surely you remember my husband, Lord Rainford?” asked Georgi, wearing a strained smile. 
There was no curtsy, no “how-do-you-do,” only that unflinching gaze.
“Aye, I remember him, Miss Georgiana.”
“Mrs. Reynolds,” said Georgi to Rain, “used to be housekeeper here, do you recall, Rain? She practically raised my brother and me, and has come out of retirement to spend time with our sons.” 
“Then I am in your debt, Mrs. Reynolds.” Rain bowed with all the chivalry he could muster. “Thank you.”
“Hmpf!” was her reply. To Georgiana, she said, “Goodnight now, my dear” before kissing her on the cheek. She shot Rain one more scowl for good measure.
Rain sighed. “I suppose I am to expect just as warm a welcome from my sons.” He meant it to be a joke, but could not quite keep the sullenness from his voice.
“They know nothing of what has happened, Rain. For that matter, neither does Mrs. Reynolds or anyone else—except Fitzwilliam, of course.”
“Of course.”
“But they have seen me miserable—Mrs. Reynolds and some of the servants, that is. I have at least endeavored to appear cheerful before the boys. Robert supposes we are on a long holiday, and William is too young to have much conception of time.” She smiled then. “You will hardly recognize them! They have grown so much, even in these few months.”
“These few months.” He shook his head. “Could you not have waited, at least a day, Georgi, before taking my children from me? Could you not have spoken directly to me?”
She squeezed her eyes shut. “It is my deepest regret, leaving as I did, and yet I knew if I stayed to listen to you, I would not go at all.”
“Would that have been so terrible?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “I would never have been able to tell you the truth, Rain, and you would never have known how deeply you wounded me. I needed this time to be angry, to know that I was right to feel as I did.” She glanced up at him then. “And I think you needed these months to come to know your own mind. I only hope I gave us both enough time.”
“It was too much time, Georgi.” He sighed. “Come, I want to see the boys now.”
She nodded, and he threw open the door with every intent of being that jovial, boisterous father his sons knew him to be. Yet the moment he saw them—Robert, racing around the nursery in circles, his nightgown so short that his bare buttocks flashed here and there as he ran, and William, curled up against Darcy’s chest in the rocker, both of them dozing—Rain felt tears well up in his eyes.
“Papa!” cried Robert, deviating from his circular path to run straight at him. 
His delighted yelp caused William and Darcy to jerk awake.
Rain caught Robert and pulled him into a fierce embrace. But his eyes were on William, who stared back at him with something akin to fear. 
“Papa, why are you crying?” Robert asked, pulling back and putting his chubby hands on Rain’s cheeks.
Rain sniffed. “Am I? I must have something in my eye. Hello, William,” he said to his younger son. “Will you not give me a hug, as well?”
William looked up at his uncle then.
“Go on, Will,” said Darcy quietly.
Slowly, William slid from his uncle’s lap and toddled over—not to Rain but to Georgi, burying his face in her skirts. 
She swept him into her arms and showered him with kisses, as if she had not seen him in ages. When finally William smiled shyly at her, she said, “Say hello to your papa, William.”
He gave a quick, frightened glance at Rain before hiding his face against his mother’s shoulder.
She gave Rain an apologetic smile. “You remember how Robert was when he was just three…”
“No, I was not!” Robert’s voice was indignant. “William is such a baby!” 
At this, William’s lower lip poked out, and he squirmed from Georgi’s grasp, sliding to the floor and hurrying over to Darcy.
“Uncle, uncle!” he said, reaching for him.
Rain pulled Robert closer to him, hugging him so hard that Robert said, “Ouch, Papa! I cannot breathe! And you smell funny, did you know?”
He felt his shoulders shake—with laughter or sobs, he could not tell. Neither would have been appropriate, for what he felt was not happiness or sadness but jealousy and anger, the latter wholly directed at himself. 
“Oh, Rain,” whispered Georgi before reaching for Robert and scolding him for his rudeness.
Rain tried to pull himself together, especially as Darcy took William by the hand and led him across the room. They stopped just in front of him, and then Darcy crouched low so that he was nearly eye to eye with William. “Your papa and mama are going to take you home…” 
Darcy paused and glanced up at Georgiana, who nodded and said, “Tomorrow.”
Darcy’s eyes widened at this, but his voice reflected no surprise or disapproval. Indeed, he reminded Rain then of a groom speaking to a skittish colt. 
“Your papa and mama are going to take you home tomorrow.”
William shook his head. “But Pemberley!”
Darcy smiled. “You know as well as I do: winter at Pemberley is very little fun. It is too cold to run outside, and the trout stream is frozen. Did you know that your father is an expert fisherman.”
William looked up at Rain then, his eyes wide. “Are you?”
Rain nodded automatically, though he hardly considered himself to be an expert.
“I have seen him differentiate a trout from a carp from a tench, and he can catch ever so many. But he always throws back the ones we cannot eat.” 
This was all true—and absolutely no different from other men who liked to fish, though perhaps some gentlemen were more apt to keep all their fish as trophies. Rain could have cared less about that kind of prize. 
Yet William stared up at him as if he were a god, and Rain felt his hostility toward Darcy crumble. Oh, tomorrow, when he was sober and relatively well-rested, he might return to despising his righteous brother-in-law, but tonight, all he could do was mouth “Thank you” over William’s head when finally the boy was in his arms.
Darcy nodded, but the hard line of his mouth suggested that he, too, had made only a temporary truce with Rain. Then Darcy’s gaze went to Georgi, Robert, and finally to William, and he appeared (for just the briefest of moments) so heartbroken that Rain realized, no, he would not go back to despising Darcy. For, if Darcy possessed both a fortune and character superior to his own (and there was little doubt about that), Rain had somehow tricked fate into giving him much worthier treasures.
Now came the work of deserving them.



 
OBSERVATIONS FROM THE PERIPHERY
 
JUNE 30, 1837
 
Thump. Snore. Creak, clack. Tap-itty, tap-itty, tap, tap, tap.
This had been the dominant pattern for many miles. There were occasional variations, as well as instances when he could not catch all the sounds, usually because his grandmama was talking (which was often). Speech, as Thomas knew only too well, tended to get in the way of hearing things properly.
Great Aunt Dorothea was the source of the snore; every other sound emanated from some apparatus connected to their coach, an old but spacious carriage that had been in the family since—well, at least before he had been born. Thomas wondered at his great aunt’s ability to sleep so much, and in such difficult conditions. Sitting across from her, he counted the number of times she was jolted per minute (mean average: three), compared with the number of times she woke as a result of said jolting (once in two hours, waking herein defined as eye movement signaling an awareness of one’s surroundings; he knew better than to use speech as proof of cognition). Somehow, his great aunt had slept through all the sounds and movements that had kept him awake for most of the day’s journey.
“Oh, I shall be ever so glad when we arrive at last!” cried Grandmama—for the sixteenth time since they had set off from the inn that morning, and the fifty-second time since they had left Netherfield two days ago. He knew this because he had been keeping tally in his conversation book; that was all the book was good for on carriage rides—tally marks, and maybe an occasional sketch of something he spotted through the window. There were too many bumps in the road for him to write legibly; even Aunt Lizzy, who possessed the power to read almost anything he wrote, would have had trouble deciphering his handwriting today. 
Which was too bad, because he had come up with what he thought a particularly witty line after Grandmama’s thirteenth exclamation of “Oh, I shall be ever so glad…” 
Would that I were not the only mute in this carriage, he would have written, and oh, how Aunt Lizzy would have laughed!
She looked as if she needed a laugh about now. He felt her right leg, just next to his left one, twitching as if she were only just keeping herself from springing up, shoving open the door, and jumping out of the carriage. Then, every so often, she would stretch her fingers and wiggle them, one by one, in rapid succession. She made very little noise while doing either of these things, though occasionally her sighs added a whoosh to the pattern of sounds coming from Dorothea and the carriage. 
Why are you nervous? he would have scribbled to her. It was not just the illegibility of his handwriting, but the headache, the tingling in his fingertips, the halo of light at the edge of his vision—these all kept him from writing today.
“An amazing feat, the boy being able to write anything at all!” more than one physician had told his parents. He knew this because they often spoke about him while he was still in the room, as if he were deaf, as well as mute. To be fair, many mutes (at least from what he had read) were in fact deaf, or had difficulty hearing. Others had trouble forming any kind of language at all. 
Thomas knew, though, he was not like any other person, mute or speaking. Perhaps that was true of everyone.
Another truth: he was not really a mute. That is, he could make sounds, and sometimes, late at night when there was no one in his room—on those nights when there were no worried family members looming over his bed like ghosts—he would practice making the sounds of words.
But the sounds were scratchy, thin, and so often just plain wrong. 
He had tried, when he was three or four, to speak in front of others, but the words had not come out right, and even then he had recognized the pity and (yes, though they would never, ever admit it) disappointment in his parents’ eyes. 
There was no greater mama or papa in the world than his. This was not scientific fact—he had done no tests, researched no other parents—but it felt real and true. After all, what other parents would have traveled far and wide in search of cures and then, when it seemed none could be found, told him that he need not worry about the future because they loved him exactly as he was? That is what Mama had said to him after the last doctor visited, and Papa had nodded along, smiling bravely. Thomas knew it was a brave smile because there had also been tears in his father’s eyes, and he had looked away to blink, as if afraid that Thomas might see them.
Well, he had seen them. He had also seen how his mother’s hands had trembled, and how later (when they thought he was asleep), his parents had leaned against each other to whisper about that last doctor’s diagnosis: “A palsy with no cure; the disease is likely to make full maturity impossible for the boy.” The doctor had said these things in the corridor, but the door had been cracked, and so Thomas had heard that, too. He heard so much more than people expected him to hear. 
He wondered what it meant, this word, maturity. Oh, he had read several dictionary definitions. His favorite: “perfection of growth and development.” Did anyone, by that definition, reach maturity? 
It might sound arrogant—or it would have, had he been able to speak the words aloud—but Thomas believed he had in fact reached a certain level of maturity already. Not perfection of growth or development, no; but he had obtained a kind of wisdom that most adults would never possess. He did not take pride in his ability to see what others failed to see, for he knew this to be the result of his circumstances, rather than any special talent or effort on his part. Perhaps the only reward of living always on the periphery was the perspective it afforded. 
“My brave little man!” his mama and papa sometimes called him, and though he appreciated the sentiment (certainly more welcome than the response he received from people like his aunt Caroline, who grimaced and shrunk back at the sight of him), he sometimes felt burdened with the weight of this praise. For there had been a time when he had not confronted his pain with anything like bravery. As his parents knew only too well, he had sobbed and screamed, kicked and spit; he had rebelled against his circumstances with all his might. This he had always thought of as his prehistoric era, when he’d had no hope of communicating with speech and no ability to read or write. It was a wonder he could remember anything from this time; he sometimes felt, in the moments before a seizure, that same wildness, that same lack of control.
But then a fourteen-year-old Lizzy, catching him in the midst of a fit, with poor Nurse Edwards hardly able to restrain him, had sat down by his bed and begun reading a story—and all the world had opened to him. When the rest of his family had seen the wonders worked by reading aloud to him, they began reading to him incessantly, even his papa, who had little use for books himself. Most of the physicians had laughed at this “cure,” saying it was no use teaching him to read or write; “the boy” was too weak of mind and hand to make use of the written word. The doctors’ disbelief had only made the family (the two Lizzys most especially) all the more determined to see him become literate, and he himself was so enamored with words that he had pushed past the pain in his hands and fingers every time he picked up a pencil. 
On some days, the pain was not so bad, and there were even days when he felt as if he must be getting better, for then he experienced hardly any discomfort at all. 
This was not one of those days. His temples had been throbbing all morning, and then, when they passed Lambton (“We are almost there now,” assured Aunt Lizzy), he felt his skull rupture, releasing all the light around his eyes. The pain disappeared, as it always did when he crawled outside of his own body, his soul peeking out through that crack in his head and looking about in wonder. He could even see his own eyes, though not the irises, not the pupils; they were rolled back in his head so that the world should have been dark, so dark. But it was light, as if the sun had been let into the carriage, which also explained the heat, the sweat and then, when the sun disappeared so suddenly, the cold, the shivering, dreadful cold that forced his soul to slink back inside his skull and reside once again with that inferior organ, his brain. 
He could see nothing, move not a limb, yet he could hear, the words sounding far away:
“He is having a seizure, Molly!”
“Stand up, Miss Bennet, and we’ll lay him across the seat. Can you grab his feet so he doesn’t fall?”
“Mama, move out of the way!”
“Good lord! What is all that white stuff in his mouth!”
“How far are we from Pemberley?”
“I have no idea. Mama, knock to stop, would you?”
“What? Oh, yes, but—Dorothea! For goodness sake, get off me! How you can sleep through something like this…oh, his head is thrashing against the seat, Lizzy!”
“Yes, we are quite aware of that. Knock to stop the carriage, Mama!”
Bang, bang, bang! Explosions, and the light came back to him in pieces, as if the rays had been fractured in all the commotion, though he knew, of course, that light did not fracture so much as become refracted. He should have seen rainbows of color, but somehow, he saw only shards of white, piercing his eyes and making him groan.
A jolting stop, and he felt himself roll into his nurse’s arms. Molly. It was not proper to call her that, though Aunt Lizzy did, but sometimes, it was a word he practiced saying because he liked the sound of it. Molly. Molly.
“Oh, that moaning is something dreadful!”
“No more dreadful than your snores, Dorothea!”
He heard a creaking noise, like something opening; he felt a blast of wind across his face.
“Thank you, Mr. Vance, for stopping. How far to Pemberley?”
“Not too far now, Miss Bennet. The gate is just ahead, see? Oh, he looks bad, Miss. Should we send a rider to the house, to call a physician?”
“Molly, what do you think?”
“He is coming out of it now. Best to get him to a bed soon, no good in waiting in the woods. We can send for a physician later; nothing to do now but wait for him to wake.”
Well, he was awake, and he wanted to wipe the spittle from his face. He could feel it sliding down his cheek and chin like slime, or what he imagined slime to be. Once, Aunt Lizzy had brought him an algae-covered rock from a stream, and it had felt slimy, but there had been no slime there, either. 
Ah, good, it was gone, wiped away. It was the vanilla-scented cloth this time, so it was Aunt Lizzy’s handkerchief. Nurse Edward’s smelled of lye, and Grandmama’s—well, he did not know for sure, as she had never wiped his face. But she always smelled of lilac, and it gave him a headache sometimes. Is that why his head hurt now?
He moved his neck, this way, then that, until he was looking up at the ceiling of the carriage. The silk lining was torn in places so that he could see the scarred wood behind it. 
“Oh, he is awake, he is awake!” 
He found himself looking up his grandmama’s nose then. How many hairs she had!
“For God’s sake, Mama, sit back down and give him some air!”
“Well, you and Nurse Edwards were paying him no mind at all, so I thought I had better—”
“It is best to remain calm and quiet afterwards, Mrs. Bennet. Helps his head, it does.”
Heavy sigh carrying the scent of kippers from breakfast, and he turned over to vomit on the floor of the carriage.
“Ah, my shoes!” 
“You hardly got a thing on you, Fanny, but look at mine! I cannot pull my legs up on the seat as you can!”
“Shh, Master Thomas, shhh! He has a bit on his hair, Miss Bennet. You’ve got it?”
“Yes, yes, I have it.” 
“Oh, the smell!”
“Mama.”
“Can we at least stop and open the windows?”
“Mama!”
Later—he did not know when—his eyes had closed, and the voices again seemed so far away, and yes, the vomit did smell something fierce, though not as bad as Grandmama’s breath, and the rocking of the carriage made him want to be sick again, and it was cold, so cold! In late June, too. In Australia it is cold in June so that the natives have to wear kangaroo skins. That is what he read once, but he was not sure he really believed it. 
“Thank goodness, the fresh air! Oh, I must exit first, Fanny, or I too shall be sick!” 
“You are stepping on my foot, Dorothea!”
“Well, I cannot step on the vomit!”
Shuffling, panting, not fresh air but cold air, so cold, his teeth were chattering, and he needed, now to speak, to say, “Mama! Mama!” But it came out only as “MMMMMMM!”
“You will be in bed soon, Thomas, I promise.”
He forced his eyes open then because they sometimes tricked him, Aunt Lizzy and Mama, in the way they sounded. But no, it was Aunt Lizzy, only Aunt Lizzy. 
But the thing about Aunt Lizzy was this: she seemed to understand, even when he could not make himself understandable. She looked into his eyes and said, “Your mama and papa will be here soon enough. Tomorrow, perhaps even later today if we are fortunate.”
He wanted to shake his head, to say they had to be here now!
“Remember, they went first to Cambridge, so that Charlie might join us. Will that not be lovely, to see Charlie again?” 
He did not want to see Charlie. He did not want to see Nurse Edwards, who was easing his head from her lap and going somewhere else. Where was she going? He did not even want to see Aunt Lizzy. He only wanted his mama and his papa. 
“Miss Bennet, tell me what I can do? Should I call for a physician?”
Thomas wanted to look over at that voice, a new voice, a man’s voice, but when he tried to sit up, the air pressed against his chest like a block of ice.
“No, not yet. Could you carry him into the house? Nurse Edwards likely could, but—”
“Yes, of course. Here.”
“Wait, watch the floor there. He was sick.”
“I do not care. Come along, Thomas, that’s it.”
And he felt himself being rolled against a shirt that smelled of lemons. He looked up and saw Bewick, no, not Bewick, Darcy, but he liked to think of him as Bewick, as the man with all the bird drawings, and then suddenly they were out in the world, and there was a large tree behind Bewick’s head, and there were birds. He could hear the birds! 
He wanted to see the birds, too, but when he tried to sit up, he saw instead all the people standing by the trees, and then there were stairs and a big house, and the people were all lined up in caps and aprons, and they looked at him and looked at him and looked at him, but all he wanted were birds and his mama, so he cried until he felt the tears and mucus on his face—slime, more slime, these things always came with slime; even his pants would be slimy, slimy with shit (Charlie had taught him that word); and because he was making so much sound (but never any words), he could no longer hear the birds. 
“Do you know,” said Bewick, pulling him closer, “that once, I came back from a ride with my father—I was probably just about your age—and for some reason I became ill and vomited all over him. He helped me back into the house, and as soon as I got where we are now, to this very bedroom, in fact, I started retching again, and he held out his hat, and I threw up into that, too.” 
He sniffed, realizing then he had stopped crying to listen. He wanted to ask if Bewick’s papa had been angry with him—he seemed like he would not have been, but men were funny about their hats, or so he had noticed. 
“Could you ease him onto the floor, sir? We will change him there so we don’t spoil the clean bed linens.”
“Of course, Nurse Edwards. And I will order a bath for him.” 
He moaned and shivered, wishing he had his conversation book, wishing he had the power to write in it, to say no! He hated baths at the best of times, and now he wanted only his parents, or if not his parents, then at least to hear what Bewick’s father did when Bewick threw up in his hat.
Nothing. For a long time, nothing. Then, something: he was warm and dry and clean in his bed. His eyes flittered open to find the room dark, and he wondered if he had been dreaming all this time. What an odd dream to have had—traveling to Pemberley! They would not leave for several days yet, though everyone in the household had been in an uproar for at least a fortnight, packing and planning. He rolled over, sighing in contentment (his bed had never felt quite so comfortable). Then he saw the two windows lining the far wall. There were not two windows along his bedroom wall!
He shot up, struggling against the bedclothes, and then yelped at the sight of two figures, one on each side of this strange bed. Their heads were bowed, as if they were praying. Was he dead, then? 
No. One of them, the man, jolted awake, and he knew immediately (even in the dark) that it was not his papa. Still, he tried to say “Papa!” and instead let out a scream.
“Thomas! All is well, Thomas!” said Aunt Lizzy from the other side of the bed. “You remember Mr. Darcy, do you not?” She reached for him and pulled him close. She smelled not only of her usual vanilla scent, but also of his sick, and he knew then that he had not been dreaming.
“Mamamamamamama,” he managed to stutter in her ear. 
“I know, dearest, I know. She will be here as soon as she is able.” 
“When did you last hear from them?” Mr. Darcy asked from the other side of the bed, and something about his voice, so deep and tired, eased the pain in his chest slightly.
His aunt’s voice was lighter, as if even in her exhaustion she was suppressing a laugh. “I received two letters from Lizzy before our party had even left Netherfield. One might think we had been separated a year instead of a week. But then she has been in a perpetual state of shock since your nephew appeared so unexpectedly at Netherfield to convey her and her parents in the Darcy carriage; I imagine she has found letter-writing to be a great tonic to her nerves!” 
“I had not meant for William to go, but he insisted.”
“Naturally. I suppose you did mean to send your coach—or did Will steal away with it in the deep dark of night?”
A soft chuckle. “No, I did at least offer the coach. I supposed it might be more comfortable than a borrowed conveyance.”
“Yes, in the weeks before we departed, there were several long debates on who would travel in the Bingley carriage, which is old and squeaky but is quite clean inside, and who would use the borrowed Goulding coach, which is large but smells strongly of tobacco and fish.”
“And who won the argument?”
“Oh, no one. This was a debate solely between Charles and himself.”
“I have put him through a great deal of trouble—asking him to visit.”
Aunt Lizzy’s soft laughter reminded Thomas of the breeze he so often heard when dozing on the terrace of Netherfield. He might have dozed then, too, except that they were speaking of his papa, and he wanted his papa so badly just then that he forced himself to remain awake and listen.
“If this journey been a source of trouble, then trouble is precisely what Charles needed. I have not seen him this animated in many years—and all the preparations have provided him and Lizzy an excuse to conspire and laugh as they used to do when she was a girl. They would plan the most elaborate, sometimes absurd surprises for Jane or Charlie or Thomas.”
“Yes, but the expense of this trip…Offering the use of our carriage was the least I could do.”
“Ah. I should have expected you to be too observant not to notice the state of things.” Aunt Lizzy sighed, and Thomas wondered why; he was so sleepy he could barely hold onto the thread of the conversation, much less make sense of her mood, especially with his eyes closed. But he liked the sound of that sigh, almost as much as her soft laugh. From breeze to ocean wave, which he had not seen or heard since he was five or six, that time they had visited Lyme at the recommendation of some quack physician who had proclaimed the coastal air to be a cure for all ills. 
“Is their situation very bad then?” 
If Aunt Lizzy’s sigh was the sea waves, Mr. Darcy’s voice was a rumble of thunder—not the ominous, frightening thunder that sent other boys of nine under their covers for refuge, but the distant rolling storms that promised rain after a long, hot day.
“I suspect the worst of it is the guilt they feel,” replied his aunt. “Surely they have been no more careless than any other genteel family in England—and likely a good deal less frivolous. Oh, in the beginning, perhaps they spent more than they ought, but it was so often for others: they overpaid their servants; they lent money to friends and family who never bothered to repay them; they took in wretches like me and Mama and Aunt Philips. They contributed—and still do—to the Meryton School. And, well, Charles does not discuss it, but Jane once let it slip that he had made a bad investment a few years before Thomas’s birth. After that, there were all the doctors, all the journeys to Bath and Lyme, the warm Mediterranean and the cold Alps—anything to find some way of…” 
Again, the sigh, but Thomas could not think of the ocean now. It had taken him some time to realize what they were discussing. To consider his role in the state of the family’s finances—he let out an involuntary moan. He felt it more difficult to breathe, suddenly, more difficult to do anything except concentrate on keeping his eyes closed. It was not that he wanted them to think he was asleep; it was that he did not want to look up into his aunt’s eyes.
She must have sensed this, for he felt her hand on his and then, a moment later, her cool lips brushing his forehead. 
“Forgive me; I should not be saying such things—in front of either of you.” Then, a return of the breezy laughter. “I will blame exhaustion and be glad that Thomas is pretending to sleep and therefore cannot contradict me.” 
His eyes flew open, and before he could help himself, he smiled. But then it was as if he were back in Lyme, eyes squinting against the sun, his mouth so dry as he bobbed along in the ocean, surrounded by all that water he could not drink. 
“Water!” he wanted to say, but said only “Aaaaa” in such a hoarse voice than Aunt Lizzy said, “Water?” for him. 
“Allow me,” said Mr. Darcy, his voice somewhere else in the room. Though every muscle ached, Thomas forced himself to sit up, the room spinning sickeningly, so that he could hardly be sure it was Mr. Darcy who came back to his side, cup in hand. He might have been Papa, who could put a cup of water to his lips without a single tremble, though his poor mama always spilled a few drops when she helped him drink. 
But he was not Papa; the angle of the cup was not right, too shallow, too tentative, as if Mr. Darcy feared he might drown him. Grunting, Thomas lifted his hands to the cup, his fingers curling around Mr. Darcy’s, and jerked this conglomeration of porcelain and flesh to his mouth so that he could drink and drink and drink, so fast that the water splashed his lips and nose before dribbling down his chin and onto his lap. 
When he finished, the cup still at his mouth, he met Mr. Darcy’s gaze. 
“I have put you through a good deal of trouble, too,” Mr. Darcy murmured. 
He looked so sad that Thomas forced himself to loosen his fingers and pat Mr. Darcy’s hand. Then he fell back against his pillow and found one of his hands in Mr. Darcy’s, the other in his aunt’s. Turning as little as he could, he looked over at her, expecting to see that smile she always gave him to make him feel better. But not tonight. She looked at Mr. Darcy, her face just the same as Mama’s when she looked at Papa, as if she could not quite believe he was really there. If he closed his eyes, he could pretend it really was the two of them, his parents, watching over him as he slept. 
The door opened then, or maybe later, and he shot up, staring hard into the darkness, allowing himself to imagine he had the power to call his mama and papa out of the ether whenever he wished. But no, there was only one figure in the doorway, and it was too short, too stocky to be either of his parents.
“Miss Bennet, you must go to bed, dear. You, too, Mr. Darcy. Now that I’ve had my supper—and a very good one, too, Mr. Darcy; all compliments to your cook—Thomas and I will be fine now, won’t we, my boy?”
At the sound of Nurse Edward’s cheery voice, he felt too disappointed do anything except fall back against his pillows. 
“And I brought you some broth, Thomas,” Nurse Edwards continued, setting a tray down before giving Aunt Lizzy a nudge. “Get on now, Miss Bennet! I have a job to do!” 
He held tight to his aunt’s hand—if he could not have Mama, he would have Aunt Lizzy—when the distant sound of voices and footsteps caused everyone in the room to stop what they were doing.
“Surely not,” murmured Aunt Lizzy. “It is too late.”
And yet he knew that it was not too late, that even though he had been disappointed twice already that night, somehow his mama had known; she had come racing to Pemberley in the dark.
Surely so: the door swung open, and she came rushing toward him, her skirts nearly knocking the tray from his bedside table, Papa following closely behind.
Mama, Papa, Mama, Papa! At first, he thought the words had stayed in his head, for they sounded perfect. But then he saw how both his parents halted, half bent over to embrace him, their faces stunned. 
“Mama! Papa! Mama! Papa!”
Then his papa laughed, his mama cried, and he shouted the words over and over again.



 
THE REYNOLDS COTTAGE
 
OCTOBER 1813
 
He knew how the other footmen laughed at him for spending his half days with his elderly aunt, but he didn’t mind. Archie was nothing if not good natured. Besides, it was good form, the head footman giving his underlings some small reason to feel as if they were not wholly inferior to him. They knew damn well that when it came to household service, they couldn’t hold a candle to him. So when they saw him leaving Pemberley each Sunday, they could at least tell themselves they had something better to do with their time off than visit old women.
Yet Archie also knew that there was no better place to spend an autumn afternoon than in the front yard of his aunt’s cottage. The other footmen might play cards or visit Lambton, woo silly young maids or catch up on their sleep, but they would have envied him, if only they had known what it meant to visit the home of Nancy Reynolds. It meant rocking in chairs crafted by Lambton’s finest woodworker (his father, her brother); it meant passing back and forth two baskets, one full of steaming buns from Nancy’s own kitchen, the other piled high with apples from Pemberley’s orchard. But most of all—and this was the real prize, the thing that would have made all the other footmen wish they, too, had elderly aunts like his—it meant a tall, frothing mug of beer. 
It just so happened that Archie Reynolds was nephew to the best brewer in Derbyshire. To the other footman, she was the recently-retired housekeeper: strict, fair, and eminently respectable. And these were all accurate ways to describe her—most of the time. But when she was not being strict, fair, and eminently respectable (and even when she was), Nancy Reynolds loved to brew. Her porter, cider, pale ale, even her less intoxicating small beers and spruce beers—all would have made the other footmen weep with joy.
And oh, how they would have laughed to have seen the proper Mrs. Reynolds at her leisure: skirts hiked to her shins, feet propped on a stool, eyes closed as she tipped her wrinkled face up to catch the breeze that whistled through the orange-and-gold foliage above them. 
Usually, Archie would have propped his feet up, as well; he would be making chit chat and listening to her news between large gulps of beer. But on this afternoon, he sat back, the mug untouched on the table next to him, and just watched the leaves drift down from the branches above him. Yes, Archie was nothing if not good natured, but even he had his limits, and after the scene he had just witnessed in Pemberley’s main hall, he needed some time to clear his head.
Aunt Nancy seemed to understand this, for she did not speak. For a good quarter of an hour, she hardly even moved. Then, finally, without opening her eyes, she reached for her earthenware mug, took a large gulp, and sighed lustily. 
He laughed when she wiped the foam from her chin with the back of her hand. 
“Laugh all you like,” she said, her eyes still shut against the bright afternoon light. “But now that I launder my own handkerchiefs, I find it a good deal easier to wash my hands than my linens. I never did envy the chamber maids on laundry days.” 
“Well, I’ll make sure to let them know,” said Archie, smiling as some of the tension he’d felt on leaving Pemberley crumbled inside him.
She glared at him through one reluctantly open eye, so that she looked as if she were giving him a fierce wink. “If you want any more of this ale, I’ll thank you to keep my business to yourself, young man. I ought to steal back your cup for laughing at me in the first place.”
He knew she was jesting, but took up his own mug, just in case. When he’d drained half the contents, he gave his own sigh of satisfaction before saying, “Now, you know I wasn’t laughing at you, Aunt. I was just imagining what Gordon and Ted and Billy would say if they could see you so relaxed.”
“Oh, those pups!” She chuckled. “They’d likely fall over dead if they saw me sitting down, much less putting my feet up.” 
“Half the household would. I’d like to see Mr. Norris’s face if he were to witness Nancy Reynolds in such a state!”
“And how do you know he hasn’t?” 
Aunt Nancy wiggled her eyebrows, and Archie nearly spewed his beer from laughing so hard. The purported romance between the straight-laced housekeeper and the crotchety old butler had long been a topic of conversation below stairs at Pemberley. The rumors were not particularly original; Archie suspected that the servants in every great house in England tried to pair off the housekeeper and the butler if they were unmarried. In this case, Archie knew the idea to be rubbish. Though Aunt Nancy had never married (the “Mrs” being a title she had earned as a housekeeper), she had once been engaged, and family rumor (a type of speculation he considered more trustworthy than below-stairs rumors) had it that she had never got over her betrothed’s untimely death. Archie sometimes thought he could see this lingering tragedy in the stoop of her shoulders or the wistful expression that sometimes stole across her face. 
These could just as easily have been symptoms of aging as heartbreak, but Archie, besides being good natured, was also a romantic. Not so much for his own sake—he would have been happy enough to settle down with any single woman between the ages of eighteen and thirty, so long as she smiled kindly and put up with his unswerving devotion to work—but for others, yes, he was a true romantic. 
Which was just one of the reasons why he had been so shaken by the scene in the main hall.
“You’re frowning again,” said his aunt. “Are those pups not following your orders as they should be? You four don’t make the most attractive set of footmen in the county, but I’ll wager you’re among the most efficient.”
“What? No, they’re fine, or at least, I’m managing to keep them in line. Ted has high spirits, and Billy has been dallying with one of the maids, but for now, they’ll do. I doubt either of them will last long. Gordon might be someone who could take my place when…” 
He stopped abruptly. Though it was common knowledge that the current butler, Mr. Norris, was planning to retire soon and that no one would be better suited to replace him than Archie Reynolds, he felt that to speak such thoughts aloud would be both impolite and unlucky. 
“You’ve been working too hard,” said his aunt softly—and this meant something, coming from a woman who had worked almost all her waking hours for the past fifty-some years.
Archie shook his head. “No more than usual. Things may actually lighten up a bit; Norris says we’re likely to hire a couple more footmen, what with Mrs. Darcy…well, with her ways.”
He glanced sideways at his aunt, almost afraid to look at her. Though they were neither of them on duty (his aunt not even in Mr. Darcy’s service now, though she still lived on his land, in one of his cottages), he knew how she felt about discussing The Family, as they called them below stairs, as if there could be no other families (or at least none quite so important) as the Darcys. Yet he also knew how his aunt, quite like himself, had built her whole life around this family. To not discuss them, in some fashion or another, would have been near impossible. They were dedicated servants, yes, but they had taken no monastic vow of silence for all their devotion. 
“Has she been giving you trouble, then?” asked his aunt quietly. “I’ve heard she’s not been an easy mistress.”
Archie raised his brows. “And just who’s been telling you such things?”
“Oh, don’t you worry, your footmen haven’t become prattle boxes! It’s Mr. Norris, in fact. He comes and sees me from time to time.”
“Well, well!”
“Now, don’t you start imagining foolishness like all the others.” Aunt Nancy smiled. “I don’t invite him here to lounge about in my front yard; such behavior would shock poor old Norris. No, we have a proper tea inside; I keep my ankles covered and my feet on the ground.” 
“I don’t know what surprises me more: that you and old Norris are still friends after the way you used to argue over staff matters, or that he has stooped to gossiping. He’s the last person I’d suspect to come along and complain about the mistress.”
“Come now, Archie, you know Norris well enough to realize that when he’s willing to argue, he’s showing a sign of respect. As for gossip—I wouldn’t call it that. You’ll be butler soon enough—yes, we might as well admit it aloud—and you’ll need to learn what he’s learned: you have to find someone to talk to about your day, or you’ll go mad.”
“And who did you talk to? Norris, as well?”
“No, we never talked about such things when we were both working; he only dares to mention them now because I’m retired. I talked to your parents, while they were still living, and then, well…why do you suppose I started to brew? It gave me something to do, something to take my mind off other matters.”
He smiled sadly at the mention of his parents, both dead for nearly a decade now. He’d been nearly a man—ten and seven, already an apprentice in his father’s shop—when they had died of an influenza that, for reasons he never could understand, had spared him. This blow had come at a difficult age: too old to be taken into a relative’s household, too young to establish his own woodworking shop. Archie had not possessed his father’s talents or business sense. Though he had considered making a go of it anyway, he had known only too well how likely he was to fail. 
It had been Aunt Nancy who had come to his rescue, securing him a position at Pemberley and, though she had not realized it, helping him find his calling. It would have been more honorable, perhaps, to have been a craftsman like his father, and yet Archie had discovered a certain kind of dignity in creating order in such a large and important house as Pemberley. 
“What was the former Mrs. Darcy like?” Archie asked his aunt. 
Perhaps this Mrs. Darcy was no different from most high-born ladies; he shuddered to think this might be true, and yet he had so little experience with this class of women. He tried recalling the worst of the few female visitors to Pemberley—perhaps that Miss Bingley, who had accompanied her brother last summer. It seemed like she had rung the bell every few minutes, never giving the servants enough time to get from one end of the large house to the other. Yet for all the ways she had made the staff scurry, she had been nothing like the current Mrs. Darcy. 
Aunt Nancy shook her head. “Lady Anne was a puzzle to me at first. Hot and cold, she was—sometimes kind and patient, other times, mean as could be. Took me a while to figure out it was pain that made her spiteful. I suppose that’s why she locked herself away as often as she did; never wanted her son to see her in such moods.” 
“And did he?” Archie took a drink from his mug, though it was all but empty. His aunt waved a hand in the direction of the cottage, which he knew was her way of inviting him to go inside and pour another cup. But he found himself more interested in her response than her beer, which was saying something.
“Oh, he saw his mother in plenty of moods—more than she ever realized. I remember this one time…” She paused and looked off into the distance, in the direction of the house. “He must have been five or six, and already he had taken to lugging books around, books almost as big as he was then. He’d search for hiding places where he could read them—under tables, behind the curtains of a window seat, in one of the house’s many out-of-the-way corners.”
“Was he not supposed to be reading?” Archie found this idea odd, given what he remembered of the old Mr. Darcy, who had been a reader himself. Yet he also recalled his own father’s gentle but frequent admonitions to go outside and play, to get out from underfoot while he was working. 
“Oh, he was allowed to read all right; he just liked finding places he could call his own in that big house. Master Fitzwilliam could have done anything he wanted and got away with it. If he’d have asked, Lady Anne would have given him the world—but he never did ask for much. I think it was why we all loved him so; he could have been a right terror, yet even then he was too good to take advantage.” 
She smiled fondly, and Archie felt a tinge of jealousy. He’d always known of his aunt’s devotion to the Darcys (a devotion he shared), and yet he liked to think of himself as the sole recipient of his spinster aunt’s untapped maternal affections. 
“Well, in this instance,” she continued, “he had found a little niche in his mother’s sitting room, just behind one of her potted plants. I saw him as soon as I entered, but of course I pretended not to have noticed a thing. It was difficult not to laugh at the sight of those little feet poking out from behind a big, bushy fern, but I knew my place and waited quietly for my mistress. The moment Lady Anne swept into the room, I wished I had sent him away. I could see the rising temper in her face. She so rarely had color in her cheeks that when she did, you knew it wasn’t a good sign. I don’t remember now what I said that set her off; maybe we did not have fresh venison when she wanted some, or perhaps I suggested she speak directly to a pair of quarreling housemaids when she’d have preferred not to. All I know is that she practically flew at me, screaming, calling me names, spittle flying from her lips, her eyes bright and wild.”
When Aunt Nancy fell silent, Archie found himself thinking of the current Anne Darcy and the fit he had just witnessed in the main hall. Never before had he seen a grown woman behave as she had, throwing herself to the ground and screaming like a child in high dudgeon. And then to listen to her threats of suicide—well, he knew he should have felt pity, but Archie had hated her in that moment.
Mr. Darcy’s reaction had somehow been even more shocking. How calm and grave he had been, watching her from the top of the stairs before turning and leaving her there to flail about the floor! Then Archie remembered what had happened next, winced at the ache in his cheek, and shook his head.
“What did Mr. Darcy do?” he asked, breaking the long silence that had stretched between his reminiscence and his aunt’s. “That is, when he saw his mother lose her temper with you—was he unmoved?” 
“Goodness, no, he was a mess, that poor child. It wasn’t the first time she’d behaved that way toward me, so I wasn’t much bothered, except that I knew Master Fitzwilliam was there, trembling behind that fern. Fortunately, Mrs. Darcy stormed from the room instead of dismissing me first; as soon as the door shut behind her, he crawled out from behind the plant, his face streaked with tears, his bottom lip poked out. I hadn’t much experience with children—you were but two or three yourself then. But when he threw himself against me, sobbing, I seemed to know what to do. I sank to the floor and rocked him like a baby in my arms.”
Again, Archie felt that awful streak of jealousy, but it was tempered with a good measure of pity, for he at least had known a mother as warm and constant as the sun. 
“We must have sat together on the floor for a quarter of an hour before he asked me why she had been so cruel.” Aunt Nancy smiled sadly. “‘Pain,’ I told him, and it was the first time I understood it myself. ‘Your mama is in pain.’ He nodded, wiped his tears, climbed out of my lap, and left the room. We never spoke of that day again.” 
Archie sighed and looked toward Pemberley, behind which the sun had begun to set. “She’s not that different, the new Mrs. Darcy.”
“So I’ve heard,” said his aunt softly. “On her few visits to Pemberley over the years, I always got the sense…well, I didn’t suppose he’d marry her. When I heard he had…” She shook her head. “It was a surprise to us all, I think. Off he went to Kent, and back he came with her.” 
Archie sat up straight. “Wait, is that why you retired when you did?” 
“Terrible, isn’t it?” Aunt Nancy managed a rueful smile. “Certainly made Mrs. Bancroft’s life a little tougher! I told myself—and Mr. Darcy, too—that my body was aching and that I needed some time to enjoy myself before getting too decrepit to do much but sit in one of these rocking chairs all day. That’s true enough, but the whole truth was, I knew what she’d be like, and I was done with that kind of service. Now, if he’d married someone else…” 
“You make it sound like it could have been someone else,” said Archie. “I never supposed him ready to marry; he seemed indifferent to the ladies who visited. You remember that Miss Bingley? Always ringing the bell, demanding this and that?”
Aunt Nancy laughed. “Yes, but I didn’t mind her so much. I knew Mr. Darcy would never be such a fool as to marry the likes of her. Of course, I didn’t think he’d marry his cousin either, so who am I to say? I was so sure he’d marry someone different from his mother.” She paused and added, “Do you remember that other young lady who visited about the same time as the Bingleys—last summer, I think it was?” 
Archie shook his head. “There was Miss Bingley’s sister—what was her name?—but I thought she was married.”
“No, no, not her. This young lady wasn’t of the Bingley party, though they seemed to know each other. She came with a kindly gentleman and lady to tour the house and…oh, what was her name? I’m getting old, Archie! Well, in any case, I supposed she’d be the one he’d have married.”
Archie laughed. “You can’t even remember her name, but you were so certain they’d marry?”
“I never said there was any sense to the notion. But when I saw her in the drawing room, having tea with Miss Georgiana and Mr. Darcy—well, he couldn’t seem to look at anyone or anything else. She was pretty, but not that pretty. I remember coming into the room to refill the teapot, and she said something—I can’t recall what now—but oh, how she made him laugh! It was the kind of laugh I so rarely hear from him, and I just hoped…”
When she stopped speaking, he supposed her lost in another reverie and got up to refill their mugs. But then he saw what had really caused his aunt’s silence. Along the path that led from Pemberley to the woods beyond was Mr. Darcy himself, striding forward as if compelled by some invisible force. For one panicked moment, Archie imagined that they had called him forth with all their talk. 
Another glance told Archie that Mr. Darcy had neither seen nor heard them. He moved with blind purpose, his eyes focused only on something either so far ahead of him or so far inside him that he had no attention to spare for his surroundings. Indeed, he was so lost in thought that he had strayed from the path and was now trodding on the plants that lined Aunt Nancy’s garden wall.
Archie dared not move, in case he attracted the gentleman’s attention, but his aunt, still in her rocker, called out, “My poor gardenia shrubs will thank you to watch your step, Mr. Darcy.” 
Though he had heard others call Mr. Darcy detached and indifferent, Archie knew his employer well enough to recognize the subtle signs of embarrassment—a quick jump of eyebrows, a slight reddening of cheeks. 
“My apologies for interrupting,” said Mr. Darcy, glancing between Archie and his aunt. With a quick bow, he retreated to the path. “Good day.”
He might have walked on, had Aunt Nancy not pushed herself to her feet.
“Now, now,” she said with a stubborn tilt to her chin. “You can’t mangle my plants without stopping for a how-do-you-do.”
After a pause long enough to make Archie nervous, Mr. Darcy’s lips twitched, and he made his way to the small stone wall that separated Aunt Nancy’s yard from the path. He remained on the outside of her property (which was in fact his property), but she did not seem to expect him to come any further. She walked to her side of the wall, Archie trailing behind her like an uncertain child.
“How do you do, Mrs. Reynolds?” Mr. Darcy spoke without smiling, yet Archie could have sworn there was a hint of laughter in his voice. Then he nodded at Archie, who returned the nod and quickly looked away.
“How do you do, Mr. Darcy?” his aunt replied, her smile unabashed. “It is good to see you, sir.”
“And you.” 
“I am surprised to see you hurrying past on foot. I hope all is well at the house?”
Mr. Darcy glanced back at Pemberley, frowned, and said, with obvious reluctance, “I thought to visit the cascades this afternoon. They can only be reached by foot.”
“Cascades?” Aunt Nancy shook her head, then glanced at Archie, who shrugged to show his own confusion.
“Did you not know the falls existed?” Suddenly, Mr. Darcy’s face lit up. He was not smiling, but his eyes brightened, and his voice was more animated than Archie supposed he had ever heard it. “About two miles east, through the woods. It is a bit of a hike, steep in spots, and the path is not well trod, or was not when I used to walk it with my father. But you know you have reached the correct spot once you have encountered a boulder about the size of a horse, just at the top of a pretty hill, and—”
He stopped abruptly, as if realizing how much and how excitedly he had been speaking. 
“You mean the Old Gray Man?” Archie asked before he could stop himself. “At least, that’s what my father called it when we used to run up into the woods.” 
It was Archie’s turn to stop himself, for though it was common knowledge that the local people cut through Pemberley woods as if it was their own, it hardly seemed the kind of thing one admitted aloud to the master of the estate.
“The Old Gray Man?” Mr. Darcy’s lips twitched. “My father called it glogfaen, but said its proper name was Dunn’s Rock, though who Dunn was, neither he nor I ever knew.”
“Your father would have known better, sir,” mumbled Archie, looking at his feet. 
Mr. Darcy cleared his throat. “Well, the falls are but a mile beyond the boulder. Did you never go to see them?”
Archie shook his head, as his aunt said, “Most folk only use the woods to get from Lambton to Pemberley a bit quicker than they might by walking along the main road.”
“Ah, I see.” 
They fell silent then, and Archie supposed (indeed, hoped) Mr. Darcy would make his excuses and resume his excursion. 
Instead, he said, “Are you well, Mrs. Reynolds? Do you need anything to make you comfortable?”
“No, sir. As you can see”—she waved a hand toward the house, and then threw an arm about Archie’s shoulder—“I have a home and my family. It is all I can ask for.”
Mr. Darcy offered a rare smile. “The cottage certainly appears much improved since you took possession.” 
“Of course it does! I supposed that to be the reason you gave it to me; you knew I’d better the place.”
His smile growing, Mr. Darcy said to Archie, “And does she speak with such impertinence to you, too, Archie, or are you spared as her favorite relation?”
Archie tried (and no doubt failed) to keep his face expressionless; Mr. Norris had told him time and again that butlers couldn’t be blushing like little girls if they were to be respected. “I…I daresay she’s even freer with her speech in front of me, sir.” 
Aunt Nancy laughed. “I was going to offer you both a mug of my ale, but I don’t make a habit of toasting those who call me impertinent.” 
“Ah, but I consider it the highest praise,” said Mr. Darcy, grinning. Then, abruptly, his smile faltered, as if he had just recalled who and where he was. He looked back toward the path and said brusquely, “I have taken too much of your time. Good afternoon.”
“Not at all, Mr. Darcy,” replied Aunt Nancy, taking on the formal tone she had used as housekeeper. “Good day, sir.”
He nodded, turned, and took two steps before halting. For a long moment, he stood there, his back to them, and Archie wondered what was wrong. Then, spinning to face them, Mr. Darcy asked, “Archie, were you in the main hall this morning, about ten o’clock?”
He felt as if the breath had been knocked from him, and for a split second, he considered lying. But he couldn’t do it, no matter how much he dreaded the conversation ahead. 
“Yes, sir.” 
In his nervousness, Archie dropped his gaze and so caught sight of Mr. Darcy’s hands, clenching and unclenching at his sides. For a moment, he supposed his employer furious and felt his own anger rise as a result. What in God’s name had he done except his job—a job he had loved until Mrs. Darcy had come along to make life so much more difficult for them all? 
Then he heard the break in Mr. Darcy’s voice. “I was told she…she injured one of the staff, Archie. Is that true?”
Without thinking, Archie touched his right cheek; he could already feel the bruise forming. 
Mr. Darcy’s eyes closed briefly, as Aunt Nancy exclaimed, “Goodness! What happened?”
Over the last few hours, he had vacillated between blaming himself and blaming her. Since her arrival as mistress in late April, Mrs. Darcy had made it quite plain (though no one ever spoke of it) that she was not to be touched, not even a servant’s gloved hand against the fabric of her dress. The footmen had learned through experience not even to give her a hand to get in and out of the carriage; if they did, they were more likely to receive a screech than a nod (a word of thanks being completely out of the question). 
And the lady’s maid, Mademoiselle François, had told Mrs. Bancroft, who had told Mr. Norris, who had told all the rest of them, that anyone who valued his or her position at Pemberley would do well to keep out of Mrs. Darcy’s way. Though most had too much faith in Mr. Darcy to believe themselves always on the verge of being dismissed, the staff were only too happy to follow the French maid’s advice. 
Yet when Archie had seen Mrs. Darcy flailing on the floor, he had acted out of instinct. Rushing across the hall, he had kneeled down and taken her gently by the arm. Yet instead of calming her, he had infuriated her. The moment he touched her, she had bolted up, raised her fist, and struck him. 
It had been more shock than pain that had sent him reeling backward. She was too small, and at a bad angle besides, to have really done much damage to him. True, there had been a sting to her blow, however slight, and the skin was still tender. The real pain, however, came from his own anger, the kind of fury he so rarely felt (for he was nothing if not good natured). It had taken every ounce of his willpower not to spit in her face and call her a name that would have gotten him fired for sure. He almost thought she had seen the rage in his expression, for she had immediately cowered, as if expecting him to hit her back. 
Instead, he had turned and raced from the hall, just barely noting the horrified expressions on the faces of the other servants who had hid in the shadows to watch the spectacle. 
“What did she do to you?” his aunt demanded when Archie failed to respond to her question.
“It was nothing,” he found himself saying, much to his own surprise. It had hardly seemed like nothing at the time, nor in the hours afterward. Yet in the face of his aunt’s rising anger, not to mention Mr. Darcy’s visible agitation, he said, “She couldn’t have meant anything by it. Just an accident, see, as I tried to help her from the floor.”
“And what was Mrs. Darcy doing on the floor?” 
His aunt leveled this question at Mr. Darcy, her hands on her hips as she spoke. Archie held his breath, having himself been the recipient of these kinds of scoldings on the few occasions when he had been careless or inconsiderate. 
As if she realized then that she could not use this tone on the master of the house, she said, more gently, “I don’t mean any disrespect, sir, but it isn’t right, the things I’ve heard: she ignores the servants, to the point of making their work impossible; she throws fits at the slightest provocation. She…well, she is not the wife you deserve, sir!”
Mr. Darcy’s face hardened, and Archie waited for him to demand where she had heard such things, but he said nothing, his hands still clenching and unclenching as if that was the only part of his body he could trust himself to move. 
Of course, if he were Mr. Darcy, he wouldn’t have wanted to answer either. It was not just that she treated the servants as if they did not exist; though considered tactless at a place like Pemberley, where the masters and mistresses had long been known for their liberality and generosity, this kind of behavior would have been tolerated until the children had been born, when the staff could have worked behind the scenes to rear the next generation to follow their father’s, rather than their mother’s, example.
But there would be no children—not unless Mr. Darcy took a mistress and raised a natural child in his home, a scenario so unlikely no one seriously considered it except Billy, the footman who would have had affairs and illegitimate children aplenty if he could have convinced any woman to sleep with him. The maids whispered and the footmen (save Archie) chortled about the scandalous truth: Mrs. Darcy never visited Mr. Darcy, and Mr. Darcy never visited Mrs. Darcy. Not once. 
“An unconsummated marriage,” gasped Cook, who read Gothic romances and knew all about these kinds of things.
Finally, Mr. Darcy said, “I will thank you not to tell me what or who I deserve, Mrs. Reynolds.”
Archie knew his aunt had always been a plain-spoken woman, unafraid of conflict, but that was with the staff; she was also a respectful and sensible woman who had never lost her temper with any of the so-called quality who had lived at or visited Pemberley. So it was with shock that he heard her say, “And I will thank you to tell your wife to keep her hands off my nephew, sir!” 
The color suffused Mr. Darcy’s cheeks, and his eyes flashed dangerously. Whatever one might say about Mr. Darcy’s goodness—and Archie knew his employer to be as generous a master as one could expect—his aunt had pushed him too far. 
“Now, now, Aunt Nancy,” soothed Archie, finding his voice as he always did when those around him became unreasonable. “She didn’t mean anything by it. I suspect she is in a good deal of pain, Mrs. Darcy is.”
He had not intended to echo that long-ago conversation his aunt had exchanged with a young Fitzwilliam Darcy—and yet the words fit. Archie had no idea why this new Mrs. Darcy was in pain (what kind of pain could a woman with everything feel, after all?), yet he could not look back on all her strange ways without recognizing the truth of the matter: she was badly wounded. 
Both his aunt and Mr. Darcy looked at him in amazement, and then they looked at each other. Archie had the feeling they, too, were remembering that scene in the former Mrs. Darcy’s sitting room.
“I…I am sorry,” stammered Mr. Darcy, putting a hand to his temple. “You are exactly right, Archie; Mrs. Darcy is in pain, a great deal of pain. And yet, Mrs. Reynolds is correct, too. My wife ought not to have hit you. There can be no excuse for that.”
Not knowing what to say or how to respond, Archie looked down at his feet. 
“Norris tells me, Archie, that you are the most capable, hardest working man he has had the pleasure of knowing.” 
Archie’s head jerked up in astonishment, and then, just as rapidly, fell back into its bowed position. His face felt as if it were on fire, and his throat was too dry for him to make a sound, much less speak.
“He believes,” Mr. Darcy continued quietly, “that you should be his successor when the time comes. Is this what you wish?”
Archie managed a mute nod.
“Then you must never be afraid to speak truth to me, Reynolds—not about my wife, or anything else.” 
Reynolds. Archie forced himself to meet Mr. Darcy’s gaze. 
“Very well, sir.” His lips formed a reluctant smile. “Believe it or not, impertinence runs in the family.”
Mr. Darcy laughed—a full-throated laugh, loud enough to carry through the surrounding area and startle the birds overhead. Archie, too, was startled, but his aunt only smiled, her eyes shining. 
“You are fortunate to have my nephew on the staff, Mr. Darcy.”
He nodded, and then, after a moment’s hesitation, put out a hand. “As fortunate as I was to have you as housekeeper, ma’am.”
She clasped his hand between her two smaller ones. “I only ever wanted you to be happy, sir.”
“I know.” His Adam’s apple bobbed as he gently pulled his hand free of her grasp. “But you should know better than most how there is happiness to be found in helping others. I can help her, Mrs. Reynolds, I know I can.” Drawing in a deep breath, he added, “Now, I should go, or I will not be able to return from the cascades before nightfall.” 
“Then shoo, young man! We cannot have you getting lost in your own woods.” 
“I do not think I could get lost at Pemberley, Mrs. Reynolds.”
“Well, do not test the matter. Go on, now.” 
He gave them both a bow and set off, calling over his shoulder, “You will let me know if you need anything, Mrs. Reynolds?”
“Go on, now!” 
They watched him until he had disappeared into the woods, and then Aunt Nancy returned to her rocker, holding up her empty mug. When Archie had refilled both their cups and sat down beside her, they drank in silence, Archie all the while thinking of what it might mean to serve as butler for a mistress like Anne Darcy. He would have to be especially careful in who he hired and how he trained the new members of the staff. The guests who visited—particularly Miss Georgiana’s new husband, who laughed too loudly even for good-natured Archie—would have to be kept quietly in hand. 
“Elizabeth Bennet.” 
Archie glanced at his aunt in surprise. “What’s that, Aunt?”
“Her name. The young lady who visited last summer. I just recalled it.” Aunt Nancy sighed. “She would have made things easier on you, Archie. And she would have made him happier, I can tell you that.” 
He shrugged. “Ah well, I suppose it wasn’t meant to be.” 
“Nothing is truly meant to be—except God and death, or at least that’s what the vicar tells us.”
“God, death, and your beer,” returned Archie, raising his mug.
Aunt Nancy laughed. “Somehow, I don’t recall that being part of the liturgy.” 
Still, she raised her mug and they clinked cups. Then Archie drank, his gaze on Pemberley. No, it would not be easy work, but he found himself oddly inspired by the challenge.



 
SEARCHING, PART I
 
JUNE 30, 1837
 
It was her pose that gave her away. She stood on tiptoes, candle held aloft, peering at a painting that surely no one at Pemberley had paid any attention to in the last half century. From this distance, and in the dark, she might have been any of the guests: the same height as her father, a coiffure similar to his sister’s, clothing that, from the other end of the long corridor and with only moonlight from the window outlining her form, might have been a man’s cloak or a lady’s dress. 
But he knew her in an instant.
Had he been less rational, Will would have claimed that her soul had called out to his. But he was no romantic, not even when in love. The thrill that shot through him came not from some mystical tie between them. No, it was lust, pure and simple. 
Traveling with her this past week had been an unexpected source of torture. Will had thought that seeing her after several months apart would lessen the restless desire he had felt since their last parting. Yet being in Lizzy’s presence, especially when he could not touch her (she was always with some member of her family, or his) had only made matters worse. 
His uncle, of course, had tried to discourage him from traveling to meet her—“The Bingleys have need of an additional carriage, not an escort”—but for the first time since becoming a Darcy, Will had refused to heed his uncle’s advice. Why should he remain in Derbyshire when he might be of use elsewhere? There was so little for him to do on his own at Pemberley, much as he had tried to keep himself busy. Whatever task he attempted to take on, from correspondence with the solicitor in London to overseeing the difficult birth of a foal in the Pemberley stables, his uncle was always there to offer some kind of critique: the language of his letters was not blunt enough; his presence in the stable distracted the new groom, who needed to learn his trade without the master (or the master’s nephew) getting in the way. 
Yes, how vexing it is to have one’s superior always standing guard! This rebuttal Will had chosen not to speak aloud; even in his head, the words had sounded sullen, childish. 
To find Lizzy alone, on their first night together at Pemberley, made him forget the tensions of late, not to mention his present task. He was supposed to be searching for Lizzy’s aunt, whom no one had seen for several hours. Given all that happened that evening—an express rider delivering the message of Thomas’s illness to the inn where the Bingleys and Townshends were meant to spend the night; the hurried and tense carriage ride across twenty moonlit miles to reach Pemberley; the anxious minutes of waiting to hear of Thomas’s fate; and then, finally, the boneless relief that came with knowing the worst had passed—he did not consider a wandering aunt to be much of an emergency. But then Fitzwilliam Darcy was a man who prized a certain order in his household, as Will knew only too well.
No, he could not bring himself to worry much about his uncle or her aunt, not when she stood just a few yards away. 
He looked left, then right, to be sure there was no one else in the corridor—but even if there had been, he might still have strode toward her, set his candle on the nearest table, and placed his hands along the span of her waist.
Gasping, she spun around, and in the process spilled hot wax on his forearm. The heat of the burn was no match for the heat coursing through him just then. He should have apologized for startling her; he should have stepped away and bowed; he should have picked up his candle and run. Instead, he grasped her waist all the more tightly. 
Her lips parted, and he waited for her to speak, to protest, but all that emerged was a rush of air. Another drip of wax splashed his arm, and she pulled away. He sighed, dropping his hands, but then saw that she had moved only to rid herself of her candle, which she slid carefully next to his own. A second later, she was back in his arms, her cheek against his chest. He allowed himself to enjoy the warmth of her for a moment. Then, tilting her chin up, he traced her lips with his thumb.
She remained silent, staring up at him with those eyes he sometimes suspected of seeing straight into the center of him. Leaning into her, he slid his thumb from her lips to her chin down the length of her neck, and she gasped, tilting her head back in anticipation. 
But no, not yet. His other hand, still splayed against her waist, had plans of its own. Fingers inched upward, tracing the ribs he wished he could feel beneath the layers of soft fabric and hard corset. When his thumb reached the swell of her breast, it was his turn to close his eyes and exhale a long, shaky breath.
“Oh, for goodness sake,” she muttered, and his eyes flew open. She raised a hand to his face, and he winced, waiting for the well-deserved slap. Instead, she snaked her hand around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss.
Or, it might have been a kiss, if they hadn’t both started laughing just as their lips met. 
She turned away then, her cheek pressed against the crook of his neck. Her skin touched his, and for the time being, it was enough. Wrapping his arms about her, he kissed the top of her head, then her ear, and then each spot along her jaw that he could reach. 
No, it was not enough. 
“Lizzy, Lizzy, Lizzy,” he whispered, and she made a low growling noise that he would have found adorable, if he had not been so aroused. She shifted in his arms, and then, finally—
A loud bang from the other end of the corridor sent them flying apart. 
“Who is there?” he called, fumbling for one of the candles. When he lifted it high, illuminating the hallway beyond, he nearly laughed.
He should have known. Again, the pose told Will everything he needed to know: back, held ramrod straight with a sort of stillness that made the flicker of candlelight seem wild in comparison. 
“Uncle,” he called out, and heard Lizzy gasp and straighten beside him. 
His uncle was not alone; the butler and a young footman came up beside him. 
“Excuse us for startling you, sir,” said Mr. Reynolds, as the trio held aloft their own candles. “Young Ned here had an unfortunate collision with a piece of furniture.”
“But I didn’t break anything, sir! Sirs,” Ned amended, looking between the two Mr. Darcys.
“I should hope not,” said Will, swallowing a laugh. “A broken arm or leg hurts like the devil, or so I’ve heard.” 
“I meant, I didn’t break anything important, sir!” 
“And what could be more important than a leg or an arm?” asked Lizzy, startling everyone in the corridor, even Will, who had not forgotten her, but had certainly not expected her to speak. Then again, what else could he have expected from her? She was not the type to cower behind him and hope to remain unseen. 
As Lizzy came forward to pick up her own candle, Will saw how mussed her hair had become. He waited for her to pat her head self consciously, but instead, she tilted it, smiling first at the servants and then at her uncle. With a quick curtsy, she said, “It is good to see you again, Mr. Darcy. Thank you for inviting my family to Pemberley.”
The hallway was too dark, even with their candles, to make much of his uncle’s expression. Will could have sworn he caught the glimpse of a smile, but then his uncle turned to him, frown clearly pronounced. “You have not found her.”
“I did find an Elizabeth,” Will replied, laughing at his own quip.
No one else laughed. He had not really expected the servants to laugh (though usually he could coax a chuckle from Reynolds); he had certainly not expected his uncle to laugh. 
Lizzy had been his target, but his aim had been poor.
“Do you mean Aunt Lizzy?” Her voice broke on the name. “Why, whatever is the matter? Is it Thomas? Did he take a turn for the worse again? Did Nurse Edwards call for us?” 
She was half turned around, headed back to the guest wing, when his uncle said, “Thomas is sleeping soundly, Miss Bingley.”
“Oh. Then, why are you searching for my aunt?”
“Miss Bennet is missing.”
“Missing?” Lizzy glanced at Will, then back at his uncle. “But we have been here for only a few hours. How can she be missing?”
“She has not been seen for quite some time.”
“You are kind to be concerned, Mr. Darcy, but my aunt has an adventurous soul. She has probably decided to explore the house.” Lizzy smiled. “Indeed, she is likely on her way to the library now.”
“That is the first place I checked, Miss Bingley.” 
“The garden, then?”
Will made a face. “When it is near midnight?”
“I have walked the garden, Miss Bingley,” said his uncle. “She is not there.”
Will wondered how Lizzy was taking his uncle’s brusque tone—a tone he was almost used to by now. 
Lizzy merely smiled. “You are worried about her, Mr. Darcy.”
“I have not seen her since she left Thomas’s room—with no candle or lamp, and with no notion of which chamber is to be her own.” 
“I did go by her room, in case a servant led her there,” said Will. “It was unoccupied.”
Lizzy turned to look at him. “You, too, are searching for her?”
“Ah yes, I was, but…” Will met her eyes in the dark and remembered what he had been doing instead.
“Then allow me to help,” said Lizzy. “I have no better understanding of the house than my aunt, but…”
“Come with me, Miss Bingley. Ned, you as well. William, go with Reynolds.” His uncle paused. “Fewer distractions that way.” 
Will felt himself flush and was glad for the dark. Lizzy, however, laughed and took his uncle’s arm. 
“I imagine you have looked in the music room,” said Lizzy, her voice growing faint as they turned a corner.
“After the library and garden, yes,” said his uncle, and then Will could hear no more of them.
He looked at Reynolds, who watched him with that half smile Will had come to think of as the butler’s defining characteristic. 
“Where have you been thus far?” Will asked.
“We walked the east wing,” replied Reynolds, “and then checked the drawing room, where Mrs. Bancroft is providing refreshments for the guests, but Miss Bennet was not among the party.”
“Refreshments? At this hour?”
“Ah, well, Mrs. Bennet and Mrs. Philips found Mrs. Bancroft and mentioned the idea,” said Reynolds, his half smile threatening to become a full one. 
Though he had met Lizzy’s oldest relatives only once, Will could easily imagine their making such a request. 
When they had stood looking at each other for a long moment, Will sighed, knowing Reynolds was now waiting for him, this other Mr. Darcy, to tell him where to search next—though really, if anyone knew the house and its mysteries (besides his uncle), it was Reynolds.
“I suppose you have tried the portrait gallery?” Will asked, thinking of Lizzy on her tiptoes, studying the painting.
“No, I have not.” Reynolds’s smile broadened. “That is a fine idea, sir.”
Will felt a flush of pride—and then a desire to laugh. Was he really so desperate for praise that he blushed like a schoolboy at a few kind words from the butler? Worthy man, Reynolds—and yet Will knew it was not his praise he continued to seek.



 
HOOKHAM’S CIRCULATING LIBRARY
 
MAY 1827
 
It was her pose that gave her away. She stood on tiptoes, one arm stretched high, fingers grasping at air. Leaning into the shelves, she hopped up and down, but no matter: she was too short to reach the top shelf. After at least twenty seconds of this exercise (tiptoes, grasp, lean, hop), she crumpled, her arms flopping to her side, her heels landing on the carpeted floor. 
As he waited for her to turn away, defeated, he tried picturing her face. But he had not much of an imagination where children were concerned; he could see only a younger version of Georgiana in his mind’s eye. Being a Darcy, his sister had not often pouted or thrown tantrums, but she had expressive eyes, large and bright, so that she never could hide the tears that welled up after a disappointment. 
Whether this child cried easily, or looked anything like Georgiana, he could not tell. She remained standing with her back to him, gazing up at the elusive top shelf. Then, after a quick glance over both shoulders, she grabbed the arm of the nearest chair (a heavy, mahogany piece) and attempted to drag it toward the stacks.
“Oh, for goodness sake!” muttered the clerk at his side. “That child must be stopped!” 
The library’s proprietor, Thomas Hookham, Jr., always assigned a clerk to him—a testament, he supposed, to the number of books he borrowed. That, and the fact he paid far more than the subscription fee required of the members. He despised being followed through the reading room, and had once complained to Hookham about the attention, but that had only led to the clerk being reprimanded. So he resigned himself to having a stranger shadow him in the very place he wished to be alone. Ah well, he did take such a large stack of books on each visit that a second pair of arms was useful. 
“I have never understood why you go to Hookham’s,” Lady Catherine had complained at an Easter dinner years ago. “Your private library has nearly as many books, and you expose yourself to such low sorts in public venues. Are you not afraid of the riff-raff? They let anyone into these circulating libraries nowadays.”
“Even second sons, if they can afford the subscription,” his cousin had added, causing Darcy to nearly choke on his wine. Richard Fitzwilliam had been one of the few people capable of making him laugh. 
Richard, Bingley, Elizabeth. 
Closing his eyes, Darcy tried to remember why he had come to the library in the first place. 
“The child must be stopped,” the clerk said again, and Darcy’s eyes flew open. The clerk strode in the direction of the girl, and then jerked to an abrupt halt when the stack of books in his arms tipped precariously. For one long moment it seemed as if the overburdened man would find his balance—but no. The books toppled onto the shoulder of a patron who sat nearby.
As the clerk apologized in agonized whispers to the injured reader, Darcy went to the child; she was still attempting to move the chair, either oblivious to or unconcerned with the commotion behind her. 
“Do not bother with that,” he told her. “Tell me the book you want.” 
The moment he spoke, he regretted it. He had come to Hookham’s for a purpose—and it had not been to speak with a child who beamed up at him as if he were her knight in shining armor. He had come here—well, for books, he supposed, but no, not exactly. He had hardly looked at the titles he had pulled from the shelves. No, he had come to Hookham’s the same way a drunk stumbles into a pub: hardly caring what he drank, so long as he got soused enough to forget the world outside. 
London always pressed in on him, its thick air and crowded streets squeezing until he felt pain, and then, even worse, a numbness that seemed more difficult to dispel with each passing year. He suspected the numbness had seeped into him, a stain that not even the sun could bleach away. True, there were years when his visits to town were enjoyable; that is to say, they did not register with him. Other years were worse, and this one—this year’s visit was the worst yet. 
The previous night’s dinner was at the root of it.
God knew he needed to stop calling on Gardiner each time he came to town, but it was habit now. More than that—a compulsion. Fifteen years of visits he should not have made, fifteen orders of cutlery he did not need, all so he might secure that dinner invitation. 
It did him good to have honest, intelligent conversation with another man (a rare occurrence in Darcy’s daily life); it did him good to see a family as joyous as Gardiner’s. Each time he called, he tried to capture the laughter that echoed in the snug parlor at Gracechurch Street. He thought if he surrounded himself with that sound, he might soak in the warmth like an old oak imbibing sunlight so that it might experience one more spring. When he left the house after dinner, he felt younger, lighter, happier. 
Yes, it did him good to visit Gardiner, or that is what he told himself. But he could not deny the ache that blossomed in his chest each time he watched Gardiner’s wife and children gather round their patriarch. Was that ache joy or pain? Whatever it was, it seemed preferable to numbness. 
When he thought of the tragedy that had occurred in this same happy house, not long after his own disappointment in 1812, he told himself that his loss had been nothing to Gardiner’s. Darcy’s heart had broken, yes—but to lose a wife, the mother of one’s children! Margaret Gardiner’s death during childbirth had been the true tragedy. If there was a wound to set a man back, that was it.
Yet Gardiner had recovered; Gardiner had prospered; Gardiner had married another. Meanwhile, Darcy had—well, he too had prospered, mostly by investing in the industries his fellow gentlemen shunned. One of the wealthiest men in Britain, or so the rumors went, and still he gave half his earnings away. Properly married, as well, and was not Anne improving? She had color in her cheeks, and her lips curled into a sardonic smile more often than not these days. She lashed out at the servants less often and even, on occasion, allowed Georgiana to pat her hand—when they were both wearing gloves. At the root of everything was Pemberley and his family—rather, Georgiana’s family. He had only to think of Will (or was he a William now that he was twelve?) to feel his own share of joy.
Yes, such joy that he ached with it. But last night at the Gardiners’—that had been no ache; it had been a knife in the gut. 
“Mr. Darcy, sir, would you like to see one of my sketches?” Hannah Gardiner had held out her latest drawing for his inspection. Each year, she showed him her work. When she had been five or eight or eleven, she had called him “Dear Mr. Darcy,” and the portraits had been of fanciful creatures or queens in voluminous dresses. He had always smiled and praised some element of the drawing—and then, without fail, provided suggestions: this line is not straight; her face is lopsided; the perspective is off. 
At five, she had nearly cried at his gentle critique; by nine, she had come to expect it; and after fifteen, she seemed to look forward to that part of his speech most of all. Now, at twenty—soon to be married, Gardiner had told him proudly—she offered up the portrait with laughing eyes.
“Well, sir?” She cocked an eyebrow in a way that would have reminded him of what he always tried hardest to forget, if he had not held in his hands a more potent reminder. “Tell me your thoughts—all of them.”
“Come now, Hannah.” Gardiner was crossing the room to join them. “Give him a few moments to look at the portrait! Which one has she shown you, Darcy?”
“I have decided to draw each member of the family,” Hannah was explaining to him, though he was only half attending; his focus was on the sketch. Or rather, on the eyes. Even in pencil, imperfectly drawn, the eyes captivated him. 
“This way, I might always have them with me, even after I have married and moved to Cornwall.” 
“I hope she has not shown you my portrait,” said Gardiner. “She has given me a double chin.”
“Oh, but Papa, I am attempting to draw with more realism, as Mr. Darcy suggested I should last year.” 
This comment produced general laughter around the room, and Darcy tried to join in, or at the very least say something. But his mouth was good for little except drawing in short, uneven breaths. 
“So, which did she give you, Darcy? Let me see now, that one is of…oh.” 
The note of pity in Gardiner’s voice roused Darcy’s pride; he looked up from the portrait to meet the tradesman’s eyes. Even more pity. 
For God’s sake! Fifteen years. It should not have felt like this after so long.
“It was hardly fair of you, Hannah, to give him the portrait of a person he has not seen in years.” John, one of the middle brothers, joined them by the window. “How is he supposed to judge her likeness?”
“Yes, you are right, John. I was not thinking of that. I suppose I gave you her portrait, Mr. Darcy, because it is my most recent sketch, and besides, look.” Hannah reached for the drawing, trying to ease it out of his hands. For a moment, he grasped harder, crinkling the corner of the paper just slightly. Then he remembered himself and let her go. 
“See?” Hannah held the portrait up to the window, so that all who were gathered there (the entire family had come over to look) could examine the sketch. “She stood in this very spot, only two days ago, just where you stood, Mr. Darcy, so that I could sketch her with the light from the window.”
He could not help himself; he looked down, as if he might see the imprint of her feet in the carpet.
“I have rendered you speechless, Mr. Darcy,” Hannah said, after a long silence. “The portrait must not be to your liking.”
The disappointment in her voice had an even more potent effect than Gardiner’s pity. 
“Quite the contrary, Miss Gardiner.” He smiled, hoping the expression on his face appeared more natural than it felt. He knew what was expected of him: a word of praise, followed by some suggestions for improvement. “The eyes,” he managed. “The eyes are very fine.” 
“Oh, I am so glad you think so! She has brilliant eyes, better than anyone in the family, and I worked so very hard on showing that. And the critique, Mr. Darcy? Come, tell me what you do not like.”
He stared at the portrait, willing himself to come up with something. Had she been anyone else, this woman in pencils and ink would have presented her fair share of flaws. The proportion between woman and window was not quite right; the hands seemed too small; the smile on her face—it was not crooked enough to be her smile. 
But he could not bring himself to say these things, and besides, what did he know? Fifteen years was a long time. He had forgotten so many details of her face, and even those that he remembered—had he remembered them as they were, or as he had always imagined them to be?
“I can offer no critique,” he said, turning away gratefully when Mrs. Gardiner called them to the dining room. 
He had passed the rest of the evening in a daze, certain he had said and done all that was correct, but unable to remember any of it.
This morning, the portrait still haunted him. His low mood matched the rest of the household’s; Darcy House was preparing for the annual visit of Lady Catherine. The servants lived in terror of this day, not so much because of the visitor (though she could be fearsome), but due to their mistress, who resumed all of her old habits on the eve of her mother’s arrival. Loud talk, slow response times, and above all, the accidental touch—these might set off an explosion that no one, not even her husband, could contain. There was one member of the household who could sometimes shorten the length of these episodes, but Mr. Reynolds did not always travel to London, for he now had a family of his own, and Darcy could not bring himself to take the butler from his wife and children on one of the few weeks of the year when he might enjoy his domestic life without being always on duty. 
If Mr. Reynolds was absent, as he was this year, then Georgiana stepped in to calm the household, her chief remedy being to remove Mrs. Darcy from the premises so that the servants might work in peace. She took Anne shopping, leaving Darcy to do as he wished—and though he had an unending stack of correspondence awaiting him, he was too restless to remain in his study. He headed for Hookham’s, his unerring refuge from himself. 
He had come to realize, after a long night of staring blankly at the canopy above his bed, why the portrait had so upset him. It was not longing or love that troubled him, though he still, during odd moments of his life, felt the dull throb of these sensations. No, to see her likeness, those eyes still laughing, reminded him of all that he had lost—Elizabeth, yes, but Bingley and Richard, too. Fitzwilliam Darcy had his share of acquaintances. He even knew a few individuals he might call friends. But he had none of those people who allowed him to feel at home with himself. 
That he should include Elizabeth in this trio of true friends was nonsense; he had not known her long enough, and only in the throes of an ardent love; he had never felt truly at ease with her. But he had seen in her eyes the promise of home, the hope of friendship and family.
Had it felt this painful, almost a decade earlier, when he had seen her at that London assembly? He tried to recall, but the remembrance of pain was nothing to the present reality of it. 
With a shake of his head, he forced himself back to the present, to resume the solitary business of burying himself in books. But to do so was to look into the eyes of this child who gazed up at him, and her smile—so cheerful, so certain about the goodness of life—uncovered another thought he would have preferred to ignore. At three and forty, he could no longer convince himself he was anything but old. The graying hair and occasional aches did not bother him so much as the unavoidable truth that he would never have children of his own.
He had known at nine and twenty, when he had asked Anne to marry him, that he would never be a father. Yet he had allowed himself to pretend, at least on his annual visits to London, that he was something like a father to his nephews and niece. But they, too, were growing older—too old now to be entertained by his stories and trips to the park. Even little Emma, or perhaps especially little Emma, balked at the idea of an outing with him, for she had always wanted less to do with him than the boys.
“You are so very tall,” Georgiana had explained the previous year, after Emma had crossed her arms and pouted at the idea of flying kites with him and the boys. Georgiana had said no more, as if his height were an obvious reason for the girl’s dismissal, but he understood: he frightened Emma. He was quiet, serious, and not particularly good at soothing her on those few occasions when she had tripped or banged her knee while running about the park. Darcy was the very opposite of her father, who laughed with his whole being and swept his daughter into his arms whenever she cried. 
This child at Hookham’s—she could not have been much older than Emma, but she did not seem frightened in the least. Something in her face reminded him of a scene he could not place, and her clear, bright laughter sent a shiver across his skin.
“Thank you for your assistance, sir! You are so very tall,” said the girl, laughing again. “I am sure you are much better than any chair I could find. The book is there, on the very top shelf, I believe. I cannot quite tell because I cannot see the title from where I stand, but if the authors really are listed alphabetically—and I am not completely sure they are, for I found one out of order in the Bs, you know—then Mr. Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe should be somewhere between Mr. Dampier’s books on navigation and the Duchess of Devonshire’s novels, which I wish Papa would allow me to read, but he will not.” 
Darcy did not know how to respond to this speech, except to say, “Yes, Robinson Crusoe is here.” 
As he handed down the book, he wondered what her papa would think of her reading Defoe’s work—and just where her papa was. 
But before he could ask, she curtsied and said, “May I have the pleasure of knowing the name of the chivalrous gentleman who has come to my rescue?” 
What could he do then but laugh? He felt the eyes of nearby patrons on him, and turned to see the half dozen readers looking up from their books while the poor clerk stared at him, shifting anxiously from foot to foot.
Fighting the strange urge to laugh again, he turned back to the girl and bowed. “Fitzwilliam Darcy, at your service, Miss…?” 
Smiling, she curtsied again, but before she could give her name, a voice cried out from behind them. 
“Elizabeth!” 
If his laugh had shocked the clerk, this name, yelled across the near silence of the room, had likely caused the poor man to faint.
But Darcy had no eyes for the clerk, nor for any of the other patrons, though he heard their murmurs and exclamations in that distant way one hears noises that do not matter. 
“Elizabeth, are you here?” 
As he spun toward the sound of her voice, he felt as if he had lost his sight altogether, the room blurring and then going dark in that moment of pure instinct. He blinked, and blinked again, and there she stood, not pencils and inks, but flesh and blood. 
Several seconds passed before he realized that she had collided with him; one of his hands was on her shoulder, the other at the span of her waist. Her own hands were gripping his arms—or were they pushing him away? He stumbled backward at the same time as she. 
He stared at her, trying to take in her features, but it was as if the sun was in his eyes, and he could see little except the outline of her form and face. 
“I am so sorry,” said the child at his side. He glanced down at her, brought back to himself, and realized that, no, she did not cry like Georgiana, for this girl squeezed her eyes shut, as if she would by force of will keep the tears inside her. 
Glancing between the girl and the woman, he whispered, “Your daughter?”
He could not help himself; the idea filled him with equal parts dread and hope. Yet he knew it could not be so; they did not look alike, he had never heard of her being married, and besides, she would not have named her child after herself. It may have been fifteen years, and he may never have understood her as well as he had believed, but somehow he knew this last point to be fact. 
“No.” Her voice sounded hoarse. “She is my niece.” 
The girl opened her eyes, bit her trembling lip, and then said, “I am so sorry, Aunt Lizzy. I should not have left without asking. I should have—” 
The child opened her mouth to say more, and he saw her father’s eyes looking back at him; he had seen the resemblance all along—had heard it in that clear, joyful laugh—but had been too slow to make the connection. 
Before the child could speak again, he gave a curt bow and rushed past them. Hearing footsteps behind him, he allowed himself to imagine, just for a moment, that she was following him. But then the clerk caught up to him, panting, “Mr. Darcy! Your books!” 
With a shake of his head, he pushed open the door and strode away, not slowing his pace until he reached Darcy House.



 
SEARCHING, PART II
 
JUNE 30, 1837
 
When she caught sight of her reflection in the hall mirror, Elizabeth nearly laughed. She looked half wild and wholly out of sorts.
She did not feel out of sorts. Remembering Will’s hands on her waist, she felt only the thrill of knowing there would be more to discover. Her own hands had been largely confined to the parts of him above his neck, and so she resolved to sneak up on him the next chance she got and explore more southernly regions. 
She began to laugh in earnest now, but checked herself when Mr. Darcy stopped abruptly in front of her. He held his candle aloft so that the already diffuse light stretched a few more inches into the darkness to reveal…nothing.
Elizabeth bit back a sigh. This must have been the fifth time they had stopped here. Then again, she had not seen the hall mirror on their previous circuits, so perhaps this was a different corridor. She glanced at Ned, wondering if he felt any measure of her frustration, but the footman seemed resigned to the pattern that had emerged in the last half hour: halt at each intersection and wait as Mr. Darcy peered left and right, right and left, deciding. 
Mr. Darcy spun around to face them. He said nothing, his face hard in the flickering candlelight, and Elizabeth smiled, imagining him to be as great a reader of minds as he was of books. Surely he could sense her doubts, her exhaustion, her selfish wish to return to her own rooms and retire? 
“Aunt Lizzy must have found her way to her own chambers by now,” she had ventured a quarter of an hour ago—or what she supposed to have been a quarter of an hour ago. This maze called Pemberley seemed to exist outside of time, as if she might wander its lengths and breadths for ages and come out on the other side not a second older. 
Mr. Darcy had not deigned to respond to her conjecture then, and now, she waited for him to chastise her for lagging behind. He must think her an ungrateful niece, but then she supposed him more than a little anxious on her aunt’s account. She was struck again by the odd notion that Mr. Darcy had once been in love with her aunt. At Netherfield, when this thought had first come to her, she had dismissed it as fanciful nonsense, but here they were now, roaming the halls of Pemberley near midnight, all for Aunt Lizzy’s sake…
Or was it for Mr. Darcy’s sake? Will had once told her that his uncle was very particular about the management of the estate. Perhaps he simply could not countenance one of his guests roaming his property without permission. This idea sent a chill down her spine. What would it mean to live in such a household? 
No, she could not believe him so officious as that. He was chivalrous, that was all. Had he had not come to her aid all those years ago at Hookham’s in London? And at Netherfield, he had been so kind and courteous to everyone, even bowing when introduced to Nurse Edwards (though he had not, she remembered suddenly, bowed to Aunt Lizzy). 
Elizabeth met his eyes, willing him to hear the question that kept circling through her mind: Which are you: besotted, high-handed, or gallant?

If Mr. Darcy could read minds, he seemed little concerned with her thoughts; he had resumed peering up and down the corridor. God knew Elizabeth wished she could read minds. She could certainly read nothing in his face. But she saw how his hand kept moving to the back of his neck, as if he were trying to soothe a crick, or perhaps just keep himself awake and alert. 
Ned was not so adept at hiding his exhaustion. Every few minutes, his mouth would open in anticipation of a yawn, only to snap shut before any sound could escape, his gangly form shuddering from the force of that repressed reflex. 
“Sir, excuse me,” she said abruptly. “Ned is tired, and so am I.”
She had prepared herself for Mr. Darcy’s disapprobation, but it was Ned who appeared angry. Mr. Darcy merely raised his eyebrows.
“Ought we not,” she continued uncertainly, startled by the servant’s glare, “return to the drawing room? My aunt is surely there—or in her room—by now.”
Mr. Darcy turned to the footman. “Well, Ned, what do you think?” 
“I’m feeling quite stout, sir,” said Ned, presumably to Mr. Darcy, but his eyes were fixed on Elizabeth.
“Oh, Ned, forgive me!” she said, realizing too late how she had insulted the footman. “I did not mean to suggest that you—”
“No doubt you are up to the task, Ned,” cut in Mr. Darcy. “But Miss Bingley, it seems, is not. See her back to her room, and I will continue the search on my own.” 
“No, no! I can go on.” Elizabeth sighed. “This conversation did not go at all as I planned.”
“I am surprised to hear you had planned it,” Mr. Darcy replied before turning back to the intersecting corridors and taking a sharp right turn.
Ned concealed his amusement about as expertly as he hid his yawns. 
“You are correct,” Elizabeth said, racing to catch up. “I should have better considered my words, but my tactlessness does not change the facts: we are going about this search in all the wrong way.” 
Mr. Darcy stopped. “Is that so?”
She could not tell for certain: was he amused or annoyed?
“You do not know Aunt Lizzy as I do, Mr. Darcy. She is frightened by nothing, most certainly not the dark halls of a grand old house!” 
Ah, definitely annoyed!
“She is quite capable of taking care of herself,” Elizabeth continued, unfazed by his frown. “But if you really do suppose she is lost, and not simply exploring, then she is trying to find her way back, just as we are trying to find her. With all of us moving about, we are less likely to come across each other. I say we return to the drawing room, and if she is not there, or in her own chambers, then we wait.”
“Wait.”
“Yes. The house is not infinite. Eventually she will find her way back.”
He gave no response other than a slight drooping of his shoulders.
Behind them, Ned cleared his throat. “I could run back to the drawing room, sir, and then return to let you know what I’ve found out.” 
After a moment’s consideration, Mr. Darcy nodded. “Meet me at the second floor landing of the main staircase at”—he pulled out a pocket watch, raising both it and the candle close to his eyes—“half past eleven. Miss Bingley, go with Ned. You must wish to retire.”
She shook her head. “I would rather walk with you a bit longer, if you do not mind the company.”
“And continue this futile search when you are so weary of it?” 
Perhaps he was amused after all. There was almost certainly laughter in his voice.
“Ned’s stoutness has inspired me,” she replied, her own laughter clear as a bell.
No, definitely annoyed. Both men frowned at her now.
“Half past eleven, Ned.”
“Yes sir!” 
They watched Ned disappear into the darkness. 
“He supposes you are mocking him,” said Mr. Darcy, resuming his trek to nowhere in particular. 
She ran to keep up. “Oh, no! But—” 
“Pemberley is not yet used to such good and easy humor, Miss Bingley. It will take some time, years perhaps, before the servants are accustomed to you.”
“There is nothing yet settled—” 
“Even as they grow used to your ways, you must reciprocate and adjust to their habits, as well.”
She asked the question of herself now: amused or annoyed?
“And have you found it difficult to adjust, Mr. Darcy?”
His stride faltered, but only for a moment. “One does not generally find it difficult to adjust to breathing, Miss Bingley.”
“That is a clever evasion.”
“I have lived almost my entire life here. There is no need to adjust to anything.”
“Then why has Will coming to live at Pemberley so disconcerted you?”
He stopped and stared down at her.
Heart pounding, she met his gaze, this time glad she could not read his expression. Why had she asked such a question? The inquiry had hit its mark—for she knew, in the silence of that moment, that she was right: Will’s presence did unsettle his uncle in some strange way. But that hardly mattered. This was a conversation for Will and his uncle alone. She ought to have been doing everything in her power to put Mr. Darcy at ease, yet here she was, poking mercilessly at this wound she had stumbled across.
When Mr. Darcy pressed his fingers to his temples, Elizabeth felt her heart sink. He did not approve of her—and why should he? She was impulsive and impertinent, an unseemly combination in the eyes of most, an intolerable one in the eyes of those who prized order and sense, as surely this Mr. Darcy did. 
Had she loved Will any less, she would not have cared a whit what this man thought of her, but on the long journey north, she had come to realize the truth of her father’s concerns: Mr. Darcy would be no absentee landlord, no kindly old gentleman who played a supporting role in hers and Will’s lives; he, not Will, was the master of Pemberley. 
Perhaps more important: his approval meant everything to Will. She had only to think of how many times Will had brought either his uncle or Pemberley into the conversation this past week. The Townshends had teased him for talking so much of his work, but Lizzy had listened intently, admiring his dedication—and fearing the implications of it.
When Mr. Darcy began laughing—more of a rueful chuckle than a laugh, really—Elizabeth glanced up, startled out of her reverie.
“Are you laughing at me?” she asked, and immediately his countenance hardened. “No, no, do not stop! I would much prefer you to laugh at me than be annoyed with me, you know.” 
He chuckled again.
“When we find your aunt,” he said, offering an arm and resuming the search at a more manageable pace, “I will be glad to tell her that she was mistaken.” 
“About what?” 
“She claimed your temperament did not resemble hers, yet you certainly share her propensity for candid speech.”
“I should hope so! I would never wish to speak anything but the truth.”
He cast her a sidelong glance. “Never? Do you know the story of Cassandra?”
“The prophetess from Greek mythology?” Elizabeth sighed. “Yes, I daresay she wished she could keep her prophecies to herself, but I am no cursed soothsayer, Mr. Darcy—only an outspoken and tactless mortal.”
“Outspoken and tactless?” He smiled. “You claim those adjectives with pride in your voice, Miss Bingley. Why not say instead what we both believe—that openness is a virtue, even when it cuts.”
“As it cuts now?” She laughed. “Very well, Mr. Darcy. You may tell me that I am coy instead of candid, and I will tell you in return that you are evading my question still.”
“And what obligation do I have to answer it?”
“Only the obligation to practice the openness you so recently claimed as a virtue.” 
“You have me there, Miss Bingley.” Then he shook his head. “It is odd calling you by that name. I am put in mind of your aunt—Lady Dudley, that is.” 
“Then please do call me Lizzy, sir, for I would much prefer to remind you of my other aunt!” She paused. “Aunt Caroline once claimed you did not like Aunt Lizzy when you met her all those years ago.” 
They had reached another intersection, and he again raised his candle high. 
“I do not know why I believed her,” she continued, as they turned down another corridor. “I usually make it a habit to form opinions that are the very opposite of Aunt Caroline’s.”
He snorted softly. 
“I suppose I was anxious,” she said, “knowing how much I am like Aunt Lizzy, and hoping very much that you would approve of me nevertheless.”
“You and William both put too much stock in my opinion, Miss—er, Lizzy…” 
“Perhaps you are right,” she said, smiling at how he stumbled over her name. “In any case, I realize now I have no reason to fear. If you truly believe openness is a virtue, then you cannot be too much against me—or my aunt.”
“No,” he said softly, “I am not too much against you—or your aunt.”
Perhaps it was just a trick of the candlelight, but she swore there was a faint flush to his cheeks. 
Besotted!
She glanced up at him, considering the questions she might ask to uncover the origins of this long-ago romance without causing pain.
“William must have spoken to you,” he said, clearing his throat, “of our disagreement over the arrangements of your visit.”
His words startled her into remembering that, whatever he thought of her aunt, his feelings regarding Will—and by extension, her—were the more pressing concern.
“He did not mention a specific disagreement,” she said, wondering how she had gone from candid speech to hedging her words in a matter of minutes. “But he did seem anxious; he said you were unhappy with his decision to travel to Hertfordshire and accompany us north.”
Mr. Darcy sighed. 
“You must understand,” she said in a rush, “he only wished to spare my father the expense of hiring a second conveyance. Third, in fact—or perhaps fourth, for we sent the servants by mail coach and paid Mr. Goulding for use of his wagon in order to transport the luggage.”
Mr. Darcy raised his eyebrows, which to her indicated disapproval of her willingness to speak so freely about her family’s finances. With another person, she might not have shared this level of detail, but she felt it imperative that he understand just how much Will had done for them by coming to their aid.
She remembered then the way her heart had expanded, almost painfully, on the sight of Will arriving at Netherfield in the Darcy carriage, just days before the Bingleys were to depart. They were to head first to Cambridge to retrieve Charlie and then on to Pemberley. Her parents had spent weeks worrying about how they would all travel comfortably, Thomas most especially. What inns would be best (and least costly) along the way? Should the two family carriages travel at the same speed, thereby keeping the party together, or should they go separately, so that whomever rode with Thomas might travel at the pace best suited to his health? 
Though Will’s unexpected arrival had not erased the challenges of the journey, it had alleviated some of the difficulties. The Darcy carriage allowed them to forgo hiring a separate conveyance, and Will’s forethought in bringing two burly manservants as guards allowed her parents to feel comfortable sending Thomas, Nurse Edwards, and the older female relatives directly to Pemberley, thereby sparing them the longer journey necessitated by a stop in Cambridge. While Thomas would still have to spend at least two nights on the road, Will had arranged stops at reputable and comfortable inns along the way. And the second party, which traveled to Cambridge, had been issued a kind invitation by Lord and Lady Rainford to rest at Elms Chapel, which lay almost directly between Cambridge and Pemberley. 
“I do not dispute the thoughtfulness of my nephew’s gesture,” Mr. Darcy said. “But he spent valuable time away from Pemberley during a very busy season—this after a long visit to London in the spring.”
How could Elizabeth dispute this fact? Indeed, Will himself seemed to realize this, spending much of the journey scribbling away in his journal. Emma had teased him about writing large quantities of second-rate love poetry, but when Elizabeth had stolen a look at the book (left open on the seat during a stop at an inn), she had seen a long list of tasks to accomplish upon returning to Pemberley. Below the list, he had written, and twice underlined, “Finish before Uncle inquires!” 
Elizabeth had not known which fact made her feel worse: that she had wantonly violated Will’s privacy by reading his journal, or that Will so dreaded his uncle’s disapprobation. She applauded his diligence, but his need to impress—this rattled her. 
During their London courtship, Will had shown himself to be a man who gave little credence to the opinions of others (aside from hers, that is). Yet in those two sharp lines beneath the words, “Finish before Uncle inquires,” Elizabeth had glimpsed a future in which Will viewed every action he (and she) took through the lens of his uncle’s conditional approval.
“William might have done more good,” continued Mr. Darcy, “had he remained at Pemberley.”
Elizabeth’s blood rose. Did this man not realize how hard his nephew was working to win his good opinion? 
Undoubtedly high-handed!
She came to a sudden halt, forcing Mr. Darcy to stop, as well. Disentangling her arm from his, she glowered up at him. It struck her how much she must have resembled a child throwing a tantrum, but several long days of travel, compounded by her concerns about Thomas’s health, Aunt Lizzy’s whereabouts, and this impossible man’s approval conspired against her. 
“You have no idea the good Will did by coming to Netherfield!” 
“Oh, no doubt.”
Had he spoken gently, or with a smile, she would have softened, but his tone gave nothing away, and so she could only assume he was mocking her. 
“It is not only for my sake that I appreciated his presence! When your express rider intercepted us this evening, my parents were quite distraught! Only Will’s kindness and calm demeanor kept their spirits up.” She shook her head, angry at the tears that filled her eyes. “They blamed themselves entirely for allowing Thomas to travel without them, and I—”
She stopped, swallowed, and shook her head again. She blamed herself, too; her mother had wanted to travel with Thomas, but Elizabeth had begged her to accompany her on the longer route to Cambridge and Elms Chapel. She had become increasingly aware of how little time remained before she left her parents’ household, now that there was nothing to stand in the way of her engagement to Will. 
Selfish, her father had called her back at Netherfield. Yes, selfish indeed. 
“Are your brother’s episodes growing more frequent?” Mr. Darcy asked quietly. 
Elizabeth looked up at him, remembering what she had overheard the butler telling Will on their arrival: Mr. Darcy had himself carried Thomas to the boy’s chambers earlier that day and had not left his side until the Bingleys’ arrival. 
“Yes,” she whispered.
“He spoke to your parents; that could very well be a sign of his improvement.” 
She met his gaze, making no attempt to hide her tears now. “Every physician who has ever seen him has said he cannot possibly live beyond adolescence.” 
Mr. Darcy held out a handkerchief.
“Thank you.” She dabbed her eyes and nose before managing a tremulous smile. 
Gallant, for sure!
“The handkerchief is nothing,” he said.
“No, you misunderstand. Thank you for caring about Thomas. You and Will both have taken to him immediately. Not many people do.” 
“For all our differences, my nephew and I agree that anyone who appreciates a good book is to be held in high esteem.” 
She laughed. “Then there is hope for me yet.” 
“You cannot doubt William’s regard for you, Miss Bingley.”
“It is Lizzy, and no, certainly not. Of your approval, however, I am a good deal less certain.”
He looked away. “My approval, as you pointed out at Netherfield, is irrelevant.”
She had said that, and at the time, she had meant it. Now she knew better—and it scared her half to death.
“I was wrong,” Elizabeth said quietly. “I am now inclined to believe that your approval means even more to Will than my own.”
Mr. Darcy glanced sharply at her, then quickened his pace and remained silent until they reached the landing where they were to meet Ned. He looked at his pocket watch and said, “Ned will return soon. Do you know your way to the drawing room, Miss Bingley?”
She heard the dismissal and was tempted to take him up on this offer to escape. Cold, warm, and cold again, all in space of an hour! But then she looked, really looked, at this man who stood before her and wondered once more: Besotted, high-handed, or gallant?
“All three at once,” she murmured to herself. This should hardly have surprised her, for who was not so complex as to possess a jumble of traits and impulses? Indeed, three words could not be nearly enough to describe him—or anyone, for that matter. Even the simplest of minds harbored unknown depths, and Mr. Darcy could in no way be classified as simple. 
“I do not understand,” said Mr. Darcy.
She smiled. “Neither do I.”
He raised an eyebrow, but said nothing more, for Ned came racing up the stairs, reporting breathlessly, “She is not there, sir!”
Mr. Darcy frowned. “Very well. Ned, show Miss Bingley to the drawing room. I will continue the search on my own.” 
Elizabeth shook her head. Add stubborn to the list! Well, he had met his match, as far as that particular trait was concerned. 
“Thank you, Ned, but Mr. Darcy will accompany me to the drawing room.” 
Both men stared at her, but neither said a thing when she took Mr. Darcy by the arm and led him toward the main staircase. Pausing on the top step, she looked up at him, a little afraid of what she might see there. 
Sure enough, he was frowning again, but she met his disapproval with a serene smile. “It will be no good searching for her any further.”
Before he could argue, their attention was drawn to the main hall below.
“Elizabeth, my dear!” Lady Rainford called out, ascending the stairs with her hands outstretched. Elizabeth saw the other Townshends—but not Will, she noted with some concern—waiting at the bottom of the steps. Apparently, they too had heard that there was to be late-night refreshments in the drawing room. 
Issuing a cheerful hello, Elizabeth started down the stairs toward Lady Rainford, practically dragging Mr. Darcy in her wake. She felt him attempt to disengage her arm and knew he would soon be back to searching for her aunt, no matter her advice. 
Grasping his forearm all the more tightly, she said, “Do you know, Mr. Darcy, if I were trying to win my aunt’s good opinion, I would be wary of assuming her so incapable that she must be rescued.” 
“Is that so?” Mr. Darcy did not smile, but she understood enough now to guess the answer to her earlier question: he was both amused and annoyed. 
They were halfway down the stairs, only a few steps from Lady Rainford, when Mr. Darcy said, “Have you thought to consider, Miss Bingley—”
“It is Lizzy.” 
“—that it is not a matter of her rescue that sends me on this unending search?” 
At such an admission, Elizabeth jerked to a stop, nearly tumbling down the stairs in the process.
Raising his eyebrows, Mr. Darcy said, “Beware the steps…Lizzy.” 
Laughing, she stood on tiptoes and kissed him lightly on the cheek.
“Good luck with your rescue,” she whispered, before exchanging his arm for Lady Rainford’s.
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Of all the ways he had imagined being discovered—usually some variation of in bed, sheets twisted around their legs like shackles—he had never thought his uncle would be the one to find out first. He’d had little doubt they would be discovered eventually; they were not indiscreet, but each time they met, he felt so thoroughly changed afterward that he was convinced others would notice.
He would sometimes go to his club afterward, if only to convince himself that he remained the same man. “Townshend!” his friends would call, and he wondered, Do I truly look like Robert Townshend? Even if his friends could not detect the radiance he felt in every fiber of his being, could they not at least smell the sex on his skin?
Of course, he usually bathed afterward. The frequency of his baths—this had been another way he had thought they might be discovered. What young man ordered a full plunge bath at least twice a week? But then he had always been fastidious, and so the servants at Rainford House bore in silence the discomfort of lugging that unwieldy copper tub to his room and filling it with hot water.
But still—they must have wondered. Why did he always dismiss his valet? Who else would undress and shave him? And why, afterward, was so much of the bathwater on the carpet, rather than in the tub? 
Granted, water on the floor was rare; the bathtub, in Robert’s opinion at least, was a less than ideal location for sex. This had not stopped them from trying, laughing as they sloshed and straddled their way to rapid release. But the true virtue of the bathtub: it was the one place their bodies could be connected without the heat of intercourse. Fingers intertwined, legs on legs, hips fitted together like interlocking pieces of a puzzle—these were intimacies more pleasurable than any climax. Would he ever forget the sight of their hair floating on the water, twisted lazily into a single, thick strand? And that smile, as their eyes met—it had been too much for Robert. He’d had to glance away, to stare out his bedroom window into the brightness of the sun, to keep his eyes from burning. 
They had done that only once, lying side by side, naked and wet, not to pet or stroke or urge each other on, but to float and stare wordlessly at the impossibly white clouds in that impossibly blue sky. This would be a moment never again to be repeated.
Not that he recognized the singularity until afterward, when they actually had been discovered—not in bed together, or in a bathtub meant for one, but in a manner and place so mundane that he could hardly have predicted it. 
“Townshend, a word,” called Lord Rainford from the doorway of his study. Robert had been preparing to leave the house and wander about town, going to and from the usual places, hoping for a sighting, if not an actual encounter. After all, they could not be seen together too frequently, and already, they had been together twice this week…
“Robert, come here!”
Those words, that mode of address, should have sent him running in the opposite direction. Lord Rainford rarely raised his voice, and not since before Eton had his father called him Robert. 
“Townshend and Rainford. That is what we shall call each other now!” his father had declared just before Robert had stepped into the carriage that would take him to school. “No more of this Father and Robert business, for we are both men now!” And then Rainford had clapped Townshend on the shoulder. Father would have held Robert tight, but no, they were both men now, and men did not embrace.
So on this day, the day of his discovery, the use of his Christian name should have been a warning—but no. His head had been too full of that bath and that sky and the infinite beauty of them both.
It was the sight of his uncle Darcy, standing by the window, that had given him pause. It was March, not May, and Darcy almost never came to town during any other month. Still, Robert had smiled—the last easy smile—thinking of the laugh he and his father would have afterwards: “He is always standing at windows!” his father would (not) say. “Searching for the rare person who does not displease him, I’ll wager,” Robert would (not) reply.
Before Robert could greet his uncle, or ask what had inspired this unexpected visit, his father shoved a piece of paper into his hands.
“Darcy received this from Lord H______ last week.” 
Lord H______? Robert’s heart stopped.
“Did you hear me, Robert? Read that letter, now!” 
The words swam before his eyes, but no matter; he did not need to see the words to understand. He could read their meaning in his father’s face: eyes wide with horror, cheeks pale with fear. His uncle remained at the window, his profile as hard and blank as the pane of glass he stared into. Robert did not know whose reaction he hated more.
“Is it true?” his father asked.
True? He had, until that morning, thought nothing could be closer to truth than the two of them, together; yet here, in his hands, he held another truth, one he should have always feared, but somehow never had. For all his speculation on how they might be found out, he had never actually believed it would come to an end—an odd oversight on his part, for he was by nature too cynical to have expected a happily ever after. He had closed his eyes to this truth; he had allowed himself to pretend that he, too, might be worthy of love. 
“Is it true?” his father demanded, voice trembling.
True? He stared down at the ink and was struck by its neatness. No trembling there. The hand had been steady, so steady, as if Lord H______ had been writing about some distant acquaintance, rather than his own offspring.
Robert’s gaze locked onto one word, the only word that mattered. Wait, was that d smeared, just a little, as if the pen had slipped at the very end of that ugly, terrible word: p-e-r-v-e-r-t-e-d? Had there been doubt, in that moment of writing? 
Because Robert knew the truth: he had neither perverted, nor been perverted. They had stared up at the sky together and they had known, in that moment…
Known what? A future of hiding in wardrobes until the servants who brought the bath had left? Years of “Shhh, they will hear!” and “Not tomorrow, I cannot get away tomorrow…”? 
It was not true. None of it was true anymore. 
“Is it true?” His father’s voice was hoarser, quieter this time, as if he knew but did not want to hear the answer.
It would have been so easy to say the word they all wanted to hear—well, all but him, but then what did his views signify? He was the perverted one. 
No. 
Would it be so hard to say that one simple syllable? 
No. 
He would not be wholly wrong in uttering it. 
No. 
He might even shout it, dredging up all the righteous fury he should have felt at the betrayal he held in his hands. 
No. 
He could also have sobbed it, and the emotion, if not the word, would have been true enough.
No. 
It hardly mattered how he denied the business. His father did not care about the truth, and his uncle—well, he might have cared, for he loved ideas more than he loved people. But Darcy would have said nothing. He so rarely did.
So why then did Robert’s lips want to form that other word? Also one syllable, but not quite as easy to say; it stretched one’s lips to the breaking point.
“You smile each time you say yes to me.”
“It is impossible to say ‘Yes’ to anything without smiling,” Robert had replied, smile broadening. They had been lovers for a week then, one glorious week. “I might be saying ‘Yes’ to turnips…” 
“Turnips!” 
“…Or I might be agreeing to escort my old great aunt to church. It matters not a whit. ‘Yes’ always stretches the lips.” Fingers to lips, pressing gently. “You try it.” 
“Yes.”
“Yes.”
“Yes, yes, yes.” 
They had fallen onto the bed, laughing. Nothing else. Well, a kiss. Perhaps two. But clothes on. It had not all been about sex, even for him, the man who perverted other men’s sons.
He has perverted my son, and I will not stand for it.
Actually, Lord H______ had stood for it; or, at least, he had not been able to stop it from starting. Indeed, he had been the one to introduce them. 
“I only wish I could thank your father for his good deed,” Robert had joked once. They had been standing side by side at Almack’s, pretending to gaze longingly at the women parading themselves before such eligible bachelors, all the while brushing fingers or shoulders or hips in ways that could be chalked up to the crush of people around them. 
“In fact,” leaning in close, breath tickling Robert’s ear, but then such intimacy was common enough (even between men) at Almack’s, where everyone whispered about everyone else, “he knows.” 
“About us?”
“God, no! Not about you. About me.” Cynical smile for the crowd, and then, turning his head to look at Robert, a much sadder one: “About what I am.” 
At these words, Robert’s heart had stopped. Funny, now that he came to think of it. His heart had never stopped, or skipped a beat, or done anything irregular, because of romantic love. There had been so many other feelings, but no heart-stopping moments. Only at this idea of admitting the truth to his own father had Robert’s heart faltered. 
“But how, why…when did you tell your father?”
“Just after leaving Cambridge.” 
Robert allowed himself a moment of fantasy: How would his own father have reacted if he had admitted the truth? Would Rainford ever be able to know—to accept? Would he still be able to look him in the eye, to call him his son, to understand—to love him?
Heart beating faster, Robert whispered, “And what did Lord H______ say?” 
“Told me I was drunk, which I was.” Careless laugh, followed by a nod to some passing acquaintance. “Told me I was to find a proper young lady, and…Well, you can guess the rest. Ah, good evening, Lady Thomas! How good it is to see you—and your beautiful daughter—again.” 
“You cannot possibly marry her.” Weeks later, just after the bath, the clouds and the sky bath, the last bath. They were dressing hastily; they had only minutes before a servant would come for the tub. “You cannot marry!”
“Robert.” His voice had been gentle. No, not gentle. Placating. “Lower your voice. Nothing will change, I promise.” 
Except everything had changed. The engagement had been announced, celebrated throughout the ton, and Robert had toasted his lover with all the rest of their friends at the club because—well, they still met, they still found ways, they still loved each other, only each other. 
But not enough, apparently. What had happened? Had his lover been drunk again, or not drunk enough, and admitted everything to Lord H_____? Had Lady Thomas’s daughter—Robert could not even recall the chit’s name—sensed something and demanded the truth? Because sometimes Robert thought the women of their acquaintance knew more than the men. He saw it in Emma, and especially from his mother, that wondering glance, as if he had dabbed just a tad too much perfume on his collars, as if his stories about female conquests were just a little too loud, a little too obvious. 
“For God’s sake, Robert, is it true?” His father’s voice was pleading now. 
Look him straight in the eye, Townshend, always look a man straight in the eye.

Remember that advice, Father? Robert remembered it, and he followed through, even in this worst moment of his life, even when his mouth spread into that awful, lip-stretching, “Yes.” 
But his father forgot. He lowered his head, lowered his gaze, lowered himself to become this stoop-shouldered man Robert hardly recognized. Laughing Lord Rainford—that was what the ton called him. Eyes always gleaming with mirth, and why not? The perfect gentleman with the perfect wife, and such perfect children, too! 
“I will meet with Lord H_____ this afternoon,” said his uncle, moving from the window to the writing desk, already sliding a piece of paper from the desk drawer.
Robert stared at Darcy, certain for one happy moment that this was all part of some feverish nightmare. Because surely no living, breathing man could speak so calmly after such a revelation!
But no. The pen scratched against the paper with too much veracity. It was true. Something, at least, was true. 
Glancing between his father, head still hanging, and his uncle, back so straight, Robert fought the urge to scream. The letter in his hand began to tremble, and he forced himself to say something, anything. 
“Why would Lord H______ have written Darcy, rather than you?” he asked his father, allowing himself to believe, for the briefest of moments, that it had been Lord H______ ’s breach in etiquette that had broken his father’s heart. 
When his father did not answer—or, perhaps he did; Rainford sank into a chair and put his head in his hands, all the response Robert needed to confirm his worst fears—Darcy looked up from his letter and said, in the same tone he might have used to announce the weather or the time, “I assume Lord H______ wrote to me because he believes me a better candidate for extortion.” 
These words brought some life into Rainford; though he kept his head in his hands, he at least made a sound—a laugh, Robert supposed, but far too harsh, far too bitter to deserve the name. 
“Going to save me again, are you, Darcy?”
These words made no sense to Robert; nothing made sense to Robert. They had loved each other; that had to be true. This had not been about money; it could not have been about money! 
“This is not about you, Rainford,” said Darcy, returning to his letter. “Lord H______ needs money, if he is to buy his way into Parliament. Now he believes he has found the quickest means of obtaining it.”
A wave of nausea hit Robert so strongly that he reeled. He tried to concentrate on the letter, to find in those neat yet incomprehensible words, the demand for money, the threat of exposure, but all he could see was the face he had loved—the face he still loved. What was he thinking now? Did he know what his father had done? Had this, God forbid, been part of the plan all along? Had they sat down over a cup of brandy one evening to discuss the matter like business associates? 
Lord Townshend seems like an easy enough conquest, Father.
Ah, good lad! And his uncle is so very rich, too.

No! 
No, no, no… 
“Do not pay him,” Robert choked out. “Do not do it.” 
His father’s head shot up, and (because he had forgotten to look away, or because he loved him still?) he met Robert’s gaze. But only for a moment.
Robert waited for the condemnation, the panicked exclamation of “What else are we to do!” 
Instead, his father nodded, at first slowly, and then more and more rapidly, until it seemed his whole body was shaking. 
So panicked he forgot his own misery, Robert glanced at Darcy, who rose abruptly. 
“Rainford,” Darcy said, “you are not well.”
“No, I am well, I…” Rainford stood, too. Then, to Robert’s utter surprise, he reached out with both hands. He still could not meet his son’s eyes, but his hands were steady. “My boy, my boy, I…” 
Robert felt tears sting his eyes, and though he had long ago resolved to cry in front of no one (“Only poofs cry,” the boys at Eton had regularly chanted, but never to Robert, he had made sure of that), he did not brush the tears away. No, his hands had reached out to take his father’s. 
“It was just a mistake,” said Father, pulling Robert into an embrace and holding him tight. “Just a mistake.”
Robert allowed himself to ignore the words for a minute, allowed himself to feel that sense of unbridled love he had always had for his father. If he could have made it so, he would have been his father—would have followed each of his father’s steps through life: Eton, Cambridge, a respectable marriage to a respectable woman…
But he was not his father; he never would be. Pushing back from the embrace, Robert tried to catch his father’s eye. “Sir, it was not a mis—”
“Just a mistake!” Rainford insisted with a smile that made Robert sick at heart. “You were always a rebel to authority, my boy, always wanting to try things no one else—” His smile slipped, and his eyes squeezed shut. Then, deep breath: “Always a rebel! You did not mean anything by it.” 
“Father…” 
“I, too, have made mistakes.” His father’s voice cracked. “Worse mistakes, if I am to be honest. Darcy can attest to that, God knows he can.”
Darcy said nothing. 
“Father…” 
Rainford took Robert’s face in his hands, just as he had when Robert had been a little boy. But his gaze rested on the top of Robert’s head, never his eyes. “Now, no more of this nonsense, eh?”
“Father.” Robert squirmed under the pressure of those hands, that smile.
“You made a mistake, and now you know what is wrong, and what is right.” 
“Father!” Robert shoved away from him. “It was no mistake! For God’s sake, Father, I love him!”
Rainford stumbled backward. “No. You do not mean, you think you do, but you cannot understand…”
“Yes, I do.”
Deep breath, an angry swipe at his face, shoulders thrown back. These were the ways to stop the tears, these were the methods that had always worked at Eton. These, and one more: contempt. Lay it on so thick that the other boys cowered. 
“Can you not see?” he asked, his voice dripping with venom. “Can you really not see what I am?”
Rainford fell back into his chair. “Robert…”
“I. Love. Him.” Each word, a separate sentence, clear, cold, carefully enunciated. 
“You do not know what you say,” whispered his father.
Robert spun away. He would have left the room, but for the look on Darcy’s face. It should have been horror, or disgust, or anger—it should have been anything but that awful expression of pity. 
“Tell me how much you despise me now, Uncle!” he demanded, glad to have someone other than his father, so broken and distraught, to rage against. 
Darcy shook his head. “I do not not despise you.”
“Well, you ought to,” he spit out, heading for the door.
He had grabbed the handle before he felt his uncle’s hand on his arm. He tried to shake it off, but Darcy would not let go. 
“I am sorry, Robert.”
“Sorry? I do not want your pity, Darcy. Now let go!” 
“You have to tell me how I am to respond.”
Robert sneered. “Oh, do I? Then pay him…or not. I hardly care.” 
“Yes, you do care, Robert.”
He shook his head so hard that it hurt. “No, no, I do not!” 
“You have to pay him, Darcy,” said Rainford hoarsely. “Georgiana can never know of this. And Will, and Emma…if this is known, their reputations…”
Finally Darcy dropped his hand, but Robert found suddenly that he could not move. His mother. Will. Emma. He saw Georgiana Townshend, so beautiful, so proud, walking alone through Hyde Park, everyone she passed staring, pointing, turning away in disgust. He thought of Will at Cambridge, thought of the taunts, the abuse, the insults. And Emma, who had always been his favorite, Emma, who laughed at his jokes, Emma, who was meant to be presented at court in only a few years…
“I will repay you when I can,” said his father—was that his father, that man with the monotone voice? “Next season, when the rents on Elms Chapel and the other properties come through, I will repay you.” 
“What do you want, Robert?” Darcy asked quietly.
Robert shook his head, hardly understanding the words.
“Darcy, there can be no question of what to do,” said Rainford, struggling to his feet like an old man. And Robert could see what he would become one day—bent, tired, lined, all the signs of a life lived once upon a time. He was happy once, others would say as he passed. He had everything, and then… 
“And I say it is Robert’s decision,” replied Darcy curtly. 
“Why?” Robert found his voice, and it felt raw, angry. “Do you want to teach me a lesson, help me fix—what did you call it, Rainford—my mistake? To hell with you. To hell with you both!” 
He spun toward the door but could not summon the energy to pull it open; he pressed his forehead against the wood, thinking if he pushed hard enough, he might simply fall through the panel and vanish. 
“It is your decision,” Darcy said quietly from somewhere behind him, “because it is your heart that has been broken.” 
His heart. For a moment, he felt nothing there, as if the organ had been torn from his chest—and then, a furious pounding, so painful he gasped. 
He turned slowly toward his uncle. “Why do you pity me? You ought to be disgusted, just as my father is.”
Rainford made a sound, but Robert refused to look over at him; he could not bear to see the confirmation of his words. 
“Your father is not disgusted,” Darcy said. “He simply does not understand. Not yet.”
“And I suppose you do?” Robert sneered. 
“I understand something of what you feel, yes.”
Robert stared at his uncle, who shrugged.
“Man, woman—I hardly see how it matters. Love without hope…” Darcy’s eyes closed briefly. “It is an awful thing to bear.” 
Then, in his usual voice: “Well, what am I to tell Lord H______?”
Robert sank to the floor, bone tired. He put his head against his knees, remembering how he had sometimes collapsed in this way as a child, after he had spent all his manic energy racing about the nursery or a field or any space that allowed him room to run. 
“Father is right: you have to pay him. What else is there to do?”
“We could ignore the letter.”
Robert glanced up. Darcy had gone to the writing desk and was tearing his unfinished response into pieces.
He forced himself to look at his father, who still refused to meet his gaze. Yet what he did do—he stood, crossed the room, and held out a hand, which Robert used to pull himself to his feet—was enough, or at least all Robert thought he might ever be able to expect from his father. 
“No, Uncle,” Robert said quietly, “I will not ruin this family.” 
“You will not,” said Darcy, “nor will H______ .”
“Ignoring the letter will ruin us all,” Rainford said.
Darcy shook his head. “H______ is trying to win a seat in Parliament. He would not dare destroy his own son’s reputation in the process. If we refuse to acknowledge the accusations, he cannot implicate Robert without naming his own son.” 
“Of course he can!” Rainford sighed. “Darcy, you are a good man—too good. Lord H______ does not have to mention his son; he need only tell a few gossips what he has heard of Robert’s—his preferences…”
“And so? Laugh at the rumors, Rainford. You laugh at everything else.” Darcy frowned. “Say that Lord H______ must be in his cups, or claim he is trying to distract from the tales of his own son’s dalliances. We will, if we must, spread rumors of our own.” 
Robert looked at his uncle, arms crossed, gaze fixed on the window, and wondered if Fitzwilliam Darcy had the capacity to spread gossip. On any other day, he would have said no, absolutely not, but now, he was not so sure. He had the notion that Darcy might do anything, if it meant saving his sister and her family. Indeed, he might go so far as to destroy Lord H______, which would destroy his son, as well.
“No.” Robert went to his uncle and placed a hesitant hand on his shoulder. He waited for the flinch, for the pull back. But Darcy only turned to stare at him. 
“I do not want…” Robert gulped, his throat dry and raw. “He is set to marry Lady Thomas’s daughter. Any hint of scandal, and she will call off the marriage. Without her dowry, he will be ruined. I…I cannot do that to him.” 
“If we pay Lord H______ now,” said Darcy, sighing, “he will only come back for more. He will always hold it over your head, Robert—yours and your father’s.”
“And yours,” added Rainford.
Darcy waved this away. “The money is not an issue.” 
They all fell silent, and Robert felt an odd sense of camaraderie with these men—as if they were working together to solve someone else’s problem. 
“Perhaps money is not an issue,” said Rainford slowly. “H______ is from Derbyshire, is he not? He needs you, Darcy, even more than your money. If you were to stand up for him—to ignore his letter but speak out in strong support of his candidacy…” 
Robert saw Rainford and Darcy exchange glances. He thought his uncle might prefer spreading rumors to galavanting across Derbyshire, speaking on behalf of a man he utterly despised. 
“I know it is much to ask of you, Darcy. Too much, I fear.”
Darcy’s hesitation lasted only a moment. “No, the idea is sound.”
“There is still risk, of course,” said Rainford, now pacing the room. His father looked almost like himself again, hand combing absently through his wild hair, eyes wide with ideas. “But if you were to speak on his behalf at the clubs here in London, tonight even,” continued Rainford, “he would understand your message, and he would have to think twice before spreading rumors when you have spoken so highly of him. It would hurt his own cause.”
Darcy nodded. 
“But will it be enough?” Robert asked quietly. What he really meant to ask was, What should I do? For to do nothing—to let his uncle and father do everything on his behalf—felt nearly as wrong as pretending he did not love Lord H______’s son. He tried to push that thought away; any thought of him—he could not even think of his name without feeling his throat constrict and his eyes water—caused too much pain. 
Darcy shrugged. “We shall see. In the meantime, tell Georgiana.”
“Absolutely not,” said Rainford. “It will devastate…” He stopped, glanced at Robert, and then looked away.
Would it devastate his mother? Robert was not so sure—but he was not willing to test the idea, either. As it was, it would be years before his father would ever look him straight in the eye for more than a glancing second, and only then if he and Robert behaved as this day had never happened. He could not stand to lose his mother, too.
“You ought to know better than anyone, Rainford,” said Darcy. “Georgiana is a good deal stronger than she seems.”
“Yes, Darcy, I could never forget it.” Rainford sighed. “It is her strength I fear. She would go after H______ with a vengeance.”
“Perhaps you are right.”
“I know I am.” 
“Yet she would have been the best person to reach out to Lady Thomas.” 
Rainford frowned. “I see what you mean.”
“I do not,” said Robert, though his heart beat faster, for in fact, he did. Entangle Lady Thomas (and her daughter) in the good graces of the very popular Lady Rainford, and they, too, would be allies in dispelling any rumors that might reach the ton.
“Lady Thomas has never been invited to the Rainford ball,” Robert said. “I could…I could offer an invitation on our behalf. To her—and to her daughter, who by that time, will be married to…” Robert closed his eyes. He tried not to picture it, but still, he could see them, lined up side by side in the drawing room, dancing, just steps from each other, but never to touch, never again.
“It would mean a great deal, Robert,” said his father quietly, “if you could…if you could bear it.” 
An awful thing to bear indeed. But he forced himself to think of other kinds of love: his mother, his brother and sister, and yes, his father. Even his uncle, this man who somehow knew what it meant to love without hope. 
“Of course I can bear it,” said Robert, taking a breath and trying on that cynical smile he had so often worn at Eton, at Cambridge, in the drawing rooms of the ton—anywhere he needed to pretend to be someone he was not. He had never worn such a smile at home, but he slipped it on easily enough now, a mask made just for him, so perfectly fitted to every contour, every line that even he could almost forget the real man trapped inside.
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As a child, she had been afraid of nothing except darkness—or rather, the ghosts purported to roam the darkness. Her father had bred this one fear in his otherwise fearless daughter by reading Hamlet aloud to her, thinking her so exceptionally clever at age five that she would adore Shakespeare’s great tragedy as much as he did. And because she had known, even then, how much her father’s happiness had depended on her, Elizabeth had listened to the tale without a single exclamation of fright. But afterwards, when darkness fell, she heard Hamlet’s father everywhere: creaking up the stairs, bumping into walls, pushing open her door. 
In the months that followed, all manner of ghosts began haunting Longbourn, unbeknownst to everyone in the house except little Lizzy. It had taken nearly a year of sleeping next to Jane to make her laugh at (but never quite forget) her fear, and then many more years before she could read Hamlet with any true sense of composure. 
Even now, as a woman of five and forty, she could not help but feel a quickening of her heart at the various sounds echoing through this dark stairwell of Pemberley: a persistent rattling (just the wind against the windows), odd, creaking groans (just the wind in the trees), a low, distant howl (just the wind, just the wind, just the wind). Grasping the bannister of a stairwell leading—well, who knew where it led?—Elizabeth forced herself to take a deep, calming breath. 
Perspective, Lizzy! Surely this was one of those scenes she would laugh at later.
“Do you remember that time I wandered the halls of Pemberley, afraid of ghosts?” she would say to—to whom?
Not to Lizzy, for she would remember this day only as the first time she saw her home, the first time she saw Pemberley. Not to Jane, either, for she would recall this night and think only of Thomas, how he had finally spoken the words she had so longed to hear. Indeed, that was how Elizabeth, too, would have liked to remember this evening, and she would. Someday.
But not now; all she wanted now was to sink down on this step and have a good cry. This, too, was laughable, yet she could not stop the wave of loneliness that swept over her. These feelings were not unlike the fear that had tormented her as a five-year-old, but the intervening forty years had gifted her a certain kind of wisdom: sometimes it was better to hunker down and let the storm pass, rather than try to outrun it. 
So she plunked herself down on the bottom step of the stairwell, leaned her head against the bannister, and wept. Just for a minute, just until she heard herself sniffling. Then she collected herself and, yes, she laughed. She only wished she’d thought to bring a clean handkerchief (the one in her pocket being stained with Thomas’s vomit). 
Of course, if she were to wish for anything, it should have been a candle. She had made such a hasty departure from Thomas’s chambers that she had not thought to bring any source of light, nor had she any idea where she was meant to go. She had simply fled the room; the scene inside it had been too much for her—or rather, it had not been meant for her. It had been a moment meant for parents only.
Was she so selfish, then, that she could not celebrate her nephew’s burst of speech simply because it had not included her? 
Another gift of age: she knew her own flaws and was only marginally less afraid of them than of the ghosts that had haunted her decades earlier. 
Well, at least she had not made a fuss; she had left so quietly that no one would have noticed her absence. Of course, this was part of the problem. She had likely gotten to the other side of this large, confusing house before anyone realized she had left the room, if they realized it at all. With all the excitement of Thomas’s illness and Jane and Charles’s arrival (and all those who had come with them: Lizzy, Charlie, Will Darcy, and all his family from Elms Chapel), surely no one would remember her.
He might.
This thought—this silly, romantic, twenty-year-old Elizabeth thought—made her laugh even harder. 
“Miss Bennet?” 
The sound of her name cut through her laughter. Heart racing, she squinted into the darkness, and though she knew of no ghosts who would call her by name, and certainly not in such a gentle, tentative way, she found her mouth too dry to respond.
“Miss Bennet? Is that you?” said the voice again, this time accompanied by a flicker of light, and then another, two undulating orange flames that illuminated a pair of men. They emerged around a shadowed corner and made their way so quietly down the hall that, had Elizabeth not seen the candlelight, she would not have known they were approaching.
Odd how knowing they were there only made her heart pound harder, as if those few seconds before they reached her provided just enough time for every terror from her youth to come flying at her from across the chasm of age. Those few seconds took her breath away, so that when she responded, it was in such a high, quavering tone that she really might have been five years old again. 
“Yes?”
The figures stopped several feet away, and the shorter one held up a hand, palm facing her, as if to say, I will not harm you. His movement was slow and cautious, and she wondered if he had been a groom once, well practiced in soothing skittish colts. Or perhaps he had raised his hand in self defense; maybe he, too, had a fear of ghosts, for if anyone’s corporal presence might be doubted, it was hers. What a sight she must have made, huddled on the bottom step, her hair wild and her face pale with fright!
This idea—that she was the ghost haunting the halls of Pemberley—made her laugh, the sound of it crackling through the darkness like lightening. The taller one took several quick steps backward, nearly falling on his backside. 
“There, there, sir,” murmured the shorter man, using his free hand to steady his companion. His voice was so gentle that again Elizabeth supposed him to have some training with animals. Perhaps, but he was no groom; he was the butler. Her eyes having grown used to the candlelit darkness, she recognized the man’s face from the several times he had delivered this or that to Thomas’s room in those long hours since their arrival. 
The butler’s companion was the young Mr. Darcy. He was trying, so valiantly, to put on that inscrutable expression his uncle wore naturally, but Will Darcy could not quite manage it. His eyes were just a little too wide, his hair a little too wild, his cravat wrinkled and askew. Elizabeth felt a rush of fondness for him then; she was glad Lizzy would marry a man unable to master himself completely. 
Tempering her laughter into a lopsided smile, Elizabeth pulled herself upright. “Good evening, gentlemen. Forgive me for startling you.”
The butler returned her smile, and again she felt glad: Darcy should have a butler who bucked convention by smiling.
“Are you well, Miss Bennet?” asked Will (she simply could not think of him as Darcy). “Are you injured?”
“No, though I almost wish I was.” An injury would have made the trouble she had caused more forgivable.
Creased brow and crooked grin conspired to make Will Darcy appear more boy than man. “That is an uncommon wish, if you do not mind me saying so, Miss Bennet.”
“I rarely mind anyone saying anything. And yes, it is an uncommon wish, but I should like to be one of those brave souls who laugh in the face of injury. Alas, it is not so. If I had been hurt, you would have found me in a much sorrier state.”
The butler turned away and made a sound that was surely meant to resemble a cough. 
“But we did find you sitting on the steps,” replied Will, “which I would not call a sorry state, necessarily, but at least suggestive of a twisted ankle.”
“You are determined to provide an injury for me, but I am not so obliging.” Elizabeth took several quick steps past the men to prove her ambulatory skills. Then, turning back to the steps, she resumed her seat. “I sometimes like to sit, and steps make very convenient chairs when there are none other to be had.” 
Again, the butler “coughed;” Will made no attempt to hide his laughter. 
“And here I supposed you were lost, Miss Bennet.”
“Lost? Is this large, dark, maze of a house? You insult my sense of direction, young man.” Elizabeth pulled herself to her feet once more. “Do lead the way, sirs. I suppose one of you will shepherd me to my room?”
“Would you accompany her, Reynolds? I think I had better try and find my uncle,” said Will. “He has probably dragged Lizzy…Miss Bingley and poor Ned from the attics to the cellar in search of you, Miss Bennet.”
She felt her face grow warm and was glad now for the darkness. 
“His pride will not allow for a lost guest, I suppose; he must have all in order.” She regretted her words immediately; they were cutting and unfair. It was her own pride that had inspired them, for she hated to think of herself as the source of trouble (and yet found herself oddly gratified to know he was worried for her, all the same).
Will laughed. “Yes, you understand him completely. Expect a lecture at breakfast, Miss Bennet, about the proper way to navigate Pemberley in the dark.” 
Elizabeth arched a brow. It seemed she was not the only one to feel that unsettling mixture of exasperation and admiration for Fitzwilliam Darcy. 
“Here, take my candle,” said Will. “This way, you will be better able to spot more convenient seating on the way to your rooms.” 
Before she could refuse, he had pressed the candlestick into her hand and was out of sight.
“Will he be well in this darkness?” Elizabeth could not help but ask, squinting but unable to see any trace of him. “Now he has no candle.” 
“Oh, the young Mr. Darcy knows Pemberley almost as well as his uncle.” Reynolds smiled. “I recall how, as a boy, he would play hide and seek in these corridors, well past his bedtime. His mother always scolded him for it—both the boy and his uncle. This way, if you please.” 
He led her down corridor after corridor, and she wondered how she had managed to travel so far on her own. As they turned yet another corner, she could see, by the light of their candles, a swirl of painted faces looking down on them from the walls. 
“The portrait gallery,” she murmured, remembering that moment years before when it had been the housekeeper who had said those words as she guided Elizabeth and the Gardiners through the house. There had been such pride in the servant’s voice, especially when she had shown them the portrait of Darcy. 
“Wait!” Elizabeth said, stopping so suddenly that Reynolds had outpaced her by several steps before turning. “Could you turn your candle to the wall, just here?” 
She was so certain that this had been the spot, the very spot, where she and Aunt Maggie had stood, gazing up at that intriguing portrait of Darcy, the one that had made him appear (to twenty-year-old Elizabeth) a different man than the one she had known in Hertfordshire. So when Reynolds lifted his candle, adding his small pool of light to hers, she had to blink several times, as if blinking might align the certainty of her feeling with the truth in front of her. 
It was not the portrait of Darcy; it was a portrait of the Darcys, husband and wife. She sat, he stood, and neither touched the other, though his hand hovered over the back of the chair in which she reposed. And repose she did, leaning her head against the velvet upholstery, eyes half-closed and fixed on some point off to the side of the canvas, as if she could not be bothered to sit up and look at the painter as he worked. Darcy, however, stared straight ahead, his gaze as hard and unrelenting as his posture.
Could they have been happy together? Could she—this woman who, on second glance, appeared not to be lounging so much as trying to hide in plain sight—have made him laugh? Could he—with everything about him wound tight except those fingers, suspended just an inch above the top of the chair, as if longing but not daring to touch—have meant anything to Anne de Bourgh except the fulfillment of her family’s wishes? 
Minutes must have passed before the butler shifted ever so slightly on his feet, his movement altering the play of light and shadow on the portrait. 
“Forgive me,” said Elizabeth, turning away quickly, “I am keeping you from your rest.” 
She saw the sideways glance he shot her, this butler who seemed far too open to be a butler. “You are kind, Miss Bennet, but I beg you not to trouble yourself. I am quite fond of the portrait gallery myself.” 
“I thought,” she said as they traveled through another long hallway, “there had been a different portrait there once.”
Again, that sideways glance. “In fact, there had been.” 
She waited for him to ask how she had known, or when she had been here last.
Instead, he said, “You must have seen the portrait of Mr. Darcy as a young man, painted during his father’s lifetime.”
“Yes, I believe so. But it has been many years since I last visited Pemberley, and…” She stopped, an idea falling into place. “Reynolds! Are you by chance related to the housekeeper who was here at that time?” 
His smile was so broad that she forgot his station altogether and placed him in the category of long-standing friend. “She was my aunt, Miss Bennet, and a very fine one, too. She would have been honored that you remembered her after so short an acquaintance.” 
“Was?” Elizabeth sighed. “I am sorry, then, for your loss, Mr. Reynolds.”
“Thank you, Miss Bennet, but it has been many years now. She passed, quite peacefully I am glad to say, in ’22.” He paused, then smiled. “She was vexed at Miss Georgiana for stealing the portrait you mentioned.”
“Stealing?”
“That portrait went to Elms Chapel after the marriage of Lord and Lady Rainford.”
Elizabeth stopped and looked back toward the gallery, though they were too far down the dark hallway for her to see the painting. 
“I would not have let that portrait go,” she murmured, quite without thinking. 
Mr. Reynolds said nothing, for which she was grateful, and they continued on in silence. They had just reached the main hall, the grand staircase rising majestically from the center of the cavernous space, when a pool of light appeared on the landing above, preceded by voices that were so full of good cheer that Elizabeth, even if she had still been alone in the dark, could not have feared them. 
“What say you, Robert? A game of hide and seek, for old times’ sake?”
“You and Will played that silly game with Uncle Darcy, not I.” 
“You are such a liar, Robert! You played, too—when you were not afraid, that is.” 
“Afraid! Pfff!”
“You cannot pretend with me, Viscount Bravado! I remember, though I was but four or five, how you used to jump at the slightest sound in this dark old house. Were you, strapping boy of twelve, afraid of ghosts, perchance?” 
When they came into view at the top of the staircase, Elizabeth smiled at the sight of the young woman, wiggling her fingers as she mimicked the moaning of the wind. She then ruined the effect by bursting into laughter. The girl could have been Georgiana at sixteen, only she had no trace of diffidence or uncertainty in her features. 
Elizabeth waited for the moment when this rambunctious pair would glance down the stairs and realize they were not alone. But they seemed oblivious to anything beyond their own banter, at least until a voice behind them caused them both to jump.
“Quiet now, or you will wake Pemberley’s ghosts!” 
“Oh, Papa!” cried Miss Townshend, spinning toward the voice with her candle held aloft. “You nearly frightened poor Robert! Hello, Mama! I am surprised to see you still awake. You were nodding off the entire journey.” 
“Yes, but now that I have access to a proper bed, I find myself unable to sleep,” said Georgiana, as she and Lord Rainford joined their children at the top of the stairs. “That is usually the way of these things.”
Again, Elizabeth waited to be discovered, standing in the shadows just below, but the two pairs headed down the staircase without a glance at the darkness beyond their own candles.
“We know the true reason you have decided not to retire yet, my lady,” said Will’s brother, his tone as sharp as his smile. 
“And just what reason is that?”
“You cannot wait to continue the scintillating conversation old Mrs. Bennet began with you in the front hall upon our arrival. For such an elderly lady, she has remarkably good eyesight. I think she noted every piece of finery you wore, and I expect, on our next meeting, she will be able to tell you how many diamonds are in the bracelet adorning your wrist.” 
“You are being unkind, my boy,” said Georgiana, laughing.
“Oh, but she really was something dreadful, Mama,” said Miss Townshend, stopping halfway down the stairs and peering over the railing, as if she suspected someone was listening.
“I am over here,” Elizabeth almost said. She would have enjoyed embarrassing them, this perfect family so sure of themselves and the world they inhabited. 
But just as Elizabeth opened her mouth to speak, Georgiana cried, “Elizabeth! My dear!” and held out her gloved hands—in the opposite direction from where Elizabeth stood. 
At the top of the stairs stood Lizzy, arm in arm with Darcy. The frisson of jealousy Elizabeth felt was even more ridiculous than the fear and loneliness that had ambushed her in the darkness. With the many lines etching his face, he looked like Lizzy’s uncle (as he would be, soon enough). And Lizzy did not resemble her aunt, except perhaps in the shape of her eyes. There was nothing in the picture they made that came close to approximating that many-times-imagined, never-to-be-realized fantasy of the pair of them, Fitzwilliam and Elizabeth Darcy, descending the steps of their home together. 
But their names, their histories, and their almost certain future were enough: Lizzy would be mistress of this place, and she, Elizabeth, would not be. Over the past twenty-five years, she had rarely given into daydreams of this sort—remembering what never was or would be—and even when she had, she had been sensible enough to laugh at the idea of herself as mistress of Pemberley. She would have been good with the staff (she hoped), and she would have kept up with the business of the place, even if that was not the accepted role for women. Darcy would not have liked it at first, but he would have given in because he would have loved them both—Pemberley and its mistress—too much to give society’s rules precedence over the dictates of his heart. But she would have been a terrible hostess. She would not have concerned herself with the details of menus and sleeping arrangements; she would have ignored Lady So-and-So’s right to the best bedroom, and would have forgotten that Miss Daughter-of-a-Very-Old-Family despised Mr. Son-of-a-Nouveaux-Riche and seated them next to each other at dinner. Darcy would have argued with her about this, once she had been Mrs. Darcy long enough to know the rules, and she would have argued back, and then (this she imagined almost solely based on watching Jane and Charles), they would have forgiven each other with more passion than they had argued in the first place. 
Lizzy would not be very attentive to form and etiquette, either, come to think of it. Then again, she would not need to be. Elizabeth watched her niece descend the stairs with ease and grace, exchanging laughing greetings with the Townshends, as if she had known them all her life. Then, without hesitation or embarrassment, Lizzy stood on tiptoe and kissed Darcy on the cheek before exchanging his arm for Lady Rainford’s.
Lizzy was as fearless as she was beautiful; neither she nor the people who loved her would care a whit about the social blunders she was sure to make as the future Mrs. Darcy.
“Your brother is improving, I hope?” Georgiana asked, patting Lizzy’s hand as they descended the final few stairs. 
“Yes, he is sleeping soundly,” said Lizzy. “Thank goodness, too! As it is, Mama is likely blaming herself; she thinks, if she had only traveled with him…”
Elizabeth felt Reynolds’s gaze on her then and could guess his thoughts: why was she not joining her niece? Why, in fact, had she taken a step backward, into the shadow of the stairwell? 
“I fear we mothers always blame ourselves for our children’s suffering,” said Georgiana, her eyes darting to her own children.
“Yes, and yet such blame is usually unwarranted,” said Lord Rainford, joining the others at the door of the drawing room. “I am glad, Miss Bingley, that your mother will have no cause for guilt this evening. I say, Darcy, you had us all quite worried, sending an express rider to the inn where we had decided to stop for the night. How did you know where to find us?”
Darcy did not respond. He remained on the stairs, halfway between the main hall and the landing above. Lizzy and the Rainford family stood only feet from her and Reynolds now, but still they had not noticed her.
Darcy had. 
Their eyes met, and Elizabeth felt that same paradoxical sense of intimacy and distance that had come over her in the Argyll Rooms, all those years ago in London. He saw her as no one else could, yet knew almost nothing about her; he had become a central figure in her life, yet seemed always out of reach. What had made her think coming to Pemberley would change any of that? Had she really supposed she might simply pick back up where they had left off, before Lydia and Wickham, before Anne de Bourgh, before almost the entirety of their adult lives had unfolded around them? 
It had been easy enough to know what to say and how to act with him when faced with the problems of others. Will and Lizzy, in love but unable to marry? Simple: work together (even if they had not spoken in years) to change Charles’s mind. Thomas, ill and afraid? Do whatever needed to be done to make the boy comfortable. And when there had been nothing to do but wait, they had done that, too, like the parents they were not, sitting on either side of him until Jane and Charles arrived. 
But now what?
“He knew how to find you, Father,” said Will, emerging suddenly from the darkness of the first-floor landing, “because I sent ahead a list of every inn where we were likely to stop along the way.” Grinning, he bounded down the stairs, stopping on the step just above his uncle. “You see, Uncle: Reynolds and I found Miss Bennet.”
The gathered party followed Will’s gaze, and Lizzy cried, “Oh, Aunt Lizzy, there you are! I knew you were well!”
Had they been at Netherfield, or had not the congregated Rainfords stared at her, or had Darcy not stood above them all, frowning, Elizabeth would have laughed and said, “Why should I not be well?” 
But she was not at Netherfield, and she saw herself then as the Townshends must see her: a rumpled spinster with hair stuck out in all directions. As for how Darcy saw her, she could not say. She knew only that she felt very tired and, for the first time in forty-five years, quite old. 
“I am well enough, as you see,” she managed, her voice sounding to her own ears strangled and cold. 
Not just to her own ears. Lizzy’s face shifted, eyes crinkling with worry.
“I have heard,” said Will, coming to join the others, “that there is a veritable feast awaiting us, thanks to Mrs. Bancroft. All that searching has made me hungry. Shall we not…?” He stopped, his grin slipping as he saw how everyone around him seemed considerably more uncomfortable than he was. “Ah, you have not yet met my family, Miss Bennet! Allow me to introduce you.” 
No, Elizabeth wanted to say, I want to go home. 
But she was not so old and tired as that. 
“I have been introduced to your parents already,” she said, stepping forward and raising her chin. She gave Lord and Lady Rainford a quick nod before turning to Lizzy. “Goodnight, dearest. Oh, and Lord Townshend?” She glanced at Will’s brother. “I would guess fifteen, perhaps sixteen diamonds. It is a very fine bracelet.” 
With that, she ascended the stairs, exhibiting all the grace she could muster—granted, not very much. But she did not stumble as she passed Darcy; she even managed one of her crooked smiles. On reaching the first-floor landing, she congratulated herself on surviving one of the more awkward evenings in recent memory. Only when she turned the corner did she realize how hollow a victory this was: she still had no idea the location of her room. 
And so, once again, she found herself wandering the halls of Pemberley. At least this time, when she heard footsteps and then voices behind her, she did not succumb to that childish fear of ghosts. Having a candle in hand certainly helped. So did recognition, for she knew his voice immediately. If her heart pounded wildly on this second occasion of being discovered, it was for entirely different reasons. 
As she heard him approach, talking quietly with Mr. Reynolds, she quickened her pace, and when she reached the end of the corridor, she glanced left, then right. She had no idea where she was headed, but she was determined to behave as if she did. 
“You are lost,” he called out from behind her.
“No, I am searching,” she said, spinning to face him. “That is an entirely different situation.”
How severe he appeared in the half-light of their candles! Yet the furrowed brow and hard frown did not frighten her; she was far too tired and testy now to feel anything but a petulance that hardly befitted a woman her age.
“Perhaps you would prefer to continue searching on your own,” he replied, his frown deepening. 
“Perhaps I would!” She knew how foolish she must appear, yet there was something enlivening about acting the fool, especially in front of this man who had for so long been little more than a figment of her imagination. To stand before him now and argue over petty matters made real his presence in a way no polite or helpful conversation could have. 
Besides, she thought quarreling might be the only way for her to remain standing; she had been awake since four that morning (or was it yesterday morning now?), and the wave of exhaustion that overcame her made her sway on her feet. 
“Then please, be my guest.” Darcy swept an arm toward the dark corridor beyond. “Wandering aimlessly has worked quite well for you thus far.” 
Mr. Reynolds cleared his throat. “Miss Bennet, if you would please follow me, I will gladly show you to your—”
“No, Reynolds, if Miss Bennet wishes to be obstinate—”
“Obstinate!” 
“Mr. Darcy. Miss Bennet.” Reynolds’s voice cut through their increasingly heated exchange. The butler frowned at them both, reminding Elizabeth of Meryton’s schoolmaster after a long and trying day with his young charges. “I believe we are all of us tired.” 
Cheeks burning, Elizabeth would have babbled an apology, if her curiosity had not been stronger than her embarrassment: how would the proud Mr. Darcy take this set down from his servant? 
To Elizabeth’s surprise, his lips relaxed, if not into a smile, then at least into something other than a frown. 
“Yes, Reynolds, you are of course correct. Miss Bennet, if you would care to follow Mr. Reynolds—” 
She shook her head. “I think Mr. Reynolds ought to be given the night—indeed, he deserves a week’s holiday with full wages, after all we have put him through today.” 
Reynolds smiled. “It is nothing, Miss Bennet.” 
“Ah, I see! Mr. Darcy is always this much trouble, then?” 
Darcy’s laugh—soft, deep, unexpected—caused her breath to catch. 
“I would not use the word trouble,” said Reynolds, attempting to keep his own laughter in check. 
“That is because you are too good a man,” said Darcy. 
“Thank you, sir, but I was going to suggest the word challenge instead.”
This elicited laughter from all three of them—until, with a start, Elizabeth realized how this might have been merely another evening in a lifetime of evenings at Pemberley, if only…
Her melancholy must have been contagious; Darcy and Reynolds stopped laughing, as well. 
Darcy cleared his throat. “Get some sleep, Reynolds. I will show Miss Bennet to her room.”
Reynolds glanced between the two of them.
“I give you my word,” added Darcy. “I will not allow her to wander aimlessly, no matter how obstinate she proves to be.”
He did not smile as he said this, but his voice resonated with a dry humor that chased away her melancholy. 
“And I promise,” Elizabeth said, putting a hand to her heart, “I will wait until tomorrow morning, at least, to lose my way again.”
“Very well.” Reynolds bowed to them both, turned away, and then stopped. He looked back at her for a moment, as if he might say something, and then shook his head with a rueful smile. “Goodnight, Miss Bennet.” 
“I hope you pay him well,” Elizabeth said when he was out of earshot.
Again, Darcy laughed, and Elizabeth wondered at her sudden revival of energy. 
She glanced from her candle (almost out now) to his profile, which was at once foreign and familiar. He looked in some ways not at all as she remembered him; it was age, yes, but something else, too—her own inexperience with men, she supposed. As a young lady, just out, she had observed with interest the men who frequented the parties and balls she attended, and even after her disappointment in ’12, she had continued to admire the handsome faces of the men around her. Heartbreak and spinsterhood had by no means robbed her of desire, yet such desire had been an abstract emotion, an amusing hypothetical that she had never thought to act upon except in the privacy of her own mind.
Yet now, to look upon this face, to see the worry lines around his eyes and the silver stubble marking a long day without a shave—the feelings he inspired in her were not hypothetical or abstract. He was here, imperfect and real. She wanted to run her fingers along the edge of his jaw and feel the stubble for herself. 
He caught her staring, and she held his gaze. She was tempted to look away; twenty-five years ago, she would have. But now, well, what was the worst that could happen? 
He smiled. 
Swallowing, she turned quickly to the left. “This way, then?”
Again, the soft laughter, and again, she thought, It might always have been like this.
“To the right, Miss Bennet.” 
Gathering her skirts, she turned resolutely and began walking. A few quick strides, and he was at her side. He said nothing, and she found herself grateful for the silence. For some time, she tried keeping track of their turns (right, right, left—or had it been another right? Damn it!) and the number of staircases they climbed (only one…or did the half-set of stairs count as a second?). 
Then she gave up and said, “How old is Pemberley?”
He seemed startled by the question. “How old do you suppose it is?”
“Ah, is my inquiry impolite?” She smiled. “I know, of course, how little I like to be asked my age, but I did not think Pemberley—or her master—would mind so very much.” 
“No, we neither of us mind.” Darcy paused. “Have you actually been asked your age before?”
“Oh, naturally. By the children at the Meryton School usually, as they are too honest to be polite. But I find adults are always asking my age, in some fashion or another. ‘Why, Miss Bennet! No doubt you remember this aria, as it was well-loved when you were a young lady, some twenty-five years ago perhaps?’”
He laughed. “Let me guess: those are Miss Bard’s words.”
“One of her predecessors, though if Miss Bard had been employed by the school long enough, no doubt she would have spouted some variation of that question.” 
“Did you find a suitable replacement yet?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Are you asking if I took your advice?”
He mirrored her expression, and she laughed. 
“Oh, very well! Yes, I took your advice, and have named Dolly—that is, Miss Dorothy Wainwright, as she wishes to be called, now that she is an educator—to the position of music teacher at the Meryton School. There, are you happy?”
“Only if you are.” 
She bit back a smile. “The important question is whether Miss Wainwright is happy. She does not suffer from the other music instructors’ flaws, but she has her own set of challenges to overcome. The girls are too familiar with her, and the boys—well, they do not listen to her at all. Music lessons have become a study in chaos.”
“Ah, then I am sorry for the trouble I have brought on you and your school.”
“And who said I did not like chaos? It is a blessing in disguise; Dolly—Miss Wainwright—is developing a bit of a spine, and she is a good deal less expensive than the other teachers, as she requires no room or board.”
“Imagine that: Elizabeth Bennet, stingy with her staff’s wages! And were you not only minutes ago instructing me to pay Reynolds more?”
“No, indeed! I was only expressing my hope that you paid him fairly. Besides, Dolly and the rest of the staff are not mine; they are employed by the school, which belongs to its benefactors. My only task is to ensure that the school funds are well utilized.” Here Elizabeth paused, knowing she ought to change the subject. But then she had never been any good at censoring herself. “Your gift means a great deal to the school—and to me. I would never squander that.”
He stopped and turned away. Yes, she really ought to have changed the subject. 
“I wish your uncle had never told you.”
“He has never named you as a benefactor, Fitzwilliam.”
She spoke his Christian name intentionally, hoping her shocking familiarity might make less egregious her other affront to his dignity. This had been an astute guess, for at the sound of his name, he resumed walking, his lips twisted into an embarrassed smile. 
How had she not recognized, all those years ago, this shyness that marked him even now? 
“If your uncle has never named me, then you cannot know for certain that I am one of your school’s benefactors,” he said, striding forward so quickly that she had to run to catch up. 
“I know nothing for certain, Mr. Darcy.”
He glanced at her. “Back to Mr. Darcy, are we, Elizabeth?”
“Oh, call me Lizzy, Fitz.” 
His laughter, so loud and sudden, nearly caused her to stumble. 
“No one has called me Fitz since…since Richard,” he finished, his voice softening at the name.
She searched her memory. “I do not recall—”
“My cousin,” he murmured. “You met him in Kent, only a few years before his death.”
“Colonel Fitzwilliam.”
“He was Major-General Fitzwilliam when he died.”
“Ah, of course, forgive me. I was very sorry to read of his passing, those many years ago. The obituary said he died a hero’s death.” 
“God knows how many times I have wished he had been more of a coward.” Darcy’s smile was sad. “Twenty-two years, and still I think I see him on occasion: walking down a London street or riding a horse along one of the roads to Pemberley.” 
“I suppose it must always be like that for those we love. I see my father and my aunt in all the places once familiar to them.” She paused. “The letter you sent when my father passed…I have never forgotten it.”
His silence stretched for several minutes, so that she was surprised when he finally spoke: “Just as I have not forgotten your reply to that letter.” 
Her heart pounded madly at this acknowledgement of her unsigned note, but still she managed, in an even tone, “Do you remember my aunt Maggie? She so enjoyed touring Pemberley that day of our unexpected visit.” 
“Yes.” He sighed. “When I heard of her death, I could hardly believe it. I ought to have written to you then, too, yet I…” 
He shook his head, and she thought she understood: the business with Wickham and Lydia had only just been resolved. To have written her under these circumstances would have been even more improper than when he wrote to her several years later. At least then he was married, and she could not misinterpret his intentions. 
“Your uncle,” Darcy continued eventually, “has displayed such courage in the years since she…well, it is not easy, losing a wife.” 
Again he fell silent, and the ghost of Anne de Bourgh Darcy settled between them. Had he suffered as her uncle had?
This she could not bring herself to ask, for she could not bear either possible answer. 
So instead she asked, “Do you still visit him each year?”
He frowned. “We turn here.” 
For a long moment, they walked in silence.
Finally, she said, “Uncle Edward has never spoken of any of this, you know. Not your visits or your gifts to the school, not even of all you have done—all you continue to do—to save Lydia from ruin.”
Darcy came to an abrupt halt. 
“Indeed,” she continued, trying for a light tone, “he has not spoken your name in my presence since…oh, since we were all together here at Pemberley.” 
“Then how could you know?” His words were angry and anguished. Cursing herself, she realized that he must be just as tired and confused as she—perhaps more so—and here she was, poking at him. 
But she could not seem to make herself stop, either. Tentatively, she touched her hand to his sleeve and felt his forearm stiffen beneath her fingers. After a few interminable moments of stillness and silence, she started to pull back—but no, he reached for her with his other hand, trapping her fingers beneath his.
“I never intended you to know,” he said. “The last thing I wanted was for you to feel beholden to me, Elizabeth.” 
Beholden? She had held onto these pieces of him with all her might, taking them for the only evidence she would ever have that he might once have loved her. 
She became conscious then of his gaze, intent and searching. Turning away, she let out a long, shaky breath, which did nothing to calm her heart—but did snuff out the flame of her almost-depleted candle. 
“Oh!” she exclaimed, so startled that she dropped the candle to the carpet. Darcy instinctively crushed it with his heel, fully extinguishing the smoking wick. 
They stared down at the wax smeared across the carpet.
“That rug is an antique—the oldest rug in this very old house,” he said quietly. 
Eyes widening, she searched his face for any hint of humor—and might have given up all hope had she not caught the slightest tremor at one corner of his lips. 
“What a mess I have made of things,” she said, trying for a laugh but finding, to her utter horror, that tears had filled her eyes instead. Quickly, she bent down and tugged at the fibers of the rug, as if she might remove the sticky, hardening wax with her trembling fingers.
“Elizabeth.” He bent down beside her and placed his hand over hers. The other hand held their one remaining candle aloft, so that light and shadow played across their skin. “It was a jest—and a terrible one at that.”
“Yes, quite!” She blinked rapidly, telling herself that she was too old to cry in front of anyone, most especially him.
His thumb skimmed her knuckles. “I have never even noticed this rug before tonight.”
She managed a breathless laugh. “You will not forget it now.” 
“No, I will not.” He tugged at her hand, and they stood. “In fact, I will tell Mrs. Bancroft to leave the rug just as it is.”
“I am sure the housemaids will appreciate your sentimentality; it will save them the impossibility of making the carpet appear new again—or rather, respectably old. You never did tell me the age of the house.” 
They resumed walking, her hand still clasped in his. She waited for him to let go, and when he did not, wondered if she ought to be the one to break contact. Yet to feel the warmth of his skin and the uneven ridges of his bones—these were intimacies she could not immediately sacrifice to the altar of propriety. She gave herself until the end of this hallway—how was it that the hallways hitherto had seemed infinite, while this one could be traversed in the mere blink of an eye? 
“One hundred thirty-four.”
“Hmm?” She was still thinking of their hands. Was this right or ridiculous or both—walking hand-in-hand at their ages?
“Pemberley’s age,” he said.
Oh, age! She wished she had never brought it up. Sighing, she tugged her hand free; they had reached the end of the hall.
“Well, you grand old house,” Elizabeth said as they turned down what she hoped and feared was the very last corridor they would travel, “you remain a mystery to me, in all your advanced years.” 
“Do you suppose one hundred thirty-four is so very old?” he asked, smiling. 
“Right now, forty-five feels old, so yes, Pemberley is positively ancient.” 
He laughed. “I do not suppose house years correspond with human years. Pemberley was not nearly old enough for my mother.” 
“A devotee of history, was she?” 
“Of a sort. She was of the belief that the older the family name, the better—and that same principle applied to the family estate. Renovations were all well and good, but there had to be some kernel of the house that could date back to this or that king. Alas, it seems the Darcys only rose to prominence during the reign of Queen Anne. Before that, we were mere sheep farmers.”
“But Queen Anne—the name is so fitting!”
“That is precisely what my father liked to tell her. I do not believe my mother was much mollified by that connection.” 
“She must not have minded so much. She did marry him, after all.” Elizabeth regretted the words immediately. Why one person married—or did not marry—was a topic she was not prepared to discuss with him.
“I rather think she loved him in spite of herself,” he replied quietly. 
How could Elizabeth not think back to that rainy afternoon at Hunsford? She could almost smell the mustiness of the parlor curtains, a panel of which she had clutched in her hand as he had told her how much he loved and admired her, despite her deficiencies of name and circumstance. 
They said nothing else to each other for the next minute. In this silence, all of Elizabeth’s weariness returned, and she wondered if he had decided to place her in the guest room most distant from all the others because of some misguided notion that she would enjoy the long walk. 
“We are here,” he said then, pointing to a door near the end of the corridor. Something about the space looked vaguely familiar, even in the nearly non-existent light. She glanced around, narrowing her eyes at the surroundings: a potted fern in the corner, a window at the end of the hall, a side table decorated with wildflowers.
Then, she turned to the door across from her own. “It cannot be.” She glanced back and forth between the two rooms. “It cannot be!”
His lips twitched. “I am afraid so.”
“But…” She again looked between the doors. “That is Thomas’s room!”
“Just across the hall,” he said, biting his lip now. 
“Just across the hall!”
“Directly across.”
She threw her head back and laughed. 
The door to Thomas’s room creaked open, and Nurse Edwards’s face appeared in the gap between door and frame. She glanced between them, then shook her head.
“Now, now, Miss Bennet, I’ll beg you not to wake the boy, not after all we’ve been through tonight!”
Elizabeth put a hand to her lips and nodded, shaking with the laughter she was attempting so valiantly to repress. By the time Nurse Edwards closed the door, Elizabeth could feel tears of mirth streaming down her face. 
“Right across the hall!” she managed in a strangled whisper. “I must have walked the entire length of this great big house, and the entire time, my room was right across…” A single loud laugh escaped her lips before she turned away and attempted to wipe her face with her sleeve. 
When she faced him again, he held out a handkerchief, which she took gratefully, laughing into it even as she sopped up her tears. 
“Why did you leave Thomas so suddenly?”
That question halted her laughter. She took her time with the handkerchief, folding it into smaller and smaller rectangles until it fit easily in the palm of her hand. 
“Forgive me,” he said quietly. “I should not have asked. You are fatigued, and I am keeping your from your rest. Goodnight.”
“No, I…” She made a little sound, grabbing at his arm as he turned away. “If you wish to know…I was afraid of being left out. That is why I made such a hasty exit—because I am a coward.” 
He looked first at her hand, then into her eyes. “I am not sure you know the meaning of that word, Elizabeth.” 
Oh, she most certainly did, for if she had been brave, she would raised herself to her tiptoes and kissed him. But what did she know of kissing? She was five and forty, and never had she kissed or been kissed by anyone who was not related to her.
Taking a quick step backward, she bumped into her bedroom door.
“I ought to leave you to your rest,” he said.
“Yes.”
Neither of them moved. 
“Tomorrow morning…” he began. 
“Yes?”
“Do you know your way to the drawing room?”
“Most definitely not. I suspect you put me in the most out-of-the-way room in Pemberley.” 
He smiled. “In fact, you are just off the main staircase.”
“That cannot be! We took at least seven turns and two back staircases to get here.”
“You are not the only one who likes a good walk, Elizabeth.”
She laughed so loudly that the door across the hall again creaked open.
Darcy spun around, and together they whispered, “Did we wake him?”
Nurse Edwards cocked an eyebrow. “Not yet.” Then, clucking her tongue, she added, “Well, Miss Bennet! I never thought I’d see you standing about, laughing with gentlemen in hallways after midnight! Forgive me for saying so, Mr. Darcy, but you are doing no favors for Miss Bennet’s reputation. Goodnight to the both of you!” 
Elizabeth and Darcy watched the door close, glanced at each other, and then doubled over in silent laughter. 
“This is not,” he managed, “the welcome to Pemberley I had imagined for you.”
“Oh, come now! I thought it went very well, what with me being exceptionally rude to your sister and her family…” 
“Yes, you were quite rude.”
“…and Thomas vomiting on your shoes when we arrived…” 
“I can purchase new shoes.”
“…not to mention having to chase an obstinate old spinster through these winding halls…”
“Not old,” he said. “Not to me.” 
“Yes, because you are fifty-three.” 
“A veritable ancient.”
They smiled at each other, and again, she wished herself a braver woman than she was. 
“Would you walk with me tomorrow morning?” he asked suddenly. “There is a place I would like you to see.”
“Need you even ask?” 
“I have been known to make certain wrongheaded assumptions.” 
“As have I,” she said quietly. “Yes, of course, I will walk with you. Where?” 
“You will see. Do you still rise early?”
She arched a brow. “How do you know that I ever liked to rise early?”
It was too dark to be sure, but she thought he blushed. 
“I may have seen you out walking early in the morning near Longbourn and Netherfield…and Rosings, on occasion.” 
This reminder of the past brought equal parts confusion and joy. After this strange night, she could hardly doubt that he still cared for her, but this only begged the question: if his feelings had not been strong enough before, when she had been young and lovely, could they be strong enough now? And strong enough for what? 
She pushed these competing thoughts of past and future from her mind. Yes, she was tired and disheveled and dirty from traveling; yes, she was five and forty and utterly confused about why she was here and how life would unfold for her when she had to leave Pemberley without him for the second time in her life. 
Yes, all of this—which might be the only way of explaining how she finally did summon the courage to place her hands on his rough cheeks (stubble!), rise to her tiptoes, and brush her lips against his. 
He went completely still, and she panicked. She jerked back a step, but before she could go further, he took her face in his hands.
She gazed up at him. “My first kiss.”
“And now your second,” he murmured, kissing her (and in such a way that she supposed it really ought to be considered another kind of first). 
He kissed her again and again (“Third,” “Fourth,” they said in unison, laughing each time)—and then she returned the favor. They might have lost count altogether, had he not eventually said, “I have been told I am ruining your reputation.” He stepped back, tried to straighten his jacket, and then gave up the effort in favor of kissing her one last time.
Lips tingling, she slipped into her room and laughed. Past and future be damned. She was going to enjoy the here and now.



 
A LITTLE SOMETHING
 
FEBRUARY 1833
 
Of all the months he could have died, George Wickham had chosen February, the selfish bastard. For one thing, February meant hard earth, and hard earth meant extra work for the church sexton, who suggested, none too subtly, that the church—in other words, he—would need a little something extra to bury George in a timely fashion. 
“He was an officer and a gentleman! Show some respect!” Lydia had screamed at this so-called man of God, who in turn had shrugged and said a corpse was a corpse.
She’d considered storing George in the cellar until she could manage the money (a corpse was a corpse, after all), but feared that might be never, and besides, what if the smell bothered the lodgers come spring? She’d lose business for sure.
And another thing: George had died in the middle of the month when he’d already drunk through most of February’s pay. Couldn’t he have at least waited until the beginning of March to keel over? 
These were difficulties, for sure. But what she hated most was all the mud and melted snow tracked into her house from the condolence calls. People thought just because her husband had been a drunk, she didn’t care about housekeeping. Well, the devil take them! She liked cleanliness and beauty as much as the next woman. She usually managed it, too, even with a useless husband and five wild boys. Still, it was impossible to keep floors clean in February, especially when all those officers and their wives came traipsing through her parlor—as if they’d cared a whit for George while he’d lived! And how many of them had brought food or gifts, or perhaps a little something extra, to tide her and the boys over? Not a single bloody one of them! 
Then there were the creditors. Lydia had plenty of practice with the likes of them, even before George’s death. She usually managed to keep them out of the house, sometimes by waving broomsticks in their faces as they came up the path, other times by collapsing just outside the door, weeping so convincingly that she truly regretted giving up her childhood ambition of joining an acting troupe and traveling the British Isles. On occasion, she threw things at them, including herself, but when they resisted all her methods and made their way over her threshold, they never did wipe their nasty boots on her hallway rug. 
So when she saw him at her front door, Lydia could just picture the mud prints. He’d probably kick the rug aside, just to spite her. But what did it matter? She knew why he was here; mud was the least of her problems now. 
“May I come in?” he asked. As if she had a choice!
If only her lazy servants had bothered, just once, to answer the door! But Tabby and Marcus never responded to the sound of the knocker. Newly married, they were too busy fighting or fucking to complete their duties. She had a good mind to fire them—except she knew she couldn’t afford any better. 
So it was Lydia (a lady!) who had to take his overcoat and hat—and what a beautiful hat it was! Must have cost as much as all her bonnets put together. Indeed, every bit of him, head to toe, was dressed well, and she took a moment to admire not the man so much as his clothes. Then, mouth falling open, she watched as he wiped the soles of his boots meticulously on her rug. 
When he met her gaping stare, she hugged the hat and coat to her chest, feeling the melted snow seep into her dress. Anyone else, and she would have thrown the garments on the nearest side table. But he wasn’t anyone else; Fitzwilliam Darcy was her sole source of income now. 
Well, sole source if one didn’t count the pitiful widow’s pension from the army, which of course she did count because she had to count every little bit. This was what her sisters and mother never had understood. When she wrote them, or on the few occasions she’d had to visit, Lydia had tried to make them see how it was with her, but they couldn’t really know the trouble she faced. Oh, they talked of needing more money—who didn’t?—but they had never had to scrimp and save in all their lives. When she thought of Jane and Lizzy and her mother, living in luxury at Netherfield, she seethed. Even Mary, ugly Mary, had found a more comfortable lot in life with her bumbling scholar of a husband!
But it was Kitty who made her blood boil. Kitty, whom she had always shown so much affection! And what had that affection got her? Nothing, that’s what. Kitty Bennet might as well have been dead. And in a way, she was. There was only Catherine Bellamy now. What poppycock! As if she were some great lady, just because her husband owned an estate in the country and a house in town!
“Lydia, if only you would economize…”
“Lydia, if only you would curb your boys’ spending…” 
Lydia, Lydia, Lydia!
Lord, how she hated receiving those letters from Kitty. She would have burned them on the spot if she still hadn’t held out hope that those notes contained notes of another kind, just a little something—because she really did have to count every little bit. 
Which was why she had bought the hat stand—oh, how the brass hooks had winked at her in the shop! What high-and-mighty Catherine Bellamy didn’t understand was that sometimes you had to spend money to make money. That hat stand had earned the notice of a good number of lodgers. It might seem unbelievable, men attending to those sort of niceties, but Lydia had learned through much experience that some men truly loved their hats, perhaps more than their women. Besides, she suspected the brass hooks made these struggling clerks and tradesmen feel as if they were living at a place of quality. Or as much quality as one could get for such low rent.
As Lydia hung Darcy’s hat and coat on the stand, she glanced back at him, wondering: had he noticed the brass hooks? Did he think them a sign of extravagance—or money well spent? 
He was not an easy man to read. He didn’t frown, and he didn’t smile. She would have called his face blank except for the intensity of his gaze. She met that gaze without blinking, noting the lines by his eyes and the gray at his temples. Age became him. All those years ago, she’d thought him terribly severe. He was just as severe now, but something about age made this hardness seem more natural. Appealing, even.
With a quick look to the stairwell, she considered: to bed, or not?
Any other man who gazed at her that way, there would have been no wondering. She may have been thirty-six and a mother of five, but she had worked hard to maintain a figure and face that were, if no longer stunning, then at least attractive enough. For that’s what George had taught her, with his many indiscretions: men weren’t really that particular about the women they bedded. This had been a hard lesson, for sure, as Lydia had once prided herself on winning a husband with her beauty. Well, pride had no place in her life now; she had to face the facts, and the facts were that most men would settle for most any woman, so long as she was warm and soft and smelled decent. 
But he was different. How she knew—well, she just did. This ability to size up a man at a glance was a skill she had honed over the years. Had she only learned it at fifteen! 
No, Darcy was not a man to be swayed by seduction. One wanton smile, and he’d turn around and leave. She’d lose everything for sure. Still, that look—not lust, no, but there was some kind of longing in the grim set of his face, as if he needed to be here, needed to see her, of all people. And though she couldn’t fathom what he wanted of her, she knew he must want something, for why else had he come? He might have responded to her written plea for money with a letter of refusal. Or not responded at all. Instead, he stood on her hallway rug, waiting. 
“So you’ve heard about George, then.” Not the politest or cleverest greeting, to be sure, but she was at a loss with this one.
“Yes, I received your letter.”
She waited for the usual words of condolence. When he said nothing, she wanted to yank his hat from the stand and stomp it flat. So, it hadn’t been such a loss to give up a husband who drank most of their income and liked to rough her up on occasion, but did that mean she was less deserving of condolence than other widows? 
Then he said, “I came to see how you fare,” and she mentally returned his hat to the shiniest hook on the stand. 
This would have been the time to beg and plead, or at least show him all the hardships she had to endure. Instead, she lifted her chin.
“I’m making do.”
Why was it she could grovel with tradesmen and lodgers, but when it came to men who really signified, she gave them lip? She’d always been insolent to her father, and George had frequently complained of her sass, just before slapping her upside the face. But then he’d start crying, telling her he loved her more than anything, and she’d usually get a little something out of the exchange—in the early days, a good romp in bed; more recently, a bit of work done around the house or extra allowance.
“You take in boarders, I believe?” Darcy asked, shifting slightly on his feet. She could see the snow melt puddling around his boots; the rug was damp, and the air in the hallway was heavy and cold. This could not have been the kind of treatment he was accustomed to.
Served him right! His discomfort was nothing to what she’d felt, that night he’d discovered her and George at Mrs. Younge’s lodgings in London. Darcy had made George grovel then, and she’d hated him for it. Until that moment, Lydia hadn’t seen any of George’s flaws, and afterward, she couldn’t see anything but.
“So what if I do?” she asked, crossing her arms.
“Widows who take in boarders,” said Darcy, “are not generally accorded much respect.”
This surprised a laugh out of her. “Still worried about my reputation, are you?”
He sighed, and she laughed again. Now she understood! He felt guilty, this fine gentleman—and why should he not? George had often blamed Darcy for their poverty, and though Lydia didn’t believe that tired old tale about an inheritance withheld, she knew George had got at least one thing right: Fitzwilliam Darcy was responsible for her poverty. 
“If only I hadn’t been forced to wed you, wench!” 
George had liked to scream this at her during the worst of their arguments. He’d meant the words as an insult, of course, and that first year of marriage, she’d taken them as such, crying her eyes out whenever he had thrown them at her. Over time, though, she’d come to understand the true insult: if she hadn’t been pushed to wed George, she’d have been free.
Free! 
Ruined, too, of course, but marriage to a drunken philanderer provided a whole new perspective on ruin. What would have happened to her, if Darcy hadn’t swooped down and forced the marriage? Her family would have found her eventually, and then they’d have hidden her away somewhere, in some rustic country cottage, where she would have pretended to be a widow who had lost her husband at sea. As she’d already been pregnant when discovered in London, Lydia still would have had George, Jr., but at least she’d have been able to name him what she wished (Valancourt Radcliffe). The two of them would have spent their days admiring the countryside, and she would have taken up refined activities such as purse netting and flower arranging.
But now, here she was, a real widow, and Darcy was right: she was going to have trouble keeping lodgers. The genteel types in Newcastle already spoke badly of her for letting out rooms, but at least as a married woman, she could board single young men without any real risk to their reputation. She used to think men didn’t have to worry about reputations, but the kind of men who made the best lodgers—men who paid their rent on time, thanked her for their meals, and always wiped their boots on her rug—were also the kind of men who wanted to move up in the world. All it would have taken was one little slip on her part—“Have you heard what that Widow Wickham has been doing at night?”—and her establishment would be labeled a whorehouse. Then who’d want to stay here? Just drunks like George Wickham, that’s who.
Well, if Fitzwilliam Darcy felt guilty enough to visit her, then she’d best not lose her opportunity. Lowering her chin and putting on her sweetest smile, she said, “Then please do come to the parlor, Mr. Darcy. I will ring for tea.” 
His eyes narrowed, and she took note. He wanted petulant Lydia? That could be arranged. 
When they reached the parlor, she flopped into a chair without ringing for tea.
“State your business, Mr. Darcy—and if it’s more to do with my reputation, I’ll thank you to take your leave quickly, as I’ve the lodgers’ dinner to see to.”
Ah, there was the barest hint of a smile! He was a strange one, so stiff and polite, yet preferring impertinence to flattery. No wonder George had hated the man so much. 
Darcy sat down across from her. “The lodgers’ dinner? Do you do the cooking, Mrs. Wickham?” 
She continued studying him, trying to guess whether truth or falsehood might serve her better in the end. The truth? Well, her mother would have been horrified, and George had routinely mocked her for spending so much money on bonnets that she couldn’t afford a new cook after their first and only one had run off.
Yes, she did the cooking. But the other truth was this: Lydia enjoyed cooking. The heat, the noise, the scents and tastes—it was like sex without a heaving, sweaty man atop her. She’d had to learn most of her culinary skills from Bertha, a foul-mouthed old neighbor who had regularly threatened George with kitchen knives when he’d come stumbling home drunk. Lord, how Lydia had loved that woman!
“Yes, I cook,” she admitted, waiting for a wince or a sneer. When he offered no response at all, she added, “Did you come to find Pemberley’s next cook, then?”
The hint of smile became a full-blown grin, and she nearly fell out of her seat.
“I didn’t think you knew how to do that!” she said, laughing.
His smile vanished. “Your letter,” he said, clearing his throat.
Well, here it comes. She sat up straight.
“Why should I continue sending funds now that your husband is dead? By all rights, my promise to him is fulfilled.”
“Ah, but it would be the only decent thing to do, Mr. Darcy!”
He stared at her.
“You owe it to George’s sons—and your father!” 
He raised his eyebrows, and she cursed herself. She ought not have played both cards at once, but she hadn’t been sure which approach would work best—engage his pity, or make him feel guilty. Now, together, the two tactics fell flat.
“My father has nothing to do with the matter, Mrs. Wickham. Any story your husband told you regarding my father’s will—” 
She rolled her eyes. “Still proud as ever, aren’t we? Can’t stand to have even a lowly widow suggest you didn’t do your duty.”
When she saw how his jaw tightened, she knew she’d better change tack, and quick. 
“No doubt you did your duty by your father, and George drank all the money you gave him. But what of my boys? I’ve read about all your good works, Mr. Darcy. You don’t think children should suffer for the sins of their father, do you?”
“Your boys, as you call them, are grown men now.”
“Two are still at home! And the older three—they may be on their own, but they suffer dreadfully!”
“Is that so? I had heard they were thriving.”
In truth, they were. Georgie had joined a regiment of the East India Company, and though Lydia hated to think of her eldest living among savages, his letters made it sound as if he was rather enjoying the experience. Allen and Fred were living in London, one an apprentice to an apothecary, the other a clerk for an attorney. Her eldest three were not quite gentlemen, but they weren’t drunks or debtors, either—not yet, at least. 
Her youngest two, Robbie and Paul, were the ones she truly worried about; they were cleverer than the other three put together—and rowdier, too. Indeed, Lydia had some hope they might throw open the doors of the parlor now, demanding food. She fed them well enough, but no matter: they were always hungry. Their begging, usually so annoying to her, might be of use now. How could Darcy refuse her money when her children were starving?
Alas, the door remained closed, and so she had to rely on her own powers of persuasion. Usually, that meant flattery or seduction, but as these two methods were clearly out of the question, she decided to maintain her present course. He seemed oddly responsive to impertinence, this one.
“How do you know anything about my sons?” she demanded, putting her feet up on the small table between them. 
Eyebrow raised, he said, “I dine with your uncle on occasion.”
She snorted. “Just wait until I tell my sister that the high-and-mighty Mr. Darcy, the very one who couldn’t be bothered to dance with her at a country assembly, now breaks bread with tradesmen!”
Ah, now she had nettled him! His face flushed deep red, while his knuckles took on a ghostly hue as he gripped the arms of his chair. He must not have liked being reminded of her uncle’s station in life. 
She was considering whether to repair the damage or rub salt in the wound when he asked, “And how is your…your sister?”
She stared at him. “My sister?”
“And all your family?” he added quickly. 
Removing her feet from the table, she sat straight and considered him. This was no polite inquiry; there was something here, something she did not quite understand. But she did not need to understand; all she needed was to keep digging.
“I do not know how my family fares,” she replied, forcing tears to her eyes. “They hardly write or send anything for my boys or me! I am quite alone in the world, Mr. Darcy.”
His lips twitched. “And yet you just said you planned on telling your sister that I dined with tradesmen.”
“Oh, but that is just Lizzy.” Lydia waved a hand. “She and my mother write, on occasion, but they can provide no material help, unlike my other sisters.”
“Did none of them attend your husband’s funeral?” 
She snorted. “They claimed it was too far to travel on such short notice, though Bingley is being so good as to send Lizzy to me so that I can pack up the house for our move.”
She waited for him to ask, Why are you moving? Then she would remind him of her letter: I cannot afford to stay, Mr. Darcy! 
It was only by taking half of the money Darcy sent every year and stashing it away before George could get to it that she had finally managed to purchase a house big enough for letting out. That, in turn, had brought her a stable monthly income—never enough, of course, but it kept food in their cupboards and clothes on their back.
Darcy leaned forward, his face full of concern, and Lydia had to bite back a smile of satisfaction. She was going to succeed! 
But then he said, “She will travel all this way—alone?”
“What?” Lydia shook her head, as if to clear it. “Who?”
“Your sister, Mrs. Wickham!” He cleared his throat. “Surely she will not travel alone. Bingley will no doubt send her in his carriage, with servants to aid her.”
Again, Lydia shook her head. What was he on about?
“How should I know how she will travel?” Her eyes narrowed. And why did he care? “The point is, Mr. Darcy, I will have to move out of this house if you do not continue to send the pension.”
“Pension?” Darcy frowned. “Let us call it something else, Mrs. Wickham. A pension is payment for past service, and your husband performed absolutely no useful service on behalf of the Darcy family.”
She saw, with these words, how the color rose in his cheeks. 
“Well! So you hated him as much as he hated you. He would have been glad to know that. I think sometimes he worried that you merely pitied him.”
“No, but I do pity you.”
The words flew out of her mouth before she could stop them: “I don’t want your pity!” 
“Indeed, you just want more of my money.”
How could she deny that? Still, her hackles were up, and she never could manage her passions—any of them. She was fortunate she never cared anything for drink or food, or she’d have been as soused as George and as fat as a whale, to boot.
“You owe it to me, not to my sons or your father or your guilty conscience, but to me, damn you!” She screamed the words, so loudly that she nearly scared herself. Jumping out of her chair, she lunged at him, finger pointed. Some part of her expected him to get up and lunge back, as George might have, but he just sat there, lips compressed, until she poked her finger into his chest. Only then did he stand. She braced herself for the attack, but he only towered over her, glaring. 
As if that would frighten her, after all she’d put up with these past twenty years!
She poked him again. “You can talk all you like of fulfilling your duty and keeping your promises, but you did me a wrong, all those years ago. That promise you made George? That was wrong!”
“Wrong?” He scoffed. “And what would you have had me do, Mrs. Wickham? If I had not promised to pay off his debts and provide an annual stipend, he would have left London and never looked back at you.”
“I wish he had, damn it!” She blinked furiously and poked his chest a third time for good measure. “You should have told him to go to hell. You should have taken me home, Darcy!”
He gaped at her, and even in her haze of anger, she recognized his surprise as a victory for her.
“That’s right!” she continued, glaring up at him. “It is all your fault that I’m miserable now!”
“My fault?” For a moment, he looked as if he would argue, but then his shoulders sank. “Yes, perhaps it is my fault—but not in the way you mean. The moment he came into the neighborhood, I should have told your father what I knew of him, how he had treated my sister—”
“Your sister!” She spat the words out. If she hated Darcy, she hated his sister even more. Oh, to have escaped George and become a countess instead! Why was life so bloody unfair? 
“It matters not,” Darcy said coldly. He stepped around her, as if to make for the door, but she hurried out in front of him, arms crossed. 
“You should not have forced us to marry!” 
“You would not have gone back to your family,” he retorted, “even if I had offered to return you.”
“Then you should have made me!” She shook her head. “I was but fifteen, Mr. Darcy. How was I to know what George really was? What did I know of men?”
“More than was proper, that is for certain.” 
“Oh yes, say what they all do: Lydia Wickham, one step removed from a whore!” She whirled away in fury, swiping at her eyes before the tears stained her face. “Well, I will not apologize for doing what I must to get by!” 
“Mrs. Wickham…” 
She heard the regret in his voice, and that calmed her enough to consider her options. She could continue crying—he was clearly one of those men moved by a woman’s tears—but too much crying would mean a runny nose and red eyes, and no man was that swayed by emotion. She could fly at him, fists pounding against his chest, but her rage had retreated almost as quickly as it had risen, and besides, she doubted his penchant for impertinence extended to tantrums and abuse. 
The best course, she decided, was to give up her pride and beg. As much as she’d resisted the idea earlier, she found it easy enough now. Turning slowly, she whispered, “Please, Mr. Darcy.” 
She allowed herself to tear up just enough so that her eyes would shimmer, but not enough to ruin her face.
“I know what you think of me,” she continued, lips quivering, “but I wasn’t always this way.” 
She surprised herself with her own sincerity. It was true: she hadn’t always been like this. She thought back, trying to remember that beautiful, laughing girl she had been once. Lord, how she envied that other Lydia!
Darcy may have thought she had known far too much of men when she ran off with George, but she could still recall her own innocence. Curiosity, desire, ambition—yes, these had been and always would be a part of her. But innocence—that had been as much a part of this younger Lydia as anything else.
George had seen the innocence clearly enough. He had all but said so the night they had first kissed—the night of the Netherfield Ball. Yes, he had been there, though everyone else thought he had stayed away. She had been the one to find him, skulking about the terrace, just outside the drawing room. 
“I do not want to make a scene,” he’d whispered, nodding toward Darcy, who had been visible through the French doors. “But I cannot stay away—not when such beauty calls me here.” 
Gads, how ridiculous! But not to fifteen-year-old Lydia. She had thought him so handsome, so charming! He’d smiled at her as if she and she alone had been his reason for living. 
She’d spent the rest of that evening sneaking back and forth between the drawing room and the terrace, shivering outside with him, handing him cups of wine and pieces of bread from the supper, telling him all the amusing news of the evening. 
And oh, how they’d laughed when they had seen Mr. Darcy dancing with Lizzy! 
“I wonder why he asked her!” that other Lydia had mused aloud. “He detests her!”
“Does he now?”
“Yes, of course he does! Have you not seen how he looks at her? And I have heard they do nothing but argue when they are in company!” 
George had nearly fallen over laughing at that comment. She, too, had laughed, though she had hardly known why.
And then, suddenly, George had grabbed her by the waist and pressed his hips against hers. The feeling that had shot through her then—lust or fear? She’d had no time to consider, for then he had leaned down and nipped painfully at her ear. 
“You know nothing of men, Lydia.” One of his hands slid up her rib cage, stopping only when it had reached her breast. With a squeeze, he whispered roughly, “I believe it’s my duty to teach you a little something.” 
A little something? Yes, it had been a little something, as she had discovered six months later in Brighton. A very little something indeed. 
“Mrs. Wickham,” Darcy said gently, and she jerked straight, realizing he was staring at her. “I did not come here to make you miserable.”
“Then why did you come?” she snapped. Humility, Lydia! She took a deep breath, trying to recapture the pleading tone. “I just need a little something, Mr. Darcy. Two-thirds of what you were sending before. I could do just fine with two-thirds, and really, what is that small sum of money to you?” 
“I came here,” he said, “because I wanted to see if you really needed the funds.”
“I do, I do!” 
“I am not so sure, Mrs. Wickham.”
“What?” She threw her arms out. “Look about you, Mr. Darcy! This is my property. Mine!” In fact, it was George, Jr.’s now, as he was the oldest male heir, but she decided to ignore that technicality. “It is mortgaged, and without your pension…your stipend, I will lose it. Then how am I to make my living?” 
“I have seen many people in far worse circumstances. You have family to aid you. Your sisters, your uncle—” 
“I have already told you! They will not help me!”
He shook his head. “I cannot believe Mrs. Bingley would turn you out, Mrs. Wickham. Or your uncle.”
“Turn me out? No, they will stash me away in an attic room to watch after their brats. Lizzy might put up with that nonsense, but I will not! After all these years with George, I deserve my independence!” 
He considered her in silence for so long that she knew, when he spoke, he had decided against her. 
And indeed, he said, “You do not need my charity, Mrs. Wickham.”
She felt the heat flood her neck and cheeks, and was just on the verge of finding something to throw at him, when he added, “But you might qualify as a worthy investment.”
She blinked. “Investment? A business investment?”
“Is a boardinghouse not a business, Mrs. Wickham?”
Her mouth opened, then closed. She racked her brain for what little she had picked up over the years about business and finance. For all her haggling with tradesmen and dealings with banks and boarders, she had never paid any mind to the rules of the game. She knew none of the jargon or methods actual men of business used. Her actions sprang from the two forces that had guided (and misguided) her all her life: instinct and experience. 
“What exactly do you mean?” she asked, eyeing him warily. 
“Before I leave today, I will give you the same sum I sent to your husband each year.” 
She swallowed, hoping to hide her eagerness. She had only ever managed to make use of half that money before George got to the rest of it. If she had the entire sum at her disposal—oh, the things she could do! 
“But the money is to go toward your boardinghouse venture, Mrs. Wickham—nothing else.”
“You insult me, Mr. Darcy!” she cried, though she was already thinking how a new wardrobe and a tutor for Robbie might in fact make good business sense. After all, her lodgers wanted to believe they were living in gentility, and what better way to convince them of that than by having an educated son and a well-dressed matron run the place? 
“And I expect,” he continued, “to receive a return on my investment.”
“A return?” She shook her head. “Do you mean that I am to repay you?”
“Eventually, yes — but in the meantime, I will take a portion of your profits.”
She gaped. “Do you really suppose I will have any money left over after all my expenses, Mr. Darcy?”
“I hope so, for both our sakes—for without a return, I will not renew my investment.”
“I do not understand you,” she said, and when he started to explain in more detail the workings of profits and investments, she shook her head vigorously. “No, I understand that nonsense well enough. How could you send this same sum to George, year after year, knowing it would be put to poor use, expecting nothing in return, and now demand that I—the widow you claim to pity—make a profit? It would not be over a pound or two each year. What is that money to you, Darcy?”
“The money itself is nothing,” he admitted, “but the duty to make a profit has meaning. You strike me, Mrs. Wickham, as a resourceful woman.” 
“Resourceful!”
“As such, I believe you will use whatever money I give you to suit your own best interests. I am merely ensuring that your best interest becomes the success of your boardinghouse—not whatever whim strikes you next time you pass a shop.”
“You patronizing bastard! I suppose you saw the hat stand and thought I was a spendthrift.”
“The hat stand, the clock on the mantle, the dress you wear—”
So he had been eyeing her, after all! 
“I have a certain image to maintain, Mr. Darcy, if I am to attract quality lodgers.”
“Naturally. Every sound business requires capital improvements,” he said, smiling a little. “Show me a year from now that you can make more money than you spend, and I will gladly apologize for the offense I have caused today.” 
She eyed him. “And that is the only condition attached to your…investment? A return on your money?”
“No. There are three conditions in total.”
She groaned.
“If this is too onerous, Mrs. Wickham…” He began to turn away.
“Oh, fine! What are your demands?”
He held up a finger. “Ten percent of any profits you make…”
“No matter how small?”
“No matter how small,” he agreed, then held up a second finger. “You will submit to an annual inspection from one of my agents so that I may have some evidence that these profits have been obtained fairly.”
She felt the blood rush to her face. “And the third condition? Let me guess: attend church more regularly and beg forgiveness for my many sins?”
“Your soul is your own business, Mrs. Wickham.” 
She waited for him to hold up a third finger, to lecture her about something else. Instead, he lowered his hand, looked away, and spoke so quietly she had to step closer to hear. 
“You are not to speak of my involvement to your family.” He paused. “Your sister most especially.”
“My sister?”
He opened his mouth and moved his lips soundlessly at first, as if tasting the word before speaking it. “Miss Elizabeth Bennet. You said she will visit you soon?”
“You seem terribly concerned about Lizzy and her travel plans.” 
Lydia searched his face for any confirmation of the strange idea that had taken root in her mind, but he was silent and still—too still.
“You know,” she added, raising an eyebrow, “you might see her if you wished.”
His gaze jerked to hers. Other than the widening of his eyes, there was nothing particular in his expression to make her certain—and yet finally she understood. She understood George’s laughter on the terrace of Netherfield; more than that, she understood Darcy’s strange, angry comment on finding her and George at Mrs. Younge’s: “Did you think nothing of your sister?” 
Sister. Not sisters. He had only ever truly cared about one of them, after all.
“Lizzy will arrive tomorrow,” Lydia continued, smiling slyly, “or perhaps the day after, depending on the roads. If you double your investment, I might be persuaded to evict a lodger and rent you my very best room during her visit.” 
For a moment, he merely stared at her—and then, head thrown back, he laughed. 
“I take back my earlier words, Mrs. Wickham. I do not pity you, not at all.” 
“Tell me—is Lizzy the reason why you were willing to shell out so much money to George? I always thought it strange, your willingness to pay off his debts and promise him a little something for the rest of his life. At first, I supposed it was to keep him silent about your sister. But you could have spent a lot less by purchasing him passage to Ireland or America.” 
His expression sobered. “I thought I was doing what was best—for you especially.”
“For me?” She snorted. “No, best for you. The Great Darcy couldn’t marry the sister of a ruined woman, after all.”
He flushed.
“And yet, you didn’t marry Lizzy. I suppose it was too much, in the end, to make yourself the brother of George Wickham.”
He shook his head. “I did not come here to discuss this with you. Do you or do you not accept the terms of my agreement, Mrs. Wickham?”
She desperately wanted to press for more information regarding Lizzy—who’d have thought her eccentric spinster of a sister could have inspired such devotion in this cold, curious man?—but she also saw her own opportunity slipping away.
“Very well.” She held out her hand. “The money, Mr. Darcy?”
“Not before we sign our names to paper, Mrs. Wickham. We are, after all, business partners.” 
She made a show of rolling her eyes, but to herself admitted the wisdom of this plan. The contract would protect her as much as it would him. Indeed, she filed away this practice for future use. While George had lived, she had been unable to sign contracts in her own name, and there was no sense allowing George to be involved. He’d have taken everything if he’d known how much rent she brought in. Yet there had always been risk in dealing directly with her lodgers. Most of them were honest men, but she’d had one or two who never paid the full amount they owed, knowing she had no power to press them on the matter. 
But as a widow—well, she could sign for herself now. 
So it was with some relish that she watched Darcy write out two copies of their agreement and then sign his name to both. When it was her turn, she read the words twice, just to be sure, and then, with a flourish, marked her name on the line above his. 
“The last time I signed my name to a paper like this was my wedding day,” she said, as he stood and handed her a copy. “I came to regret that contract mightily.”
“I hope you have no cause for regret in this instance, Mrs. Wickham.”
“I suspect you’re more likely to regret this than I am,” she retorted, laughing. “Well, I never did ring for tea, Mr. Darcy. Would you like a cup—or something stronger, perhaps—to toast our venture?” 
“No, I must be on my way. But first…” He reached into the pocket of his coat.
Holding her breath, she watched him withdraw the bank notes and place them, one by one, in her outstretched hand. Gazing in wonder at the paper, she said, “No, I do not think I will come to regret this contract one bit.” 
“You may find money a good deal less meaningful when you have more of it.” 
“When that happens, I’ll be sure to let you know.” 
He laughed, and she tilted her head. Yes, age became him well. 
“I’ll ask you again, Mr. Darcy. Tea—or something stronger?” 
For the first time that afternoon, he looked at her, really looked at her—not as a possible charity case or a potential business partner, but as a woman. Yet she knew, even as his eyes took in her face and form, that he was not seeing her.
He was searching for Lizzy.
“Well, do I look anything like her?” 
Their eyes met, and he said, “A little, perhaps—but it has been years since I saw her last.” 
“I’ve always thought we were the most alike of all our sisters. Not so much in our appearance,” she conceded, “but in our manner. We are both—what is the word you used?—resourceful.” 
He held her gaze, and she stepped close, touching him with the hand not holding his—her—money. 
“So… ” She drew her index finger down the length of his arm, stopping to caress the bare skin just beyond the cuff of his sleeve. “What do you say to that drink?” 
He stared down at her for a long moment. Then, gently, he removed her hand. “Thank you, but no. I will take my leave.” 
She shrugged. “Your loss, Darcy!” 
Yet when he departed, she was the one who felt an odd sense of loss. Oh, she had not wanted him, not that much, and besides, she had the money, which was really all that was important. Yet to have been the man’s partner, not in bed or in marriage but in business—well, that had been no little something.
Neither, it turned out, would be holding true to the contract. She was not afraid of making money—she was, indeed, resourceful—but that third stipulation: how could she be blamed for Lizzy’s nosiness? Interfering old spinster! 
In the three days that had passed since Darcy’s departure, Lydia had moved the notes to a different location in the house each day (sometimes two or three times a day). Tabby and Marcus weren’t to be trusted, and her lodgers had suddenly gone from good, honest tradesmen to certain thieves. She feared her sons above everyone, for they were as inquisitive as their mother and as much of a spendthrift as their father. 
Finally, she had decided on stashing the money in George’s old room, for it still stank of gin and death, and no one (her sons most especially) wanted to venture across that threshold.
But when Lizzy had arrived (in Bingley’s carriage, accompanied by servants, Darcy would have been glad to know), Lydia had unthinkingly put her to work packing away George’s belongings; that room, after all, would fetch a fine rent once it was cleaned properly. 
“Good God, Lydia,” Lizzy muttered when they entered the room together. George’s chamber had always been off limits to her—at first because he had declared it so (better for sleeping with women other than his wife, no doubt) and then, when he was too sick to argue, because Lydia had refused to step a foot inside what she knew to be a hovel. She’d nursed him, those last few days, in the spartan cleanliness of an attic room.
“Yes, yes, the room stinks. It will take weeks—months, even—to air out. I won’t be able to let the room until spring, at least.” 
Lizzy cast her a sidelong glance. “And here I was, feeling rather sorry for your deceased husband. You know how little I liked him, yet I would not wish this smell on anyone.” 
“Save your pity for me,” Lydia retorted. “I’m the one who is left with the mess.”
“Then I will pity us both,” Lizzy said, stepping over a discarded nightshirt, three empty bottles, and a plate caked with moldy porridge. 
“Look, I’m not asking you to clean.” Lydia kicked aside a pile of refuse. “I’ll get Tabby and Marcus to do that—or, perhaps those servants you brought from Netherfield.”
“Betty, John and I came here to help you pack and move, Lydia, not to clean.”
“Well, moving is no longer necessary. Now I just need you to go through George’s papers. I don’t understand his ledgers,” she admitted, nodding toward the desk crammed into the corner. George’s writing was as messy as all the rest of him had been. “I want to be sure he hasn’t any debts I don’t know about already.” 
“Such foresight! If only you had been so thoughtful when writing the letter I received from you a fortnight ago. Odd, but I distinctly remember a panicked claim about imminent eviction, something along the lines of, ‘If I do not receive aid, my sons and I will be forced to live on the streets of Newcastle!’ Had I known the true emergency was a set of illegible ledgers in your dead husband’s rotten-smelling bedroom, I might not have rushed all this way, at great expense to Jane and Charles, too.”
“Oh, Jane and Charles! If they cared anything about me, they’d have sent money! That’s why I wrote the letter.”
“Indeed.” 
“Can I help it if circumstances have changed?” Lydia picked up a year-old newspaper and pretended to examine it before adding, “Two weeks ago, I was desperate. Now…well, I have managed a solution of my own.”
Lizzy stood in the midst of George’s filth, arms crossed, and Lydia waited for the interrogation: What was this solution? Was it legal? Did she really suppose she could live here, on her own, without a husband or his income? 
But Lizzy said nothing. Lydia had to admit, if their roles had been reversed, she’d have thrown the nearest piece of trash in Lizzy’s face. But her older sister merely raised her brow, faint lines of humor playing about her lips. 
“Very well, Lydia. Put me to work. But you must get your own servants to clean the room—and feed Betty and John well while they are here.”
“Of course! I would do nothing less!” 
She had been so glad to escape that she had, for the first time in three days, forgotten all about the money. Only when she returned an hour later, carrying a tray of tea and scones—couldn’t let her help starve, after all—did she remember. And only then because she saw Lizzy holding the money in her hands, counting it. 
“That’s mine!” Lydia shrieked, dropping the tray to the floor. The teapot spilled but did not shatter, thanks to the garbage that cushioned its fall.
Lizzy’s mouth fell open, and for the briefest of moments, Lydia nearly laughed at her sister’s expression. Then she remembered the money and charged. Lizzy was too quick for her; she jumped up and shoved a chair between the two of them. 
“Lydia!”
“Give me that money, now!” She made for the notes, but Lizzy (that bitch!) held them out of reach. 
“Where did you get these notes, Lydia?”
“That is none of your concern! Give them to me, now!” This time, she dove for Lizzy and ended up sprawled across the floor.
“For God’s sake, Lydia! What is the matter with you?”
Lydia scrambled to her feet, but saw immediately that she was not going to get the money by force. Time for tears. 
“Oh, Lizzy! Please don’t be so cruel!” 
Women, in her experience, were more likely to feel sorry for you if you did have a runny nose and red eyes. So she let the tears flow unchecked, and tore at her hair for good measure.
“You have no idea what I’ve been through!” she continued, sobbing. “Those banknotes are the only thing standing between me and abject poverty!” 
“It is more likely,” Lizzy replied, “that I am the only thing standing between you and prison. Tell me you didn’t steal them.”
“No! What do you take me for?”
“Then how did you obtain such a large sum?”
Lydia glared up at her sister. She considered lying, but she doubted anything she came up with would satisfy Lizzy, and besides, she really did want to know the story behind the impossible combination of Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy.
“I promised not to say a word to you, but I suppose…No!” She turned away, throwing an arm dramatically across her face. “I cannot do it!” 
“For God’s sake, Lydia. If you must keep the matter a secret, then it must be…wait. You promised not to say a word to me?”
“Well, I am to keep it from you and our family—but you especially.” Lydia lowered her arm. “Odd, isn’t it? But Dar”—she coughed—“he wanted most specifically to keep you from knowing of his involvement.”
Lizzy flushed, then shook her head. “You are talking nonsense. Tell me the truth, Lydia, or I will throw these notes into the fire.”
“You wouldn’t dare! And I am telling you the truth!” She threw herself forward again, and though Lizzy managed to dodge her, Lydia at least came close enough to the desk to realize the solution to this mess. 
“You know, Lizzy, if you had only been more thoroughly nosy, you’d have figured out the answer.” Lydia nodded toward the desk drawer. “There happens to be a contract…ah, but I am obligated not to say. Yet if you happen to find out for yourself…?” Lydia shrugged. “That is hardly my fault, is it?” 
Lizzy shook her head. “You are maddening, Lydia.” But she went to the desk and began searching. 
In the process, she laid aside the bank notes. Lydia grabbed them before Lizzy could stop her. 
“Ha!” she cried, stuffing the money down her bodice.
But Lizzy was paying her no mind. Her whole attention was focused on the paper in her hands. She sat in George’s rickety old chair staring at the contract for so long that Lydia supposed her sister had now read it more times than even she, Lydia, had.
“This…this is dated two days ago.” Lizzy’s voice was hoarse. “Was he here? How did this come about? Why would he—” 
“So many questions! However”—Lydia sighed deeply—“I am not at liberty to explain the details, as you can see under point number three of the contact. You, however, might explain things to me—unless he has you under contract of sorts, too?”
“Whatever do you mean?”
“Did you have an affair once?”
“Lydia!” Lizzy blushed—but then she laughed, and Lydia knew at least one of her theories was rubbish. She had never really believed that Lizzy or Darcy could be involved in a liaison of that sort. They were both far too proud of their own righteousness.
Still, Lydia could not resist. She strolled over to the desk, swept the dusty old papers to the floor, and then propelled herself to a sitting position on the newly cleared surface. Looking down her nose at Lizzy—oh, what a treat this was! 
“I would not blame you if you had allowed him to bed you,” she said, putting a hand over her sister’s. “Why, I was nearly tempted myself. He is handsomer than I remember at fifteen.”
Lydia felt Lizzy’s hand tremble; she saw again the angry flush in her sister’s cheeks.
But when Lizzy spoke, it was with an arch tone and mocking smile: “I think we may both acknowledge how terrible your taste in men was at age fifteen, Lydia.”
Lydia threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, Lizzy! You are my favorite of all our sisters.” 
“I am not certain whether to consider that praise or insult.” Lizzy bit her lip, then added, “How…how was he?” 
“I have already told you—reasonably handsome for a man of advanced age.”
Lizzy laughed softly. “I was not asking after his appearance. Never mind, Lydia. Just assure me that you know your own mind on this contract. Do you truly want to remain here in Newcastle and run a boardinghouse? There will always be a place for you at Netherfield.”
“And just what would I do at Netherfield?” 
“You could help me with the Meryton School.”
Lydia snorted. “Mama has told me how much time you spend at the school of yours. It is a shame, Lizzy, that you like children so much and have none of your own.” 
“Was that sympathy or spite in your voice just now?”
“Oh, a little of both. And perhaps envy, too, for I haven’t thought quite so well of children after having five of my own.”
With a shake of her head, Lizzy said, “Do you know, I used to think you were so much like our mother, yet now I hear more of Papa in your voice.”
“Do you mean to say I have become cynical and selfish?” Lydia scoffed. “You may have loved our father, Lizzy, but he was in his way as terrible a husband to Mama as George was to me.” 
“No, I do not believe that.”
Lydia shrugged. “Believe what you like. You have never been married, so you cannot know what it means to live with a miserable excuse for a man.” 
“Spite and envy again?” Lizzy asked, brow raised.
“Envy, only envy.” 
“You did not always seem to hate Wickham,” Lizzy said quietly. “Was he very cruel to you in the end?”
“In the end?” Lydia laughed. “Oh, no! He was much crueler at the start. By the end, he was too drunk to be much of anything at all. Truth is, Lizzy, I loved him more when he was cruel. He was at least interesting then. But by the time I had saved enough to buy this house, he could barely hold himself upright most days, and I had come to realize how much I could do without him. And really, what good is a husband if he gives you no money, no pleasure, or no reason to laugh? I might as well get those things for myself.” 
“Then you will stay here.” 
“I will, thanks to this.” Lydia patted the wad of notes in her corset, and when Lizzy said nothing about it, she burst out, “Will you really not ask why he would give me this money? Are you not at all curious why he traveled all this way to see the widow of a man he hated? Why he asked after you, why he worried about you traveling alone, why he—” 
Lizzy flushed and turned away. “I try not to think about him at all.”
“So you always hated him. Good!”
“No!” Lizzy shot her an angry look. “No, I do not hate him. At one time, I did not understand him so well as I—oh, I still do not understand him. But there came a time when I understood him better, and I realized…Never mind. It does no good to consider what might have been and never will be.” 
“Ah, so you always loved him. That is too bad.” 
Lizzy laughed. “Lydia, after all you have been through, you cannot possibly suppose there is only love and hate with nothing in between.” 
“With most people, I’d say you’re right—but when a man travels hundreds of miles to see me because I resemble slightly a woman he knew twenty years earlier, then yes, I suppose that either love or hate must be at the heart of it.” 
“Perhaps you are more like Mama, after all. I am glad that your husband could not steal your romantic sensibilities.” 
“And I am glad, Lizzy, that you do not hate me. You have every right, I suppose, after the way I ruined your chances.”
“You ruined your own chances, Lydia, never mine.”
“That is clever—but not precisely true, is it? I never realized, until he came here, that he cared anything for you. He as good as admitted that he would have married you, if it were not for the fact that I made Wickham your brother.”
Ah, that pierced Lizzy’s seemingly unflappable good humor! Lydia took no real pleasure in the shadow of misery that crossed her sister’s face—or perhaps only a little. But it was just a shadow, for in a moment, the arch smile had returned, and Lizzy said, “You ought to know better than anyone, Lydia, how marriage is no guaranty of happiness.”
“Yes, you’ve got me there.” Lydia released a bitter laugh, then pointed to the contract, which Lizzy still held in her hands. “I mean to make my own happiness, Lizzy. I mean to succeed.” 
Lizzy returned the contract to the desk drawer. “Well then, I will take these ledgers to some place where I can breathe without gagging, and you had best call in Tabby and Marcus to clean out the room. You will want to rent it as soon as you can if you are to make a profit this year.”
It turned out that George’s room—she called it the Valancourt Suite, once she had refurbished it—had indeed made her boardinghouse a profitable venture that year. After all the expenses—the renovations, Robbie’s tutor for Oxford, Paul’s increased appetite, a new hat stand (because one was never enough), a better wardrobe, and that damnable payment to her “investor”—after all that, the profit had not been much at all, just a little something. But then, that was all she had ever really needed.



 
PEMBERLEY UNCHANGED
 
JULY 1, 1837
 
So little about Pemberley had changed since her marriage. She usually found this comforting, for no matter how long she had been away, Georgiana always felt as if she were coming home. The same furnishings in the drawing room, the same arrangement of flowers and shrubs in the garden—even the same servants, with natural exceptions for the occasional retirement or death.
Yet on this visit, Georgiana found herself unsettled by the notion that time had halted here.
“I expect,” said Rain, when she told him this, “it is because Will has come to live at Pemberley now.”
He was right, of course. Laughing softly, she leaned into her husband and wondered how he sometimes seemed to know her better than she knew herself. 
They sat side by side on a bench, surrounded by roses and overlooking a long, rectangular reflecting pool. It was her favorite spot in the garden, made even lovelier by the well-stocked tea table nearby. That, too, was a sign of being thoroughly understood, for Mrs. Bancroft knew how much Lord and Lady Rainford enjoyed taking their breakfast outdoors, followed by a long constitutional around the garden. Georgiana had never said anything about this preference to Bancroft; old Mrs. Reynolds must have passed on this knowledge before she had retired all those years ago. 
“Do you suppose he is happy here, Rain?” 
“Will?” Rain took a long sip of tea, which Georgiana knew was his way of avoiding an answer. No matter; she allowed herself to enjoy the sight of him, still and contemplative as he gazed at the reflecting pool. In a few days, he would return to his normal habits, all laughter and activity. Hunting, card games, visits and dinners with country squires he considered longstanding friends, though he saw them only once every few years. Rainford never could sit still for long, but on these first few days of a visit to Pemberley, he grew so quiet that the children often laughed at him for it.
“You must be growing old, if such a short journey tires you so that you rarely speak!” Emma said only the night before when he spent more time listening than leading the conversation in the drawing room. 
Georgiana knew he was not tired so much as pensive. Returning to Pemberley resurrected painful and unavoidable memories. Rain’s method of moving past that terrible year in their marriage had not been to forget—she knew he never forgot—but to put away the pain like a timepiece, ticking in some unseen pocket until circumstances required him to make use of it. How could he not examine their past when surrounded by the walls that had echoed with their most hurtful words to each other? 
She, too, relived the past each time they traveled to Pemberley, but she at least had the advantage of having made just as many joyful memories as painful ones here. Even those awful months of separation brought back moments to be treasured. She could still see Robert’s youthful exuberance as he raced around the house and grounds, and she would never forget the sight of Will and Fitzwilliam reading together. 
Oh, if only they could recapture the very best moments of the past while leaving behind the pain! But Georgiana recognized the fallacy of this desire. Knowing how close they had come to losing each other only intensified her feeling of gratitude for the life she had come to inhabit. 
He raised her hand to his lips and said, “Will is happy enough, Georgi.”
“I suppose.”
“He loves the work, that is for certain. He spent half the carriage ride yesterday talking about estate business. Robert and Emma found the conversation tedious, while Miss Bingley hung on his every word—a good sign for the health of their future marriage, I wager.” 
Georgiana, who had ridden with the Bingleys, laughed at all she had missed.
“I find myself wishing Townshend were half so interested in matters of business, but…” Rain shook his head and sighed. “That is not who he is.” 
Georgiana bit back her own sigh. A coolness had grown between her husband and eldest these past several years, and though she had her suspicions as to the cause, she could not bring herself to articulate her thoughts with either of them. 
“That is not who you are either, Rain,” Georgiana reminded him softly.
He laughed. “Too true, my dear. In any case, I would not wish on Townshend the kind of worry I see in Will of late. He is happy with the estate, certainly—but he is also far too concerned with gaining your brother’s good opinion.” 
“I have told Will, time and again, that he long ago won his uncle’s heart.”
“His heart?” Rain snorted. “Will wants the man’s respect, Georgi; he wants to be his equal.”
She glanced at her husband, afraid of what she might see in his expression. Rain had long ago given up trying to win her brother’s affection or respect—a hard blow for a man used to winning adoration within minutes of meeting someone.
Georgiana supposed that the two men would never have got on well, even if Rain had not faltered. There had been a time, early in her marriage, when she hoped that Rain might be another kind of Bingley or Richard for her brother. After all, Rain made her laugh; why should he not make Fitzwilliam laugh, as well? 
“Tea, thank God,” came a voice from behind them.
Georgiana smiled and said, without turning, “I am sure, Robert, you have had at least two cups already this morning in your room.” 
“Three, in fact,” said Robert, even as he poured himself a cup from the tea table. Then he came to sit down beside her, taking up the little remaining space on the bench. When Georgiana looked over at him, she saw that cup number four had already been drained.
“You ought to have slept longer,” she admonished. 
“That is what I told him,” said Emma, joining them with a yawn. “Oh, why do you two always insist on breaking your fast outdoors when at Pemberley? And so early, as well?”
Robert rubbed a hand across his face. “Yes, painfully early.”
“It is nine o’clock, quite late for the country,” their father said with mock severity. 
“Nine o’clock!” said Emma, coming to stand before them, tea cup in hand. “A mere six hours since I retired!” She looked at the three of them, crowded together on the only bench in sight. “Robert, be a gentleman and give me your seat, will you?” 
“The early bird catches the worm, Em.” 
Emma made a face. “Papa, I know you will be a gentleman and—” 
“Ah, but as you so kindly reminded me last night, my dear, I am an old man, and as such…”
They all laughed heartily at that—well, not Georgiana. She smiled; she felt her heart overflow; but she tried not to laugh as much as they did, for she never could enjoy the sound of their happiness quite so much when she was laughing loudly herself. 
“We need only Will to join us now,” Georgiana remarked, looking back toward the house. How majestic Pemberley looked in the morning light! She saw, in a flash, another morning when she and Fitzwilliam had been sitting on this very bench; he had just told her of his plan to marry Anne, and Georgiana had wondered if they—if she—could ever be truly happy again. She could never have imagined then that she might now be sitting in the very same spot, happier than anyone in the world had a right to be. 
“Will is too busy giving the Bingleys a tour,” said Emma, perching herself gracefully on the edge of the reflecting pool. “I heard him describing in great detail how the wood of the staircase banister had been procured from Pemberley’s own trees.”
Robert rolled his eyes. “Then we should not expect them for hours. I do not suppose old Mrs. Bennet was along for the tour, was she?”
“Now, Robert,” said Georgiana. 
Giggling, Emma said, “She was asking about the number of bedrooms!”
“Perhaps Miss Bennet will be so good to do the counting for her again,” muttered Robert.
That led to another round of laughter. 
“Oh, that was capital!” said Emma. “Miss Bennet was terribly rude to us last night.” 
“Yes, there must be a rule in that family,” said Robert. “One shrew per generation.” 
“That is not fair—to Miss Bingley,” said Rain, smiling.
“Nor to Miss Bennet or her mother,” added Georgiana, elbowing her husband gently. “If Miss Bennet was rude to us last night…well, I suppose she was only giving me my due, for I was quite rude to her once.”
Rain’s laughter rang out across the garden, scattering a flock of birds that had settled into the hedgerows. “I had forgotten all about that! Never had I seen you behave with such incivility to anyone in my life until that evening…how many years ago now?” 
“Too many,” murmured Georgiana. 
“Oh, you must tell us this story, Papa!” cried Emma. “I do not think I could ever imagine Mama being rude to anyone!”
“Perhaps Lady Dudley,” said Robert, smiling.
“Only behind her back.” Georgiana sighed. “I am no paragon, as you three should be well aware.”
“Yes, quite a demon, you,” said Rain, his arm snaking around her shoulders. “Your mother and I were at the Argyll Rooms; we had been married for…oh, a few years, I suppose. I, of course, wanted a quiet night at home, but your mother insisted on attending yet another assembly.”
“Very funny, Papa,” said Emma.
“Less wit, more details,” said Robert.
“Very well. Your mother wore a stunning gown with a shockingly low neckline, whereas I wore—” 
“Papa!”
“Oh, fine. We were dancing, the music stopped, and then, to my great surprise, your mother dashed across the ballroom. I feared she was ill, for she was in the early days of—” He cut himself short, but Georgiana knew what he had been about to say. She was in the early days of pregnancy. She had been carrying Anne, the child who would never take her first breath. 
“In any case,” he continued, clearing his throat, “I feared she was ill, but she had marched over to a lady I had never met and began lecturing her on your uncle Darcy’s happiness, of all things! It was the oddest—” 
Again Rain stopped. He turned to look at Georgiana. “I never understood until now.”
“Well, I still do not understand,” said Emma, glancing between the two of them.
Robert snorted. “The lady was Miss Bennet, Emma.”
“Yes, I understood that much! But why would Mama start lecturing her about Uncle Darcy’s—oh, my!” Emma’s eyes brightened. “You cannot mean to say that Uncle Darcy and Miss Bennet…!” 
Georgiana sighed. She ought not to have let the conversation get away from her; she ought to have protected her brother’s privacy. But in fact she was glad to have them know. How awful it had been, the night before, to stand before Miss Bennet again! Georgiana had felt sixteen and shy, doubly so because of the way she had behaved all those years ago. It mattered not that they both had aged, or that Georgiana was a countess now, while Miss Bennet was a mere spinster. In essence, Miss Bennet had not changed. Her eyes still flashed, her wit was sharp, and her bearing—well, she had swept across the main hall and up the staircase with as much spirit as ever. The worst of it, though, had been seeing how Fitzwilliam watched her. Still, after all these years, he could not seem to look away when she was in the same room with him. 
Georgiana looked from Emma to Robert to Rain; they all looked back expectantly. 
“My brother was hopelessly in love with her,” she admitted at last.
Robert made a sound, and Georgiana looked sharply at him, expecting a cynical smile. But he appeared almost sad. “Hopeless, eh?”
Rain reached across her and squeezed Robert’s shoulder. It was a rapid movement, one she might have missed had she not been sitting between them. 
Then her husband said, “I ought to have realized sooner. I have always known you to be protective of those you love, but had no reason to think that this country lady at a public assembly was cause for alarm.” 
“Cause for alarm? Oh!” Emma leaned forward. “Did they fall in love after Uncle Darcy’s marriage? Did Aunt Anne ever know? Did they have a torrid affair?”
Georgiana felt Rain stiffen beside her.
“No, you have it all wrong!” she cried, regretting now her decision to discuss this matter, at least with Emma. Rain and Robert—they understood. Rain knew what it meant to have his heart broken, and Robert—well, she guessed he did, too, though she knew none of the details. But Emma was still young and whole; to her, romance remained a game. 
“Your uncle met Miss Bennet long before marrying Anne, and he only married your aunt after Miss Bennet had rejected him—not once, but twice! When we saw her at the ball, years had passed since those rejections, yet I was still angry, for I had seen how her disregard had hurt him. Then, to watch her dance and laugh at that ball, as if he had been nothing to her…I could not stand it!” 
“But who was Elizabeth Bennet to reject Fitzwilliam Darcy?” Robert asked. “He would have been a glorious catch for someone like her.”
“I ought to be grateful that she was not like so many young ladies who chased him,” Georgiana said, sighing, “and yet it was because she was so unlike them that Fitzwilliam formed an attachment. Miss Bennet was no fortune hunter. If only she had been! My brother would have found her out in a moment if she had been after his wealth or connections.”
“One cannot fault her for possessing little affection for your brother, Georgi,” said Rain. “If she did not care for him—” 
“Yet I am certain she did! She visited Pemberley, just before she rejected him a second time, and you should have seen how they looked at each other! My brother took such care in the introductions, and she was so kind and amusing! I really did suppose—hope even—that we were to be sisters.” Georgiana laughed softly. “Perhaps I was angry at her for my own sake; she dashed my expectations, as well as his. But she also used him ill. She all but told my aunt she would never marry him, and that was how he discovered she still held no regard for him. She ought to have had the courtesy to share her feelings with him alone.” 
“If last night is any indication, she seems a woman disinclined to keep her feelings to herself, no matter her audience,” said Robert. “I cannot say I like this trait very well.”
“Of course you do not like it,” said his sister, “for she used her candor to mock you! Enjoyable as it was, watching you be humiliated, Robert, I do feel for Uncle Darcy.” Emma sighed. “Perhaps he is a tragic figure, after all.” 
Georgiana and Rain exchanged smiles, while Robert said, “I feel like a tragic figure, greatly misunderstood by all of you!”
“Oh, you are not nearly so tragic as the Bingleys,” said Emma, smiling. “Look at the poor lot of them, trudging after Will!” 
Georgiana turned to follow her gaze and saw the entire Bingley party (minus Miss Bennet, oddly enough) following Will through the gardens. Lizzy was at his side, holding the hand of a bent little figure—Thomas, Georgiana realized, though she had never met the boy. She was both curious and concerned at the sight of him; he was clearly struggling to walk, and yet he did not appear the least bit tragic. Indeed, he seemed fascinated by every plant he passed, and so the group made very little progress, as Will was only too happy to show off the garden’s many specimens. Close behind were Lizzy’s parents and brother, all three smiling fondly at the trio in front of them. Indeed, the only tragic figures—though perhaps tragicomic might have been a better descriptor—were Mrs. Bennet and her sister. They lagged far behind, clearly put out at having to do so much walking. 
“I wonder what he is telling them now,” said Emma.
“‘This rose,’” intoned Robert in his brother’s baritone, ‘“was planted in 1802 by Jeremiah Holt, the gardener’s assistant who later became head gardener, as well as the temporary gamekeeper, when Bob Norris, the other gamekeeper, was ill.’” 
Emma and Rain’s laughter, a harmonious combination of high and low, must have carried across the garden, for Will looked up then and smiled—that hesitant smile Georgiana herself so often wore. She could guess what he was feeling: joy at the sound of his family’s happiness, annoyance at being interrupted, and the valid concern that he was the butt of their joke. Lizzy, too, looked up, and Georgiana quickly rose from her seat and went to her. Will was used to his family’s antics, but Lizzy and her family might not yet be, and Georgiana wanted almost desperately to make this match a success. 
Why this was so, she could not herself fully understand. Elizabeth Bingley was, to use Robert’s crude phrasing, no glorious catch. Respectable though her family was, they had neither the fortune nor connections that the heir to Pemberley and the son of an earl might be inclined to expect. And when Georgiana considered how difficult it must have been for Fitzwilliam to have been reunited with both Bingley and Miss Bennet, she almost regretted the match. Yet it was also because of Bingley that Georgiana found herself so hopeful. To see her brother reconciled with his friend—well, that meant everything to Georgiana. Indeed, she sometimes thought it was the break with Bingley, more than Miss Bennet’s rejections, that had most injured her brother’s happiness. Oh, Fitzwilliam had scores of friendly acquaintances in London and Derbyshire both; he was no hermit or outcast. But no one made him laugh as Bingley could. 
Besides, Georgiana quite liked Lizzy Bingley. She had all the spirit and intelligence that a young man like Will needed and deserved. And Jane Bingley was such a dear that Georgiana had every hope of acquiring a true friend of her own through their children’s marriage. 
So yes, Georgiana hurried across the garden, hands outstretched, to wish Miss Bingley and her mother a fond good morning. She exchanged warm pleasantries with Mr. Bingley and Charlie, and shook hands with young Thomas, who of course said nothing to her, but bowed with unexpected grace, given his obvious pain and fatigue. 
As for Mrs. Bennet and her sister—well, every family had their eccentrics. These two old ladies were certainly better company than Lady Catherine had been! Georgiana felt certain relief at Miss Bennet’s absence—talk of eccentric!—and quickly invited the large party to join the Rainford breakfast gathering at the other end of the garden. Soon, there were enough chairs and teacups for them all, and the laughter that now rang out sounded even more musical than the quiet birdsong that had initially drawn Georgiana and Rain to the garden.
“I hope,” said Emma to Lizzy, “that Will did not bore you overly much with his tour of the house and gardens.”
The two young ladies, as well as Robert and Georgiana, stood off to the side of the group, watching Rain sketch amusing caricatures of all the family for Thomas in the little book he kept handy for conversation.
“Oh, I loved every moment of it!” said Lizzy, causing Emma to laugh. “But I fear my grandmother and great aunt did grow tired.”
“And Thomas?” Georgiana asked softly. “He looks well, yet perhaps fatigued.”
Lizzy nodded. “Nurse Edwards did not want him to come out this morning, but then she never wants him to exert himself—whereas he always want to see and do as much as he can.”
“It must be difficult,” said Robert, “to be cut off from life due to one’s constitution. We do not choose how we are born, after all.”
Georgiana looked sharply at her son, but Lizzy merely smiled.
“Very well said, Lord Townshend.”
“Lord Townshend? You are being terribly formal for a chit who called me a bear once.” 
“Robert!” Emma and Georgiana cried in unison. 
Lizzy’s laughter caught Will’s attention. He made his way over, as if called by a siren song.
“And just what has my brother said of me now?”
“You?” Robert snorted. “We were not speaking of you. You are worse than a wallflower, Will—always so afraid to be the center of attention, yet certain you are nonetheless.” 
“Oh, Robert!” cried Emma. “That is cruel indeed!”
“If Will is unassured,” scolded Georgiana, “it is only because you have teased him so mercilessly in the past.” 
Lizzy smiled unabashedly at Will. “You have no cause for feeling unassured where I am concerned.”
Robert and Emma both groaned, and so it was Will who had the last laugh before their party was broken up.
“Mr. Darcy, sir!” called a voice from behind them. 
It was Mr. York, Pemberley’s steward. 
“Forgive me for interrupting.” He bowed perfunctorily to the group, but quickly turned his attention to Will. 
“You have news?” said Will, taking York by the arm and leading him off to the side. 
Robert and Emma rolled their eyes, but Georgiana could not help but admire her son as he spoke with such seriousness to the steward. A glance at Lizzy told her she was not the only admirer in the party. 
A minute later, Will rejoined them, his face eager and flushed. “There is a known thief in the neighborhood, picking off sheep from our lands, as well as from several other estates in the area. York has reason to believe he is nearby now—”
“In the middle of the day!” cried Georgiana. “He must be a bold thief.”
“Ah, I am afraid he may be a tenant who is well-liked and well-known—not one of Pemberley’s,” he added quickly, when he saw the alarm on his mother’s face, “but one from Hawthorne—Sir Dennis’s estate, ten miles south. In any case, I have an idea of how to catch him—”
“Gentleman detective, are we?” said Robert, eyebrow raised.
“In fact,” said Will, frowning, “I began to read extensively on these matters when I first heard of the thief, and I believe—”
“But what of your uncle?” Georgiana asked. “Surely he must have an idea on how—”
“Oh, of course he has an idea of what should be done,” cut in Will, “but he cannot be found, and so York came to me.” 
Georgiana swallowed any further protest; she recognized the expression on Will’s face. He was just as stubborn as his uncle. Robert and Emma, too, had enough experience with Will to know that no amount of arguing or teasing would do any good now. 
Lizzy, however, said, “The idea sounds faulty to me, Will.”
Will’s face, already flushed with excitement, grew an even deeper shade of red. “Faulty? How can you say such a thing, Lizzy? You have not even heard the details of my plan!”
“Yes, but reading about thievery without having any practical experience catching thieves…Is this not a matter for a magistrate? What does Mr. York say?”
Will shook his head. “York sees the wisdom in acting quickly, now, before we lose our opportunity! Besides, he knows the decision is ultimately mine—or my uncle’s, but as he is not here, I will make the decision for myself.”
Georgiana had to bite her lip in order to keep the rest of her face placid. Oh, Will! She knew his struggle, of course—how he chafed under his uncle’s direction, how he longed to show everyone (Lizzy and his uncle, especially) that he was an independent and intelligent man. 
“But will you be safe?” Lizzy asked quietly, and Will’s expression softened. He took her hands—these two were clearly unconcerned about propriety, for as far Georgiana knew, they were still not engaged—and kissed them. 
Again, Robert and Emma groaned, waving him away, and Will rushed off with Mr. York, calling out over his shoulder, “There is no cause for fear! It is only a sheep thief, not a murderer!”
Georgiana gasped, and Emma said, “He is the most intelligent dunderhead I have ever met! How do you put up with him, Lizzy?” 
She gave a weak laugh in response, her gaze fixed on Will’s form as long as it was visible. Then she sighed. “I do not suppose you, Emma, or you, Lord Townshend the bear, would be willing to continue the tour in Will’s stead?”
They laughed and agreed to give Lizzy and her family a much more entertaining view of Pemberley’s grounds. Georgiana and Rain declined the invitation to join the party; they wished to walk the garden together and discuss, if not birdsong or shrubbery, then the many interesting additions to their family life, given that the Bingleys were soon to be among their kin. 
They had not walked even an entire circuit of the pleasure gardens before laughter again interrupted their solitude. For a moment, Georgiana doubted her hearing; it had been a long time, after all, since she had heard this particular laugh. Yet there they were, the two of them, exiting the wooded glen that separated the gardens from the tenant cottages and great woods beyond. They were not arm in arm, but instead walked as she and Rain often did—with but an inch or two of air between them, so that when they swayed, they bumped shoulders or arms in so casual a way as to hardly notice. It was an intimacy greater than handholding or embracing; it was an intimacy built on years of understanding, years these two did not have together. 
They chose to walk on the outskirts of the garden, hidden from view now by the hedge. Yet again, Fitzwilliam laughed, and the sound inspired in Georgiana equal parts joy and distress.
“I do not believe you,” he was saying to Miss Bennet. “Not at all.”
Miss Bennet did not laugh, but Georgiana could hear the smile in her voice.
“Believe me or not, but I tell the truth. Ask Charles. He will admit his foolishness himself.”
“He is good that way,” said Fitzwilliam.
“Yes,” said Miss Bennet, and then, they were visible again, heading up the steps from the garden to the house. Georgiana felt Rain watching her, but could not look at him, not until she had made sense of this moment herself. She felt almost ready to be composed when she saw her brother, laughing again, nudge Miss Bennet and then reach down to pull a twig from her hair. The way she looked up at him—well, Georgiana did not know whether to worry or rejoice.
“My, my,” said Rain when the two had disappeared from view. “It seems Pemberley is not so unchanged as you once feared, Georgi.”
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Nothing—not the praise of his dons at Cambridge, the longing looks of the young ladies at Almack’s, or even Bingley’s hero worship—made him feel half so worthy as the sight before him now. He stood at the top of a hill, leaning against what had long been called Dunn’s Rock, though no one seemed to know who Dunn was, or if he had even existed. For all Darcy cared, Dunn could have been his great-grandfather’s favorite pig. He needed no noble origin story for this place; it was enough, knowing that he had been the one to have transformed the land below into something useful. Two newly refurbished cottages graced the acres that spread out before him; a few months earlier, they had been but ramshackle ruins blighting the landscape.
A strong wind swept past, plucking the hat from his head. The man next to him made to chase it down the hill, but Darcy grabbed him by the shoulder.
“No, Mr. Wickham, do not bother.” Then, suddenly, he laughed. “The wind could steal all my hats today, and I would not care a whit.” 
The old man—for he was old; George Wickham, Sr. had aged considerably during Darcy’s time at Cambridge—grunted and shook his head, making sure to hold his own hat firmly in place as he did so. 
“If you say so, sir.” 
Darcy cast the steward a smiling glance. He could guess how little Wickham liked being proven wrong about the plan with the cottages, for he had been against Darcy’s project from the start, claiming that Mr. George Darcy would not like having such work done without his approval. Yet even Wickham had to admit that the cottages had turned out well. 
Besides, on leaving Pemberley for business in Scotland and Ireland, had George Darcy not clapped his son on the shoulder and told him to do his very best to mind his sister and the estate? 
Well, Darcy had done his best, and he thought it very good work indeed. True, his plan had caused disruptions in the neighborhood, for he had been hard pressed to hire enough laborers to complete the work in a mere three months, and so he had paid the workers a premium to ensure their loyalty and cooperation. This, in turn, had riled neighboring landowners—but they were all so outmoded, these old country gentlemen! They talked of the way things were as if life must always unfold exactly as it had unfolded in the past. 
Darcy knew this could not be what his father had truly wanted, for Mr. Darcy had taken such pains to send his son to school. What good was a modern education if he was not to make use of it? Granted, he’d learned nothing about agriculture or estate management at Cambridge, where the subjects had focused on impractical ideas from hundreds, if not thousands, of years ago. But Darcy had taken it upon himself to read the latest theories relating to the life he knew was ahead of him—a life he wanted desperately to begin.
The year since leaving Cambridge had been surprisingly difficult—more so than his younger self could have imagined. While at school, Darcy had desired nothing more than to return home. Now that he was home, he found himself restless and uncertain. He was the young Mr. Darcy, the other Mr. Darcy, the son who trailed his father about the estate, the bachelor who stood glowering at the back of country balls and town assemblies, trying desperately to ward off the unwanted advances of debutantes and their mothers. Was he to have no independence? 
Only with his father’s absence could he be his own version of Mr. Darcy. So, when Wickham had come to him with the tenants’ petition for new abodes, a mere two days after George Darcy’s departure, Darcy had leapt at this chance to make his mark. 
“Your father has received and rejected this same petition each year, sir,” Wickham had warned. “It’s not that he’s unsympathetic to their cause; he puts just as much into repairing their existing cottages as most landowners in the area.”
“Then why not rebuild the ramshackle cottages? Why leave the ruins there for everyone to see? They are a black mark on Pemberley,” Darcy had said, shocked his father had not considered this himself.
Wickham had shrugged. “They’re doing no harm, sir, and for the time being, he thinks it best to put the capital in the house farm, to make it even more prosperous. There is no gain to be had from building better cottages, not if the tenants are content with the ones they already have.”
“But they are not content. The petition is proof of that.”
“They are content, or they’d go elsewhere, sir.” 
Darcy had not been so sure of this argument, and besides, he had needed a project. 
“Take the funds from my portion,” Darcy had ordered, thinking that his mother (who had left him a sum that threw off considerable interest each year) would have disapproved—but then surely even she could not have protested the beautifying of Pemberley? 
Given some unexpected costs and the rushed schedule for the project—Darcy had wanted the cottages to be finished before his father returned from his travels—he had spent the entirety of his yearly income in a matter of three months. Worse, he had needed to borrow on his next year’s income, as well. It had hurt him to spend so much—never before had he been in debt—but he preferred this discomfort to the aimlessness he had felt on returning from Cambridge.
“You must tell the laborers,” he said to Wickham now, “how fine a job they did.” Darcy allowed himself one more admiring glance at the work before turning to the path that would take them back to Pemberley. 
“Oh, a very fine job,” said Wickham. “Perhaps too fine, if I may say so.”
Darcy laughed. “Now you are being contrary merely for the sake of being contrary, Mr. Wickham. Admit it—you are pleased, and my father will be, too.”
The old man shook his head, then stopped abruptly. He pointed his walking stick at the main road, which at this distance appeared to be little more than a ribbon of dirt. “I imagine your father will tell you precisely what he thinks soon enough.”
On seeing his father’s carriage approach, Darcy just barely stopped himself from racing ahead to meet it. There had been a time, in fact, when he and George Wickham, Jr. had done just that, tumbling down these hills with so little concern for their clothes or even their health that they had turned up at the steps of Pemberley covered in grass and grinning through bloody lips. Oh, how Mrs. Darcy had chastised him! (Not George Wickham, though; she would not stoop to chastise him.) Mr. Darcy had merely laughed. 
“Father is home sooner than expected,” Darcy said, more to himself than to his companion. Smiling, he added, “I know you disapproved of the cottage improvement project, Mr. Wickham, but I think fate must be on my side. Father’s early return, on the very day the work was finished, is proof of that.”
Mr. Wickham again shook his head, but with a fond, fatherly smile that produced in Darcy an unexpected stab of pity. These days, Mr. Wickham was a father without a son. George Wickham, Jr. had not returned to Pemberley; he had been determined to make a success of himself in London, which as far as Darcy could tell meant continuing as that lout Dunkirk’s hanger-on. George had practically broken off contact with everyone at Pemberley—everyone but Mr. George Darcy, whose patronage he could not afford to lose. As for keeping his own father’s good opinion—well, George had spent four years at Cambridge pretending he was not the son of a steward. If Mr. Wickham’s declining vitality was any indication, George would soon get his wish; he would, in a matter of years, be the son of no one at all. 
“I see you, hurrying on, eager to get home to your father,” Mr. Wickham called from behind. Darcy glanced back, surprised to find himself yards ahead of the steward.
Mr. Wickham smiled. “Go on, then, young man, go on! We old men must accept our fate!” 
Darcy hesitated—but only for a moment. Laughing, he waved at the steward before racing down the path. Never mind that he was now two and twenty; he sprinted forward like a child, grateful for the wind that grazed his face and the trees that lined the path. Only when he came out into the open, the carriage some fifteen yards ahead of him, did he slow his pace to a gentlemanly stroll. 
By the time he reached the house, the carriage was rolling toward the stables, and Mr. Darcy was slowly climbing the front steps, Georgi at his side. 
“Father!” he called out, lengthening his stride to catch up. He could feel the grin stretching his cheeks; he must have appeared quite the fool, for he saw how the footmen exchanged glances as he bounded past. Though his mother’s long-ago rebuke flashed through his mind (“It is ungentlemanly, Fitzwilliam, to put on such a display, especially in front of those inferior to us!”), he could not stop the laughter from rumbling in his chest as he leaped over the last two steps. 
“And to what do I owe such a boisterous homecoming?” said George Darcy.
His father turned, and Darcy’s laughter died in his throat.
This man was not George Darcy. Rather, he was, and he was not; gone was the happy, healthy patriarch who had departed Pemberley three months ago. This man was gray and sickly; with one hand, he leaned heavily on a walking stick (when before had he ever used a walking stick?), and in his other hand, he clutched a handkerchief.
To think, Darcy had been pitying old Mr. Wickham! The steward’s wrinkles, silver hair, and stooped shoulders were nothing compared to the obvious signs of illness in his father’s face. 
Darcy bowed deeply, hoping to give himself a moment to compose his face. As he rose, he caught sight of Georgi; she looked at him with eyes wide and full of tears. Though only eleven, even she was observant enough to know something was terribly wrong. 
Still, he tried for an even, cheerful tone: “Welcome home, sir!” 
Mr. Darcy’s smile brought some color to his cheeks, and Darcy told himself that he had been making too much of matters. George Darcy had just spent days traveling across land and sea; such a journey might make a man of two and twenty appear tired!
“Well, my boy,” said his father, as they entered the house, “how have you fared as master of Pemberley these past several months?”
“Quite well! In fact, I was thinking we might walk—” Darcy stopped and looked back through the open doorway, staring at the landscape beyond. As he had run down the path toward Pemberley, he had imagined bringing his father directly from the carriage up to Dunn’s Rock. After all, George Darcy loved walking the grounds, particularly after a long carriage ride. 
But no, not today. 
When Mrs. Reynolds came into the hall, she took one look at her employer and gasped. Darcy knew then that he had not been imagining his father’s ill health. 
“I will have tea and a bowl of broth sent directly to your room, sir,” she said without preamble.
“Now, now, Mrs. Reynolds, I hardly need such coddling! I am only a little tired from the journey.”
“Papa,” whispered Georgiana, tugging on his arm until he looked down at her. “I think we really ought to listen to her.” 
Mr. Darcy laughed—a wheezy, brittle laugh that ended in a fit of coughing. “Oh, very well. But tomorrow,” he said, turning to his son. “Tomorrow we will go on that walk, and you must tell me—” He began coughing again and said no more as Mrs. Reynolds led him away. 
Darcy saw his sister’s forlorn expression. “Come, Georgi, I will show you the surprise I have for Papa. Shall we walk or ride?”
Her face brightened, and they started for the door when he saw Bennington, his father’s valet, watching them. Darcy met the man’s gaze and then, turning to Georgi, said, “Run along to the stables and have John prepare our horses.” 
Georgi glanced between him and Bennington, frowning.
“Go on, Georgi.” 
With a sigh, she complied, but not without several backward glances on her way out. 
“You wish to tell me something, Bennington?” Darcy asked the valet, when the hall had been vacated by all but the two of them.
Still, Bennington glanced about, and Darcy waved him toward the small cloak room just off the main hall. 
“Sir…” The valet cleared his throat. “It is not precisely my place to say so, but…” 
“Is he terribly ill, Bennington?”
The valet met his gaze. “He coughs up blood, sir, regularly enough that he goes through several handkerchiefs a day.” 
“Has he seen a physician, or—”
“He will not hear of it. In fact, he ordered me to say nothing to anyone—especially not to you, sir.”
Unable to muster any other response, Darcy shook his head.
“I know it is wrong of me, Mr. Darcy, to go against your father’s wishes, and yet…I did not know what else to do, sir.”
He saw the distress and panic in the valet’s face; he knew he ought to assure this man, so loyal to his employer, that he had in fact been right to speak up. 
Instead, Darcy said, “Then you ought not to have told me.” 
The valet blanched. “I am sorry, sir, but I thought—”
“You ought not to have told me!” 
He heard the childish whine in his voice, saw how his own hands trembled as he spoke, felt the blood rushing to his face.
“Do you know the virtue that we, as gentlemen, prize above all others, Fitzwilliam?” This his father had asked him in some other life, when he had been but a boy and they had been sitting together at the trout stream. Their first time fishing together, and oh, how he had wanted to catch something! Yet they had been there nearly an hour, and there had been not a single bite.
“Pride!” he had responded, thinking of the joy on his father’s face when the tutor praised him for his excellent recitation of the multiplication tables. 
“You are much like your mother,” his father had said with an odd sort of chuckle. “No, not pride.”
“Generosity, then? You are always generous to the servants, sir.” 
“Am I? I hope not too generous, for as my father proved with his mismanagement of Pemberley, exceptional generosity can lead a man close to ruin. No, try again, Fitzwilliam.”
But he had been stumped. Wisdom or wit? Character or kindness? Not even ambition, which his father had acknowledged to be his own dominant trait, seemed to answer.
Then, as if nature were in on the joke, a fish had tugged on his line. Darcy had laughed, pulling at the rod, thrilled at the prospect of seeing that beautiful, silver creature dangling before him. Just as he had yanked the fish above the water, his father had taken the rod from him and cut the line.
With a splash, the fish had disappeared beneath the surface. 
“But…but Father! That was my fish! Why…how could you…my fish!” 
“Self-control, my boy, self-control.” 
“I am sorry, sir!” Bennington was saying to him now, over and over again, bowing deeply as he spoke.
Darcy felt everything at once: the terrible error of his words, the injustice of forcing this man, twenty years his senior, to bow so low before him—but most of all, the utter fear of getting what he had so recently wished for. He had wanted independence? He would have independence, whether he liked it or not.
As Bennington hurried away, Darcy followed him into the hall, trying to think how he might repair the damage. His father would have—well, he would have done nothing, for he would not have lashed out at a servant in the first place. And his mother? She, too, would have done nothing, for a Fitzwilliam never apologized.
The valet was almost out of sight now.
“Wait, Bennington, wait!” Darcy swallowed. His chest ached. He could not do it. His pride rebelled at the very thought of groveling to a servant. 
Yet he would. He must. He was his own Mr. Darcy now. 
“Forgive me. I was wrong.” He spoke so softly, in such hoarse tones, that he wondered if Bennington could possibly have understood him. 
He had not. He had left the hall, and Darcy was alone. 
*
It rained the next day, and the day after that. There would be no walk to Dunn’s Rock anytime soon. Besides, his father remained in bed—except at dinner. He still made his way to the dining room, dressed as if he were expecting an honored guest—or his wife, who had always praised his attention to detail and propriety. 
Each night, Darcy had sought out Bennington, making sure to compliment him on his father’s appearance, attempting to get the man to say something other than, “Yes, sir,” and “No, sir” to his questions. But he had burned that bridge, and there seemed no possibility of rebuilding it. He knew there was nothing for it now except to confront his father directly. 
Yet he could say nothing at dinner, not with Georgi present. She was so sensitive, so easily moved to tears, that he knew not what to say to her most days. Indeed, he might have said nothing at all, except that he had discovered how much she loved being told stories. And so he collected them by the dozens, anywhere he could get one, so that he might have at least a few words to say to her each day. 
It struck him then, as they all sat down to dinner that night, that if their father died—when he died—Georgi would have no one left except a brother who knew not what to say unless someone else had already said it for him. 
“What gloomy dining companions I have this evening!” Mr. Darcy exclaimed when the second course had been cleared. “Georgiana, dearest, you look on the verge of tears, and Fitzwilliam—I have not seen you scowl so deeply since we last attended an assembly together. Was the food not to your liking tonight?” 
Darcy glanced over at the footmen, who pretended not to see him. He knew whatever was said next would make its way downstairs. “You have found me out, sir. I am dreading my next dance.” 
He said it playfully, which had the double effect of putting off rumors and lightening Georgi’s spirits. “Oh, I wish I could go to an assembly. If only I were fifteen instead of eleven!” 
George Darcy laughed (and then coughed). “Fifteen! I will not allow you to dance in public until twenty, at the very earliest.”
“Twenty! Papa! Tell me he is jesting, Fitzwilliam.”
“Your brother knows as well as I do that I have no sense of humor, my dear girl, none at all.” 
“I daresay he will allow you at least one or two assemblies before you are twenty,” Darcy said.
“Perhaps one or two,” conceded their father. “I suppose, once you return home from a fine lady’s seminary, you will want to show off the many dances you learned there.”
Georgi’s face fell. “But I do not want to attend a fine lady’s seminary, Papa.”
“Then we will send you to a mediocre one—less costly, that way.” 
She screwed up her face, trying for a smile but ending at a sulk. “Could I not continue with a governess? Or a lady’s companion? Or, I know! Fitzwilliam could teach me what I need to know. He knows everything, Papa.”
Darcy laughed—but their father did not. 
“Your brother knows a great deal—from books,” he said. “Regarding human nature, he is perhaps still learning. Indeed, I should like to speak with you about that, Fitzwilliam. Perhaps over brandy in my study?”
It was a friendly invitation, one he should have been glad for after so long an absence. Yet Darcy felt the undercurrent of a rebuke in those words. He wondered if Bennington had confessed airing his concerns about the master’s health. If Darcy knew his father, he would have been more upset at his son’s childish response than his servant’s loose tongue. Self control, after all, was a gentleman’s virtue. 
So it was with some surprise when, an hour later, he found himself being chastised for a different matter altogether. Seated before his father’s large desk, he stared down at a pile of correspondence from various neighbors, all of them expressing their great distress over the cottage improvement plan at Dunn’s Rock. 
“They are provincial, backward men!” Darcy exclaimed, when his father finished reading the worst of the letters. “When you see the work that has been done, you will know that I was right.” 
His father stared at him. “Did you not think to discuss such a scheme with them? With me?” 
Mr. Darcy did not raise his voice, but each word felt as sharp as any shout. 
“You left the care of the estate to me.” Darcy leaned forward, grabbing hold of the edge of his father’s desk, as if that might steady him. “As for our neighbors, why should I consult them? It is not their land! And I have seen enough of them through the years to know they have very little interest in any idea that has not been passed down from their fathers, who learned it from their fathers before them!” 
His father sat back in his chair, eyebrows raised. He did not speak, but Darcy could hear the words anyway: Self-control, my boy, self-control.
Finally, Mr. Darcy said, “If an idea has survived generations, do you not think it has some merit, Fitzwilliam? Surely they taught you that at Cambridge?”
“If you had attended Cambridge, sir, you might have less respect for past wisdom than you do now.”
“Yes, but I had not the luxury of attending Cambridge,” his father responded coolly. “My father did not plan so well as yours.” 
“Then you should know better than most,” Darcy shot back, “that not all who have come before us are to be mimicked.” 
“You have always been such a clever boy. I had hoped, on my return, to find a sensible man in his stead.”
A blow could not have pained him more. Darcy reared back and pushed himself to his feet, turning quickly to hide the tears that stung his eyes. 
“I did not dismiss you, Fitzwilliam.” 
Neck, shoulders, back, legs—as stiff and still as plaster. If he moved, he would break. 
“Sit down, my boy.”
My boy! Could his father not see that he was a man now? 
Slowly, he lowered himself into the seat, biting the insides of his cheeks and shuddering as he gripped the arms of the chair. He could not look at his father, only at some unseeable spot above and behind him.
“How much did this project of yours cost?” Mr. Darcy asked in a tone so even, so composed that Darcy had to bite down harder to keep from shouting the answer back at him. It was through gritted teeth that he named the sum.
His father sighed. 
“But I paid for it myself!” Darcy burst out, unable to stop himself. “From my own funds, I paid for the materials, the labor, for—”
“How much did you pay the laborers?”
When he answered, his father shook his head. 
“That is nearly double the going price, Fitzwilliam. If you had but talked with our neighbors…did you not realize the implications for them? Many of the men you hired come from our neighbors’ estates. They will now expect such inflated wages everywhere they go.” Mr. Darcy paused. “Did Wickham not speak with you? Did he give you no useful advice?”
He heard in his father’s words a way out: it was Wickham’s fault. The steward ought to have guided him better, to have put his foot down, to have been a stronger figure of authority. Had that not always been George Wickham, Sr.’s downfall, his failure to use a firm hand with wayward young men? 
He turned the excuse over in his mind, imagined himself speaking the words, tasted the lie on his tongue, as sweet as overripe fruit. 
No. 
“It is not Wickham’s fault,” Darcy said, all the fight drained from him now. “He warned me that you would be against the plan.” 
“He must not have been clear enough. He must not have told you the going price of—” 
“He told me everything I needed to know to make my own decision.”
“Then he could not have explained matters—” Mr. Darcy began to cough, so much so that he could not finish. 
Darcy jumped up and fetched the bottle of mineral water that Mrs. Reynolds had none-too-subtly placed on top of the liquor cabinet. 
“No, not that,” his father managed, spitting into his handkerchief and balling the cloth in his fist—but not before Darcy caught sight of the red spots staining the white fabric. His father stuffed the dirty handkerchief in a pocket and then pulled out his pipe. As he began to fill it, he said, “I asked you here for brandy, so get us both a cup.”
Darcy hesitated. “Sir, I think perhaps mineral water…or I could ring for tea or negus—” 
“I said brandy, Fitzwilliam.” 
His father’s face was flushed purple from the effort of holding back another round of coughs, and Darcy wondered, for the first time, if his father’s idea of self-control was in fact a form of self-delusion. 
“Why do you refuse to see a physician?” Darcy asked quietly, handing him the water.
For a moment, his father looked as if he might throw the bottle back at him. Then, exercising that greatest of gentlemanly virtues, he set the water aside and asked, “Why did you pay the laborers such a high wage?”
Darcy met his father’s gaze with stubborn silence. He would not be the first to break. At least, he should not have been, but with each passing second, he became increasingly conscious of the purple flush still marring the older man’s complexion. Thinking of the blood-spotted handkerchief, he found himself wishing he might reclaim all that time he had previously wished away. Had he really believed, a mere four months ago, that his life had lacked purpose? Nearly every day, his father had been giving him more responsibility, and nearly every evening, he had invited his son to share a brandy in his study—a sign of his friendship and respect, one gentleman to another. 
Falling back into his seat, Darcy shook his head. “I supposed, if promised good wages, they would be motivated to finish before you returned. I wanted you to be…” Proud. He stopped and swallowed, head hanging low. He really was nothing more than a boy—and not even a clever one, at that.
“Tomorrow,” said his father softly, “you and Wickham will go to the tenants and explain how you were mistaken.”
Darcy jerked straight. “But I was not mistaken! If you could but see the cottages, if you would consider the benefits—”
His father’s frown stopped him short. “You will do as I ask, Fitzwilliam.” 
“But why?” he demanded, too angry now to care about the plaintive note to his voice. “To destroy all that work—” 
“I said nothing about destroying it—but no tenants will move into those cottages until every cottage on Pemberley lands is refurbished in the same fashion.” 
“That will take years!”
“Years, and a good deal of money, besides—money that would be better spent on the house farm, on your sister’s schooling and dowry, on the many expenses we incur daily. In the meantime, I will not have tenants squabbling over why So-and-So has the privilege of living in a new cottage, while the others must remain in their old abodes—abodes which, until you dangled something better before them, suited them just fine.” 
“The petition—” 
“The petition is but a ruse, Fitzwilliam! Could you not see that? The tenants petition for new cottages each year, knowing I cannot possibly afford such a scheme, but hoping I will instead improve their wells or their roofs or provide a delay on next month’s rents.” 
Darcy shook his head. “But—”
“And now you have built something that will only cause strife among the tenants and discord with our neighbors.” 
Drowning, he grabbed the only lifeline he could: the image of that hillside, once blighted and abandoned, now brought alive again. It could not have been a mistake to fix what was broken; he felt that to be as true as any argument his father had put forth. 
“What you really mean to say,” he retorted, “was that I failed to do what you have always done: collude with our neighbors to keep the laborers cheap and the tenants docile.” 
“Yes, hold tight to your clever and self-righteous statements, my boy, if they provide consolation.” Mr. Darcy leaned forward, his gaze intent. “But you should know you are deluding yourself. The many comforts of your life are built on what you call collusion. Is it fair that we have all of this, while others have so little? Of course not! But when I was younger than you are now, and had discovered that my father had nearly lost everything, I became determined that my own son would never suffer as I had.” 
Darcy’s heart was too full for words. His head, too, was full—full of ideas that he could not yet articulate, ideas about how his father, for all his rationality and good sense, for all his ambition and family pride, was in fact wrong about this particular plan. Oh, he had made his share of mistakes; he had gone about his plan in all the wrong way. But George Darcy was stuck in the past, when tenants had no choice but to remain on the land, when landowners thought it their natural right to control the market.
Could it be there was no right or wrong, no correct answer? What if there were multiple paths, some quicker, others slower, both ending at the inevitable destination? 
“Now,” said his father, after the silence had stretched between them, “that cup of brandy, my boy?”
Boy that he was, he rose and obeyed.
*
Nothing—not the stunned and angry looks he received from the tenants when telling them that he would not, after all, be providing new cottages for them; not Mr. Wickham’s stooped shoulders and quiet apologies, though he had in fact done nothing wrong; not even the sight of those two cottages, abandoned still—made him feel half so distressed as the sight of his father, climbing the hill to Dunn’s Rock. 
Darcy had come here at the end of that long, terrible morning to sit and feel sorry for himself, when his peace was interrupted by the sound of coughing below. 
“This is too much for you!” Darcy cried, racing down the hill to take the older man’s arm. 
But Mr. Darcy would not be led back down the hill. 
“The fresh air does me good!” he exclaimed, even as he coughed.
Darcy glanced over at Bennington, who had now taken it upon himself to be not only valet but bodyguard of sorts. He followed his employer around the house and grounds like a shadow, and though Mr. Darcy grumbled about such coddling, he did not dismiss the man. 
“Bennington admitted,” said Mr. Darcy, climbing slowly toward Dunn’s Rock, “that he went against my wishes and spoke to you of my cough—but what he did not tell you is that I have had this pesky cough on and off for the past several years. Years, my boy, and I am fine!”
Darcy sighed. “That is all the more reason to see a physician. If you do not trust Mr. Yardley”—the local physician was a bit of a crank—“then we will have someone travel from London, or—” 
“What, so they may poke and bleed me? No, thank you! Remember, my boy, I contracted the pox when I was your age. I know how it feels to die, and this is not it. I have always recovered from this cough—and will recover again, with a little fresh air, good hearty food, and the bracing company of my most stubborn son. Now, help me up to the glogfaen, or I will march up this hill by myself.” 
“Glogfaen? Do you mean Dunn’s Rock?” 
“It was my mother who brought me here for the first time, and being Welsh, she called it glogfaen. Means boulder, but glogfaen sounds so much more interesting, eh?” 
Darcy stopped abruptly. “She was Welsh? I never knew that.” It struck him, as they resumed their walk, how little he knew about his paternal grandparents, who had both died during the smallpox contagion that had nearly killed George Darcy. While his mother had made certain he knew every detail of the Fitzwilliam side of the family—who had married whom, who held which title, who was still worth knowing, and who was not—his father only ever discussed his own family as a kind of cautionary tale. It was an odd rejection of the past by a man who in all other ways embraced tradition and convention.
“My mother was half Welsh,” Mr. Darcy amended. “Marrying her was only one of my father’s foolish decisions—though I can hardly hold it against him, given I am the result of the union.” They had reached the top of the hill, and Mr. Darcy lay his hand gently against the rock. “Mother was very pretty and quite penniless. My father would have been wiser to have married a respectable and well-to-do young lady, but no. He claimed it took only one look into her eyes, and he was lost.” He gave a short, wheezy laugh. “Romantic nonsense!” 
Darcy took off his coat and laid it on the ground. “Sit, Father. You look tired.”
“But I am quite hearty!” he retorted, throwing out his chest. He pointed his walking stick to the grassy hillside below. “I can see why you have been so enamored with this plan of yours. The cottages look fine—very fine indeed.”
No, they had looked fine; now they looked empty.
“Though we may disagree on the necessity of the improvement,” continued his father, “I cannot deny that you did good work, my boy.”
“I did nothing,” he replied, wishing afterward that he had kept silent. Would he ever stop sounding like a petulant child?
“I would not say that,” his father replied gently. “Wickham tells me you came almost every day to oversee the work.” 
Darcy sighed.
“My boy, my boy.” Mr. Darcy squeezed his son’s shoulder. “I know this day has wounded your pride.” 
“No, not my pride,” he said, more to be contrary than because he meant it. “It has wounded my vanity, which is not quite the same thing.”
His father smiled. “I suppose not.” Then, dropping his walking stick, Mr. Darcy reached up and took his son’s face in his hands. “I know you do not, at this point in your life, understand—but one day, you will.”
Darcy shook his head.
“Oh yes, my boy. You will stand here with your own son one day, and you will know then that I was not so cruel as I seem to you now.”
“I know you are not cruel—or wrong,” said Darcy. What he could not say: I still do not know that you are right. 
“Well, shall we return to Pemberley? You may help me with the ledgers, for my eyes are tired today, and I do not trust Wickham’s old eyes any more than my own.” 
With one more glance toward the cottages, Darcy nodded and offered his arm. But his father shook his head, laughing. “Going downhill is only too easy, my boy.”



 
BENEATH THE SURFACE
 
JULY 4, 1837
 
Four mornings in a row, and she did not think she would ever tire of this view. Or this walk. Certainly not this man. 
At this thought, Elizabeth laughed—the only sure way to ward off certain other thoughts, thoughts about futures and pasts, thoughts she had promised to keep at bay. She laughed again for good measure and saw how Darcy glanced at her. He said nothing, only smiled before turning his gaze back to the horizon. She wondered at his thoughts as he stared into the distance—but she, too, said nothing. They had developed a set of unspoken rules over this short and strange period together, the first of which was this: do not delve beneath the surface. 
It was an odd rule for two people who, in so many other matters, rejected the superficial. If their families could have seen how they spent these hours together, making small talk and laughing at the trivial, they might have assumed Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy had lost their heads. 
They had.
For some time they sat in silence, watching the morning mist give way to the rising sun. Then the squawk of a goose overhead roused them, and they looked up at the sky together. She felt him shift beside her and guessed he was watching her now. She kept her own gaze steadfastly on the sky.
“How are you feeling this morning?” he asked quietly.
She let his words settle back into silence before turning to look at him. They were both sitting on his jacket, leaning against a large, misshapen boulder that he had been so proud to show her on their first morning up the hill. When they had reached the top, each of them panting a little from the exertion of the climb, he had patted the stone and said, “Miss Bennet, meet the Old Gray Man.”
She had known he meant the rock, of course. Still, with a laugh, she had teased, “But you and I have long been acquainted, sir!” 
It had been a trite jest, and one he must have expected (perhaps even invited), but under that blue sky and on that first morning together, they had laughed as if it had been the most creative witticism known to man. 
Oh, if only she could bottle that feeling! With her legs aching from the climb; with the memory of the night before still tingling on her lips; with the joy of being outdoors, and especially with him, coursing through her; with all these sensations brewing, she had felt fearless. Even now, four days later, sitting next to him on the hard earth, neither of them touching except at the edges—arm against arm, leg against leg—she could almost believe they were the only two people in all the world. 
So how was she feeling? Ecstatic, exhilarated, madly in love—and yet, underneath it all (Do not delve beneath the surface, Lizzy!), utterly terrified. 
She searched his face for any sign that he shared her sense of bewilderment, but was met only with the intensity of his gaze. They were close enough that she might lean in and kiss him—a plan with great merit, for it would give her pleasure and help her avoid his question. But kissing him meant breaking another of their unspoken rules: these walks were for forging something other than intimacy. 
What it was they were building together, she did not know. There were no deep longings or dark secrets shared, no discussions or debates of any significance. Their most profound conversation thus far had been a wager on who was most likely to make them laugh at dinner: Mrs. Bennet (quite by accident); Lord Townshend (quite on purpose); or perhaps Charles (simply because when he laughed, they tended to laugh, as well). 
(Elizabeth had won; when it came to provoking laughter, Fanny Bennet was always a safe bet.)
Whatever the underlying purpose of these walks, she sensed that it was too important, and too fragile, to compete with desire. For yes, she desired him—so much so that, if she had been younger and more self-conscious, she would have been thoroughly embarrassed. How odd to think that, had he courted her in 1812, when their bodies had been as close to perfect as they would ever be, she would have blushed at the thought of sleeping with him!
Well, if time had stolen some of their physical beauty, it had gifted them with the capacity to enjoy the slow, steady journey they had at last begun. Each night after that first, they had found themselves in one or the other’s room after everyone else had retired. They never crossed that line of propriety separating all unmarried people, no matter their age—crossing that line would have meant delving beneath the surface, for sure. But they had certainly relished exploring the boundaries. 
She laughed again, saw how his gaze settled on her mouth, and decided the only safe course of action was to turn his question back on him: 
“And how are you feeling this morning?”
He smiled. “You are impossible.”
“If I were truly impossible, you would not be here with me now.” 
He leaned in—ah, so he too was thinking of breaking their rules!—but stopped short of a true kiss. Instead, he brushed his lips lightly against her hair, and she shivered, thinking that perhaps the rule had been broken, after all.
“It is precisely because you are impossible than I am here with you.”
“Now you are being impossible, Mr. Darcy.”
“I wish you would always call me Fitzwilliam.”
It was her turn to lean in and not kiss. Pressing her forehead to his, she whispered, “We cannot always have what we wish for, Mr. Darcy.” 
One hand was at her waist, the other in her hair, and she almost let him win—but no, it was not fair of him to change the rules on her now. She placed her fingers against his lips, just as they were about to claim her own.
Their eyes met, and she raised a brow in challenge. 
“Impossible,” he murmured against her fingers, kissing them before pushing himself to his feet. He held out his hands, and she grabbed hold, propelling herself upward. They both groaned a little, feeling the ache in their backs and knees from sitting so long—and then laughed at their groaning.
“When I asked how you were feeling,” he said, retrieving his jacket and shaking loose the grass, “I was trying to ascertain your level of fatigue.”
“Fatigue? Why ever should I be fatigued?” 
She eyed him, wondering if he would dare speak of how they had spent half the night together, not sleeping. 
But it was the other half of the night that concerned him: “How long were you with Thomas?”
She sighed. Yes, Thomas had suffered another episode, the first since the terrible seizure on the carriage ride to Pemberley. Elizabeth tried to tell herself that this seizure, much less traumatic than the earlier one, was the best they could expect, given all the disruptions of the past week. Yet he had traveled before, when he was younger, and had been able to go for longer distances without experiencing nearly as many symptoms. Was there any use denying that his health, as he grew older, was worsening?
But he had spoken! That was what Jane and Charles, Lizzy and even Nurse Edwards all said to ward off the more ominous signs of decline. Yet Elizabeth could not help but think that those two words—for he had spoken no other intelligible words since—were great proof of his love, and not much else.
“I was with him for an hour or two—no longer.”
Nurse Edwards had knocked on her door at one in the morning, and by some good fortune, she and Darcy had decided on her room that evening. At first, the scene had been almost comical, the two of them shooting up out of bed, jumping apart as if they had been caught in the act. (In fact, she had been lying with her head on his chest, listening to his heartbeat as he told her a tale of her choosing. “Tell me the story of Odysseus.” “You do not know it?” “Yes, but I want to hear your version. Is he a hero of the highest order, or a scoundrel for abandoning his home and family for so long?” “Ah. Can he not be a bit of both?”) 
Nurse Edwards could not have known Darcy was in her room; she had stayed in the corridor, speaking only through the closed door. Darcy had been able to leave, undetected, after Elizabeth had slipped across the hall. Still, Nurse Edwards must have suspected something, for after they had gotten Thomas back to sleep, she had looked hard at Elizabeth and whispered, “You look right cheerful for it being the middle of the night, Miss Bennet.”
“Oh, I am always cheerful,” she had replied breezily. “Go and wake one of the others on the night watch, Molly, and then go to bed yourself.” 
“Whatever you say, Miss,” the nurse had replied, smiling and waggling her eyebrows.
“Did you get any sleep?” Darcy asked her now, looking down at her with concern. 
“Two or three hours—enough to reach the top of this hill before you, at any rate. I daresay you ought to be more concerned with your own health—racing up hills in the morning, running about with Charles all day, seeing after Pemberley and your guests, and then at night…” 
She met his eyes, and he smiled. “I find my nights to be quite restorative, Miss Bennet.” 
“I wish,” she said in her deepest voice, “you would always call me Fitzwilliam.” 
He swatted at her, and she spun away, laughing. 
“You see?” She threw her arms wide. “I am immune to fatigue!” She twirled about like a child until gravity got the best of her, and then she was on the ground, laughing.
He stood over her, shaking his head. “You are beyond tired, Elizabeth.”
“Yes,” she admitted, feeling the weight of her nearly sleepless nights all at once. “Yes, I suppose I am.” 
Once again, he held out his hands, and once again, she grabbed hold. When she had risen to her feet, he did not let go but instead pulled her into his arms, resting his chin on the top of her head. 
“Elizabeth. I want to explain…” His voice trailed off, and she pulled back to study him. His face was grave, his eyes sad. She knew what he was thinking, what he wanted to explain. Four days, it seemed, was his limit. He could not skim the surface any longer.
“You are breaking all the rules,” she said, trying for a light tone but sounding petulant instead.
He shook his head. “I do not know what you mean, Elizabeth.”
No, of course he didn’t. The rules had only been hers, after all. 
Sighing, he stepped away from her. “Perhaps we should return to Pemberley.”
Then again, maybe he had his own set of rules. The sun was climbing higher now, and soon, their families would be awake, likely in the garden enjoying breakfast, as they had been every other morning of the visit so far. They might see the pair of them returning home together—no, not her home, only his—and that would never do. 
“Oh, I am being ridiculous,” she muttered to herself. Truth was, keeping their feelings to themselves had been one of her rules, too. Charles and Jane suspected, as did Nurse Edwards. That was quite enough. God forbid her mother and aunt find out! Besides, the family were at Pemberley for Lizzy—for the young and soon-to-be “Mrs. Darcy” Lizzy—not for her.
“Elizabeth,” he said again, just as gravely, and yet so gently she felt tears spring to her eyes. 
She turned away, looking for any distraction, and pointed to the first one she saw: “I have wondered about those woods. What lay beyond them?” 
He looked surprised. “That is where I was thinking we might walk next, if you were not too tired. About a mile on, there are cascades that—”
“Perfect!” She grabbed his hand and pulled him in the direction of the trees. 
“Elizabeth,” he said, laughing even as he allowed himself to be dragged along for a few steps.
“If you do not hurry,” she said, letting go of his hand and grabbing her skirts, “I will win yet again!” 
He strode forward, so that for a moment, she thought he really would race her. But then he planted himself in front of her, blocking her path forward. “Elizabeth, wait.” 
“Fitzwilliam, do not—” 
“No. I want…I need to explain. I have too long avoided—”
She shook her head. “No, please. I…” 
What could she say: I am too much a coward to hear the truth? It made little sense, this unwillingness to allow him to speak. But she did not want him to explain why he had never returned to Hertfordshire, why he had married Anne de Bourgh instead. She supposed the words, when they came, would ruin this refuge they had built for themselves—for now, at last, she understood what it was they had been doing on these four mornings and these four nights: carving out a time and place separate from the lives they had lived without each other. 
She had only to look at him to know their safe haven had already collapsed. There would be no more pretending now. He would tell her, sooner or later, that he had always loved her—but not enough. 
And could she really blame him? Had she ever loved him enough to throw everything aside? She might have written him that autumn of 1812, though propriety and pride argued against such drastic measures for a young lady. Or she could have convinced her parents to send her to stay with the Gardiners in London. She might have found some way of seeing him, of making him understand just how much her feelings had changed. But she had not. Instead she had waited, equal parts passive and proud, for him to come back to her.
Even now, could she imagine giving up all that mattered in her own life—the Meryton School, her family and friends in Hertfordshire, the little time she had left with Thomas—to remain here at Pemberley? 
What was love, anyway, but an illusion? 
She thought of her father then, how he had railed against those very words, though they had been the guiding principle of his own marriage. No, love was not an illusion; it was painful and hard, and she—
“I am not ready,” she whispered aloud. 
She looked up at him, afraid he would ask the obvious question: Ready for what? Because as soon as they had relived all the old hurts, there would be nothing left except to ask, What next? And that question she found even more terrifying than all those inquiries about their unsettled past. 
But he did not ask; he did not speak. He merely reached out, hand trembling slightly, to trace the line of her jaw with his thumb. 
Then, stepping away, he nodded toward the hill, toward Pemberley, and began the descent ahead of her.
Their walk back was silent, as it had been on the way up, but this silence felt so suffocating that she had to remind herself to breathe. Think of something, anything else, Lizzy! She finally settled on the two letters she had just received from Mr. Harding at the Meryton School—her other refuge. He must have sent them soon after she had left Hertfordshire, and though they contained no urgent matters of business, she decided she would respond as soon as she returned to the house. Yes, she would spend the day indoors, working (hiding), perhaps even sleeping (dreaming), for she was simply too tired (heartsick) to be of use to anyone today. 
They were almost at the terminus of the path; Pemberley was in view. She stopped then, not wanting to end even this most difficult of walks with him. As he was still several paces ahead, she supposed he would not notice and go on without her—but no. Her heart lurched when he stopped, looked around and saw her standing in the middle of the path, waiting.
She offered him the arch smile she always used when in desperate need to cheer herself up, and he returned it with his own bittersweet rendition. 
“Making life difficult,” she said, closing the distance between them, “is a rule of mine.”
“All these rules,” he murmured, reaching for her hand. 
A child’s shriek of laughter broke the spell, and they turned to look down the path, seeing a pair of young girls chasing each other outside one of the two cottages nestled in the hillside between Pemberley and the Old Gray Man. 
A woman emerged, calling after the girls and then raising her hand to Darcy.
“Good morning, sir!” she called.
“Good morning, Mrs. Reynolds,” he responded, though she had already disappeared behind the cottage, racing after the children. 
Elizabeth glanced at him in surprise. “Mrs. Reynolds? Do you mean to say Mr. Reynolds is married?”
“Is that so surprising?” 
“It cannot be easy, a butler living away from the main house.”
“He stays at Pemberley most nights; his wife and four children moved to the cottage only when the butler’s quarters became too cramped. You are right, though: it is not easy for him. I keep waiting for him to give his notice.”
“Do you suppose he is terribly unhappy?”
“No, but he could be happier elsewhere, perhaps with an establishment of his own, for he is talented enough, and has saved prodigiously.” Darcy smiled a little. “I suppose there is life outside Pemberley’s boundaries.” 
“Yes, a good deal of life—messy as it is.” 
The children and their mother had returned to the front of the house then, one of the children crying, the other pleading to remain outside. The trio had only just disappeared inside when, from the cottage next door, a man emerged, in such a hurry that he passed by without even noticing them. 
Elizabeth smiled at the scene. They had passed these cottages twice each morning, and this was the first time she had seen their occupants. Both cottages were surrounded by such pretty yards, and the buildings themselves, though aging, were snug and neat. She felt glad to see the life inside them, to catch sight of the busy people who worked to bring meaning and prosperity to Pemberley. 
“I do so love these cottages,” she murmured. 
“Do you?” He surprised her by laughing. “I do too. I know this will sound odd—but they are like my children.” 
She glanced up at him, glad for the unexpected return of their camaraderie. “No, not odd, though it does sound as if there is a story behind that comment.” She bit her lip. “Perhaps one you would tell me…tonight?” 
He was silent, and she looked away. With each passing second, her heart pounded faster and harder, until she thought in the next moment it might burst. Then, though she knew not how, her hands were in his, and their gazes locked. 
“Elizabeth Bennet, I would tell you any story you wished, whenever you wished it.” 
Could there be any clearer declaration of love that that? 
Perhaps he had not, in 1812, loved her enough to return. But he loved her now, and by God, she loved him. All the rest—for there was still so much left unsaid—would rise to the surface soon enough. 
Elizabeth stood on tiptoe and took his face in her hands. “I love you, too, Fitzwilliam Darcy.”



 
NO GUARANTY
 
FEBRUARY 1813
 
She woke with a twinge in her belly, and for one glorious moment, she forgot. She forgot where she was, or why she was there, or how the wriggling sensation in her midsection could be nothing but her imagination.
Rolling to her side, Jane reached out to touch Charles on the shoulder, only to find the bed empty. She sprang up, looked about, and remembered. Where she was? Cheapside. Why she was here? She closed her eyes and tried not to recall the sound of her cousins’ weeping—or even worse, her uncle’s silence. And that feeling in her belly? Loss of another kind, not nearly so dreadful, but a loss nevertheless. 
She washed and dressed as well as she could in the near darkness of early morning. She ought to have rang the bell for help with the buttons on her dress, but she could not make herself bother the maid. She knew how overworked Uncle Gardiner’s poor servants were this week, with all the family crammed into the house’s few guest rooms, and the baby—that poor, motherless babe—crying all hours of the night.
Even now, Jane could hear the infant, mewling from the nursery somewhere down the hall. She followed the sound like a seafaring wanderer drawn to the screech of the sirens’ song. When she reached the door, Jane put her ear against the panel, listening. No more crying, only soft sounds, singing and cooing. The new wet nurse must have been with the child—that, or Lizzy. There was no reason for Jane to go inside, no reason to disturb the fragile peace of this dull gray dawn.
Yet she turned the door knob and pushed, as if compelled. Sure enough, she shattered the quiet, having thrust the door so hard that it banged against the wall. The nursemaid jumped, causing the babe at her breast to root blindly for what it wanted most: not the warmth of her dear, departed mother; no, only the comfort of a mother’s—any mother’s—milk. 
Dear God, how difficult it had been, meeting with the three women who had come to interview for the unexpected position of wet nurse at the Gardiner residence. It should have been Mrs. Bennet who spoke with the applicants, but she had been too grief stricken to leave her room, and so Jane, as the only other married lady in the household, had been the one summoned by the housekeeper.
How should I know what makes a good wet nurse? I cannot even bring a child into the world!

This was what she had wanted to say to the housekeeper, but instead she had nodded and smiled. Yes, smiled—as if she would be pleased to help because, after all, she was Jane. Gentle, kind, solicitous Jane.
She had chosen this wet nurse—what was her name again?—nearly at random. There had been almost no difference between the three women, at least not that she could tell; they had all been clean and presentable, hearty and healthy, just the kind of woman any mother would want for her child. Yet there had been one subtle distinction between this young woman and the others: a directness about her gaze, a tilt to her chin, a slight hardness about her mouth, even as she smiled. These should have been reasons to reject her, but Jane had appreciated this woman’s willingness to acknowledge, however subtly, the unnatural thing she was being asked to do: give succor to another woman’s child when the milk in her breasts was meant for a child of her own.
“Excuse me, Mrs. Bingley,” said the wet nurse, again with that tilt to her chin. “Did you need something?” 
Jane stood in the doorway, not sure what to say. The babe continued to cry, and the nurse, after a moment’s pause, returned her attention to her charge. Without hesitation or embarrassment, she cupped her breast with one hand and used the other to guide the baby’s frantic mouth to her nipple. 
A few months more, and Jane might have been nursing her own babe. She felt the cramping then, that sick tightening of her loins that had, a month ago, expelled the bloody nothingness of her almost-child. The pain was so strong, even now, that Jane put a hand to her midsection, wondering if she had begun menstruating—more proof that she was not yet ready to be a mother.
“Are you unwell, Mrs. Bingley?” asked the nurse, rising from her chair, holding the infant in one hand, even as she pushed herself to her feet. 
“You are very good with—with the child,” Jane said, admiring the effortlessness of the other woman’s movements. Then, though she knew the words were prying and thoughtless: “Where is your own baby?”
The wet nurse said nothing at first. Then, with a sad smile: “I was expecting you to ask that earlier, when you were deciding if I suited.”
Jane shook her head. “I should not have asked now. Forgive me.” 
“Oh, but all the ladies ask, ma’am. You want to know about my character, I suppose? Well, I am clean and a very hard worker, Mrs. Bingley, I promise you that.”
“Of course you are. I did not mean—”
“But you see…” The young woman looked down at the infant and sighed. “Well, my babe is with my brother and his wife. She’ll be their daughter now.” 
“But why?” Jane blinked, startled by the tears in her eyes. Could she have given up her daughter, if circumstances had asked it of her?
“She was born out of wedlock, see. Wasn’t proper for me to keep her, or so they told me.”
The women stared at each other for a long moment, and then the nurse resumed her seat. 
“You’ll be telling Mr. Gardiner, I suppose.”
“What?” Jane ran a hand across her face, embarrassed and confused. “No! That is, yes, I suppose I must, but…oh, I am too sad and tired to know the right things to do or say this morning!”
The wet nurse nodded. “It is indeed a very sad time, ma’am. If you think my being here will upset Mr. Gardiner…poor man, poor man!” 
“No, no. I decided to hire you,” said Jane with a burst of determination, “and I have no doubt about your character. You must stay on.” 
It was a ridiculous thing to say: Jane had no idea about this woman’s character. She could not even remember her name, for goodness sake. But she was so gentle with the baby, and so honest and forthright in her speech, that Jane decided then and there that she liked this woman. 
“Thank you, Mrs. Bingley! I will do my very best, you’ll see.”
“Of course…Molly,” she said, remembering the young woman’s name at last. “Or, should I call you Nurse Edwards?” She knew immediately this was wrong, but Jane rather liked the formality of the title, as if it obscured the intimacy of nursing another woman’s child.
“Nurse Edwards?” The young woman laughed so hard that the babe unlatched. Yet before the child could utter a sound, the nurse slipped the nipple back into place, as easily as she might readjust a skewed shawl or bonnet. “You may call me whatever you wish, Mrs. Bingley.”
“Well, I do not want to disturb you further. Forgive me for interrupting, Nurse Edwards.”
Again, the woman laughed, and then, sitting up straight, said, “Oh! Ma’am, I meant to tell you, soon as you came in the room. Your sister was here nearly all night with the babe, rocking her so I could sleep. I told her she could rest, that I was only too happy to do my work, but she seemed determined—and now, I fear she is unwell for staying up all night.” 
“Oh! I will go to her room immediately. Thank you, Nurse Edwards!”
“But that’s the thing,” said the nurse, biting her lip. “I don’t think she’s in her room. I think she left the house, ma’am.”
“What? Alone? At this hour?”
“Well, I can’t be sure, but soon after Miss Bennet left the nursery, I saw a young lady leave by the front door—the window here overlooks the main path outside. I thought to go and check for myself. But with the babe crying, and then you coming into the room…” 
Jane rushed to the window, as if Lizzy might still be there, but all she could make out through the fogged glass was a blanket of snow and a line of footprints leading down the front walk and past the small gate that separated the house from the street. 
“I don’t want to worry you, Mrs. Bingley. I could be mistaken…”
“You were right to tell me,” said Jane, hurrying from the room. It was just like Lizzy, who had been more distraught by Aunt Maggie’s death than any of them, to decide she would walk off her grief alone, in the snow, in London of all places!
She was racing down the stairs just as Charles was coming up.
“Ah, I was just coming up to check on you…” 
“Lizzy!” was all she said as she tried to push past him. 
He grabbed hold of her shoulders. “Jane, whatever is the matter?” He spoke in an anxious whisper, and she remembered that it could not be past six, and that the rest of the household was, if not asleep, then at least trying to rest. No one had been sleeping well since Aunt Maggie’s death, but Lizzy was the only one who seemed determined to fight sleep entirely: staying up late with their cousins, holding them as they wept; fetching this or that for their uncle, who barely said a word except as it related to his children or his work; even caring for Mama, who seemed just as devastated as her brother at the unexpected loss of Margaret Gardiner. 
“I have to go after Lizzy,” said Jane, lowering her voice. “One of the servants saw her leave some time ago, and it is so dark outside, and so cold, and oh God, Charles, she is not thinking clearly, you know she is not!”
“Shh, calm down, Jane, calm down.” He pulled her close, rubbing her back until her breathing slowed. But then she thought of the time they were wasting and pulled away.
“No, let me go! I have to find her, Charles.” 
“Jane, you have not even buttoned your dress properly.”
“I do not care about my dress! I have to—”
“Jane!” He again took her by the shoulders, and she saw how he glanced down at her midsection. Was he worried for her—or for the possibility of an heir? She knew, on some level, that such thinking was unfair and ridiculous. They had been married only six months, and she had miscarried only six weeks ago. There was no reason to assume she could not have children, and yet, the dashed hopes of that day when her body had seemed to fail her—to fail them both—haunted her on gray days like these. 
“Here, take my hand,” he said, leading her back up the stairs. “You check her room, just to be certain the servant was not mistaken. I will look downstairs. If we do not find her, I will call for a carriage, and we will go out together to look for her.”
Jane opened her mouth to argue; this plan would take half an hour, at least, and given how quickly Elizabeth walked, she might be on the other side of London before they found her. But then she saw how his eyelids drooped, noticed the dark circles under his eyes, knew suddenly that he wanted nothing more than to sleep after days of helping to care for her family. His offer to help, though it might slow them down, was a gift, and she could not, even in this mood, throw such kindness aside. 
And so it was that they found themselves in a hired cab with a grumpy old driver who did not understand why this well-dressed couple wished to roam the snowy streets of London before seven in the morning.
“No destination, eh?” he asked again through the opening that separated driver from passengers. “You’re certain you have no destination?”
“Just drive on, man! Drive on!” said Charles, nearly growling, and Jane, for all her worry and grief, had to bite back a giggle. They exchanged a glance, and then Charles, too, was stifling laughter. 
“This is madness,” he said, leaning in to kiss Jane before turning back to gaze out the window on his side of the cab. “If the snow picks up, I will not be able to tell your sister from a lamppost.” 
“I know,” she whispered, the joy of a moment ago suddenly gone. “What if we cannot find her?”
“Why would she leave like that? Perhaps she is already back at the house. Perhaps she merely went for some air, and we missed her.”
It was a real possibility, and yet Jane could not shake the feeling that Elizabeth needed their help. Still, even she was ready to return home an hour later, after they had traveled up and down the main streets of Mayfair, the coachman grumbling at them every few minutes. 
“Poor man,” whispered Jane. “He must be freezing.”
“We are paying him, and paying him handsomely,” said Charles. “But if we do not see her soon, Janey—” 
“Yes.” She sighed. “Let us—wait! Look! Over there, near the entrance to Hyde Park.”
Charles leaned over her to look out the window, and then called, “Driver, stop! Stop now!” 
The carriage wheels had only just halted when Jane and Charles were pushing open the door.
“You remain inside,” he told her, to which she replied, “Absolutely not!”
Perhaps it was that she never had disagreed with him so openly, or perhaps it was that the cold had made him too weary to argue, but soon they were both tramping through the snow, across the street from a row of the finest townhouses, hurrying towards a dark-cloaked figure of a woman. There was no question, the closer they got, that it was Elizabeth. Though the half-light of a London dawn made it difficult to distinguish her features from any other women’s, and though the snowflakes had obscured the color of her hair, Jane thought there could be no other young lady in London who would throw back her hood and point her face toward the sky, as if the day were sunny and warm, rather than chill and wet. 
“Lizzy!” Jane and Charles called together, even as they crossed the street. Jane felt glad then that it was early morning, with few carriages or people to block her way. Or to witness this scene, which, if she cared much about appearances, might make the respectable people of Mayfair wonder. 
Elizabeth’s gaze jerked in their direction, and then, slowly, she shook her head, scattering some of the snow that had begun accumulating on her head and hair. 
“Lizzy,” said Jane again, hands outstretched. She had forgotten her gloves in the rush to leave, and her fingers felt numb and stiff—at least until Elizabeth grabbed them, squeezing so tight Jane nearly yelped. 
“I thought,” Elizabeth whispered, eyes wide but clear, “I thought I would find it here.” 
Jane shook her head. “Find what, Lizzy? Whatever are you doing here?”
“I hardly know. I just thought…” Elizabeth looked around, as if she were as surprised as Jane to find herself in this spot. 
Jane looked past Elizabeth, into the empty park. “Did you and Aunt Maggie walk here often?” she guessed.
“What?” Elizabeth again looked around. “Here? No! Aunt Maggie calls Hyde Park the showcase of the mollycoddles—” Elizabeth stopped and swallowed. “She called it that.” 
Her eyes fluttered closed then, and Jane glanced over at Charles, who stood mute and anxious, his head turning at any passerby who might be a threat, his gaze going continually to the carriage across the street, as if he feared the driver might leave them (despite having not yet been paid). 
“Lizzy, we should go home,” said Jane quietly. 
“I thought, I really and truly thought I would find it,” she said, opening her eyes, which were at last overflowing. Two weeks had passed since they had received that terrible letter informing them of Aunt Maggie’s death, and not once had Jane seen Elizabeth cry. Until now.
“Find what, Lizzy?”
She began to cry in earnest then, and Charles murmured, “Jane, bring her to the carriage.”
She half expected her sister to protest, but Elizabeth, grasping her sister’s arm, followed wordlessly.By the time they reached the carriage, Elizabeth had stopped crying, but she looked so tired and empty that Jane found herself wishing she might tear up again. 
“What were you looking for, Lizzy?” she asked, knowing that she ought to ask this question later, after Elizabeth had gotten some sleep, perhaps even after the family had returned to Hertfordshire. But Jane suspected that when Elizabeth came out of this fog of mourning, she would only laugh at herself. She would poke fun and say, “What was I thinking?” without daring to answer the question. 
Jane was conscious now of the carriage driver, who stared down at them from his perch, and of the passersby, more of them about now that the sun had begun to rise. Messengers and servants were hurrying past, a few glancing at this odd trio who stood on the pavement, not walking, not boarding the carriage, not doing anything but standing about in the wet snow. 
Elizabeth leaned against Jane, as if she were too tired now to stand on her own. “A guaranty,” she whispered against Jane’s cheek. “I wanted a guaranty.”
“I do not understand.”
“Jane,” said Charles, meeting her gaze above Elizabeth’s head. “We ought not stand about…” 
But Jane returned her attention to Elizabeth, who was crying again. 
“I thought,” she said, pulling back from Jane and wiping her face so that she almost looked like herself again, “if I walked—it did not matter where, I had no idea of which way to go—but if I walked, I would find something, anything, a sign, maybe even…Do you know, I actually supposed I might come across him, that he might be walking through the streets of London at six in the morning?” 
Jane bit her lips to keep them from trembling. “Who, Lizzy?” 
“I thought, if I walked far enough,” she said again, this time without energy, “I would find some guaranty of happiness.” She released a choked laugh. “Mary would tell me to look to God, and if I had ended up at a church, I might have believed her.”
“Oh, Lizzy.” 
“But I walked, and I walked, and I walked without knowing where I was going, and what did I find? Just what I always knew, Jane: that there are six children in that house who must live the entirety of their lives without their mother, that Uncle Edward will forever carry this grief with him, that none of us is promised anything, and what we have can be taken from us in the blink of an eye—that there is no guaranty, none at all!”
Again, Jane met Charles’s gaze, but now there was no insistence on leaving, no anxious looks at passersby, only the recognition that they, too—in the darkness of the Gardiner house, in the aftermath of the miscarriage, in those terrible moments when all the world seemed without color or light—knew this to be truth. 
But not the complete truth.
“There is no guaranty of being granted happiness,” Jane agreed quietly, “but we might make our own happiness, Lizzy. You must believe that.” 
Elizabeth stared at her for a long moment, and then, slumping a little, nodded. “I am sorry. I should not have come here, I should not have…” She shook her head. “Will you help me into the carriage? I am so tired.” 
Jane nodded, offering a hand—but Elizabeth hesitated. She looked about one last time, as if searching still for the inexplicable something that had sent her wandering through the snowy streets of London. 
“No guaranty,” she whispered before climbing into the cab. Jane followed and saw that, within moments of settling into her seat, Elizabeth’s eyes had closed. Her breathing, though fitful, signaled the long-awaited arrival of sleep. 
Jane reached down to give her husband a hand, but he had turned away from the carriage and was staring at something beyond Jane’s line of sight. 
“Charles?” she called.
He stood with his back to her, unmoving, unresponsive, and she leaned forward so that she might see what had caught his attention. 
A man stood on the steps of the terrace house directly across from the park. He had just emerged, hat not even on his head. He was still, so still—frozen figure collecting snow.
Abruptly, Charles spun around and pulled himself into the carriage, slamming the door so hard that Jane shook from the rattling of it. 
“Drive on, man. Drive on!” Charles barked.
“Dearest?” she asked, reaching for his hand. But he shook his head and looked away.
As the carriage rolled forward, Jane could still see the man on the steps. He had not moved. The snow was falling harder now, and the carriage was moving faster, so that she could not clearly make out his features. 
But she knew, if only by the hurt in her husband’s expression, exactly who he was.



 
A FAMILY DINNER
 
JULY 5, 1837
 
Ask anyone in Hertfordshire: Fanny Bennet is a superb hostess! (Do not ask Charlotte Collins; she wouldn’t know chalk from cheese!)
Had she been anything less than superb, Fanny might have overlooked the many deficiencies of Pemberley’s dinner table. It surprised her that one so fine as Lady Rainford could ignore the tragedy that befell them each and every time they entered the dining room. Why were the ladies not seated before the gentlemen? Why did that disagreeable Mr. Darcy not provide a proper seating arrangement? Why was there only one course when there ought to have been two? 
This was what came of having a household run by men. 
She supposed Lady Rainford, the nominal hostess, did what she could for her brother. “You see your dinner before you,” the countess had announced at their first dinner together, adding, “It is to be a family dinner,” as if apologizing for the smallness of the meal.
Only seventeen dishes on the table!
Well, at least Mr. Darcy did not skimp on the meat. After four evenings of sitting next to Bingley (he was always miserly with the meat), Fanny found herself with a new dining companion. She sat near the foot of the table, next to the last man in the world with whom she wished to dine. To his credit, Mr. Darcy carved her a respectable slice of veal—but oh, what a pitiful portion of peas he served!
If only Dorothea had not sat on the other side of her. She saw Dorothea every day, for goodness sake! Could she not enjoy some variety in her company? And besides, to hear her sister chewing so loudly—well, was it any wonder that most of the Townshend family had sat at the opposite end of the table? 
As disgraceful as the seating situation was, Fanny had to admit: her dear granddaughter looked so well sitting next to her young Mr. Darcy! 
“My dear Lizzy!” Fanny called down the table. “Enjoy sitting next to your beau while you can. When you head the table, you will hardly be able to say a word to him!”
The general conversation stopped—as well it should have. Too many times these past evenings, she had tried to get a word in edgewise, only to be talked over by the younger set. She had always respected her elders!
The buzz of conversation grew louder again, and Lizzy—the other one—leaned forward to say, “Thank you for that advice, Mama. I shall keep it always in mind.” 
“Oh, Lizzy, how you like to vex me!” It was just her luck, to be flanked by Dorothea and Mr. Darcy, and then to sit directly across from her most troublesome daughter. “You know I could not have been speaking to you!”
Mr. Darcy turned away to cough into his napkin.
“I hope you are not ill, sir,” said Fanny. “My sister has been ill these past several nights—”
“I have not!”
“Well, you have snored so loudly that I thought you must be very ill indeed!” Fanny turned back to Mr. Darcy. “I have hardly been able to sleep.”
“I am sorry to hear that, Mrs. Bennet.”
“Hmpf.” She took a sip of wine. At least Pemberley had a fine butler; he certainly knew how to choose a good claret! “We ought to have been given separate chambers, considering the number of bedrooms—” 
“Did you manage to count them all, Mama?” asked Elizabeth.
“I did indeed. Twenty-seven bedrooms, sir!” 
“Thank you for that intelligence, ma’am,” said Mr. Darcy.
Now Elizabeth began coughing, and Fanny felt certain there was an unhealthy humor hanging over them both. 
“I do not think anyone has bothered to count the bedrooms before,” said Lord Townshend.
Fanny glanced down the table in surprise. That this handsome young gentleman—he would make some young lady very happy one day!—was attending to their conversation from almost the other end of the table made her think that perhaps this younger set was not so inattentive as she had feared.
“Are you certain you have not counted the bedrooms, Robert?” said that young man’s sister—she, too, was very good looking, though not nearly as pretty as Lizzy Bingley. “I thought you had lately gained an appreciation for counting things.”
“Quite true, Emma. I have Miss Bennet to thank for making me aware of the importance of precise numbers.”
“And what number of bedrooms did you come up with, young man?” asked Fanny, noting that everyone at the table had again grown quiet. She was glad for this, for if this truly was to be a “family dinner,” then they ought to all talk together, rather than break into their separate conversations, as was the case these past several evenings. Lord Rainford and his children, always laughing with each other! The young Mr. Darcy and Lizzy, heads together, talking quietly as lovers ought (though on one occasion, Fanny had overheard them discussing sheep herding, of all things!). The older Lizzy had even fallen into conversation with the older Mr. Darcy on occasion—but then Fanny supposed they could not avoid speaking to each other entirely.
“I counted the very same number of bedrooms as you, ma’am,” said Lord Townshend. “Twenty-eight.”
“Oh no, I said twenty-seven.” 
“Yes, exactly,” said Lord Townshend. “Twenty-eight.” 
“Robert,” said the young Mr. Darcy, frowning.
Fanny hoped that William Darcy was not taking on the disagreeable tendencies of his uncle. It was hardly Lord Townshend’s fault if he could not hear so well. 
“I think we might all agree,” said Jane, “that Pemberley is magnificent, Mr. Darcy.” 
“Thank you, Mrs. Bingley,” said that gentleman, smiling. Yes, he would smile at such a compliment, though he smiled at very little else. 
“The house is certainly large,” said Fanny, “and yet I cannot help but think, when Lizzy is mistress—” 
“Have I told the story,” interrupted Bingley, “of our fishing outing today?” 
Fanny glared at her son-in-law. He had been interrupting her a great deal lately! And for what purpose? To discuss fishing? 
“Oh dear, fishing!” Lady Rainford shuddered a little. Now there was a lady who understood proper table talk!
Lord Rainford chuckled. “Georgi loathes fishing stories. She feels so badly for the fish—except when eating them, of course.”
Most around the table laughed, but not Lady Rainford. The poor woman! Her husband was shockingly familiar with her in public, but then, that was the way of some of these aristocrats. Being an earl, Lord Rainford must have supposed he could say or do anything. Why, he was always touching his wife’s arm or kissing her cheek—in plain view of others!
“Ah, then I shall not tell you,” said Bingley, “how Jane caught the biggest fish of all today!”
“Did she?” cried several people at once.
“Oh, you must tell us, Papa!” said Lizzy, laughing prettily. It was a good thing she was such a handsome girl; even Lady Rainford, who clearly did not want to discuss fishing, appeared glad when looking at Lizzy Bingley. 
“I fear you will not think better of me for joining the gentlemen at their sport,” said Jane, blushing.
As well she should!
“That is very unlike you,” said Fanny, lest the others think Jane anything but ladylike. “You must not have been thinking clearly. You had such a long night with Thomas, I’m afraid. You ought to let Nurse Edwards handle him.”
Jane’s countenance grew even redder. “Thomas was no trouble, Mama. As for fishing—are you certain the story will not disturb you, Lady Rainford?”
“The only thing that disturbs me, Jane, is your hesitancy to call me Georgiana. I so dearly wish you would!”
It was so nice to see Jane making friends! As far as Fanny was concerned, her oldest daughter spent far too much time with Thomas. He was a sweet boy, and she felt for him. Truly! But because of his illness, Jane so rarely left Netherfield. That one month in London was the only time Jane went into society, a real waste in Fanny’s opinion, for Jane could have done just as well as Kitty. (Lydia would have done best of all her daughters, but alas, fate had sent her to Newcastle.) 
Well, no one could say Jane was not a dedicated mother. In this regard, she had taken after Fanny, for who could doubt all that she had done for her five girls? 
“I had not meant to join the gentleman,” Jane admitted, “but I am afraid I was, as my mother said, not thinking clearly. I was walking the grounds, paying no mind to my surroundings. If Charles had not called out to me, I would surely have fallen into the trout stream!”
The party laughed. 
“Perhaps I ought to have let you,” said Bingley, smiling. “You would have been by far the best catch of the day.” 
This comment produced more laughter, and even Fanny could not fault him for his public flirtation. After all these years, Bingley remained smitten with Jane—and who could blame him? Even in middle age, she remained lovely. True, her face had grown a little plumper—Fanny herself had avoided such a fate by refusing sweets on every day except Thursday and by making a liberal use of Gormer’s facial cream—but then Bingley, too, had grown a little plump, and oh, how gray his hair had become! Still, they were a handsome couple, a very handsome couple. It was no wonder that their children had turned out so well. Even Thomas, for all his deficiencies, was not unpleasant to look at. 
“I am only grateful that Mr. Darcy was not annoyed with me,” said Jane. “I know enough of fishing, sir, to realize that loud noises and unexpected movement make for very poor fishing etiquette.” 
“I was only too glad to have you join us, Mrs. Bingley,” said Mr. Darcy with what even Fanny had to acknowledge as gallantry.
“Yes, indeed!” said Bingley. “We were having no luck at all with the fish. I suspected they would come swimming to us as soon as you were a member of our party.”
Jane laughed. “You make me sound like some kind of fish charmer. That, or bait!” 
“I have always thought,” said Lord Rainford, “women would make better fishers than men, given the opportunity. You ladies have a good deal more patience than we men do.”
“I would not credit patience in my case,” said Jane. “A good dose of luck, as well as my husband’s ability to bait the line, allowed me to catch that fish. Charles had only to hand me the rod, and within minutes, I felt a tug on the line.”
“Did you not feel a little unwell at the sight of the fish, wriggling as you pulled it from the water?” asked Lady Rainford.
“I wish I could say so, but alas, I am not so tenderhearted.” 
Fanny clucked her tongue. “I know no one as tenderhearted as you, Jane! Lady Rainford, I am sure that my daughter was just as appalled by fishing as she ought to have been. Perhaps you were in shock, dear.”
“Mama, I saw Papa fish too many times to be shocked.”
“Why, you never fished with your father!” cried Fanny. “That was your sister!”
The sisters exchanged a laughing glance. 
“No, Mama,” said Jane, “you misremember. Lizzy has always disliked fishing, much for the same reason as Lady Rainford, I believe. Lizzy is your tenderhearted daughter, not I!” 
“Tenderhearted?” Fanny shook her head. “My Lizzy is as clever as they come, but tenderhearted? Oh, no!”
Elizabeth laughed. “Thank you for the compliment, Mama, though I believe you have overstated my cleverness. You are correct on one point, though: I have never been particularly tenderhearted, certainly not about fish. My dislike for the sport stems wholly from my lack of patience. For you see, Lord Rainford, I claim the right to be as impatient as any man.” 
“If impatience alone has kept you from the sport,” said Lord Rainford, smiling, “then I encourage you to give it another try, Miss Bennet. You never know: your opinion on making a good catch may have changed with time.”
To Fanny’s great surprise, Elizabeth blushed and said nothing. 
It was Mr. Darcy who responded: “We are not all as inconstant as you, Rainford.” 
“For goodness sake, Fitzwilliam!” said his sister, glaring at him from the other end of the table.
Fanny bit her lip, knowing she ought not smile—but oh, what a delight to see Mr. Darcy receive a set down! (Why he was receiving such a set down, Fanny could not be sure, but then, who cared?)
“Well,” said Bingley, clearing his throat, “now that you have become a champion fisher, Jane, will you join us again tomorrow?”
“Oh, no! I doubt very much that my luck will hold.”
“Rainford, you ought to join us,” said Bingley. “I have heard you are a capital sportsman.” 
“Only as good as most other men—but never as good as Darcy,” replied Lord Rainford, raising his cup in his brother-in-law’s direction.
“Rain,” said his wife, frowning.
“Oh, no one is ever quite so good as Darcy,” said Bingley, laughing. “Then again, Jane bested us both today. Her fish was larger than our two fish put together!” 
“Then perhaps it ought to be said that no man is as good as Darcy,” said Lord Rainford.
Almost everyone laughed at this comment—but not, Fanny noted, Mr. Darcy himself. He smiled a little, but was surely too proud to laugh at such a jab.
“You have him pegged, Rainford!” said Bingley, laughing still. “For all his superior abilities, Darcy is like all the rest of us lowly men—at the mercy of the fairer sex.”
“Or at least like most of us,” replied Lord Townshend. 
Fanny shook her head, having lost the thread of the conversation.
“I must not allow you to think I bested anyone,” said Jane with a rueful smile. “I was, as I said, merely lucky.”
“Oh, come now, Mama!” said Charlie from the other end of the table. “You are far more capable than you pretend.” 
“Indeed you are,” said young Lizzy. “What say you, Mr. Darcy? Was it luck or skill that allowed my mother to catch the biggest fish today?”
Mr. Darcy smiled. “Luck and skill are nearly indistinguishable when it comes to fishing.” 
“Perhaps when it comes to life, as well,” said Elizabeth. “How many of us can say for certain what portion of our successes may be attributed to our abilities rather than mere chance?” 
Oh, how vexing of her daughter to turn a simple conversation into a philosophical discussion! So much like her father, that one. 
The conversation had now got completely away from Fanny. Young Lizzy, having spent too much time in the company of her aunt, happily joined in this line of discussion. And the younger Mr. Darcy, being completely enamored with Lizzy, followed suit. Soon, they were so animated that they were talking over each other, throwing about words that made Fanny’s head hurt. Then Miss Townshend, Charlie, and Lord Townshend joined in, so that what had once been a peaceful dinner conversation had become a raucous debate. 
“I say,” declared Dorothea so loudly and suddenly that she startled everyone into silence, “it all comes down to a good night’s sleep.” 
Fanny shot her sister a sideways glance, thinking Dorothea would know about a good night’s sleep, for all the snoring she did! But she was too kind to say this aloud, and besides, Dorothea had done them a great favor by turning the conversation back to a sensible topic. 
Patting her sister’s hand, she said, “You are correct, dear: a good night’s sleep is at the root of everything.” 
“Ah, so now we know the secret to your success, Darcy!” said Lord Rainford. “I have noticed that you retire quite early these days. You never join us in the drawing room when the gentlemen return to the ladies.”
“I had no idea,” replied Mr. Darcy, “that you were desirous of my company, Rainford.” 
“Oh, yours and Miss Bennet’s both.” Lord Rainford smiled at Elizabeth. “I have noticed that she, too, is absent in the evenings.” 
In Fanny’s opinion, when an earl smiled in such a friendly fashion, it was only proper to return that smile. But Elizabeth, troublesome as always, merely cocked her eyebrow in that unappealing way of hers.
Lady Rainford frowned at her husband. “You are causing trouble, Rain.”
“Whatever do you mean?” Lord Rainford took his wife’s hand and kissed it. “You said yourself, Georgi, that—”
“Rain!”
“—it is terribly inconvenient to have only ten people for whist. Since Mrs. Philips does not play—” He nodded his head respectfully at Dorothea—“and since Darcy and Miss Bennet are both, well, asleep, we are left with only ten players. Twelve would allow us to fill out a third table.” 
“Your interest in playing games,” said Mr. Darcy, “surprises me not at all, Rainford.” 
This comment, which Fanny suspected was Mr. Darcy’s attempt at a joke, produced a deafening silence. It seemed to Fanny that whenever Mr. Darcy spoke, everyone else looked at each other as if they were not quite sure what to think. 
“Could somebody please tell me,” said Dorothea, “what any of this has to do with sleep?” 
“Nothing at all,” said the young Mr. Darcy, glancing between his father and his uncle. “That is precisely the problem.”
“I am not sure Darcy thinks it such a problem,” said Lord Rainford, laughing yet again. (Fanny had never heard a man laugh so much!) “Perhaps we ought to raise a toast—to sleep and its counterpart?” 
“Ladies,” said Lady Rainford, rising so quickly she nearly tipped her chair back—an odd show of clumsiness from this graceful countess, but then Fanny supposed everyone had drunk a few glasses too many. “Shall we leave the gentlemen to their conversation?” 
Soon, the seven women of the party were all seated in a semi-circle around the unlit hearth of the drawing room. Ah, how Fanny loved this time when the ladies might all sit and talk comfortably together! Or not so comfortably, in young Lizzy’s case. Within a minute of taking her seat, she had jumped from her chair and began pacing the room, heading first to the piano to plunk out a few, jumbled notes, then to the corner where the tall house clock chimed quarter to eight. 
“She must expect the second proposal tonight,” Fanny whispered to Dorothea. 
“What?”
Fanny rolled her eyes. Her sister never could hear a thing she said! 
“I said,” she shouted, “Lizzy must be expecting the second proposal tonight!”
“Mama!” whispered Jane, who sat next to Lady Rainford—but that good lady merely smiled. She knew her son was as good as engaged to Lizzy! 
From across the room, Lizzy said, “Grandmama, I would prefer we speak of something else.”
“Oh, do not be ashamed, my dear!” said Fanny. “We all know how these things happen, being married women ourselves. Why, I remember when your grandfather proposed to me—” 
“Mama,” said Elizabeth, frowning. 
“Ah, yes, forgive me. I am leaving you out of the conversation.” Fanny reached over to pat Elizabeth on the knee. Poor, troublesome dear! It was no surprise to Fanny—none at all—that her second daughter remained unmarried, yet it was a great pity. 
“I am afraid that I, too, have little experience with proposals,” said Miss Townshend, with a smiling glance at Lizzy, who had finally made her way back to her seat. 
“Oh, but you are so young! You will marry, I am sure,” said Fanny. “You are simply too pretty not to marry.” 
Miss Townshend laughed, and her mother said, “You are very kind, Mrs. Bennet, and yet I am not certain appearance is the sole factor in these matters. I have known many handsome women—your daughter among them—who remain unmarried. Perhaps the choices presented were not to their liking?” 
Fanny nodded, but saw that Lady Rainford was not looking at her; she was staring at Elizabeth, who clearly disliked this conversation.
“My Lizzy was tolerably pretty in her day,” Fanny said, again patting Elizabeth on the knee. “Why, she received a proposal of her own once!” 
“Oh, I have no doubt of that,” said Lady Rainford.
“He was a very respectable gentleman, too.” 
“Mama,” said Elizabeth, frowning in such a way that made Fanny think her daughter did not appreciate her kindness, not one bit! 
“Well, it is true! We might have been living at Longbourn still, if only you had accepted Mr. Collins!” 
Lizzy’s eyes widened. “Mr. Collins proposed to you, Aunt Lizzy? Before Mrs. Collins?”
“Well, I should hope he did not propose to me after Charlotte had accepted him,” said Elizabeth, laughing.
“But…” Lizzy spluttered. “Surely he was not the man you meant when you said you had once been in love!” 
At Lizzy’s exclamation, there was a collective gasp. Lady Rainford, in particular, appeared shocked, and Fanny worried, not for the first time, that Lizzy had learned too much impertinence from her aunt.
“Elizabeth Bingley!” said Jane in a tone quite at odds with her usual gentleness. 
Blushing, Lizzy closed her eyes briefly before saying, “Forgive me, Aunt Lizzy. I spoke out of turn. I am not thinking clearly tonight.” 
“There is nothing to forgive,” said Elizabeth, rising and going to her niece. After kissing her lightly on the forehead, she laughed. “I am the last person in the world who has any right to complain about speaking out of turn. Now, if you ladies will excuse me, perhaps I will retire—as it is expected of me.”
“Oh no, please do not retire yet! ” said Lady Rainford, appearing distressed. “Let us change the subject to something more pleasant. We have all, I fear, been too pointed in our speech this evening.”
“Or perhaps not pointed enough,” replied Elizabeth, with one of her mocking smiles. 
Poor Lady Rainford flushed red as a rose. She was so clearly discomposed that even Elizabeth took pity on her, for she resumed her seat and said,
“Yes, let us talk of something else, for we have put Aunt Philips to sleep with our conversation.” 
Indeed, Dorothea’s head had fallen forward, and though she was not snoring yet, the wheezing noise that escaped her lips presaged a great rumbling in the minutes to come. 
“Dorothea!” whispered Fanny, poking her in the arm. Her sister grunted, changed positions, and then resumed her wheezing.
“I do not blame her,” said Lizzy, sighing. “As much as I enjoy the company of everyone in this room, I find this forced separation of gentlemen and ladies after dinner to be so antiquated. Why must we sit here, talking about men, while they drink brandy and talk about anything other than ladies?”
“Lizzy! You cannot know what you say!” cried Fanny, shaking her head at such scandalous talk. The other ladies laughed, but Fanny knew, if Lady Rainford heard too much of such nonsense, she would turn against the marriage for sure. 
“You are exactly right, Grandmama. I cannot know, for I have never been in the dining room with the gentlemen alone.”
“I should hope not!” 
“Well, I have,” said Miss Townshend with a sly smile.
“Emma!” exclaimed that young lady’s mother. “When was this?”
“Oh, I was perhaps eight or nine. I sneaked out of the nursery and slipped into the dining room, quite unnoticed.”
“Well?” said Elizabeth, smiling. “You must not keep us in suspense. What did you learn about the mysteries of men?”
Miss Townshend laughed. “Their talk was so dull—about some naval matter, I think—that I promptly fell asleep under the table. I have great sympathy for Mrs. Philips, you see.”
They all laughed then—all but Dorothea, who began snoring in earnest.
“I suppose I ought to wake her and accompany her upstairs to our room,” said Fanny, sighing. It was so difficult, being a solicitous sister!
The clock chimed eight, and the younger Lizzy nearly jumped out of her chair. “I will take her upstairs, Grandmama. I am feeling a bit fatigued myself.” 
Jane and Lady Rainford exchanged a glance, and Fanny grinned, knowing precisely what they thought: Lizzy was going to find a quiet spot so that her young Mr. Darcy might propose again! 
After they left, Fanny said, “We shall have such joyous news in the morning!”
“Only if Charles does not complicate matters again,” said Elizabeth.
“Lizzy!” said Jane, blushing and laughing at the same time. She turned to Lady Rainford. “How vexed you must have been with us!” 
“On the contrary,” said Lady Rainford with a gracious smile. “Oh, at first we were all very disappointed, but Rain and I both admired Bingley’s willingness to put his daughter’s happiness above any material advantages such a match presented. Besides, we had only to wait a few days to learn that all was not lost. When my brother returned from his visit to Netherfield, so very hopeful…” She paused and glanced, oddly enough, at Elizabeth. “Now I suppose he had more than one reason to hope.” 
“And here I thought we had changed the topic,” said Elizabeth.
“Why should we change the topic?” Fanny demanded. “Lizzy’s marriage to Mr. Darcy is a very important matter!”
“Oh, naturally,” said Elizabeth, smiling, “and yet, it is just as Lizzy said: we are all here, talking of marriage and men, while they are all there, talking of politics or wars. It seems to me that if they can spend half an hour talking about topics that have very little to do with women, we ought to be able to spend at least a quarter of an hour discussing something other than men!”
“Of course you would think that, Lizzy,” Fanny said, shaking her head. “It is a ridiculous notion.”
“Oh, I am not so sure of that, Mrs. Bennet,” said Miss Townshend. “I am quite up to the challenge.”
Lady Rainford and Jane exchanged a look before laughing and agreeing that they, too, could go a quarter of an hour without discussing men. 
“This is nonsense!” Fanny cried, to which Elizabeth replied, 
“You could always remain quiet for fifteen minutes, Mama, if that would suit you better?” 
The others laughed, but then, after a long, wordless minute, it was just as Fanny had predicted: they none of them could think of a single thing to say!
It was Miss Townshend who broke the silence. “This is more difficult than I imagined it would be. I thought to raise the topic of music, but all of the composers…”
“Precisely,” said Elizabeth. “Though I suspect there must be some brilliant female composer in the world, and we just do not know of her.”
“Oh, Lizzy, women do not compose music!”
“I am not so sure of that, Mama. At the Meryton School…” 
Fanny nearly groaned, for she knew what would come next: five minutes of discussion regarding the school, though Elizabeth was quite sly in how she failed to mention the male teachers or students. Or benefactors, for that matter, for Fanny knew that Bingley did a great deal to convince his gentlemen friends to give funds to Elizabeth’s little project. Truth be told, Fanny had always admired Elizabeth’s scheme (girls were quite clever; she knew this from raising five of them), and she sometimes liked to go to the school herself to help the children with their needlework. But goodness, could Elizabeth go on and on about it!
“You clearly love your work with the children,” said Lady Rainford, her smile kinder than Elizabeth deserved, considering how she had monopolized the conversation. “Jane, do you and your daughter help with the school as well?”
“I do not help as much as I would like,” said Jane, “but Lizzy is often with her aunt.”
“I am glad to hear that,” said Lady Rainford. “She will be a great aid to the school here at Pemberley.” 
Miss Townshend clucked her tongue. “I think you broke the rules, Mama! Is the school here not your clever way of discussing Will and Uncle Darcy?” 
“Ah, ah, ah!” cried Elizabeth. “You were the one to say their names, Miss Townshend!”
They all laughed, and then Lady Rainford turned to Fanny. “Surely you must have an easy time thinking of a suitable topic, Mrs. Bennet, for you have five daughters. I hope your younger daughters are all well.” 
“Oh yes, very well, thank you! All but Lydia, that is.” Fanny sighed, then added, “Four years a widow, the poor dear.” 
Fanny half expected Elizabeth to say that this topic, too, was out-of-bounds, but it was Jane who whispered, “Mama, perhaps we ought to change the subject.”
Yet Lady Rainford leaned forward, clearly concerned. “You speak of…of Mrs. Wickham, I believe?”
“Yes,” said Fanny. “Poor Mrs. Wickham!”
“Come now, Mama,” said Jane. “Her last letter indicated she was in good health and good spirits. Now, why do we not discuss Kitty? Did you know, Lady Rainford, that she is just as fond of horses as you are?”
Yet Fanny refused to allow this shift in the conversation. “How could Lydia be in good spirits?” She began to dab her eyes. “I understand only too well the pain of losing a beloved husband!” 
“Oh, put your handkerchief away, Mama!” said Elizabeth. “Lydia is a good deal happier now.”
“How can you say such a thing, Lizzy? You were always against Wickham, always!” To Lady Rainford, Fanny said, “He was an officer, you know.”
Miss Townshend cleared her throat. “I believe we are straying from the rules yet again! What was it you wanted to say about horses, Mrs. Bingley?”
But now it was Lady Rainford who refused to be diverted: “I know something of Mr. Wickham’s career.” Then, after a pause, she added, “I cannot blame your daughter for her dislike of him, ma’am. George Wickham was no friend to the Darcy family.”
“I well remember there being some bad business between your brother and Mr. Wickham.” Fanny sighed. “But whatever your brother told you, Lady Rainford—” 
“Mama!” Elizabeth’s voice was as sharp as Fanny had ever heard it. “That is quite enough!” 
“No, I cannot be silent on this matter,” she retorted, her eyes rapidly filling with tears. Whenever she thought of Lydia—oh, how could she not cry! How many years had it been since she had seen her youngest? Her beautiful Lydia, stranded in Newcastle, a widow and—oh, she could hardly stand to think of it—a boardinghouse matron! It was simply too much. 
“If your brother,” Fanny continued, no longer caring how distressed Lady Rainford appeared, “had given Wickham the living he deserved, why, my Lydia would not be destitute and alone today, that is for certain!”
No one said anything for a long moment. Elizabeth had closed her eyes, and Jane was looking down at her hands. Miss Townshend glanced anxiously at her mother, who was clearly dumbfounded by this revelation. 
“Mrs. Bennet,” said Lady Rainford eventually, “forgive me, but you must be mistaken.”
“I wish it were so, Lady Rainford, for I know you are a kind woman who loves her brother, just as she should. Yet you ought to know the truth.” 
Elizabeth leaned forward. “No, Mama, you ought to know the truth.”
“Lizzy, please, let us change the subject!” said Jane, reaching over to take Elizabeth’s hand.
But Elizabeth shook her head. “It was Mr. Darcy who found Lydia and Wickham in London, Mama.”
“What? No! It was your uncle Gardiner—”
“It was Mr. Darcy who arranged for them to marry.”
“Mr. Darcy! You do not know what you—”
“It was Mr. Darcy who paid off Wickham’s debts—”
“You are talking nonsense, Lizzy!” 
“—and paid more still, all so that Lydia and her sons would not be without some measure of comfort.”
Fanny shook her head, hardly believing her own ears. 
“Mr. Darcy saved our family from ruin, Mama, and he saved Lydia from far worse than that. So do not say another word against him. He is the very best of men!” 
Mr. Darcy—the very best of men? But how could that be? He had been rude to them all from the very start! Had she any power to speak, Fanny would have reminded her daughter how this was the very man who had insulted her at the Meryton Assembly! But before she could form the words, Lady Rainford spoke: 
“If you truly believe him to be the best of men, Miss Bennet, then…then why?” 
Fanny stared at the countess, completely baffled at the change in both mood and topic. Now it was Lady Rainford whose eyes shone with tears, and Elizabeth had gone from angry to abashed in an instant. And what had any of this to do with Lydia or Wickham?
“I…” Elizabeth shook her head and looked almost on the verge of tears herself. “I do not know how to answer you, Lady Rainford, except to say that I have long thought highly of your brother, and have never wished him ill.”
Lady Rainford sighed. “I cannot claim to understand, Miss Bennet—but I want very much to believe you.” 
“I only wish I could say the same!” cried Fanny. “You cannot know what you say regarding Lydia and Wickham, Lizzy!”
“Mama, you need only ask Uncle Edward—or Lydia herself—to confirm the truth,” said Elizabeth quietly. “Mr. Darcy has been a silent but steadfast friend to our family for many years.” 
“But…but…” Fanny spluttered, and then stopped. It was as if someone had told her the sky was green instead of blue; her entire view of the world had changed. Yet one truth she could not give up: “But he is such a disagreeable man, Lizzy! So proud and disagreeable!”
Elizabeth smiled. “Proud, yes. Disagreeable—I cannot think so. And surely you cannot, either, when you stop to consider all that he has done—not just for Lydia, but for our Lizzy, too. If he had not come to Netherfield to talk with Charles, why, we would not be here now, would we?” 
“Well!” Fanny exhaled heavily. “Well! Jane, what do you think of all this? What am I to believe?” 
“I always believe Elizabeth, Mama.”
“Oh! Well, I do not know what to say. If this is true—well, I must thank him! All these years, and I have never said thank you! As soon as the gentlemen come in—” 
“No, Mama, I do not think that is wise,” Elizabeth cut in quickly. “Mr. Darcy does not seek attention.”
“Indeed, your daughter understands him well,” said Lady Rainford, a small smile playing at her lips. “Your happiness is gratitude enough, Mrs. Bennet, I am sure.” 
“Oh, Lady Rainford! You are too kind, too kind indeed! You must think my daughter terribly indiscreet, sharing such things in front of you! I beg you not to hold any of this against young Lizzy!” 
“Do not fear, Mrs. Bennet,” said Lady Rainford, taking both of Fanny’s hands in her own. “I find Lizzy—both of them,” she added with a pretty blush—“to be charming. I always have, even if I do not fully understand them.”
“Truth be told, I have never fully understood them either.”
Elizabeth laughed. “Do any of us understand each other? Or ourselves?”
“Oh, Lizzy!” Fanny would have wagged a finger, if Lady Rainford had not been holding her hands. “You are always trying to turn everything into a debate!”
“Actually, Mama, I was attempting to steer our conversation away from topics we had agreed not to discuss. I am sorry to say that we have failed miserably at our game.” 
“Of course we have!” said Fanny. “I could have told you from the start what a useless exercise that was. Do you really suppose men are better than we are, simply because their conversations have to do with worldly matters? No, indeed! They are more easily distracted, that is all. Allow them to talk of politics and wars. I prefer to talk of things that truly matter!” 
“Do you mean to say engagements and proposals?” asked Elizabeth, eyebrow arched. 
“That is exactly what I mean to say!” declared Fanny. “Listen! Here come the gentlemen!” Indeed, the door was opening, even as she spoke. “You can depend on this: they have been thinking of us, no matter what they have been saying.” 
The gentlemen filed in, Lord Rainford and Mr. Darcy leading the way in a very awkward and unexpected fashion: Lord Rainford held Darcy by the arm, almost as if he were dragging him. 
“Georgi, I bring you a gift!” he declared, laughing. 
“Do you see what I mean?” Fanny said in a loud whisper to the ladies. “They have been thinking of nothing but us the entire time!”
“What else would we be thinking of?” asked Lord Rainford. “It was because you were in my thoughts, Georgi, that I took such pains to convince—”
“Force,” interrupted Mr. Darcy. 
“Extort!” cried Lord Townshend, Bingley, and Charlie in unison.
“—your brother to return with us to the drawing room,” finished Lord Rainford. “We shall now have our twelve for whist!” 
“That is very impressive, Rain,” said Lady Rainford, smiling, “only, the ladies have lost one of our whist players—Miss Bingley retired early—and I do not see Will among the gentlemen.” 
Lord Rainford spun about, looking at the door. “He was just behind us!” 
“Oh, where could he have gone?” asked Miss Townshend, grinning impishly. 
“So you mean to say, after all that trouble,” said Lord Rainford, swaying a little on his feet, “we have only ten, after all?” 
“Just what trouble did you go to, Rain?” asked Lady Rainford. 
Fanny thought it quite obvious that it must have had something to do with drink—for all the gentlemen, excepting Mr. Darcy, looked and smelled as if they had just stumbled out of a pub. She looked again at Mr. Darcy, trying to find in him the savior that Elizabeth had described, yet all she could see was a man who frowned when others smiled.
“He threatened to drink the remainder of Darcy’s best brandy!” said Bingley, making a sound that was a cross between a laugh and a hiccup. 
“Mama, you were correct,” said Elizabeth. “We did in fact have the more meaningful conversation.” 
“Well, Rainford,” said Mr. Darcy. “It seems you do not need me after all, as you have too many players now. Goodnight.” 
“Nor I,” said Elizabeth, smiling. “Goodnight!”
Both turned to the door—and then, at last, all became clear to Fanny. 
“Mr. Darcy,” she said, hurrying toward him with hands outstretched, “you must allow me to—” Both Darcy and Elizabeth’s eyes widened, and Fanny nearly laughed—“be your partner for whist!” 
Their mouths fell open, almost in sync, and Fanny could no longer contain her mirth. Whist! Yes, that was the answer! If Mr. Darcy had indeed helped Lydia and Wickham—and Fanny supposed Elizabeth had no reason to lie about the matter—then she must find some way to thank the gentleman (even if he was disagreeable). If she could not speak to him of her gratitude, then she would show him. 
They would wrack up the winnings tonight! 
“But…but then there will nine players—one too many for two tables,” Mr. Darcy managed, looking about the room, as if expecting someone to support him.
“Oh, but Jane will want to retire early,” said Elizabeth, smiling sweetly. Ah, yes, clever Lizzy! She understood!
“Indeed, I have noticed her hiding yawns all evening,” said Lady Rainford. 
“It must have been all that fishing,” said Miss Townshend, who had already settled at one of the card tables. “You are surely worn out from such a taxing sport, Mrs. Bingley!”
“Indeed,” said Jane, smiling a little too brightly to be convincing. “Lizzy, take my arm, will you, and escort me upstairs?”
The sisters hurried from the room, Elizabeth glancing back at them, laughing as she departed. 
“Impossible,” Mr. Darcy muttered, and then, to the remaining card players: “Why do I sense there is a conspiracy brewing against me?”
“You are too easy a target, Darcy,” said Lord Townshend, shuffling a deck of cards.
“Yes,” laughed Lord Rainford. “Let us see if you are as successful at cards as you are at so many other things!”
“Do not worry, Mr. Darcy!” said Fanny, leading him to their table. She patted his arm. “They may make as much fun as they like, but you ask anyone in Hertfordshire: I am a superb whist player!”
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He was attempting to make shadow pictures on the ceiling when his uncle nearly stepped on his head. To be fair, it was dark, and his uncle could not have known he would be lying on the floor—just as Will could not have known his uncle would return to his study at three in the morning. 
But he should have guessed. 
Will rolled away just in time, and when he jumped to his feet, Darcy looked as startled as Will had ever seen him. Will might have laughed, if he had not been so startled himself. 
They stared at each other for a long moment before Will said, “The firelight was producing such a vivid display of shadows on the ceiling that I wondered if I might be able to reproduce them, and…oh, never mind.” 
He had started to turn away when his uncle asked, “But were you not too low on the ground? It seems the angle would not have been very good.” 
“No, it wasn’t,” Will admitted. “But I was also quite tired.”
“I believe you have a bed for that very reason.” 
Will smiled. “Strange how beds, even comfortable ones, do not always bring sleep.” 
“I cannot disagree with you on that point,” said Darcy, throwing himself into one of the chairs by the fire. 
Will hesitated, then took the seat across from him. 
“Not going to return to the floor?” Darcy asked. 
“You are welcome to try it for yourself,” replied Will. “The rug smells surprisingly fresh. I will have to congratulate—” He paused, running through the names of the maids in his head—“Peg on her good work in the morning.”
“Tilda, not Peg.” 
Will thought he heard a smile in his uncle’s voice.
“No, I am absolutely sure it is Peg,” said Will, his voice louder than necessary—but then he knew that this time, he had not made a mistake. Two months he had lived here now, and still he mixed up one name with another. But not now, he was certain of it. “Tilda cleans the east wing.”
“Not anymore.”
“Why ever not?”
“Peg broke her foot.”
“When did that happen?” 
“Er, three hours ago? No, that is when Mr. Danforth left. Perhaps four and a half hours is a better estimate.”
“The physician was called in? Is Peg doing poorly?”
“I have been told she is in pain—but resting.”
“Poor Peg.” Then, after a moment’s thought: “Wait a moment: I was right!”
“Whatever do you mean—you were right?” 
“It was Peg who cleaned the rug last, not Tilda. If Peg only broke her foot three hours ago—”
“Four and a half, really.” 
“—I was right!” 
Darcy shook his head. “You are—and I speak on good authority here—as proud a young man as I have ever met, William.” 
“There is nothing wrong with pride,” said Will stiffly. Then he sighed. “To be fair, I cannot be sure that my desire to be correct is a form of pride. Vanity, perhaps.” 
Darcy burst out laughing, and Will, after his initial shock, joined in. Truth be told, he was not quite sure why they were laughing, but it was three in the morning, and besides, in the two months he’d been at Pemberley, Will had never heard his uncle laugh with such abandon. 
“So Peg’s foot is the reason you are still awake,” Will guessed when their laughter had subsided.
“No,” said Darcy, the humor still in his voice, “I have not been losing sleep over Peg’s foot, unfortunate as her injury is. After I saw Danforth off, I went to bed.”
“Then what are you doing here now?”
“When you are three and fifty, William, you too may discover that you wake in the middle of the night and cannot fall back asleep.” 
Will narrowed his eyes. “You are trying to trick me again. You are two and fifty, Uncle.” 
“Well, I was two and fifty, Nephew—once.”
Will gaped, and Darcy laughed again. For all the guilt he felt at not knowing this crucial fact about his uncle—when in God’s name was his birthday?—he felt an even stronger surge of warmth. How long had it been since they had enjoyed each other’s company like this? Certainly not since Will had taken the Darcy name. 
“When was your birthday? I am sorry that I did not think to ask before now.”
Darcy shook his head. “It matters not. I do not feel quite the same reverence for birthdays as you Townshends.”
Will supposed no one felt quite the same about birthdays as his family. They celebrated each one in grand style. For years, Will had been begging his father to stop throwing dinner parties and hunting parties and any other kind of party he could conceive of on behalf of Will’s own birthday. He had disliked all of those gatherings when he had been at a home—rather, at Rainford House or Elms Chapel—but now that he was at Pemberley—at home—he almost missed the balls and social outings. Almost.
What he truly missed was the liveliness of his family: his father’s laughter over late-night brandies, his mother’s understanding smile in times of struggle, Emma’s whispered witticisms during dull social events, and even Robert’s cynical jabs whenever Will was feeling too full of himself. Yes, he desperately missed his family—yet not so much now that he was laughing with his uncle. 
“I suppose,” said Darcy quietly, “you must miss them.”
Will jerked straight, then laughed. “I should not be surprised at your ability to read my thoughts. You and Mother share that uncanny talent.”
“Or perhaps you are easily read, William.” 
“At least by those who love me.” 
His uncle cleared his throat. “Yes, well—I suppose this yearning for home is why I found you on the floor of the study?” 
“Actually, I was thinking about chimneys, which led me to look at the fireplace. After that, I saw the shadows on the ceilings, thought to make shadow pictures of my own, and then you found me.”
“You were kept awake by chimneys.”
“Well, not initially. I puzzling over the problem of the Reynolds family,” said Will. “You mentioned they were outgrowing the butler’s quarters, and I was thinking of those two empty cottages, the ones on the eastern slope, leading up to Dunn’s Rock, or rather the Old Gray Man, as I have heard some of the tenants call it—” 
“Yes, I am familiar with those cottages,” said his uncle, smiling a little.
“Well, when I asked York why no one lived in them anymore, he said they were structurally sound, but their chimneys are not very efficient—hardly reasons to abandon them, yet when there are better cottages to rent, I suppose those two are always the last to be occupied.” 
“That was not always the case.”
“No, of course not. But now—well, I wonder: have you read Count Rumford’s essay on improving fireplaces? I am assuming you have, as I found the book in your library, yet—”
“Yes, but I had not been introduced to Rumford’s work when I renovated those cottages…oh, thirty years ago now. You are proposing rebuilding the chimneys?”
“Well, I thought we might. The cottage nearest Pemberley would be ideal for the Reynolds family. It is the closest cottage on all the property to the main house, so he might travel back and forth quickly, if need be. And there would be just enough space for his wife and children.” 
His uncle was silent, and Will shifted uneasily in his seat. “You disapprove.”
“No,” said Darcy slowly. “It is merely…” He shook his head. “I find it odd to hear you talk in this way, that is all.” 
“But why?” Will frowned. “Did you not task me with learning every aspect of life at Pemberley? Every day, I have ridden the estate with York, talked with the tenants, studied the latest agricultural methods—”
Darcy held up a hand. “William, I mean no insult.” Then he gave a rueful chuckle. “I am more sympathetic than you realize.”
“Good! So I can move forward with—”
“What of the cost?”
“Ah.” Will fiddled with a thread that had come loose at the cuff of his sleeve. “The cost is not insurmountable. Perhaps even trivial, if we consider the long term gains. True, the sum will be nearly half the amount you have allotted for yearly maintenance of the cottages, and yet I believe it will be a sound investment.”
When Darcy said nothing, Will added, “I thought I might supplement the improvements allotment with some of my own funds.”
His uncle’s eyebrows shot up. 
“I know such a solution does not meet your idea of order,” continued Will, recognizing the sullen note to his voice, yet unable to root it out, “but really, it is no different from the many ways you give funds to various causes—”
“It is materially different, William,” said Darcy, frowning. “For one thing, Reynolds is not a ‘cause.’ Have you asked him if he has any wish to let the cottage?”
“Well, no. I had only thought of the idea yesterday, and just started putting figures together.” 
His uncle nodded. “Then your next step must be to ask Reynolds his views on the matter. His aunt let that cottage for several years during her retirement. She died there.” 
“Do you mean the old housekeeper before Bancroft? I have a vague recollection of her, but had no idea she had let that cottage.” 
“Reynolds was very close to her, and the cottage may be a reminder of his loss.”
“Of course. But if he should agree to take the cottage nonetheless—”
“Then you must offer it to him—with the stipulation that he pay for the improvements.”
“What?” Will gaped. “But I thought you liked Reynolds!” 
“I am not certain what liking Reynolds has to do with the matter.”
“The improvements will cost a good deal of money!”
“You just told me that the cost was not insurmountable—even trivial.” 
Will spluttered. “Yes, but—” 
Darcy smiled. “The key point is that I know Reynolds well enough to guess the consequences of your plan: if you presented this cottage to him as an act of charity, we would soon be left without a butler.”
“Surely that is an exaggeration! Do you really suppose he would be so upset by a simple act of generosity?” 
Darcy laughed softly. “You are the not the only one allowed to have pride.”
“Ah.” Will sighed, then laughed at himself. “I had not thought of it in those terms. Very well, I will speak with Reynolds tomorrow.” After a moment’s hesitation, he asked, “But it is a good plan, is it not? Taking those unused cottages, having the chimneys improved—whoever pays for them—and making them come to life again?” 
“Come to life again?”
“Er, yes, I suppose I am being a tad melodramatic.” Then he laughed. “I was thrilled when I found the Rumford essay. Do you suppose Reynolds will mind if I come by and see the fireplace repairs firsthand?”
Darcy shook his head. “Your mother would not be pleased with me if she were to discover that your hobbies now include reading about fireplace efficiency and staying awake all night to mull over estate business.” 
“And what is wrong with such hobbies? I’d wager they are not very different from your own.” 
“Precisely my point,” muttered his uncle before pushing himself to his feet. “Go to bed, William, before you miss your opportunity to sleep at all this night.”
“I am not tired,” said Will, even as he stifled a yawn. It had been so long since he and his uncle had conversed in so easy a fashion; he was not quite ready for their camaraderie to end.
“How about,” Will suggested, jumping to his feet and going to a small table near the window, “a game of chess? We have not played since you visited London last May, and I am determined to win at least once this year.” 
“Playing me at three—no, now almost four—in the morning, when I am half asleep, is as good a strategy as you are likely to devise, I suppose.”
“You have wounded me, Uncle, truly wounded me!” Will laughed. “Come, I owe you a blistering defeat after that remark.” 
Darcy glanced between Will and the door. “One game only, William.”
“Of course!” he said, though he guessed that when he had won their “one” game, his uncle’s competitive spirit would require an immediate rematch. 
Sure enough, they ended their second game over an hour later, laying down their kings in stalemate. 
“You look piqued,” Will said, grinning. “Perhaps I ought to offer you something to lessen the sting of two losses in a row?” He went to the liquor cabinet and poured two cups of brandy. He nearly spilled the first cup; it was his father who had always poured the brandy at Rainford House.
“Given my current state,” replied Darcy, “I would claim my stalemate is as good as a win.”
“Then we will toast stalemates and chimneys!” cried Will, raising the cups high.
“I do not toast incomplete victories,” retorted his uncle, smiling. Then, taking the proffered cup, he added, “Thank you, Will.” 
Perhaps it was the unexpected shortening of his name, or the fact that Will had not slept in nearly twenty-four hours. Then again, it could have been the brandy and laughter, which always made him think of his father.
In any case, the words slipped easily from Will’s lips: “Then let us toast fathers and sons.” 
Their eyes met.
“Er, and uncles and nephews,” Will amended hastily—but it was too late. Darcy’s face had changed; all the warmth was gone now.
Setting his untouched drink on the chess board, Darcy rose. “No brandy, after all. I am exhausted. Good night.” 
Embarrassed at his slip, and quite exhausted himself, Will did not try to stop his uncle this time. Indeed, he was glad to see him go, thinking they both needed to sleep off their odd moods. 
But then, just as he reached the door, Darcy stopped. “I received a letter from your mother yesterday.”
“My mother?” 
“She was lamenting your inability to attend the Rainford Ball this year.” His uncle turned toward Will, but kept his gaze on some point behind him. “You should go to London. Attend the ball, visit your family.”
“It is a long journey,” said Will slowly, trying to think this through. It made no sense, his uncle’s suggestion. As much as Will missed his parents and siblings, he would see them in May, when he and his uncle traveled to London for business. “Indeed, the journey is much too long for a single ball. I do not even care for balls—” 
“Stay longer,” said his uncle. “A month, even two. I will join you in May. In the meantime, your family will be glad for your company.” 
Will struggled to his feet. “But Pemberley—”
“Pemberley will survive without you.”
Dry humor or bitter acknowledgment? Will could not tell.
“Uncle,” he said, crossing the room. “I am sorry I misspoke earlier, and yet—” 
Darcy held up a hand. “The twelvemonth after you return will be busy. You should enjoy yourself while you can.” 
But I was enjoying myself, he thought, realizing for the first time since he had moved to Pemberley how much he loved the work of the past two months. And now he was being dismissed—for a mere slip of the tongue? 
Aloud, he said, “But what of Reynolds? If I leave now—”
“If he agrees to your plan, you may oversee the start of repairs before you leave. I will write your mother to let her know she may expect you in a fortnight.”
“A fortnight!” 
“That should give you enough time to prepare.”
“Well, I suppose, but—” 
“Then it is all settled.” Darcy turned and pulled open the door.
Will shook his head. “If you wish me to leave—”
“You should be with your family.” His uncle glanced back at him, his lips twisted in something like a smile. “Enjoy town—just beware the ladies of your acquaintance, and most especially their mothers.”
Something angry rose up in Will then. How dare his uncle offer this faux-paternal advice only moments after rejecting Will’s acknowledgment that he thought of him—this difficult, taciturn man—as another kind of father! 
“Oh, I am well used to them,” Will retorted, lifting his chin. He forced himself to think of all the Seasons he had spent in town with his father, a man who knew what it meant to interact with others, and to do so with charm and civility. 
“As William Townshend, a young second son with a modest inheritance—yes, you may be used to them,” replied his uncle. “But not as William Darcy, heir to a great estate such as Pemberley.” 
“Such a heavy burden I now have to bear!” Will said in so cruel and sarcastic a tone that he winced afterward.
“Yes,” said his uncle, leaving the room. “I know.”



 
FAILING THE TEST 
 
JULY 5, 1837
 
What Elizabeth admired most about Pemberley (on this night, at least) were the door knobs. Not a single one of them stuck or squeaked, at least none that she had tried. Granted, she had not followed her grandmother’s example and inventoried every room of the house. If she had, she might have found more evidence to support her claim. For her purposes, however, she needed only one example: the door knob to her room. It turned so quietly, so easily, that she could tiptoe into the hallway without anyone being the wiser for it.
She was not being deceptive. (Yes, she was.) She simply did not want to disturb Nurse Edwards and Thomas, both of whom slept next door. They had been terribly sleep deprived of late. She herself had stayed up half the previous night with Thomas; so had Aunt Lizzy. Her mother and father had been up since four, each taking their turn on the “night watch.” But it was Nurse Edwards who had borne the brunt of the vigil. Even Thomas had slept more than his nurse, though he had refused for several hours to close his eyes, so angry he was at being coddled. 
Elizabeth rather liked this defiant version of Thomas. In the five days following his dramatic arrival to Pemberley, he had rebelled against Nurse Edward’s gentle orders; he would not stay in his room and rest! When he grew tired, he simply found a quiet corner in some lesser known part of the house where he might read and nap. His behavior had caused his parents no little anxiety, for they never quite knew where he was. But Elizabeth was only too glad to see him behaving like any other child his age, pushing at the boundaries of his existence. 
Yet even she thought his independent streak had gone too far when she found him curled up, half asleep, in the sitting room where she had planned to meet Will. 
“Thomas!” Her voice came out more hiss than whisper, but then she had been half startled to death by the sight of him, head bent so close to the Argand lamp that she feared he might singe his eyebrows. “What are you doing out of your room at this hour?” 
He appeared even more startled than she, letting out a hoarse squeak and then clapping a hand over his mouth. She knew how much he hated making any sound he could not control—which was most of them. When her parents had shared the news of his unexpected speech, she had allowed herself to imagine the sound of her own name in his voice. But he not spoken since then; indeed, he seemed hardly to have remembered speaking at all. As Nurse Edwards described it, he had been half dazed and fully feverish that night.
When Thomas held up a book, Lizzy shook her head.
“Mama and Nurse Edwards would scold you terribly if they knew you had sneaked out of your room to read!” 
Crossing his arms over his chest, Thomas raised his eyebrows—the only way, she supposed, he could communicate with her, as it seemed he had left his conversation book in his room. But she needed no words to guess at his meaning: And just what are you doing, sneaking out of your room, Lizzy Bingley?

“I am not sneaking out,” she responded, as if he had spoken the words. “I have no prescribed bedtime. If I wanted, I could be in the drawing room right now, playing cards with the other adults! But no—I made the very wise decision to rest in my room until Will returns from—” 
She stopped abruptly. 
Thomas grinned and waggled his eyebrows.
“Do not waggle your eyebrows at me! You are only nine, and therefore not allowed to make innuendos.” She dropped into the chair next to him. “What are you reading?” 
He sighed and pushed the book toward her. 
“Tales and Stories from History,” she read aloud. “The book sounds captivating—so why the long face?” 
He flipped open the cover and pointed to a line in the introduction: “The object of these Tales is to impart at once instruction and amusement to the youthful mind.” 
Elizabeth laughed. Thomas hated reading books meant for children, even if they were good books. “Then why are you reading it?”
He raised his arms feebly; she was not quite sure what that meant. Perhaps a shrug of indifference? A way of saying there were no other books he might read? 
Whatever he meant, his body language made one thing quite clear: he was exhausted. It was as if he were staying up merely to spite himself. 
“Thomas, go back to bed. Come, I will tuck you in.” 
He shook his head wearily, then poked at the book.
“Do you want to read more? I thought you did not care for these stories.”
He made a face and jabbed the cover of the book.
“You wish I would read to you?”
He rolled his eyes, grabbed the book from her, and stood it on its base, as if placing it on a shelf. For a moment, she thought he was telling her to put the book away. But no. When she reached for the book, he snatched it back, opened the cover, flipped through the pages, shook his head, and returned the volume to its imaginary shelf. 
He looked at her, eyebrows raised.
“Thomas, I have no idea what you are trying to say to me.” 
He made a growling noise before repeating his earlier actions: open the book, scan the pages, return it. He did this again and again, each time running his finger down the spine of the book as if considering its title.
Finally, Elizabeth laughed. “You want me to take you to the library to look for a new book!” 
He clapped his hands together and, before he could help it, let out his own hoarse version of laughter. 
“You are a dear,” said Elizabeth, ruffling his hair, “but there is absolutely no chance that I will take you to the library tonight.”
He glared at her. 
“It is dark, you are sleepy, and there are two long flights of stairs between us and the library,” said Elizabeth, glaring back at him. 
He shrugged, grabbed the book, and opened it with a flourish, hiding his entire face behind its cover. 
“Thomas…” 
He waved a hand at her, as if to tell her to leave him alone. 
“You must go to bed, if not for your sake, then for mine.” She sighed. “I am in need of this room.” 
Thomas lowered the book so that she could see only his eyes. They were full of questions he was unable to ask aloud.
“Oh, very well, put down the book, and I will explain why—but you must not say a word to anyone…” 
Their eyes met, and she winced at her thoughtlessness. But Thomas did not seem to mind; he closed the book and leaned forward in anticipation. 
“I promised Will I would meet him here—not for any improper purposes,” she added quickly. Too quickly, for the words felt false, and Thomas looked confused. No wonder. For all his eyebrow waggling earlier, he was just a child and had no idea what she meant by “improper purposes.” 
For that matter, neither did she. 
It would have been one thing if she and Will had planned to meet for the same reason they had met in so many out-of-the-way places these past five days; such “improprieties” were improper only to others, never to herself. 
Tonight, however, she was meeting Will only to talk—or rather, to listen to Will talk. What she hoped he would say—well, was there any good outcome? He would either tell her that he and York had succeeded in their plan—a plan about which Mr. Darcy knew nothing—or that they had failed, in which case Will would likely come up with an even more reckless scheme for the following night. 
Then again, neither of these outcomes was the very worst that could happen. What if, in the course of the chase tonight, Will had injured himself—or worse? 
In that moment, the weight of what she had agreed to hit her with full force. All evening she had tricked herself into thinking this was but a youthful escapade they would one day laugh at together. 
“Do you remember, just before we married, how I met you in that pretty little sitting room on the second floor so that we might talk of sheep brigands!” she would say to him, to which he would respond with the joyful exclamation, “Yes, what adventures we had then!” 
But now, as she struggled to find a way of explaining the situation to Thomas, she could see how wrong they had been. Why had she not been able to recognize the deception and dangers earlier in the day, when she had agreed to keep Will’s plan a secret? 
The truth was that she had known—but she had allowed herself to go along with the plan anyway. She had not wanted to disappoint Will.
Thomas tapped his hand on the table to get her attention, then pointed to the small clock on the fireplace mantle. 
“When?” Elizabeth said, guessing his question. She stared at the clock: half-past ten. “Well, I had hoped he would be back now. He promised me he would be!”
When Thomas raised his hands, palm up, Elizabeth shook her head, not understanding. So he grabbed the book again, opened it, scanned the pages, and then jabbed his finger at one of the words.
“‘Where,’” read Elizabeth aloud. “Oh, you mean where has he gone?” She paused, chewing on her lip. Had she not promised Will she would tell no one? 
Had he not promised his uncle to let the matter rest?
Elizabeth sighed. “Will traveled by horseback to Hawthorne—it is a neighboring estate, about ten miles from Pemberley.” 
Again Thomas raised his hands, palm up, and this time Elizabeth could guess the question: Why? 
Why indeed! Because he is obsessed with catching these sheep thieves!
“You are jealous,” Will had teased earlier that day. They had found their way to a secluded section of the garden, perfect for sitting together, alone. Yes, perfect—except for the lack of appropriate seating. 
With a flourish, Will had removed his jacket and laid it out in front of a sturdy birch. There they sat, Will resting his back against the tree, Elizabeth sitting between his legs, her back flush against his chest, his arms encircling her waist. It was a shocking pose for two unmarried (not-even-engaged) people, yet Elizabeth could not help but feel as if it were the most natural thing in the world to sit with Will in this way. 
“I am not jealous; I am concerned,” she retorted, nudging him lightly in the ribs with her elbow.
“Ooof!” Will laughed and kissed her hair. “You need not be concerned; no sheep thief could be as fierce as you, Lizzy Bingley.” 
“I am not sure I appreciate being compared to a thief. Just more proof that your brain is addled, Will Darcy.” 
“Addled by love.” 
“Addled by some impossible and unnecessary goal of impressing your uncle.”
His arms stiffened around her, and she immediately regretted her words. Turning awkwardly in his embrace, she pushed herself to her knees so that they were eye to eye. 
“Will…” 
He shook his head. “This is not about my uncle, Lizzy. Or if it is”—he looked away—“it is about taking on the responsibility he has given me.”
“But why not discuss your plans with him? Or anyone aside from me? The fact that you have planned this outing in secret—” 
“It is not a secret!” Will frowned at her. “I am taking York with me. I have told Reynolds to expect us to return late.” 
“Yes, but you have told no one in the family.”
“I have told you, Lizzy.”
She tilted her head at him. “That is because you know I would raise the alarm if I could not find you after dinner!” 
He grinned at her. “Yes, we have developed a very agreeable routine these past few evenings.” 
Very agreeable, indeed. Each night, when the others played cards or talked in the drawing room, Lizzy and Will wandered off, never together, but always finding each other sometime later. It was a game of sorts: if she left first, she did not tell him her destination; if he left first, she had to search the house, guessing where he might have gone. Each knew only that the meeting place could not be one of their bedrooms, for even they were not so foolish as to tempt themselves in such a way. Remaining in a mostly-public setting forced them to observe at least the most fundamental rule for an unmarried couple.
“Lizzy, Lizzy, Lizzy,” he murmured, winding his arms about her waist and tugging gently, so that she fell against him. With his lips pressed to her ear, he whispered, “I will miss you tonight. I suppose you will be asleep when I return?”
She was so tempted to stay where she was, her cheek flush against his—that, or kiss him full on the lips. Instead, she took a steadying breath, pushed herself away, and said, “I will not be asleep because I will be worried half to death until you return!” 
“Lizzy…” 
“Will, you know I am not by nature diffident or fearful. If I am worried for you, do you not think you ought to be worried yourself? What good can you or York do, chasing after some elusive thief in the dark?”
“We will have Sir Dennis from Hawthorne with us, as well—and he is bringing pistols and a blood hound.”
“Pistols!” 
“This is our best chance to catch the thief, Lizzy!”
“Is that not what you said the other morning?”
“York had heard from a tenant that the thief was on Pemberley land, but we could find no evidence when we searched the area.”
“Then how do you know tonight is the best time to catch him? And why is your uncle not one of the search party?”
“My uncle…” Will looked away. “He thinks it best to let matters rest for now.”
“Wait—do you mean to say you are going against his wishes? And hiding it from him, to boot? Will!” 
“No, you have it all wrong, Lizzy! When York and I returned from our ride the other morning, we told Darcy that we had been unsuccessful—and he thought, at that time, that we ought not pursue the matter further.”
“Will—”
“But,” he cut in, holding up a hand, “we have new information now! Tenants at Hawthorne came forward, only yesterday, to provide accounts of the thief, and Sir Dennis is now determined to act. I think he is right. To do nothing would be to neglect our duty to our tenants and to our neighbors, Lizzy.”
“If that were the case, why would your uncle be against it?”
Will glanced away. “He does not know of this new evidence.”
“What you mean,” said Elizabeth slowly, “is that you have not yet told him.”
“Look, Lizzy, I have hardly seen him these past few days. He is gone by the time I wake, he is out fishing or riding with your father half the day, and after dinner, he retires early!”
“You sound as if you begrudge him his leisure.”
“In fact, I am heartily glad of it! I have never seen him so at ease, so happy, as I have these last few days. Come, Lizzy! Why should I trouble him with this matter of business when I might manage on my own?”
Elizabeth frowned. In this regard, Will was correct: Mr. Darcy seemed, if not a different man, then a lighter, more open version of himself. At dinner he continued to listen more than he conversed, and in the drawing room, he never participated in their games or impromptu dances (when he was present at all). But he observed this boisterous activity with a slight yet unmistakable smile. 
Elizabeth honored Will’s desire to help and support his uncle—and yet, she could not shake the feeling that he had not tried very hard to discuss these matters with him. If Mr. Darcy told Will a second time to let matters rest, then Will would have to admit to York and Sir Dennis that he (like a child) had been ordered to stay at home.
“Besides,” Will continued, “Hawthorne is but ten miles from here. If I leave directly after dinner—say, by eight, at the latest—York and I will have plenty of light. The sun will not set until half-past nine. I checked the almanac.”
The almanac? Could he not hear himself? Did he really believe a book would make sense out of this nonsensical plan? 
These were the words she had wanted to say, but she cringed at the thought of how he would respond. He would be insulted; he would be hurt; he would be angry with her.
Since when did she care what others thought of her? 
But he was not “others.” He was Will; he was everything!
Was he not?
Tell him he is wrong, a voice inside her urged. Tell him he is being foolish!

But another voice whispered to her, too: If you insult him, Lizzy, you will only hurt yourself.
“Will, your plan…I do not think….” She swallowed convulsively. Why had it become so difficult to say aloud what she was really thinking?
He stood up and held out his hands. Instinctively, she grabbed hold, and he pulled her into his arms. 
“Wait,” she said, turning her head just before he kissed her.
With a groan, he started to turn away, but she grabbed him by the front of his shirt. “Listen to me, Will. If you kiss me now, I will forget all my arguments, and—”
He leaned his forehead against hers. “Then let me kiss you, Lizzy. I do not want to quarrel.”
“Do you suppose I do?” She felt the onset of tears and quickly blinked them away. “But if I pretend to be anything other than bewildered by your plan…” Again, she stopped; the words caught in her throat: If I pretend, I will be lying.
“There is nothing to bewilder you, Lizzy! It is a mere matter of business. My uncle has told me, time and again, to learn all that I can from York. He has been steward on the estate for nearly twenty years now. He thinks Sir Dennis is right to act—and so do I.”
“Will,” she began, reaching up to trace the angry lines of his face. “Will, if you would but speak to your uncle first, or if I spoke to him—” 
“Please, Lizzy, no! Do not interfere, and most certainly do not tell my uncle. I have to do this.”
At these words, she ought to have pushed him away, but he looked so crestfallen, and she felt so miserable herself, that instead she buried her face in the crook of his neck.
“You have you said yourself that I am too concerned with gaining my uncle’s approval. And you know how much I value your good opinion, Lizzy,” he added, kissing her hair. “Now is the time for me to act on my own. If I cannot make up my own mind, if I cannot be my own man, how am I ever to be worthy of Pemberley?” 
She leaned back and looked at him. He seemed so vulnerable in that moment, so much like the boy he must once have been. 
“I need you to trust my judgment, Lizzy. Tell me you understand.” 
The only thing she fully understood in that moment: they were facing their first true test. Falling in love had required very little of her. Oh, there had been difficulties, for sure, but the turbulence of their courtship had originated from outside themselves. Would his family approve? Would her father relent? Would Mr. Darcy accept her? Rather than chip away at their love, these external challenges had only strengthened their resolve. 
But living in love? How much harder that was! How was she to navigate the mundane dilemmas of everyday life without snuffing out the spark that had brought them together in the first place? What if the real threat came not from without, but within? 
“Tell me you trust me, Lizzy,” he said again, his eyes wide and pleading.
Was there any answer she could give except, “Yes, of course I trust you, Will!” 
Yet had it been the right answer? Did she trust him? His love—absolutely. But his judgment? He was so eager to prove himself—to her and to his uncle. What if she did not, in fact, trust his judgment on this matter? 
Apparently, she trusted her own judgment even less. 
Will tried to assure her: no matter what, he would return to Pemberley by half past ten at the very latest. He would carry his pocket watch; he would check it regularly!
“And then,” he said with a boyish grin, “I will be back early enough to meet you in that small sitting room on the second floor. No one ever makes use of it these days. Do you not think we ought to change that? There is a question I have been wanting to ask you, since your very first day at Pemberley…” 
“And just why have you waited, Mr. Darcy?”
“Your father made me promise to wait at least a week; he wanted you to have time to decide if Pemberley suited you.” He pulled her close, kissing her ear, her jaw, her neck. “By that delightful little sound you make when I kiss you, I would guess Pemberley suits you just fine.” 
“What a rogue you have turned out to be—running about with thieves and seducing innocent young women!” she replied, laughing. “Your math is off, you know. It has been only six days by my count—and only then if you include that first night.” 
“If the book of Genesis is to be believed, God needed only six days.” He pulled back, gazing into her eyes. “Will six days be enough for you?” 
“I suppose”—she slipped out of his arms and raced down the garden path—“you will just have to wait and see!” 
He had made as if to chase her, but in the end had let her go, and she had run into the house, laughing with relief: they had weathered their first storm together.
Now, she waited—twenty-eight minutes until eleven—and wondered: had they failed the test, after all? 
“I do not know what to do,” she said to Thomas, who looked at her with confusion and concern.
And why should he not? She had told him nothing of what she was feeling, only that Will had ridden to Hawthorne without telling anyone else in the family of his plans. 
In a wooden voice, she explained just enough of the situation to make him realize why she was waiting for Will, and why she was worried for him. She could not, of course, articulate this new fear: that she and Will, for all the love they shared, might not be ready for the marriage everyone around them believed was bound to happen, and happen soon. 
Perhaps because he was tired, or perhaps because he was only a child, Thomas took hold of her hand and squeezed. All will be well. 
Though hardly certain of this herself, she put on a brave smile and coaxed him back to bed. Quietly, she tucked him in, making sure not to wake Nurse Edwards, who slept in the small dressing room attached to Thomas’s chambers. 
“Would you like for me to sit with you a while?” Elizabeth whispered, even as she thought of that empty little sitting room down the hall, wondering if Will had returned yet. 
Thomas shook his head, yawned, and seemed ready to doze off, when to her surprise, he sat up and reached for his conversation book.
“Why not talk with Mama or Papa?” he wrote. “They could help you decide whether to tell Mr. Darcy if Will does not return soon?” 
Elizabeth smiled at Thomas, but knew she could do no such thing. They would certainly advise going to Mr. Darcy immediately, and she hated the idea of Will returning home a few minutes late, only to discover that she had betrayed his trust, after all. 
Yet what if he was in danger? What if he needed help? She stood in Thomas’s doorway, wracked with indecision, when her aunt’s door opened across the hall.
“Of course!” she whispered, grinning at the startled countenance staring back at her. Why had she not thought to talk to Aunt Lizzy about her concerns? She would not tell Mr. Darcy.
Or would she?
Since that first night at Pemberley, when Mr. Darcy had all but admitted his interest in her aunt, Elizabeth had watched the pair carefully. They were not indiscreet, but he was too happy, and she was too distracted, to be quite like themselves. 
Still, Elizabeth could not imagine her aunt ever giving bad advice, even if she was in the throes of romantic love. (How strange to think of unflappable Aunt Lizzy and stoic Mr. Darcy in the throes of anything, much less love!) 
So, without reservation, she cried out, “Aunt Lizzy! I am so glad to see you!” 
Her aunt glanced up and down the corridor before whispering, “Were you looking for me, dearest?”
“Yes, though I had not realized it until this very moment!” Crossing the hall and taking her aunt by the hands—why did Aunt Lizzy keep looking up and down the corridor?—she asked, “Could I talk with you?”
“Er, now?” 
Elizabeth hesitated. Her aunt’s voice sounded odd. “Well, yes, if you were not about to retire. Seeing you come into the corridor, I thought perhaps you were not, but if I was wrong—” 
“No, no, I have no plans to retire. Yet.” 
She tried to read her aunt’s expression, but she could make out very little in the darkness. Neither of them held candles, and the wall sconces did little except cast shadows. 
“I am in desperate need of advice.” 
Her aunt squeezed her hands. “Of course, dearest!” 
Elizabeth smiled, glad to hear her aunt sounding exactly as she should. But then, when she made to enter the bedroom, Aunt Lizzy blocked her way, adding in a rather high-pitched voice, “Let us walk, shall we?” 
“Very well,” said Lizzy, thinking that perhaps this was a good idea, for they could wander past the sitting room. Will might be there, waiting, and then she would have to say nothing at all to her aunt—or would it be all the more reason to tell her everything? 
She took her aunt by the arm, but her aunt hesitated.
“Allow me to return to my chambers for something. I…I just want to jot down an explanation…er, in case…” 
Aunt Lizzy disentangled her arm and hurried into her room, the door swinging closed behind her. 
For a moment, Elizabeth could only stare at the wooden panel. Had her aunt just shut the door on her? No, the door had not latched; it was just one of those doors that did not stay open unless propped. Yes, that was it.
Wasn’t it?
There was something decidedly strange happening here, and Elizabeth was too curious by nature not to wonder what it was. Was it possible her aunt was hiding something? Surely not! 
Yet Elizabeth had only to think of Lord Rainford’s pointed jokes at dinner to keep her suspicions alive. Could it be true? Could Mr. Darcy have been coming to visit her aunt every evening after dinner? 
Without further hesitation, Elizabeth pushed open the door, her eyes adjusting to the relative brightness of the room, which was lit by several candles on the bedside table and an Argand lamp on the writing desk. When she could see clearly enough, her lips parted in astonishment.
“Are you putting a note on your pillow, Aunt Lizzy?”
Her aunt spun around, uttering a squeak of surprise. 
Was she blushing? Had Aunt Lizzy ever blushed? 
Then, seeing how her aunt looked at some point behind Elizabeth, out into the hall, Elizabeth turned quickly around and saw—well, nothing. Only Thomas’s door. 
“Ah!” she said, realization dawning. She laughed at herself—and her wild speculations. “You are worried about Thomas!” The note was no doubt for Nurse Edwards, in case Thomas had another seizure, and the nurse came looking for help. “Well, I just came from his room. I think he will sleep soundly tonight.” 
Aunt Lizzy bit her lip, and then, quite suddenly, began to laugh. “Oh, Lizzy, I am glad to hear that Thomas is well, but the truth is…” Her aunt stopped, shook her head, and laughed again. “Let us go for that walk, yes? You will tell me whatever it is you wish to tell me, and I…well, I suppose it is time that I talk to you, as well.” 
“Er, of course,” said Elizabeth, back to wondering if her speculations were not so wild after all. Then she caught sight of the clock on the mantlepiece and cared no more about her aunt’s romantic intrigues. 
Eleven o’clock!
“Come,” said Aunt Lizzy, taking her by the arm and steering her down the hall, “you look as if you have seen a ghost.”
“No! It is only—could we stop at this sitting room, just for a moment?” Elizabeth quickened her pace. “I just want to see if—” 
She halted abruptly in the doorway of the sitting room. Empty. 
“Oh, Aunt Lizzy,” she whispered, tears filling her eyes. 
“Lizzy, dearest, what is it? Come, we will sit here and—” 
“No, let us keep walking.” Elizabeth tugged on her aunt’s arm. “We will walk…to the garden!”
Anyone else would have protested: The garden! At this time of night! But her aunt only said, “I have long admired moonlit strolls.” 
“Is there much moonlight tonight?” Elizabeth wondered aloud. Was it full moon yet? Why had she not paid more attention to the calendar? (Perhaps she, too, ought to have checked an almanac!) If the moon were bright enough, there would be enough light for them to stay safe. 
Will was fine, completely fine! 
“Hmm, I suppose we will see soon enough,” replied her aunt, as they descended the main staircase. “Last night, when I was pacing Thomas’s room, I recall stopping at the window to admire a quarter moon.” 
Elizabeth’s face must have shown her disappointment, for Aunt Lizzy said, “Never fear! I would walk in the garden with you during new moon, if you wished. We could fall head first into that monstrosity of a reflecting pool, but otherwise, I suppose we will be safe enough.”
“Do you not like the reflecting pool?” Elizabeth asked, if only to distract herself from her fears. What was she to do? She had to tell Aunt Lizzy—and should she not tell Mr. Darcy, as well? Each minute Will was late, each minute she dithered, might mean all the difference! Will could be hurt, dying! Or, he might return at this very moment…
Elizabeth stopped midway down the staircase, staring at the main doors, willing them to open. 
“Elizabeth!” called a voice from behind them. “Miss Bingley!”
Elizabeth spun around, sure it was Will—but no. It was his uncle, and besides, Will called her Lizzy. So did Mr. Darcy, for that matter. She had only a moment wonder at his use of names before realizing that he was not alone. The butler followed a few paces behind, looking pale and anxious. 
“Miss Bingley,” said Mr. Darcy, his voice grave. 
“It is Lizzy,” she whispered, staring down at her hands.
He knows!

“Where is William?” 
She told herself to look up at him. When had she ever been afraid to look a person in the eye? 
Instead, she turned to Mr. Reynolds, who said, “It is quite late, Miss Bingley, and he did not say where he was going, only that I should expect him by half past ten. I began to grow worried.” 
Her aunt gently squeezed her hand. All will be well.
No, it would not.
At last, Elizabeth met Mr. Darcy’s hard stare. 
“He has gone to Hawthorne,” she whispered.
Blood rushed to his face. 
“Do not be angry!” she cried. “He and Mr. York believe—” 
But Mr. Darcy was already racing down the stairs, calling for his horse.



 
PART III: RESURRECTIONS AND RENEWALS



 
BURNING THE PORTRAITS
 
APRIL 1834
 
When her husband said, “I must ask a favor of you,” Marie knew the evening would be difficult. Archie almost never asked for favors; he was too busy granting them—to her and the children, to the servants who worked under him, but most of all, to The Family. 
Marie didn’t mind, not usually. Most days, she took pride in her husband’s good nature. There was no man in all of Derbyshire who worked so hard, and with such kindness, as Archie Reynolds. Besides, having grown up in service, she knew the rhythm of this life. Indeed, she knew it at its worst. When she heard a Pemberley servant complain about some small thing, she would snap, “At least you aren’t at Rosings!” 
She usually said this in French, adding a few expletives for good measure. It was important to practice, for after so many years of living here, she was losing her native tongue; she even dreamed in English now. 
“The staff are more frightened of you than they are of me, mademoiselle!” Archie would tease, putting on a terrible French accent. 
“It is madame now, merci beaucoup!” she would retort, giving him a kiss on each cheek (and, if the children weren’t watching, a nice squeeze on the derrière). 
She had always said, when they first fell in love, that she would teach him the proper way to speak French, but there never had been enough time for that. Or much of anything else, if it didn’t have to do with Pemberley. It was a wonder they’d managed to sire four children, all born healthy and still alive, grâce à Dieu. 
Sometimes, when the six of them were crammed together in the makeshift butler’s apartment, each trying to find a space to breathe, she couldn’t help but look up at the ceiling, knowing there were dozens upon dozens of unoccupied rooms above their heads. She’d picture the master and mistress, each of them in their separate chambers, and her chest would burn with the sick heat of jealousy. But then she’d feel a different kind of warmth—little Nancy’s breath against her cheek, or young Tim’s hand in hers—and she’d feel sorry for those lonely people above her, with all their empty spaces.
There’d been a time, before her first child, when Marie had thought she might be able to stay on as lady’s maid. She’d taken pride in her work, after all, and though it wasn’t exactly proper for a wife to continue working, she and Archie both knew how hard it would be to train another woman to wait on Mrs. Darcy. 
Fran, do this! Fran, do that!
Fifteen years later, Marie could still hear that shrill voice in her head, calling her by a name that wasn’t even hers. “My last name is François,” she had once tried to tell her mistress, only to have a hairbrush thrown at her. 
So, she couldn’t say she’d been heartbroken when, during her first pregnancy, the nausea had been so bad that Archie had begged her to give up the position. Oh, what a terrible few months that had been for the household—not to mention all those poor girls who had been tried on and discarded as lady’s maids. Five different young women had quit, almost all within a week of being hired, before one finally stuck—and only then because Mr. Darcy had told his wife she’d fetch her own breakfasts if sweet-tempered Valerie Bisset gave her notice.
But Marie supposed no one had suffered more during that transition than the mistress herself. For all the ways that woman had terrorized her, Marie knew too much about Anne de Bourgh Darcy to feel anything other than pity.
Which was why, when Archie had asked for her help with the burning of the portraits, she had said, “Yes, oui, of course, mon chéri.”
But she hated the very idea of it. Seemed like some awful pagan ritual to her—and to think, the English dared to call the French heathens for being Catholic!
“An exorcism of demons,” muttered Marie, as she and Archie tucked the youngest two into bed. Gilly Bancroft had offered to watch the children; she didn’t know about the burning of the portraits, but she knew Mrs. Darcy had planned something that required the butler and his wife—but not the housekeeper. 
“She’s never liked me,” sniffed Gilly, who never had got over the fact that she had to plan menus (on the rare occasion when there was to be a dinner party or ball) with the master, and not the mistress. Marie thought Gilly ought to have felt grateful for being left out this time.
When the younger children were asleep, and the older ones had been told in no uncertain terms to behave themselves, Marie and Archie made their way through the labyrinthine basement to the kitchens, ghostly in their silence on this evening when no dinner would be served. Susie, a new scullery maid, was making an effort to scrub a patch of floor that never would get clean, but most of the servants had taken advantage of this unexpected break by putting their feet up—quite literally, in the case of Ned, a footman who promptly put his feet down again the moment he saw Archie enter the servants’ hall. 
“Look smart, gentlemen,” said Archie—a favorite phrase, one that the footmen routinely mocked behind his back (and then repeated to themselves in earnest whenever they needed a bit of confidence). 
The dozen or so servants shuffled to their feet and offered respectful bobs and bows as Marie and Archie passed. But Marie could see how they all looked at each other, eyes full of questions. First, dinner canceled. Then, the butler and his wife, leaving the house all somber-like.
There’d be talk. 
Grabbing Archie by the hand, Marie winked at one of the housemaids. “Bonne soirée!” 
“Ooh, he and the Missus will be having a good evening, that’s for sure!” she could hear Ned say as they left the hall. 
Laughter followed them out into the dusk. 
Archie brought her hand to his lips. “My clever wife. If only we could have a good evening.” 
A wagon awaited, the horse’s breath fogging up the cool evening air. As Marie climbed onto the seat, she glanced back at the cargo. The portraits were covered in the finest of velvets and separated by a thick bale of hay, as if they were being transported a hundred miles and needed to be protected.
That was just like Archie, to take such good care of things that would soon be nothing but a pile of ashes. 
She supposed the ride to—well, she didn’t know where they were going—would be silent. This was a solemn affair, after all. 
But Archie surprised her: 
“Do you know why Mrs. Darcy hates them so much?”
Marie glanced again at the portraits. It didn’t matter that they were covered; she could see their faces clearly enough: Lady Catherine, glowering, and—even worse—Sir Lewis de Bourgh, grinning. 
“Doesn’t she hate everybody?” Marie asked, trying for time. She had never told Archie; she had never told anyone. To speak the words aloud—non! This she could not do.
She saw the disappointment in Archie’s face. He thought she was being cruel, and perhaps she was. It was a tactic she had learned from Mrs. Darcy: fling insults to avoid saying anything worse. 
“Ah, Marie,” said her husband, “that’s not like you.” 
“And it’s not like you to gossip.” 
This elicited a soft chuckle. Archie put an arm about her shoulder, and she leaned against him, glad in spite of everything to be out with her husband, bumping along this old cart path to nowhere. 
“I suppose,” said Archie after a long silence, “even a staid butler is allowed to be curious when he’s asked to set fire to a pair of fine portraits.” He spoke quietly, as if his voice might wake the birds settling into their trees for the night. So solicitous for everyone and everything, her Archie. 
“Surely Mr. Darcy provided a few words of explanation?” Marie said, and they both snickered.
It was one of the only jokes they allowed themselves about Mr. Darcy—how little he spoke. 
“How many words today?” Marie would ask Archie each evening, after he had overseen dinner and before he closed up the house for the night. 
“He spoke a good deal, for Mr. Darcy,” replied Archie now. “Said they’d finally sold Rosings—”
“About time! Haunted, that terrible old house!” 
“—and the only things they were taking from the estate were these two portraits. I thought he’d tell me to find a place in the gallery to hang them, so when he asked if I’d help burn them instead—well, you can guess how I reacted.”
“No, mon chéri, I cannot.” 
Had he laughed in surprise? He sometimes did that, even at the worst of news. Or had he managed to keep his countenance and bow, in that dignified way of his, as if it were no matter at all to burn portraits?
Laugh. That was her guess. 
“I was so startled that I laughed.”
Marie smiled.
“I hope I didn’t upset Mr. Darcy,” Archie continued. “I can only be glad Mrs. Darcy wasn’t present.” 
“He doesn’t upset easily, that one.”
“No, or at least he doesn’t let it show, which I sometimes think is worse. Do you know what he asked me the other day?”
Marie arched a brow. “Do you mean to say he asked you something beyond, ‘How are the servants this morning, Reynolds?’ Why, he’s become a real—what is your English saying for moulin à paroles? Ah—prattle basket!” 
Archie laughed. “Haven’t heard that phrase since Aunt Nancy passed. Yes, a regular prattle basket, Mr. Darcy is. He asked me if I had ever thought of leaving.” 
Marie’s own laughter died in her throat. “And what did you say?”
“Nothing at all.” 
Marie nodded. They had, of course, talked of leaving. Not very seriously, and not very often, but it was a thought always in the back of her mind: could they live outside this small, self-contained world called Pemberley? She loved nearly everything about the place she now called home—the beauty of the countryside, the small community that had embraced her, and yes, even the unending nature of the work. Yet she also felt a secret thrill at the idea of striking out on their own, of dictating their own hours, of taking on some task they had created for themselves.
“Why do you suppose he asked you that?” Was he unhappy with Archie? How could he be, after all he had done for Pemberley?
“Don’t you worry, mon chéri,” Archie said, and Marie laughed, for he had used the masculine form of the endearment, having only heard her use it with him. “I think he asked me because—well, he was thinking about it.”
“About what? About you leaving?”
“No. About leaving himself.” 
Marie gaped. “Mr. Darcy? Leave Pemberley?” 
“Well,” said Archie, shrugging, “why shouldn’t he think of it? We’re about the same ages, and we’ve lived in Derbyshire our entire lives. What would it be like, he asked me, to start again? If I sometimes think about it, why shouldn’t he?”
“It’s not the same!” said Marie, her voice rising so sharply that the horse jerked and neighed. 
“Shh! Shh!” murmured Archie—to her or the horse, she couldn’t be sure. 
“He can travel anytime he likes,” Marie continued, more quietly. “He has everything. Why should he want for more?”
She knew, even before Archie shot her that sideways glance, how the words were not quite true. She thought again of all those empty rooms and sighed. 
“Perhaps not everything,” she admitted. “But it’s not the same.”
“No, it’s not.” 
Marie exhaled slowly, watching the puff of warm air dissipate in the dusk. “Where are we going, anyway? The Old Gray Man?” 
“Good God, no,” said Archie. “That place is sacred to him, and this burning—well, it’s as you said. An exorcism.” 
“An exorcism is sacred, too,” Marie muttered. She wondered if it would work, watching them go up in smoke. Would anything be different afterward? 
It hadn’t worked before.
They soon reached a wide clearing, the pastureland farthest from the house, farthest from the tenant cottages, farthest from any living creature but sheep, who were bound to keep their secret. Archie tugged gently on the reins, bringing the cart to a stop, and then jumped down to give the horse a handful of oats and a good rubdown. 
Marie followed him down from the cart, looking about for any sign of the Darcys. 
“How will they find us?” she wondered aloud. 
Archie pointed to an abandoned well, surrounded by a tall pile of stones to keep animals and children from tumbling down unawares. 
“I think it’s the only unimproved spot on Pemberley lands,” he said, a smile evident in his voice. 
She scanned the distance, trying to guess how they would travel. By gig, most likely, as it was too dark to ride, and they would not want George, the carriage driver and a notorious gossip, to be witness. Still, it was strange to imagine Mr. Darcy driving himself anywhere. Not that this whole evening wasn’t strange. 
“I suppose it was her idea, this burning,” she said, rubbing her hands to keep them warm. Then she remembered the blisters on Miss de Bourgh’s fingers. Yes, the burning would have been her idea. 
“I suppose,” said Archie. He gave the horse one last pat, then came to stand next to her. For a few silent minutes, they looked up at the sky, watching as it lit up, star by star. 
“All those lights in the sky,” she murmured. “I remember my papa telling me once—I must have been four or five—that there are even more stars, stars we cannot see. When I was older, I wanted to ask how he knew they were there, if he could not see them. But he was dead by then.”
Archie glanced at her. “I don’t think I have ever heard you talk about your father.”
“I hardly remember him.” 
Silence settled on them again, and she tried to recall her father’s face. Why was it she could remember Sir Lewis’s dreadful grin, but not her own papa’s smile? 
“I can understand,” Archie said suddenly, “why she might not like her parents—or her mother, at least. I remember Lady Catherine well enough. But to burn them?” 
Marie’s mouth felt dry. What had she agreed to, coming here tonight? 
“He was worse,” she said, finally. “Much, much worse.”
Archie glanced at her. “You mean her father?”
“A monstre,” she whispered. 
She felt Archie stiffen beside her. “What do you mean by that?” A pause, and then: “Did he…Were you…?” 
He didn’t have to finish the sentences. Everyone in service understood those unfinished sentences, even the ones lucky enough to live at a place like Pemberley, where the blanks remained blank, where the rumors were always of some other place. 
“No! Not me.” She had been too old for him, even then. Sixteen when she arrived from Calais in 1806, smuggled in with a few others who’d been told they could find good work in England, despite Napoleon’s war.
“But I don’t speak English!” she’d warned the smuggler, who had laughed and said that made her a better catch.
“You can fix hair? Sew buttons? Good, then all you have to do is smile prettily, say madame in a fancy accent, and you will soon be in one of the finest houses of England, eating two full meals a day.” The smuggler had made a face. “It’s English food—but even that’s better than no food at all, eh?” 
“You must have been terrified,” Archie said quietly, pulling her closer. 
Yes, she had been terrified. Even now she felt guilty for that terror. She had not been the one to suffer. 
Except, she had. Oh, it wasn’t the same. She wasn’t saying it was. But to have suspected—no, to have known—and done nothing…What kind of person did that make her? It was cold comfort that everyone in the household had known—Lady Catherine, too, though she always pretended otherwise. No one had done a thing to stop it.
No one except Anne de Bourgh.
Marie had told herself that she had no power to act, that she was only the lady’s maid, that she was just a poor French girl who would be sent back to a home that no longer existed if she dared to speak up.
And what could she have said, anyway? It was not as if Miss de Bourgh had confided in her. One week as lady’s maid, and Marie had only circumstantial evidence: the fits of rage, the hours of sobbing, the fear of being touched. Blood on the sheets. 
But had there really been any doubt? Certainly not after she had seen Sir Lewis de Bourgh, two mornings in a row, leaving his daughter’s chambers just as Marie herself had approached. Even now, she felt the need to retch, remembering the way he’d winked and held the door open for her.
How could she, the girl who had barely spoken any English and who had been nothing more than a drudge in the eyes of Lady Catherine, have explained these things to anyone who truly mattered? 
Marie had nearly given up that first fortnight at Rosings. She’d considered running away; she’d considered taking her chances in London; she’d considered writing her sister in Calais, though Jeanne could barely feed her own family, much less send some means of rescue. 
So she had stayed; she had coped; she had said nothing.
The question was—would she have said nothing if it had gone on longer? Would that silence have grown deeper, or would she have been able to cut it out? 
Pointless questions. Three weeks after her arrival, Sir Lewis was dead. He’d left the candles burning on his bedside table, and though he had never been clumsy or forgetful before, he must have knocked them over in his sleep.
How else would his bed have caught fire? 
More circumstantial evidence: Miss de Bourgh’s hair and nightgown, both singed the morning after. Marie cut the hair and tore the nightgown into strips, just right for wrapping the girl’s blistered hands. 
“It is a wonder that no one came to the poor man’s rescue!” Marie had once overheard that pompous Mr. Collins say to his wife years later, as they stood looking up at the portrait of Sir Lewis de Bourgh. “Surely someone should have heard him calling for help! Where was his valet or one of the other servants?”
Where indeed? Turned out that Sir Lewis de Bourgh’s preference for thirteen-year-old girls had extended beyond his own daughter. The valet’s cousin had been thirteen once; so had one of the footman’s sisters. Sir Lewis de Bourgh always had been egalitarian in his views. 
“We can turn back,” Archie said to her now. “Come, let us go home.” 
Marie straightened and looked out into the night. Even in the dim light of the quarter moon, she could see the gig approaching.
“No, it is too late.” 
“It is not too late.” Archie’s voice was low, trembling. “I should have told Mr. Darcy you weren’t to be a part of this. I can tell him now.” 
She glanced up in surprise. “Did he ask for me specifically?” She’d thought this was Archie’s idea, as he knew her to be discreet. 
“Mrs. Darcy wants you here.” Archie looked away. “Said you’d understand.” 
“Oui,” she whispered. “Je comprends.” 
When the gig pulled to a stop—Mr. Darcy did not drive himself; his wife drove—Marie and Archie exchanged a sad smile before getting to work. 
The hay, it turned out, served dual purposes: protect the portraits on the ride there, then act as starter fuel for the fire. After Archie, Marie and Mr. Darcy dragged the bales to the center of the clearing—no trees near enough to be a danger, only wet grass and a pile of extra blankets to smother any stray flames—the three of them looked at each other, and then at Mrs. Darcy.
She remained in the gig. 
“Well?” asked Mr. Darcy. 
“Well what?” Mrs. Darcy sniffed.
“This was your idea, Anne. Tell us what you want, or let us all return to Pemberley.”
“What I want is to burn Rosings to the ground!”
Mr. Darcy sighed. 
“Perhaps, madame, I can be of service?” asked Marie, in that placating tone she had not used in ages. How easy it was to slip back into old habits, especially the worst of them. 
“Yes, Fran, help me down,” said Mrs. Darcy, extending a gloved hand. 
As she approached the gig, Marie regretted everything about this evening: the decision to come, the choice to remain, her servile willingness to assist this ill and imperious woman. But then she saw the trembling hands, heard the rapid, panting breaths. All these years, and still she was just that poor, frightened child. 
Or was she?
For when Marie had helped her down, Mrs. Darcy turned to her and said, “Thank you.”
Had Anne de Bourgh ever said those words to her? 
“Stop staring at me, Fran!” ordered Mrs. Darcy, yanking her hand free. 
“Her name is Mrs. Reynolds now,” said Mr. Darcy.
“Oh, shut up,” said his wife. Then she turned to Archie. “Well, what are you waiting for? Lean the portraits up against the bales—but do not uncover them until I say so!” 
When Archie and Mr. Darcy had arranged the portraits just so, Mrs. Darcy stood before them and stared. What she saw, Marie could only guess. The faces remained covered; a cloud passed over the moon; the cart lamp flickered and died. Marie could see only the dark outlines of her surroundings, and it struck her then that she might have been dreaming. 
Except, no. Her breath felt real and warm; so did Archie’s hand, which he slipped into her own as they waited. Shifting anxiously from foot to foot, she glanced at Mr. Darcy, but he gave no signs of impatience. For all his talk about going back to Pemberley, he seemed resigned—no, glad to wait, leaning against the horse cart, his head tipped back as if he were studying the stars. 
Finally, Mrs. Darcy said, to no one in particular, “Fire!” 
Marie glanced at Archie, who pulled from his jacket a carefully wrapped bundle of Lucifer matches. As he approached the portraits, Mr. Darcy joined him. But Marie hung back. She’d seen enough of their faces for a lifetime.
Mrs. Darcy, when she finally bothered to turn and look at them all, shook her head. “No, I want Fran. Only Fran.”
Marie saw how Archie and Mr. Darcy looked at her; she knew she had only to say, “No, I do not want this!” and it would be all over. 
Except, it wouldn’t. If she did nothing, if she went home without standing by Mrs. Darcy, this night would haunt her, just as those first weeks at Rosings haunted her still. After the first burning, when she had rubbed salve on Miss de Bourgh’s hands—the only time Marie had been able to touch the girl’s skin without her shrinking back or shrieking out—she had thought, This is atonement.
Except, it wasn’t. Anne de Bourgh had escaped Rosings, but she had never fully healed. Could this second burning exorcise the demons, after all? 
Gently, Marie took the matches from her husband.
“Marie,” whispered Archie. “You do not have to—” 
“Yes, I do.” To Mrs. Darcy, she said, “Please remove the coverings, madame, and I will light the match.”
Mrs. Darcy stepped forward, touched the velvet, and then jerked back, as if the portraits were already on fire. “No, you do it!” 
Marie felt the anger rise up in her then. She was guilty, true—but she was not doing this for her sake alone.
“Either remove the coverings, or light the match,” she said, in that voice she so often used on her children, but had never before used on Mrs. Darcy. “I will not do both for you.” 
Marie braced herself for an outburst, but Mrs. Darcy merely stared.
Then, after a long moment: “Very well. Give me the Lucifers.” 
Marie had forgotten this other Anne, the one who had lived at Rosings during those middle years—after Sir Lewis, but before Mr. Darcy. This Anne—meek and sickly, cross but compliant—had been the proper young lady outsiders knew.
But the servants had known better. Oh, how they had loved witnessing those few occasions when Anne grew desperate enough to rebel! To see Lady Catherine on her knees, begging her daughter to stop this madness, to cease such horrible talk about her poor, deceased father! Well, Marie couldn’t blame them for taking pleasure in Lady Catherine’s humiliation. But she and Mrs. Jenkinson had been the ones to deal with the aftermath. 
“Are you ready?” Marie asked—herself, or Anne? Fingers clutching the velvet coverings, she glanced behind her, only to see Anne, too, glancing back. She was waving her hands, telling Mr. Darcy and Archie to step back, all the way back to the horse cart. 
Then she turned to Marie, holding up the matches. “I do not know how to light them. Last time, the candles…they were already lit, you see.” 
Her eyes were full of tears, and finally Marie understood: this wasn’t an exorcism; it was a confession. 
“This is what you do,” said Marie. “First, take off those gloves. You will have an easier time of striking the match that way.”
Anne hesitated, then yanked off the gloves and threw them to the ground.
“Good. Now, when I pull off the covering, you take one of the matches, and you scrape it across the face of the portrait. Scrape it hard, and it will light. Then, make sure to drop the match behind the portrait, on the hay. If it falls on the wet grass, the portrait may not catch fire.” 
Anne nodded, and Marie, who always counted off when encouraging her children to begin a difficult task, said, “Un, deux, trois!” 
She yanked the velvet from the portrait, and Anne lunged forward, dragging the matchstick across the paint. A flame burst to life, light cutting through the dark, and they both cried out in surprise. Lady Catherine glowered up at them, a gash across her face, ear to ear. 
Marie was almost too afraid to look at Anne. Would she be laughing or crying? Exultant or terrified? Either extreme horrified Marie, who wished herself back at home with her children. God willing, she would never inspire such hatred in them. 
But Anne’s face was still. She appeared mesmerized, as if this were her very first time looking upon the face of her mother.
“Mrs. Darcy,” whispered Marie, “you ought to hurry now. You will burn yourself if you hold on too long.”
Anne looked down at the match, the fire nearly to her fingers. “When I saw how he was burning,” she said, even as the flame licked her skin, “I knew it was wrong.” 
“Your thumb, Mrs. Darcy!”
“He was helpless, utterly helpless—so drunk, he did not stir. Even when his hair caught fire…” 
Marie grabbed for the match, but Anne threw it just in time. The fire fell behind the portrait, onto the bales of hay, and all went dark. 
Then, in a whoosh, the flames rose up behind Lady Catherine. So much heat and light! Marie gasped and fell back a few steps, but Anne was energized. Striding to the other portrait, she pulled hard on the velvet to reveal the monstre. In the shadows of his wife’s burning, Sir Lewis’s grin appeared almost as sinister as it had in the light of day.
For a long moment, Anne seemed as if she might crumple: hand to face, trembling limbs, a high-pitched mewling that brought tears to Marie’s eyes. Then she started throwing the matches, one by one, to the wet ground. When she was all out of matches, she looked back at Marie.
“I cannot do it again.” 
Nodding, Marie bent down and picked up the match sticks: un, deux, trois…
Later, she and Anne stood next to each other as Lady Catherine crumpled in on herself. Sir Lewis watched, smiling.
“You are the only one who knows, Fran,” Anne whispered. 
“I will keep my silence, Mrs. Darcy.”
“Yes, you always have.”
Marie recognized this to be both the accusation and thanks she deserved.
“Murderer,” said Anne, looking at the portrait of her father. “That is what I am, a murderer.” 
“No.” Marie shook her head fiercely. “No, madame, you are not.”
“Do not try to appease me now!” Anne swiped a hand across her face and then flung it outward, as if touching even herself disgusted her. “I knew he was drunk, knew how deeply he slept when he was drunk.” She shuddered. “I knew he would not be able to stop me then.”
“You were defending yourself. It is not murder if you were defending yourself.”
“Oh, but it is. I have read the definitions in every book of law my cousin owns. He was not hurting me, not at that moment.” 
“He hurt you every moment he breathed, Anne.” 
Their eyes met, and Marie waited for the scolding at her familiarity.
But Anne only said, “Do you truly think so?” 
“I do. But it doesn’t matter what I think—or what the law says. It is up to you and to God to decide forgiveness.” 
“God?” Anne’s laugh was bitter. “If there is a God, I will one day be burning in hell next to him.” She pointed at the monstre’s portrait. “Give me one of those matches, Fran.”
“They are wet. They may not—” 
“I do not care.” 
It took eight angry slashes for the match to light, and when it did, Anne held it so close to her own face that Marie thought, for one awful moment, that she meant to set herself on fire. But no: she was speaking, saying something to flame and father, words that were lost in the burning.
Now it was Marie who stood mesmerized. Beautiful and terrible, all at the same time, watching the paint glimmer, glow, melt. The colors brightened under the light of the flame, then formed dark globules that dripped down the monstre’s face until it was not a face, but a swirl of black and fire. 
“I thought of telling him,” Anne said, as the last of the flames flickered. “The day he proposed, I thought of saying, I am a murderer, cousin. But I knew he could not countenance that. I could be defiled and disgusting; that meant only I was a victim, and he could pity me. But a murderer? He would have left me to rot in Rosings.”
Marie was not so sure. She had been as shocked as all the other servants to learn of the engagement between Fitzwilliam Darcy and Anne de Bourgh. They had all shook their heads, wondering what had happened to that confident, handsome young man to make him propose to his dreadful cousin. Easter, 1812—he had been laughing in the drawing room with Colonel Fitzwilliam and the vicar’s pretty cousin. Easter, 1813—he was pacing the halls of Rosings, dark circles under his eyes. And then, to propose to the cousin he had always avoided! It had been a joke among most of them, the way Miss de Bourgh and Mr. Darcy had shunned each other over the years. 
But not on Easter morning, 1813. They had stood side by side in the drawing room of Rosings and told Lady Catherine what she had always wanted to hear—if not in the way she had wanted to hear it. Roger, one of the footmen, had laughingly told the other servants how Lady Catherine had been, for the first time in her life, utterly speechless at the news. Even funnier, he had said, was how Mr. Darcy had told his aunt, in no uncertain terms, that she was not to follow them to Pemberley.
“You may visit us in London, once a year,” Roger had repeated in a deeper voice than his own. “But you are never to come to Pemberley.” 
Shocking! 
For years afterward, Marie wondered how the proposal had come to be, but never once did she doubt that he knew of the crimes Sir Lewis had committed against Anne de Bourgh. Mr. Darcy’s knowledge showed in every action toward his wife—how he never touched her; how he allowed her do almost anything she wanted, so long as she did not bring harm to others; how he surrounded her with the gentlest of people, such as Archie and Valerie Bisset. How he had come to know—this she could not guess. But Marie felt absolutely certain that he knew. 
He must have known about the first burning, too, or why else would he have arranged for them to come out to this dark, forlorn pasture and burn the portraits? He, too, was hoping for a miracle: not an exorcism or a confession but a resurrection. A renewal. 
A way to start again. 
“You understand,” said Mrs. Darcy as Marie helped her back into the gig, “that this changes nothing, Fran.”
It had been on the tip of her tongue to agree, to smile, to nod her compliance. But Marie was too tired to play that role now, and besides—this night had changed her, at least.
“Non. If you really believed that,” said Marie, handing her former mistress the pair of gloves she had forgotten to put on, “you ought not have dragged me away from my children for the night.”
“Ack, your brats! I will never forgive them from stealing you from me!” Mrs. Darcy waved a glove at her. Then, realizing what it meant to be holding rather than wearing that layer of silk, she went still. 
“You could throw them out now,” Marie suggested quietly. “You do not have to be afraid anymore.” 
“Bah, what do you know? You and my cousin—so much alike! You both think I can be healed, as if the burning changes the truth: I am the child of Sir Lewis and Lady Catherine de Bourgh!” 
With a shake of her head, Marie turned away. 
“Oh, very well,” said Mrs. Darcy. 
Marie turned back just in time to catch the pair of gloves. 
“You may have them, for they are old and ruined. I suppose you miss my cast-offs, Fran?” 
“Not really, Mrs. Darcy. I will likely use the gloves for cleaning rags.”
Mrs. Darcy let out a bark of laughter, then immediately snapped her mouth shut. 
After Archie and Mr. Darcy had shoveled wet earth over the ashes, Mr. Darcy climbed up into the gig next to his wife. 
“For God’s sake,” said Mrs. Darcy, snapping the reins with her bare hands, “keep to your side. The hem of your pants—six inches deep in mud!”
On the ride home, Archie asked, “Do you suppose he loves her?”
“As you love me, do you mean?”
Archie nodded.
“Can any two people love in exactly the same way, mon chéri?”
“No, but it does not follow that he must love her at all. Pity her? Yes. But love? She is…difficult.” 
“Yes,” said Marie, “but then so am I. So is he. Even you can be difficult. Just ask your footmen.”
Archie laughed. “But it’s not the same!” 
“No,” she said, leaning against him and staring up at the sky. All those stars, and so many more she could not see. “It never is.”



 
THE ARGUMENT
 
JULY 5, 1837
 
When the first shot rang out, Will looked to the sky. Had a storm rolled in without warning? Then he saw Sir Dennis lower his arm and reload.
“What are you doing?” Will cried. 
The other man seemed not to hear him. He raised his pistol and fired once more. “Bloody hell! Did I get him?”
Will dragged his gaze from Sir Dennis to the clearing. With only the quarter moon and a smattering of stars for light, he could see very little: just a sea of silver-green grass and, some yards away, a sizable pile of stones. 
“I see no one,” said York. “Perhaps you shot a sheep, Sir Dennis.”
That gentleman cleared his throat noisily, and Will knew, when he and Sir Dennis were next alone, he would hear all about how stewards these days did not know their proper places. But York was right: Sir Dennis likely had shot a sheep—if he had shot anything at all. They were in the middle of pastureland, far from anyone or anything—aside from sheep. And possibly a thief, though they had seen little sign of him yet. A few footprints and the increased activity of the hound—these were the only clues that had led them to this spot. 
Will slipped his watch from his waistcoat, but it was of little use: he could not make out the time. 
“Have somewhere to be, Mr. Darcy?” asked Culpepper, steward for Sir Dennis.
Stewards these days indeed. 
He did have somewhere to be—somewhere he probably should not have left in the first place.
Will shoved the watch back into his waistcoat. “Perhaps we are going about this the wrong way, gentlemen.” 
Sir Dennis again cleared his throat, and Culpepper said, “I suppose you’re following your uncle’s orders, Mr. Darcy? Convince us to stop the search, to wait and see?” 
Will felt his face burn. “I am following no one’s orders, Culpepper. But it is clear our method of catching this thief is not working. Four riders with a bloodhound? We are being too loud, too obvious. Surely he knows we are about, and has now gone into hiding. He will steal nothing tonight.” 
Such sense! Why had he not considered this beforehand? Will glanced up at the moon, wishing he could use its position in the sky to tell the time. The sun had set—when? Perhaps an hour ago? That would make it 10:30, at the earliest. And he had told Lizzy he would return by that time. Why had he promised a fixed time? 
Why had he gone out in the first place? 
“It is easy enough for your uncle,” said Sir Dennis. “His sheep are not at risk!”
“All our flocks are at risk,” said Will. “But it is your tenant, Sir Dennis, who is the primary suspect. York and I both thought it best, as your neighbors, to lend our aid. And I agree with your argument: there is little sense in simply waiting out the thief. But my uncle’s advice has merit, too. This thief—what is his name again?”
“What does it matter?” asked Sir Dennis. “He is a thief.” 
Will frowned, recalling something his uncle had once said: “Sir Dennis cares more about his hounds and horses than any of the humans on his land.” 
“Yancey, sir,” said Culpepper. “The thief’s name is Yancey.”
“Well, Yancey must be getting careless,” continued Will, “if he is bragging about his activities to other tenants. What if we were to have him followed? We could find out if he makes his way to the market at Wirksworth. If he is doing business with any butchers or carders there, we may have more evidence to—” 
“Evidence!” Sir Dennis huffed. “We have all the evidence we need! More and more of my sheep are missing and—” 
This time, when the shot rang out, Will knew it to be real only by the scream of the man beside him. York toppled from his horse, landing on the grass with a dull thud. 
In one fluid motion, Will dismounted and bent over the fallen man. Then another shot was fired, this time directly above Will’s head. 
“Take that, you mangy scoundrel!” cried Sir Dennis, brandishing his pistol from atop his horse. Several feet away, a dark figure crumpled to the ground. 
The next few minutes were chaos and confusion: York’s horse bolted, the hound circled and howled, and all the while, Will tried to staunch the bleeding in York’s shoulder. The steward was conscious—a blessing, given both the fall and the bullet wound. But he was losing blood rapidly, and Will guessed the bullet was still lodged somewhere in York’s upper arm.
“Here.” Will pulled the cravat from his neck and wrapped it around York’s shoulder. “Do not move. Let me see if we have any water, or something stronger—” 
“I’m fine,” moaned York, struggling to a sitting position. “Make sure Sir Dennis doesn’t kill the lad.” 
Will looked over his shoulder to see Culpepper and Sir Dennis dragging young Bob Yancey to his feet.
“Where did you get this pistol?” cried Sir Dennis, even as Yancey cried out that his neck was bleeding. “This is one of my pistols! Stealing weapons now, too? You’ll hang for this, you good-for-nothing!” 
“Easy now, Sir Dennis,” said Will, approaching slowly. “Culpepper, lay Yancey on the ground. We should see to his wound.”
“Why? Let him bleed!” bellowed Sir Dennis, even as Culpepper followed Will’s orders.
Again, Will found himself examining a bullet wound. Looking down at his hands, red with other men’s blood, he wondered how, in the space of minutes, he had gone from gentleman to medic. 
“It is a flesh wound,” he said, looking over at Culpepper, “but it is bleeding badly. Give me your cravat.” 
“For God’s sake!” Sir Dennis pushed Culpepper out of the way and reached down to grab Yancey by his collar. “We are not here to nurse him, Darcy!” 
“We are not here to kill him either!” Will snapped. “You may not give a damn about his life, but dead men cannot talk. How will you know who else is involved in this business? He cannot have acted alone!” 
Even Sir Dennis could not argue with his own self-interest; he released Yancey’s collar, letting the lad’s head flop onto the hard earth. 
“Give him your cravat, Culpepper,” Sir Dennis grumbled. 
Will managed to wrap the cloth around Yancey’s neck, though the young man fought him so wildly that Culpepper had to tie Yancey’s hands behind his back before Will could accomplish the deed. 
Then, suddenly, Sir Dennis yelled, “You, rider! State your name! Who goes there?”
Will knew who it was, even before he glanced over at the newcomer. He had been waiting for his arrival the moment half-past ten had come and gone.
“Ah ha!” cried Sir Dennis. “Decided to join us after all, eh?” 
Fitzwilliam Darcy said nothing as he dismounted, nothing as he approached, nothing even when he came close enough to see the two injured men.
Only when Darcy met Will’s gaze did he open his mouth—but no words came forth. 
“You are too late for all the fun!” Sir Dennis laughed and clapped Darcy on the shoulder. “We have caught the thief!”
Slowly, Darcy turned to Sir Dennis. Will could not see the look on his uncle’s face, but something in his expression must have been fearsome. The old baronet removed his hand and took a rapid step backward. 
“Culpepper,” Darcy said, his voice low, “ride to Danforth’s. Have the physician travel to Pemberley directly.” 
“Do not order my steward about!” Sir Dennis shook his fist at Darcy, even as Culpepper mounted his horse and rode off. “Not on my lands!” 
“These are Pemberley’s lands,” said Darcy coldly. Then, to York: “Are you well enough to ride with me?”
“Yes sir.” 
There was a tremor in York’s voice; Will could not have said whether it was due to pain or fear. 
“No, this is my land!” cried Sir Dennis, waving his arms about, as it seemed the only way he might capture Darcy’s attention. 
“Is that yours, then?” Darcy asked, pointing at the pile of stones in the distance. 
Sir Dennis squinted. “Why, what is it?” 
“The well,” murmured Will, realizing then that they had somehow crossed over to Pemberley lands without him even realizing it. He remembered telling his uncle, just the month before, that they ought to fix that abandoned well, but his uncle had merely shook his head and said he preferred it to remain just as it was—an odd response for a man so thoroughly committed to fixing everything in his domain. 
“What is your name?” Darcy asked Yancey, who looked up but kept his silence.
“It is Yancey,” said Will. “He—” 
“Mr. Yancey, did you shoot Mr. York?” Darcy asked.
Yancey shook his head frantically. “I didn’t mean to, sir! I just wanted to warn them off, to get them away!” 
“Sir Dennis,” said Darcy, “ride to Cromford and find Billings. He can serve as magistrate.”
“Why do we have need of him? You and I are magistrates, Darcy! We have all the evidence we need, right here. I say we drag this miscreant to Wirksworth tonight and throw him in the gaol to await the gallows.” 
“You have just proven exactly why we need Billings!” Darcy’s voice vibrated with anger, and Will realized this was the first sign of feeling he had heard from his uncle all night. 
“Neither of us is impartial in this matter,” continued Darcy, his tone calmer. “Go get Billings—or return to Hawthorne. I hardly care which.”
“But this is my affair! I’ll say whether we need another magistrate, or—” 
“As Yancey shot Pemberley’s steward, and was found on Pemberley’s land, I do not think you have much choice in the matter, Sir Dennis.” 
The old baronet cleared his throat once, twice, and then a third time before finally pulling himself onto his horse, calling to his dog, and riding off. 
“York, I am going to help you mount,” said Darcy, and Will hurried over to help. When York was safely atop the horse, Will turned to his uncle. 
“I will take Yancey to Wirksworth.” 
Darcy looked at him and said nothing. 
“No, lad, don’t do that,” said York, his voice weak and anxious. “Even tied at the wrists, Yancey could push you from the horse and make his escape. Do you still have your pistol? Hold him in place, and we’ll send back some men and a cart. They’ll take him to the gaol.” 
York had often called him lad, and Will had always disliked the condescending familiarity of that endearment. Until now. Familiarity was far preferable to cold silence. 
Will looked to his uncle, waiting for some word, even a nod. 
Nothing. 
Spinning on his heel, Will took two strides toward Yancey, only to be stopped by a hand grasping his arm. 
Slowly, Will turned and met his uncle’s gaze. 
How long did they stand there, silent? Then, finally: “Are you well?”
Will hardly knew what to say.
“There is blood on your hands. Are you well?” 
“It is York’s—maybe Yancey’s blood. I am…Uncle, I—”
“You do have the pistol, yes?”
“Yes! Uncle, I—”
“Look now. Confirm it is loaded. I am going to make certain Yancey’s hands are tied well.”
“Yancey is secure. I saw Culpepper—” 
“Check for the pistol!” 
Even when his uncle was satisfied that all was in order, he said, “You ought to return with York. I will stay—” 
“No! I have Yancey. Go, I will be fine.” 
Darcy hesitated. 
“York is still losing blood, and your horse will travel faster with you at the reins,” Will said. “Just go!” 
Giving the barest of nods, Darcy mounted his horse and, with York leaning heavily against his back, turned toward Pemberley. 
“Uncle!” Will called out, knowing this was not the right time, but unable to stop himself. “Uncle, I am—” 
But Darcy and York were gone. 
“—sorry,” Will muttered.
Or was he? Staring out into the empty clearing, Will tried to imagine what might have happened if he had followed his uncle’s advice. Sir Dennis would not have changed his plans; he’d have set out on his own or, even worse, with some of the more hotheaded gentlemen of the neighborhood. They would have hunted Yancey like a dog and killed him on the spot.
Will turned to look at the thief, rocking back and forth on the ground, murmuring something over and over again. Only when he came close enough could Will understand him: “I didn’t mean to shoot him!” 
Then again, if Will had listened to his uncle, York would never have been shot. 
Yancey repeated those words so many times, and in such a pitiful voice, that Will barked, “Be quiet, man!” 
He immediately regretted his outburst. His uncle would not have snapped. No, Fitzwilliam Darcy exhibited almost complete self-control, even in the most trying of circumstances. Surely Will could exercise a measure of his uncle’s restraint? 
Slowly, he approached Yancey, taking a seat on the hard, cold earth a few feet away. Yancey did not acknowledge his presence, except with another round of, “I didn’t mean to shoot him!” 
“I know, lad.” Will reached out and gently took hold of Yancey’s shoulder. “I know.”
“Lad?” Yancey whipped his head around and, to Will’s great surprise, spit in his face. 
Will jumped to his feet. “What in bloody hell did you do that for?” 
Yancey made to rise, too, but with his wrists still tied, he stumbled and fell back to the ground. “Lad? Who are you to call me lad! I’ve got a wife and two babes at home—more responsibility than the likes of you will ever know!” 
“Then what in God’s name were you thinking?” Will burst out, scaring his horse in the process. The creature neighed and bucked, and Will raced over, grabbing the reins just in time. “You could have killed a man tonight!” 
Indeed, if the physician could not remove the bullet in time, if the wound was infected, if York’s fall from the horse had damaged the man’s head, or caused unseen hemorrhaging… 
Will doubled over, so nauseous then that he nearly retched. 
He might have killed a man tonight. 
“I told you,” said Yancey, so quietly that Will almost could not hear him over the pounding of blood in his ears. “I didn’t mean to shoot him. I knew I couldn’t outrun you. You were on horseback! You had a dog! So when I saw the pistol on the ground, I thought I could scare you away, and I’d have time to get back home.” 
Will sighed. What a foolish plan—but no more foolish than their scheme to catch Yancey. They had set out that night, four gentlemen adventurers, laughing as if this were but a lark. Sir Dennis had even bragged about the six fine pistols he had packed in his saddlebags. Will would have bet anything that the pistol Yancey used had fallen from that overstuffed bag. 
“We knew it was you,” said Will, sinking back to the ground. “If we had not caught you tonight, we would have caught you soon enough.” 
Yancey shook his head. “I was going to stop! I almost had enough, you see.”
“Enough for what?” Will asked wearily, hardly caring what answer Yancey gave. Where in God’s name were the men from Pemberley? 
“Enough to move my family to London, perhaps even to Canada or America, if I could get a factory job and save a bit more. I just wanted…” 
Will looked over at Yancey, hands tied behind his back, face tilted toward the stars.
“I just wanted to start again.” 
He sounded so miserable that Will almost reached out to pat his shoulder again, spitting be damned. Then he reminded himself: this man had broken the law, many times over. Not just shooting York by mistake, but purposely stealing the livelihood of other men. For Sir Dennis, for Darcy, a few missing sheep meant very little. But for the tenants who had lost some of their flocks to Yancey—well, a few missing sheep could mean the difference between a decent living and intractable debt. 
Almost as if he knew Will’s thoughts, Yancey burst out, “It’s not fair! It’s just not fair! Men like you, like Sir Dennis—you just do what you want, take what you want! But when I try to get a little for my family, you call it criminal!” 
No, it is not the same!

Will wanted to argue the point, to defend himself, to say he was no criminal. Yet he had only to think of his own mistakes that night for all the fight to leave him. So what if he followed the law? They played by a set of rules that turned some men into gentlemen and others into thieves. Yancey was right: it was not fair. 
On the lonely ride back to Pemberley, Will tried to push all thoughts of Yancey, York, and (most especially) his uncle from his mind. At Cambridge, when he had wanted to distract himself from the stupidity of his peers, he had fixed his thoughts on Euclid or Virgil, Newton or Locke—wise men made wiser by the many years they had been dead. But now he confronted a more difficult task: distract himself from his own stupidity. And he could no longer rely on his old Cambridge method; it had stopped working one rainy spring day in Hyde Park. Since then, only Lizzy had possessed the power to improve his spirits.
But he would find little relief in thinking of her now. Good God, she would be furious with him! For all his misery, he nearly smiled, remembering the fierce expression she had worn on that first day of their lives together, when he had been so stupid as to mock her for inquiring about the toad. What he would not give to travel back in time, to relive that moment instead of facing an uncertain future! Yet he took some solace in recalling their first meeting; she had pardoned him within minutes of his insult. Even today, when they had quarreled, she had relented. Yes, his Lizzy was fierce, but she was forgiving, too. She might be angry and anxious when he returned, but she would come to see his point of view. 
His uncle, on the other hand, would never understand.
“I can forgive all manner of mistakes,” he had once heard Darcy say to a tradesman caught swindling a tenant, “but I cannot forgive deception.”
What in God’s name had he done? All this time, he had wanted nothing except to make his uncle recognize his capabilities, yet tonight, he had only proven how unfit for this role he really was.
Will stood on the front steps of Pemberley, staring up at this place he had come to know and love. It was not his; it was not even his uncle’s. It was not the stone facade, majestic in the moonlight, or the gardens and grounds that surrounded the great house. 
Pemberley was everyone and everything within its borders, a community unto itself—and yet, not completely unto itself. Sir Dennis and Yancey proved that; so did the railroad, creeping nearer and nearer, the mines and the machines, the merchants sending their wares not just from London but from all over the world. Goods, money, and ideas, too—all those books in the library, the newspapers and letters that Peg delivered to the study each morning, the rumors that came from John or Ned when they traveled to Wirksworth on an errand. And then there were the outsiders—he and Lizzy at the top of the list, but also the odd tenant who found his way to Derbyshire from some other part of the country, or the servants like Valerie and Mrs. Reynolds who had crossed the channel to make this place their home. 
All this life, flowing in and out of Pemberley like blood through a heart. Will had no more control over it than he had over the beating in his own chest. For all the ways he had shown his own unworthiness tonight, he wanted desperately to remain here, to be part of this unending rush of life. Though he knew—or perhaps because he knew—what awaited him when he walked through those doors, Will wanted more than ever to be a Darcy of Pemberley. 
This renewed sense of determination vanished the moment he actually did walk through those doors. Oh, the love and wanting remained, but the hard work of fixing his mistakes seemed nearly impossible, especially in the face of his family, who came rushing at him from the drawing room, as if they had been watching and waiting for his arrival. His mother and sister gasped and took hold of his bloodstained hands; his father pulled him into a suffocating embrace; even his cynical brother clasped him by the shoulder and asked after his health. 
“I am well!” he exclaimed, pushing back from all of them. Yet he was not well, not at all. He was exhausted; he was overwhelmed; he was sick with worry. 
He looked frantically around the hall for her; he felt if he could just see her, he could go upstairs and face (almost) any news about York’s injuries. He saw Ned and John, Peg and—what was her name again? By God, could he not at least get the names correct? He saw Reynolds and Bancroft shooing the maids and footmen back down the servants’ stairwell. He saw his own family, and then Mr. and Mrs. Bingley, standing with Charlie near the drawing room door. There was Mrs. Bennet, hand over her mouth, and Miss Bennet, eyes wide with concern. 
Where was she? 
“Will, you do not look well,” said his mother, her voice cracking. “Let us help you to your rooms, and—” 
He turned back toward the main doors, suddenly sure. How had he missed her? She stood off to one side, where the windows would have allowed her to see him first. 
“Lizzy,” he said, searching her face for the anger and anxiety he had been so certain he would find there.
Yet she stared at him, those eyes he loved blank, foreign, cold. 
“Fitzwilliam!” his mother called out, and Will spun toward the stairwell to see his uncle taking the steps two at a time. He stopped abruptly, halfway down, when Will’s gaze met his.
“York?” Will asked, his voice so hoarse he hardly understood himself.
But his uncle had understood. “Danforth has removed the bullet, and there is no sign of fever or infection.”
Will put his head in his hands, boneless with relief. “Thank God!”
“Yes, thank God.” 
His uncle’s voice held the barest hint of anger. Will looked up at him, waiting for the cold set down or even the stony dismissal. “You are not welcome here,” he might have said coolly, and Will would not have been a bit surprised.
Instead, Darcy’s skin flushed; his hands clenched; his face contorted.
“What were you thinking?” he roared. 
He came tearing down the stairs then, and Will saw, almost as if in a dream, how the others, even his own parents, made way for him.
“What in God’s name were you thinking?” Darcy cried again, taking Will by the shoulders and shaking him. 
It was the stillness that did him in. Not the rage, not the shaking, not even the utter shock of seeing his uncle’s vaunted self-control crumble before his very eyes. No, it was the stillness that came afterward, that stifling stillness that made Will feel as if there was no room for anything—not for the remorse he had felt just a half hour ago, not for his hope to be a better man, not for his love of Pemberley or Lizzy, most especially not for his uncle. There was no room for anything except his own fury and pain. 
“What was I thinking?” Will burst out, shattering the stillness completely.
His uncle stumbled back then, as if he had seen in Will’s face all the rage he had let loose.
Will grabbed Darcy by the jacket. “No, you cannot walk away from me now! You want to know what I was thinking?”
“Will!” 
He heard his mother’s panicked voice, felt his father’s painful grip, ignored them both. 
“I was thinking that whatever I do, it is wrong! Whatever I suggest, it is never good enough for you!”
“Will, stop now!” 
“I was thinking that you only know one way to behave, and that is your way! You are disparaging and unfeeling and—” 
“Will, for God’s sake, stop! Stop!” 
He let go then, hearing his mother’s anguish. She stared up at him, tears streaming, and only then did he realize that his own face was wet. 
But the rage had not left him. Or rather, it had morphed into something far worse: humiliation. He saw Lizzy standing just behind his mother, her face pale. She looked at him as if he were a stranger.
“You told him, didn’t you?” Will took two quick strides toward her. ”You told him where I went, even after you had promised to say nothing!” 
Finally, the fire had returned to her eyes, but he was too angry himself to appreciate it.
“I should have told him sooner!” Each word dripped with disgust. “You should never have asked me to keep silent about such a foolhardy scheme!” 
He reared back. “Foolhardy? The only foolhardy part of my plan was trusting you to keep your word! You were supposed to be on my side, Lizzy!” 
“I was on your side—but no more, Will! No more!” 
Again, stillness, as if everyone in that great, cavernous space had stopped to listen to the echo of those words. 
This time, however, the stillness stole his rage, and he was left broken, so that he knew not how he managed to turn and walk—left, right, left—out the front doors and into the night.



 
THE FIRST PROPOSAL
 
APRIL 1812
 
Her words rang in his ears. His heart pounded so wildly that he felt sick. Anger coursed through him, and his limbs ached with the effort of keeping still. Yet somehow, the words emerged, cool and composed: “Forgive me for having taken up so much of your time, and accept my best wishes for your health and happiness.” 
How had he managed to speak, much less with any semblance of civility? How had he taken those steps—left, right, left—and grasped the door handle with his trembling hands? How had it been possible to leave the room without defending himself—or slamming the door behind him? How could he have taken his hat and umbrella from the maid, slipped on his coat, and walked out into the rain without once looking back? 
How? 
His father’s instruction? (Self control, my boy, self control!) His mother’s admonitions? (It is ungentlemanly to put on such a display…) His own cursed pride? (…where there is a real superiority of mind…)
Or was it love, even now? (In vain I have struggled…) 
No, not love! 
Unleashing a cry, low and guttural, he raised his umbrella high above his head and slammed it, again and again, into the nearest tree. 
How could it be love—this blindness, this rage, this shattering of all he had thought was true? He had thought her so insightful, so clever! She had known him, he was sure of it! Those eyes—how could they not have seen him? Other women—they had seen only his fortune, his family name, and he had thought them blind fools. Well, they were right, after all. He had a mighty fortune; he had a family name worth preserving; he would not pretend otherwise. 
It was Elizabeth Bennet who was blind and foolish! 
He stared down at the broken pieces of his umbrella, at the gash in the tree, at his hands, trembling still. Sinking to his knees, he picked up the remnants of his umbrella and looked up at the near-naked branches of the tree. What if she really had seen him? (…your arrogance, your conceit, your selfish disdain for others…)

Good God, what had he done? 
By the time he reached Rosings, he was soaked to the bone. Slipping into the house through a servant’s entrance, he thought to avoid his aunt’s censure, only to hear a servant mutter behind him, “Dragging dirt across the floors I just cleaned!” 
He looked down to see that his shoes were covered in mud (six inches deep). Selfish disdain indeed. 
Yes, Elizabeth had seen him. She knew him better than he knew himself. This man who stared back at him from his bedroom mirror—face blotted red and white, eyes blank and gray, a terrible combination of hot and cold. He was his father’s ambition, his mother’s pride, a Fitzwilliam, a Darcy, and no one else. 
Was it any wonder she did not love him? Elizabeth Bennet was laughter and light, her own person through and through. She loved her sister more than herself; she valued fairness above all else. True, she was contrary and quick to judge; she had allowed herself to be fooled by Wickham’s flattery. But what were these faults compared to his own? 
She had seen him—just not the whole of him. He was arrogant, conceited, selfish. But he loved her laughter, loved her light. He loved her loyalty to her family, loved her unerring sense of self. He loved her for all the reasons she could not love him. 
Selfish disdain for others? No more. He would be proud and arrogant; these failures he knew he could not root out. He would be selfish at times, too. But he would not throw aside others in pursuit of his own goals. If he could not win her love, then he would at least earn her respect. 
Weary and broken, he sat down to write. 
Be not alarmed, Madam…



 
RELEASE
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At long last, release. She had spent the previous hour taking shallow breaths through her nose, knowing if she dared to open her mouth, she would let loose the awful sob that now racked her body. It was more movement than sound, which was perhaps the only reason why her mother, lying next to her, did not stir.
Rubbing angrily at her eyes, Elizabeth took two gulping breaths to calm herself. Though her mother slept on, she was still in danger of waking her father, who sat slumped over in a nearby chair, snoring softly. 
The night watch was for her now.
Hours earlier, when Will had stormed from the house, Elizabeth had raced to follow, only to be held back by her parents. She might have pushed them away, had she not seen Lord Rainford hurry out into the night, calling Will’s name. Then all the fight had gone from her. She knew she had no right to chase after Will—not anymore. 
Oh God, would that she could take back those angry words she had thrown at him! Before he had returned from Hawthorne, she had stood by the hall window, watching and worrying. In that long hour of waiting, she had told herself that, if only he would come home, safe and healthy, she would forgive him everything. Then Mr. Darcy had returned with the news that Will was in fact uninjured, and anger had overtaken her fear. Still, she had been prepared to throw herself into Will’s arms the moment he came through the front door. (And then, in the next moment, upbraid him for causing such anxiety.) 
When finally she had seen Will trudging up the front steps, so miserable and alone, she had told herself that excess emotion would only make matters worse. He would be concerned for Mr. York and distressed about his uncle. It would do no good to add to his torment by chiding him. So she had imagined herself putting on a mask, blank and expressionless, and had then tried her damnedest to keep that mask in place when he looked at her. 
But how could anyone have maintained a sense of composure in the moments that followed? To hear Will and his uncle rail at each other with such rage! And then, to have him accuse her of betraying his trust when she felt, deep down, that he had been the one to betray her! No, she could not have remained calm after that.
Elizabeth slid from her bed and tiptoed past her father, turning that blessedly quiet door knob and slipping out into the hall. Had it really only been a few hours since she had made this same trek under such different circumstances? Could it truly have been only a few days since she had wandered these very halls with Mr. Darcy, searching for Aunt Lizzy? Oh, to go back in time and wear that laughing countenance—to be so certain of happiness! 
So much and so little had changed during this short stay at Pemberley. She knew the halls much better now; she needed no light to find her way to the main staircase. Yet what had she really learned about this place? On that first night, she had promised herself that she would discover all the particulars: she would memorize every servant’s name; she would uncover the history of each portrait she saw; she would create a mental map of the grounds. 
In actuality, she had only bothered to learn about Will—not even Will, but his outer layer: the texture of his skin, the taste of his lips, the way his hair curled about her fingers.
What lay beneath the exterior—well, she had supposed herself so clever to have figured him out already. He was intelligent and kind, curious and irreverent, loyal to his family and madly in love with her. What else had she needed to know? 
The creeping realization that he was proud, stubborn, and desperate for his uncle’s approval—these things she had tried to explain away: he was young yet; no one was perfect; Mr. Darcy was as much to blame as Will for the tension between them. There was some truth to everything she believed—just not complete truth.
Standing on the stairs, somewhere between the first and second floors, Elizabeth wondered where to go next. To Will? Even if his father had coaxed him back into the house, she could not go to him, not yet. She was too tired, too uncertain. She would need every bit of sense (and more importantly, her sense of self) to have the conversation that must come next. 
To bed, then? Sleep was the only hope for her now. Yet her feet were traitorous; they took her down the stairs to the first floor—to the family wing. Below her, on the ground floor, were all those places where she had laughed and enjoyed herself with Will and their families: the drawing room, the dining room, the music room, the library. The floor above housed the guest rooms and private parlors, the rooms where she had passed early mornings and late nights, impatiently waiting for the clock to tell her she might rejoin Will. But here, now, she stood in the main artery, that line of doors that opened only to the family and their servants. 
“Do you wish to see the mistress’s rooms?” Will had whispered to her on one of those nights—had there only been five of them?—when they had played their own version of hide-and-seek. His lips had been against her ear, her back had been against the wall. This very wall, she realized now, running her fingers along the paint. They had stopped directly across from the master suite—from his rooms—the closest they had ever come to breaking the unspoken rules of their unspoken game. 
She went to his door now and placed her palm flat against the wood. Was he there? Was he sleeping? Suffering? Scratching out an angry letter to her—or to his uncle—saying he was going…where? Or was he, too, wandering the house, looking for her? 
Her fingers curled into a ball—but no. She would not knock! 
Back to her guest room, she told herself. Instead she walked ten paces and stopped in front of another door—the door to the mistress’s chambers. 
Surely it would be locked? But no, this was Pemberley: the knob turned effortlessly, noiselessly, just as Pemberley door knobs ought to turn. When the door creaked open, Elizabeth did not hesitate: she walked into that space she had once assumed would become her own. A whiff of mustiness, a wall of darkness. She could sense nothing else. With no candle and the curtains long closed, she had no hope of seeing the mistress’s rooms tonight. 
“I hope to see them soon enough,” she had whispered to Will that night in the hallway, just before kissing him so thoroughly that he had groaned and said, “To hell with the mistress’s rooms, Lizzy. Come to mine.” 
She had laughed then and led him away to a more public space. The music room? The breakfast parlor? She could no longer remember. Six days she had been at Pemberley, and already the memories were slipping away. How much would she remember years from now? 
Surely she would remember this: standing in the dark, breathing stale air, feeling her way through the room, her hands now her eyes as she traced the bumps and lines of the chamber. Ah, the bedpost! What had she been like, the woman who had once slept here? Anne Darcy had never quite felt real to Elizabeth—a face in the portrait gallery, a minor character in stories recounted by Will or one of his siblings. 
“She was similar to my uncle,” Will had told her once, “quiet and reserved—except when anyone came too near or spoke too loudly. Then”—Will had waggled his eyebrows comically—“she could be as fearsome as a dragon!” 
Could Mr. Darcy have loved this woman, a woman so unlike her aunt? 
“Hello, Mrs. Darcy,” whispered Elizabeth, if only to hear her own voice. 
A clatter, a creak, and Elizabeth jumped. For a moment, she forgot her misery and laughed. She would not be afraid of ghosts!
Then, more than a clatter: her name, deep and far away. Elizabeth’s heart pounded as she spun around, her eyes wide in the dark.
Closer, louder this time: “Elizabeth?” 
Mr. Darcy’s voice, she realized then, padding quietly to the doorway. Poking her head out into the hall, she saw, by the dim light of the wall sconces, Mr. Darcy speaking to someone. Was that her aunt, sitting on the floor at the end of the corridor, her arms about her legs, her chin propped on her knees? 
Mr. Darcy held out a hand, and Aunt Lizzy took hold, pulling herself to her feet.
“How is Mr. York?”
“What are you doing here, Elizabeth?” 
“Why are you hiding? Why will you not allow me to help?”
He started to turn away, but she put a hand on his shoulder.
“Tell me how to help!” 
“There is nothing to be done. He sleeps.”
“In your chambers?”
“It was the first place that came to mind.” 
They fell silent, and Elizabeth watched, spellbound, as Mr. Darcy leaned slightly into Aunt Lizzy, as if that tiny woman were holding him up.
Then he straightened and said, “Go to bed, Elizabeth.”
“Come with me,” she replied, her hand sliding from shoulder to forearm.
He raised the hand to his lips, then dropped it. “Go to sleep, Elizabeth.”
“Fitzwilliam…” 
“No!” He shook his head angrily. “I wish you had not seen me behave in such a fashion, Elizabeth. By God, I wish you had not!”
“Please, Fitzwilliam, it hardly matters…” 
“No, it does not matter, does it?” He turned away from her, from Elizabeth, so that his back was to them both. “You have always known the truth! You were the first one to recognize it in me. Your words may have been different, but it all comes down to the same thing: arrogance, conceit, and a selfish disdain for others! Twenty-five years, and I have not changed at all.” 
Aunt Lizzy placed her palm flat against his back, but he shook his head, and she stepped away, her entire frame drooping. 
“I need time—alone.” Then he strode down the hall in the opposite direction. 
Elizabeth fell back, leaning heavily against the door to Mrs. Darcy’s room. She felt as if she were back in the main hall, reliving that awful scene. She had hardly given a thought to her aunt’s feelings, to Mr. Darcy’s feelings—to anyone’s feelings, really, except for Will’s and her own. 
When she heard her aunt’s quiet weeping, Elizabeth told herself to go to her—immediately. But there existed another version of herself now, a quiet and cunning voice counseling comfort above all else. She wanted to close the door on that awful weeping, to shut herself inside this musty room, to crawl into Mrs. Darcy’s bed and cover herself in blankets so that she might embrace her own weariness and confusion. 
No. Racing into the corridor, Elizabeth slammed shut the mistress’s door. Aunt Lizzy spun around at the sound, and for a long moment they stared at each other. Then, in flash, they were in each other’s arms.
How was such a thing to be borne? Her aunt—her fierce, independent aunt—sobbed against her. Or was she, Elizabeth, doing most of the sobbing? 
“What a mess we are making of ourselves!” said her aunt with a trembling laugh, some minutes later. “Do you have a handkerchief?” 
Elizabeth fumbled through a pocket and retrieved the cloth that Mr. Darcy had given her, just a few days and forever ago. 
Her aunt took it, brought it halfway to her eyes, and stopped.
“This is his?” She laughed softly. “Well, I suppose it does no good to be sentimental now.” And with that, she wiped her face clean and handed Elizabeth the handkerchief. “My apologies, dearest, for saddling you with my dirty laundry.” 
Elizabeth stared at her aunt, stunned by this transformation. She had picked herself up as easily as she might retrieve a discarded cloak, slipping on that warm outer layer without hesitation or effort. 
“How do you keep your sense of humor at a time like this?” 
The words sounded more accusatory than inquisitive, but Aunt Lizzy only smiled. 
“I am too old to do otherwise, I suppose. Come along, dearest, you and I never did take that stroll in the moonlight.” 
When they reached the garden, darkness surrounded them; the moon had taken refuge behind a cloud almost the moment they stepped outside. Soon, even Elizabeth was laughing, for they were scraping against hedgerows and stumbling on stones.
“Beware, Aunt Lizzy! I think we are nearing the reflection pool.” 
“Did I not warn you we might fall into that monstrosity?” Aunt Lizzy pulled her toward a bench. “Here, let us sit until the clouds pass over the moon. Then, when we can see the way forward, we may jump into the pool of our own accord.” 
Elizabeth allowed herself a smile. “Just as you, Charlie, and I jumped into the pond at Netherfield, all those years ago?” 
“All those years ago! It has been only ten years, Lizzy Bingley.” 
“More than half my life.” 
“Yes, I suppose so, and yet not so very long ago in my estimation. That is the prime difficulty of youth: time creeps, so that it seems as if everything must be accomplished all at once, or nothing will ever happen.” Her aunt chuckled ruefully. “How ironic that we elderly sort take our time when we have so little of it left.”
“Elderly! You are but five and forty, Aunt Lizzy. That is not elderly.” 
“Of course not. I used the word so that I might hear you reject it.” 
Elizabeth laughed softly, and for several moments, she allowed herself to believe this was enough: fresh air, her aunt’s witticisms, the echoes of her own laughter. Then, without warning, she was crying again. There had been no sudden thought of Will, no specific reminder—just a wave of sadness brought on by the sweet chirping of some bird she could not identify. Thomas would know which birds sang so loudly at night, thanks to the book Mr. Darcy had given him all those months ago. Again, she felt that overwhelming desire to go back in time, to stand on the terrace of Netherfield and laugh with joy at receiving Will’s first letter. She could not travel backward—but she could travel back to Netherfield. Indeed she would, and very soon. 
“I am so frightened of tomorrow, Aunt Lizzy.” 
Her aunt put an arm about her shoulders. “Yes, I can imagine you are. Forgive me for saying this, but tomorrow may not be as bad as you expect.”
“How can it not be?” Elizabeth jerked away. “When he finds me tomorrow, he can say only one of two things: he was wrong about me, and he no longer loves—” Elizabeth stopped and took a deep breath. “Or he will beg my forgiveness and make a second proposal.”
“I cannot believe he will say the former, dearest—and neither, I suspect, can you.” 
Elizabeth could not—but then, what did she know? 
“As for the latter,” continued her aunt, “has he lost your trust so completely? Do you think to refuse him now?”
“I do not know what I ought to do!” 
“Then you cannot forgive him,” her aunt whispered.
“Of course I can forgive him! For my part, what is there to forgive?” Elizabeth bit back another sob. “The fault is mine.”
“No. You must not fall into that trap, Lizzy. He asked you to keep a confidence that you did not wish to keep.”
“What he asked,” whispered Elizabeth, “was if I trusted him. I said I did, but I…I lied to him, Aunt Lizzy. I told him what he wanted to hear. If I had been stronger, I would have convinced him he was wrong to go ahead with his plan. I would have made him stay behind!”
“You cannot control others, dearest, least of all stubborn young men. It was not in your power to hold him here, not if he was determined to leave.”
“Perhaps not—but I could have held on to myself!” Elizabeth dashed a hand across her face. “I should never have gone along with his plan, but I did—just so I might please him. Is this what love is, Aunt Lizzy? This abandonment of ourselves, all for the sake of someone else? If so, I do not like it. Not one bit!”
Her aunt said nothing, merely rubbed circles on her back, just as her mother did whenever Elizabeth was sick or spiritless. No, not quite like her mother, for her mother’s circles were always smooth, even, unbroken movements. Aunt Lizzy had her own rhythm, slightly syncopated, a bit unnerving. 
“Is this why you never married?” Elizabeth asked suddenly, and the almost-circles came to an abrupt end. “Did you, too, fear losing yourself?” 
When the silence stretched on, Elizabeth added, “I suppose Mr. Darcy is the man you loved once.” 
“Yes, he is the man I loved once; he is the man I love now.” She laughed softly. “And though I cannot find any rational basis for this belief, I believe I have loved him all those years of his absence, too.” 
“What happened?” Elizabeth leaned forward, so grateful to find this release from her own worries.
“What happened? He proposed, I rejected him, and then, well—I fell in love with him. I am so contrary a creature that I must do everything backwards.”
“Aunt Lizzy!” 
“What else can I say?”
“You might explain why you refused his offer! Was it because…I heard what he said to you in the corridor. Did you really believe him arrogant, conceited, and selfish?” Elizabeth shuddered as she spoke these words, thinking back to the rage in Will’s voice as he shouted his own set of accusations at his uncle. 
“I did believe that,” replied her aunt. “But I soon learned how wrong I was. Oh, he can be arrogant and conceited at times—or rather, not conceited, so much as maddeningly confident in his views. But selfish?” She winced. “I was wrong to think so. And your young man is wrong about him now, Lizzy.” 
“My young man?” Elizabeth’s laugh was mirthless. “He is his own man—or at least, he wishes very much to be so.” She paused, chewing on her bottom lip. “I wonder what it might have meant for us, had I met Will later in our lives. Perhaps a year from now, or maybe even two—after he had settled into his role here at Pemberley. Would we have avoided this conflict, or would we have only found some other hazard to send us tumbling?”
“Oh, Lizzy, you are wise beyond your years.” Her aunt sighed. “I am not certain there is ever a right time to meet another person. We are always changing, always in flux, even those of us who are old and stuck in our ways.”
“I see you are angling for another compliment,” Elizabeth said, smiling a little.
“Always, dearest.” Then, in a more serious tone: “I can offer you no useful advice, Lizzy. What happens tomorrow—that must be up to you and Will.” 
Elizabeth studied her aunt for a long moment. “I admit to being surprised. I had thought, given all those years you have been separated from your Mr. Darcy, you might advise me to avoid your mistakes—to accept Will if he proposes, so that I do not lose my chance.”
“For all the similarities”—her aunt brushed one gentle finger along Elizabeth’s cheek—“our stories are not the same, Lizzy. You must do as you think right.” 
Elizabeth grabbed her aunt’s hand and kissed it. “But do you not wish sometimes that you had accepted him, when he asked?”
“No, never. I could not, in that moment, have accepted him, believing what I did of his character. Oh, there have been more times than I would care to admit when I wished he had returned to me—or that I had possessed the courage to find him and confess how much my feelings had changed. But in that moment, no: I could act only according to my own best judgment. Flawed as it was then—and remains to this day—my judgment is the only thing I might truly call my own.” 
 
*
 
Hours later, after a short and restless sleep, she sat on the edge of her bed, dressed but otherwise unprepared to face the day. Talking with her aunt had improved her spirits, but it had by no means cured her of heartache. She knew what must happen next. Here, now, in the halls of Pemberley, she was at war with herself; she had to go home, to Netherfield.
Since the moment she had woken, her thoughts had come back to her aunt’s words: their stories were not the same. Aunt Lizzy had not loved her Mr. Darcy when he had first proposed to her, all those years ago; she had not understood him well enough to give him her heart. Elizabeth, however, loved Will as much as ever—perhaps even more deeply now that she had seen his imperfections as well as his virtues. 
Yet in one respect, their stories matched: Elizabeth had to trust her own judgment. Before Will, she had done so unthinkingly. But now it was not so easy, for falling in love had cleaved her in two. There existed that new, sly voice in her head, urging her to hide from herself. (And where better to hide than in Mrs. Darcy’s room, as Mrs. Darcy herself?) Then there was her other self, her older self, fainter and less persistent than once she had been, but strong enough to know what she needed: time. Time with her family, time with herself. Time to remember who she was besides a woman in love. 
“He is pacing the corridor, Lizzy,” said her father. “He has been there for half an hour, at least.”
Elizabeth’s head jerked up, realizing then that both of her parents were staring at her, concern etched in every tired line of their faces.
“I will send him away, if you wish. I have done it once before,” her father added, his laughter weak.
“Charles!” her mother exclaimed. “This is no time for jesting.”
“It is the best time for jesting,” Elizabeth replied, and they all smiled sadly at each other, knowing it was to be one of those mornings, when the only thing they might count on was their unflappable good humor. 
She went into the corridor, holding her breath, praying he had left—and hoping he had stayed.
He had stayed.
Eyes closed, he leaned heavily on one shoulder against the wall. His hair looked wilder than usual, as if he had forgotten to comb, or perhaps he had run his fingers through it so many times that it now stood on end. She had expected him to appear as miserable as she herself felt but was still shocked to see him so completely unraveled. 
How in God’s name could she refuse him anything in such a state? Her courage left her, and she whirled around, pushing open the door to her room.
“Lizzy?” 
Slowly, she looked over at him. He appeared almost like himself again, his shoulders thrown back, his eyes alert and hopeful. She was reminded of a walk in London—not their first rainy trek across Hyde Park, but a late April ramble through Kensington Gardens. He had been discussing—well, what else but Pemberley? The gardener’s latest additions to the conservatory, or something along those lines. Elizabeth had not been able to keep her train of thought while studying him: that tawny hair, those bright eyes, that expressive face! She had hardly been able to stop herself then, and could most certainly not stop herself now: three quick strides, and she was in his arms. 
This, she knew, was a terrible mistake, for she could hear the relief in his voice: “Lizzy, thank God, Lizzy!” 
His lips were on her hair, on her forehead, on her nose—and they laughed. Only when he had tipped her chin up and their eyes met did she pull back. 
“Will, we must talk.” 
“Of course,” he said, even as he leaned in to kiss her.
She wriggled out of his arms. “Now.”
“Yes.” He sighed. “Yes, I know.” Then, with a sad smile: “The second floor sitting room?”
“A little late,” she said, trying for a smile of her own and failing miserably.
Before he could offer his arm or take her hand, Elizabeth hurried to the parlor, taking a seat behind the small table where she had found Thomas just hours earlier. This left Will to choose the settee in the far corner of the room or the chair across from her. He stood in the doorway for a long moment, staring at the settee, and she guessed at his thoughts: last night, she would have taken his hand and led him there, where they would have sat side by side. 
Will took the chair opposite her, the table safely between them.
Silence settled, and Elizabeth wondered if this was what a more traditional courtship might have felt like: awkwardness, distance, and an awful uncertainty about what the other was thinking. She grew to hate that silence so much that she reached for the first thing she saw—the book Thomas had been reading the night before—and waved it before him.
“Thomas says this book is terrible.”
“I will offer my apologies when I see him next.” He attempted a smile. “I should be quite adept at offering apologies by the end of this day.”
She tilted her head at him, and he sighed. 
“I should not have made that jest.”
She thought of her father, of his own attempt at levity. “I am glad you did.” 
“Are you? I thought you would be so much angrier with me, Lizzy. I almost wish you were.”
“I am too sad to be angry,” she whispered.
“I know.” Then, abruptly, he was on his feet, shoving his chair aside and coming around the table.
“Will, no—” 
He knelt by her side, reaching for her hand. She pushed his hand away. 
“Lizzy, forgive me. The words I said last night—I was not thinking. I was angry and hurt and—”
“Oh, Will. I know.” She closed her eyes, the only way she could stop herself from reaching for him.
“Then tell me your feelings have not changed! Since the moment you arrived at Pemberley, I have wanted nothing more than to renew my—”
Her eyes flew open. “No, I must speak first!” 
“Lizzy, forgive me and do me the greatest honor by becoming my—” 
He was again reaching for her hand, and she knew, if she was going to speak, it had to be now:
“I release you! I release you from any understanding between us!” 
The words spilled forth, a jumbled string of sounds, so that she almost hoped he had not understood.
There was no misunderstanding the look of horror on his face.
“You cannot forgive me.” Staggering to his feet, he went to the window. “After the way I behaved last night, I suppose I cannot blame you.” 
She wanted to say that blame and forgiveness had nothing to do with her decision, but she did not trust herself to speak.
“Lizzy,” he said, turning back to her, “you know I am proud, far too proud for my own good. But I am not too proud to beg for your forgiveness. I am sorry, Lizzy. I am so sorry. I should never have put you in that position!”
“No, you should not have.” She swallowed, trying to figure out how to explain herself. “But you were right not to trust me, you know. I did tell your uncle where you had gone.”
“Yes, but only because he demanded it of you. Lizzy, please—” 
“Are you still angry with him?” she cut in. “Have you not apologized to each other yet?” 
“I…no.” He returned to staring out the window, and she was left to wonder which of her questions his “no” answered.
“Can you not see how much he loves you?” she whispered. 
“I can see only his disappointment in me.” His profile appeared hard, angry. “And yours.” 
“Then you are being willfully blind!” 
He spun back to face her. “What is it that you want from me, Lizzy? How can I make you believe I will never again doubt your advice?” 
“But you should doubt my advice, Will! Do you not understand? I lied to you yesterday. I told you I trusted your judgment on this matter—and I did not.” 
He paled. “Then why in God’s name did you not say so?” 
“I did! In a manner of speaking, I did. But you asked me to trust you, Will, and I could not bring myself to say otherwise.” 
“Well, I trusted you, Lizzy. I have always trusted you to tell me the truth!” 
She sprang to her feet, knocking her chair over in the process. “Are you really trying to tell me that you wanted to hear what I had to say in that moment? You were holding me, kissing me, hinting at a marriage proposal! For God’s sake, you were seducing me, Will, not seeking my honest opinion!” 
He opened his mouth, then abruptly closed it. 
“I do not blame you, Will,” she finished quietly. “I lied to you. I lied to myself. There is no other way to put it.” 
“I gave you little choice in the matter,” he conceded softly. 
“I did have a choice.” She blinked furiously, telling herself she could not cry, not now. “I chose not to disappoint you—and have now made matters worse, for both of us.” 
“No, Lizzy, you are being too hard on yourself. How could I fault you for wishing to spare me pain?” 
“Fault is irrelevant, Will. How can I fault you for wishing to prove yourself to your uncle? How can either of us fault your uncle for worrying about you?”
“My uncle was not worried about me; he was worried about Pemberley—and with good cause, I suppose.”
“Oh, Will.” With some trepidation, she went to stand next to him at the window. She waited for him to try and reach for her hands, to beg her forgiveness once more. But he did not move, and those inches of air between them felt like a chasm.
This was what she had wanted, was it not? 
“How is…how is Mr. York?” she ventured quietly. 
“Recovering well, thank God.” 
“Is he awake then?” she asked, glad for once to discuss something other than themselves.
“Yes.” Will glanced over at her, offering a brief smile. “Awake, and quite vocal about how he does not wish to be coddled.” Then the smile slipped. “He blames himself for the whole mess.” 
“Perhaps you both ought to stop making martyrs of yourselves.” 
“He ought.”
“Will…” 
“Why are you doing this?” He took a step toward her. “Why are you trying to make me feel better about a plan you yourself called foolhardy?” 
She crossed her arms, standing her ground. “I am not trying to make you feel better. I am trying to understand the root of all that went wrong. Tell me something: do you think you erred last night?”
He appeared startled by this question. “Yes, of course! I made perhaps the gravest error of my life!”
“Then what was it?”
“I do not understand, Lizzy.” 
“Name the mistake, Will.”
He shook his head.
“Was it losing your temper with your uncle?”
“Yes!” Then he paused. “No. That is, I still believe he needed to hear me, needed to…what are you getting at, Lizzy?” 
“Was it asking me to keep a confidence I should not have kept?” she continued. 
“Lizzy—” 
“Or perhaps it was the plan itself—putting too much trust in Sir Dennis, or not enough in your uncle?”
“It was all of it! Is that what you want to hear, Lizzy? I ruined everything!” 
“No!” She gritted her teeth, trying desperately not to sob. “I want to know your answer—not what you think I want to hear!” 
“My answer?” He began to pace then, back and forth between the window and the settee. “My answer is that there are no answers, Lizzy. Was I disrespectful and even cruel to my uncle last night? Yes, absolutely—and yet part of me still believes he deserved it! Should I have asked you to keep my confidence, even while knowing I was being less than open with my uncle? No, of course not—and yet who else was I to turn to for support, if not you?” He paused, and their eyes met. “You were to be my wife, Lizzy!” 
She began to tremble then.
“Was the plan foolhardy? Yes! But the alternative, taking no action at all, seemed just as foolish at the time! Was it my fault that York was injured? No, not precisely, and yet I am ultimately responsible for putting him in that position.” His eyes closed briefly. “Yes and no, Lizzy. Yes and no! Those are my answers.”
He looked so weary that she thought he might drop to the settee. Instead, almost before she realized it, he was striding toward her, taking her hands in his. 
“This is the only question of significance, Lizzy: do you love me?” 
Oh God, he was wearing her down, and that voice in her head whispered, Do not make more of a fuss; do not hurt him again; do not throw away your chance…
“Do you love me?” he asked her again, kissing her ear, her cheek, her lips. “Tell me you will marry me.” 
But there was still her other voice, her other self, and it did not whisper; it roared. Time is not too much to ask!
“I cannot,” she said, pushing him away with every ounce of her strength. “I love you, Will, but I cannot agree to marry you, not at this time.” 
He reared back. “I do not understand you!” 
“Oh, Will, how can we decide our futures when we do not even know ourselves? Yes and no, Will. Yes and no!” 
“You are mocking me!”
“I am not! If you can give no firm answers after such a night, how in God’s name do you expect me to do so?” 
He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I cannot. But…” His eyes were pleading now. “Do not refuse me!” 
“I am not refusing you! I am asking for time, time to make sense of—” 
“Time?” His whole face changed then, and he pulled her back into his arms. “Lizzy, we have the entirety of our lives together!” 
She let herself revel in his warmth for a moment. Then she again shoved him away.
“I know, I know,” he said, holding up his hands. “I am not giving you much choice again, am I?” 
Good God, how she loved him! Even now, as much as he was hurting, he was trying to make amends. 
“Just give me some measure of hope, Lizzy. Otherwise, I have no guaranty—” 
“I love you, Will. That is the only guaranty I can give you.” 
“Then—” He shook his head. “Then what do we do next?”
“I hardly know.” She closed her eyes, trying to imagine a solution. But she was so tired, so uncertain. She could only say, “I will go home. You will stay here. We wait, I suppose.”
“Wait?”
“Yes, wait.”
“But for what? For how long? If it is time you need, we may have a long engagement—or we can continue our courtship. Do not leave. Nothing need change, Lizzy!”
She shook her head. “We have already changed, Will. If I stay here, we will forget that. You will wear me down, and I will say yes without being sure, and then we will become wrapped up in preparations for marriage. We will pretend all is well without fixing any of our mistakes! Engagement, courtship—both give us no means of altering course, Will. You would have no choice but to marry me.”
“That is precisely what I want! Do you doubt my love for you? Is that it? You suppose, after the way I behaved last night, that I cannot respect and honor you as I should?”
“I do not doubt your love for me, Will. What I doubt is—” 
Their eyes met, and she might have stopped there, might have swallowed the dreadful words that came next, if she had loved him, or herself, any less. 
“What if being in love is not enough?”
His eyes filled with tears then, and she knew that he understood. Not everything—she herself could not fully comprehend this course of action—but he at least recognized the futility of changing her mind. 
“A year ago,” she said quietly, “I never would have believed myself capable of lying, never would have thought to silence my own better judgment so that I might avoid a conflict. This was my point of pride, Will—that I was, above all, true to myself. I thought I had found in you someone who would never ask me to act against my own principles.”
“And I never would!”
“Perhaps not, but the more I wanted you, the more I began to ask it of myself.”
“Is this what you require in a husband, then? A man who dares not ask you to compromise? Are you so stubborn, Lizzy, that you will only want your own way?” 
She flinched. “I should hope not! But I do require a husband who would never again ask me to keep my silence when I believe it is right to speak!”
They stared at each other for a long moment. 
“So you will leave,” he said, his voice cool, his countenance hard.
“I think it best,” she whispered. “For both of us.” 
He scoffed. “No, not for both of us.”
“You need time, too, Will, time to talk with your uncle, to settle into your role at Pemberley.”
“My role at Pemberley?” He gave a humorless laugh. “Do you really suppose, Lizzy, that you will be the only one to release me of my obligations today?”
Her stomach lurched. “You believe your uncle would disinherit you?”
“That is exactly what I believe. Tell me, when you have decided that I might again ask for your hand, would you consider the proposal of Will Townshend, a landless second son with no occupation, no real fortune of his own?”
“If you suppose I am the sort of woman who cares for name or fortune, then you have been in love with a figment of your imagination, Will Darcy!” 
“Will Townshend, Lizzy. You ought to practice saying it. I know from some experience that it can take months to learn a new name.” He dropped to the settee then, head in hands. “Perhaps you are right to fear losing some part of yourself. God only knows who I am now. If I am not to be your husband, if I am not to be a Darcy, who am I to be?” 
She went to sit beside him then, and he looked over at her, his eyes sad and wary. 
“I wish,” she whispered, only just stopping herself from reaching for his hand, “that I could take away this hurt.” 
“You could have, if only your answer had been different.”
“No, Will, I cannot tell you who you are to be—just as you cannot tell me. That is what I mean when I say that being in love is not enough.”
“Perhaps what you actually mean is that I am not enough for you.”
“No, that is not what I mean!” 
She began to cry then, and he said, “Lizzy, forgive me, I did not—” 
“Tell me you understand!” she cut in angrily. “No one else will. People like my aunt Caroline—they will laugh and say, What a fool she is for throwing him away! Even our families, Will—they will not understand! My grandmother will tell me that I am being unreasonable. Your mother will think I am punishing you unnecessarily. Even my father, who was once so against you, will wonder at my decision. They will all say, He loves you! You love him! What else is there? But you must know, Will, that there is more to life than the two of us. You must make amends with your uncle, take your time learning the ways of Pemberley—” 
He opened his mouth to speak, but she continued, quickly, “I know you believe now that they are lost to you, but if you love them, as you love me, you will not give up.” 
He breathed in sharply, but said nothing.
“As for me,” she continued, looking away so that he did not see her cry once again, “I flitted through life before you came along, Will. I never really appreciated what I had, or who I was. I just assumed that how things were was how they always would be. I never questioned anything—so that when I was asked, for the first time, to stand up for myself in any meaningful way, I failed!”
“Now you are making yourself the martyr, Lizzy.”
She managed a smile. “Perhaps.” 
He looked hard at her, almost as if he were memorizing her face. Finally: “What will you do?” 
“I will spend all the time I can with Thomas,” she replied softly, thinking of how the uncertainty of her future was nothing compared with the uncertainty of his. “With my parents, too, and with Charlie, when he is home. I will help Aunt Lizzy with the school—” She laughed shakily. “I suspect she will need someone to help run the school in her absence.” 
“Where is she going?” 
She could not answer him, for the truth struck her like a blow: there would soon be an Elizabeth Darcy of Pemberley, just not the one she had always assumed. 
“Good God, Lizzy, you are making this very hard on both of us.” 
“Yes,” she managed, gulping down a sob. “Perhaps that is how it should be.” 
Even now, even after this dreadful hour of explanations, she still wanted to give in, to take the easier path, to lose herself in the bliss of romance and marriage. Someday, yes. But for now, no. She had work to do, and so did he.
“If you believe I am being unreasonable,” she said, forcing herself to meet his gaze, “if asking you to wait is too much, then I understand what that means, Will.” 
“Honestly, I do not know what is reasonable or right now.”
She nodded but could not speak. 
“I know what I fear.” He looked away. “You will return to Hertfordshire and meet a gentleman who knows precisely who he is, a gentleman who is only too happy to let you always have your way.“
“How very dull that would be.”
He whipped around to look at her. “Lizzy…” 
“And you—it may be the same for you,” she said, rising quickly before he could reach for her. “You may be introduced to a young lady who always agrees with you, a young lady who never makes a fuss.” 
“Terribly dull,” he said, staring up at her. 
“Will…” 
“Are you truly determined to do this? If so, I will accept your decision and say no more.” 
She swallowed convulsively, and still her tongue itched to say something other than the “Yes” that emerged. 
His face hardened then, so that he almost looked like someone else. Like his uncle, the first time she saw him in Hertfordshire.
“I will not write you; I will not race after you to Hertfordshire.” 
“I understand,” she whispered. And she did. She had hurt him dreadfully.
“Very well.” He stood and straightened his jacket, which did nothing to improve his disheveled state. How could he appear so young and vulnerable—yet so proud and angry, all at once? 
“I must find my parents.” She turned, everything a blur, looking for the door. “I will tell them we must leave—” 
“No—that is, you are welcome to remain as long as you need. For Thomas’s sake, especially.”
She looked over at him, tears filling her eyes. “Thank you.” 
“Then again,” he said, his lips twisting into something like a smile, “I have surely lost the privilege of extending invitations to stay at Pemberley. I hope my uncle will not disagree with this decision of mine.” 
“Oh, Will.” 
He held up a hand. “Call me something else, I beg you. Whichever family name you choose—but not my given name, not anymore.”
She felt sick, wanted to take it all back—and yet knew, even in her misery, that there was nothing to do but go forward. If she had said yes to him today, after all they had just been through, she would never have known for sure why she had accepted him—to grow in love, or to bury herself in the romance of a wedding? And she would never have known why he had asked her—because he wanted her as a true partner or as a means of escape? 
The price of knowing, however, was steep. He was likely to realize, after time had healed his wounded pride, that he was better off without her. There were, after all, countless women who would give anything to become Mrs. Darcy.
She simply was not one of them.
Calling on her mother’s unflappable calm and her father’s unexpected stubbornness, her aunt’s indomitable spirit and her own sense of self, she lifted her chin and said,
“Very well, Mr. Darcy. If you will excuse me?” 
Their eyes met, and she felt that same spark, that same wanting, that had been present from the first. Could it survive this even greater test? 
He straightened to his full height. “Of course, Miss Bingley. Forgive me for having taken up so much of your time this morning.” 
When he bowed, she allowed herself three improper seconds to watch him, to take in that tawny hair, those bright eyes, that expressive face, before sinking into a trembling curtsy of her own.
Then he left her alone, just as she had asked him to do.
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Two tumblers of brandy, and still he was not relaxed enough to ask the question. Ridiculous, really, considering how close they once had been, yet even in their youth, when he had thought of Fitz as a brother, Richard had never found it easy to talk with his cousin about women. Rather, Fitz had not been comfortable discussing women with Richard—or anyone else. 
When they had been young and inexperienced, Richard had adored his cousin’s awkwardness; his glowering silences had always made Richard’s own attempts at flirtation appear positively debonair. Over the years, however, that awkwardness had morphed into something else. Self-righteousness, perhaps? That was the word his father would have used, for Lord Matlock had never been fond of George Darcy or his son. Upstarts! he had often sneered behind their backs (though he had never sneered at the money these upstarts had brought to the old but debt-ridden Fitzwilliam family). 
There was a moral streak to Fitz, for sure; Richard still remembered how his cousin had sworn off courtesans after a visit to one of London’s most exclusive brothels. 
“Her eyes were glazed, empty!” Fitz had exclaimed afterward, to which Richard had replied, “That means you performed your job well, Cuz!” He had received no appreciative laugh in response.
Yet Fitz had seemed more troubled than disgusted, and he had never berated Richard for his own choices, including the decision to set aside a portion of his income to send his natural daughter to school in some small country town. 
“What a waste of money!” Richard’s older brother had chided over cards. 
But Fitz? His only response had been, “How can I help?” 
No, not self-righteousness. Pride, then? This was the word Charles Bingley had used to explain Fitz’s reluctance to attach himself to any woman, respectable or not. 
“I am not completely sure which of those two categories Caroline falls into,” Bingley had laughingly admitted to Richard once, “but I know Darcy could never marry her.”
“Because your money comes from trade?” Richard had dared to suggest, knowing Bingley too affable to take offense.
“No. Because he has too much pride to offer for a woman who sees him as only a means to an end.” 
Richard had always liked Bingley, who appeared on the surface nothing more than a pup but underneath had a measure of steel that would have served him well in the army, had he not been so rich as to need no profession of his own. The winter of 1810/1811 had seen the three of them nearly inseparable—Richard, the oldest and most experienced; Bingley, the youngest and most eager; and Fitz, always watching from the outside. They had partaken of (or, as Fitz had put it, “braved”) the London season with aplomb. 
But then Richard had been called away to train in the north of England. Aside from a few visits to Matlock, London and Rosings, he had spent the following year preparing himself, and his men, for combat on the Continent. Indeed, he had been so busy that he had not seen or corresponded with Bingley since the summer of 1812, when his regiment had been sent to Spain. It had taken more than a year, and tens of thousands of lives, to drive Napoleon’s forces from the Iberian Peninsula, but by God, they had done it. Then their allies had toppled the little emperor from his throne, and Richard had supposed he might put war behind him. 
Now the bastard Napoleon had escaped from his exile on Elba, and so it was back to the Continent for Richard.
But first—he had to ask. He had not come to Pemberley for the sole purpose of inquiring; he was not that much of a gossip. But finding out what in God’s name had possessed Fitzwilliam Darcy to marry Anne de Bourgh had been one more incentive to make the long trip north.
Mostly, Richard wanted to see his cousin, to see for himself if Fitz really had lost his bearings. Fitz’s letters had been the same as always: frequent, clever, and laced with dry humor and odd stories. But Lord Matlock was worried about his sanity (“He is giving away all of his money, Richard!”), and Georgi was anxious about his health (“He hardly eats, hardly sleeps, Richard!”).
It was Lady Catherine’s distress that had concerned Richard the most—not because he cared much for his tyrant of an aunt, but because he knew if that old dragon could be moved to tears, then perhaps something really was wrong. 
“I am not even allowed to visit my own daughter at Pemberley!” Lady Catherine had screeched at him during his last (and blessedly short) visit to Rosings. It had not been one of his traditional Easter visits; no, he had not been at Rosings for Easter since 1812. 
If he had been there on Easter, 1813, would he have been able to save Fitz from himself? This was the question he really wanted to ask. Impossible to know, of course—and yet, he thought his presence might have made a difference. After all, Fitz had been almost flirtatious (for Fitz) with that young lady (what was her name again?) visiting Hunsford in 1812.
Richard did not think himself arrogant for recognizing the truth: he had a good influence on his cousin. He made him laugh, helped him take his cares less seriously, gave him room to think of himself as someone more than a Fitzwilliam and a Darcy, two family names brought together for the sake of ambition and pride. 
There was an irony to this role he played in Fitz’s life, for Richard was no romantic; he did not subscribe to that radical notion that every person had the right to find his own happiness in the world. Oh, he liked pursuing pleasure as much as the next man, but he was at heart a practical man, an army man, the second son of an earl who had always preached the dogma of “family and fortune.” Duty, not happiness, was his watchword.
Above all, he was an excellent judge of men. So Richard knew, even if he himself was no romantic, that Fitzwilliam Darcy was romantic to the core. Few people would have agreed with this assessment, least of all Fitz himself. But beneath all that ambition and pride, Fitz was a man who believed anyone could change for the better, if only given the chance.
Surely it was this idealism that had been his downfall. No doubt Fitz had decided to save their cousin, to rescue her from the clutches of their aunt—but good God, at what cost to himself? 
Well, it would do no good to ask that question. The marriage could not be undone. Still, Richard had to know for sure: why had he proposed in the first place?
“You look as if you might throw that tumbler at me,” noted Fitz, and Richard glanced up in surprise. For all his curiosity and concern, he had nearly forgotten the man himself was sitting across from him. 
It was his last evening at Pemberley. The visit had been short—a mere three days—and yet long enough for Richard to see how things stood here. The house was so quiet; Fitz was always busy with something or another on the estate; and Anne—well, she rarely left her rooms, except to ride for an hour in the morning and then attend dinner in the evening. Even then, she remained in company only as long as it took for her to eat. 
“I have no intention of entertaining you in the drawing room,” she had declared near the end of their first dinner together at Pemberley (a meal composed entirely of foods that began with the letter “p,” he realized afterward: peas, pheasant, pudding, and punch). “You may see to yourselves.” And with that, she had swept from the room, snagging a drumstick before she left.
Fitz had merely shrugged and suggested they drink in his study. And so they had, each night. The conversations had been excellent: insightful, clever, full of laughter. Yet never once had they discussed anything related to Anne or even Fitz himself. All topics had been about Richard, or about the world outside Pemberley.
Only to Carrington, his valet and a stalwart soldier who had been at his side through every battle, had Richard dared to speak his mind: “She is mad! Utterly mad!” 
Carrington had nodded understandingly. “I’ve heard strange rumors, Major-General.” 
“So,” asked Fitz now, “are you thinking of Napoleon—or Wellington? Those are the only two men in the world who might cause you, such a gentle soul, to turn violent. Shall I take the glass away from you before you launch it at me?” 
Richard laughed. “I am thinking of neither, in fact. If Napoleon had been on my mind, I would have crushed the tumbler with my bare hands. Wellington—well, I would have downed the brandy, raised the glass in his honor, and then thrown it into the fire.”
“I have heard that he is a difficult man to follow.”
“He does not tolerate errors and requires absolutely loyalty. But he is damned clever.” Richard smiled. “And he possesses a healthy appetite—for women, as well as food. He has no doubt sired bastards from one end of Spain to the other.” 
Fitz raised his eyebrows, trying to appear unimpressed, but Richard saw the flush creeping across his cousin’s face. The mere mention of sex, and he was embarrassed! Five years ago, this would have made Richard laugh, but now, all he could think of was this farce of a marriage. 
“Fitz, what were you thinking?” he blurted out, before he could stop himself. “What in God’s name were you thinking?”
Another man might have pretended confusion. Not Fitz. 
“An odd question, two years after the fact,” was his only reply. He then rose and poured himself more brandy. “Another cup?”
“Do not play the inscrutable host with me, Cuz!” 
“I will take that as a no.” 
“I still cannot believe you never wrote to me of the wedding.”
Fitz resumed his seat, taking a long sip of his drink before replying. “I assumed you would hear the news from others.”
“Oh, I certainly heard from others! Georgi’s letter was so tear-stained I could barely make it out.”
“She has always had a tendency toward tears. How is she? I have not seen her since September.”
“Do you really suppose I will be so easily deflected?”
Fitz raised his eyebrows. “What do you want me to say, Richard? I married. Many men do.” 
“They do not marry their mad cousins, Fitz, not without good reason!” 
“Do not call her mad.” There was a tremor of anger in his voice, and Richard raised a brow. 
“Now,” said Fitz, his tone lighter, “tell me of Georgiana. Her last letter indicated that she was fatigued, but otherwise well.”
“Why do you refuse to talk about Anne?”
“Please, Richard…” Fitz’s eyes closed briefly. “Tell me of Georgi. She is contented and healthy, yes?” 
Richard sighed. “Oh, very well. Yes, she is contented and healthy—rather more than that, in fact. She is joyous and ecstatic. You must know this from her letters.”
“The tone of her correspondence is subdued.” Fitz offered half a smile. “She is afraid of boasting of her happiness, I believe. In any case, reading her letters is not the same as seeing her.” 
“Then go see her.” 
“If she were more frequently in residence at Elms Chapel, I would ride there without hesitation, but London—it is too far, and we go only once a year.” 
“Why do you not travel to town more often, Fitz?”
“Did Georgi tell you what she hopes to name this latest child, if it is a boy?”
Richard could not help but smile at this misdirection. “Another Fitzwilliam, eh?” 
“When you see her next, tell her to reconsider,” said Fitz, grinning back at him. “It is a nuisance of a name.” 
“Oof! Despise yourself, if you wish, but I am only too happy to be a Fitzwilliam. And so shall he be: Fitzwilliam Townshend, descended from a long line of proud and ridiculous Fitzwilliams!”
“I hope they at least shorten his name—and not to Fitz.” 
“No, there can be no other Fitz,” said Richard, smiling.
“Thank God for that.” Fitz paused, then added, “Will. That is what they ought to call him.”
Richard raised his eyebrows. “William is more dignified.” 
“No, Will—he will most definitely be a Will.” 
“If she names her son Fitzwilliam,” said Richard, “what will you do if you have a son of your own? Too many Fitzwilliams, as we know well enough, and the family dinners are confusing as hell.”
He had thought to poke Fitz, to make him open up. Well, it had worked, much to Richard’s shame: his cousin’s face went white, and his dark eyes filled with unexpected tears. 
“You already know the answer to that question, Richard.” He looked at his brandy for a long moment. “I will have no sons. No daughters.” Then, with a soft snort, he added, “I have been told that your valet is chatting up the servants. He must have shared his findings with you.”
“Fitz, I…Forgive me. Yes, he told me how things stand between you and Anne. But that only begs the question: why? Why did you marry her?” 
“Why not?” Fitz retorted, all the color coming back into his face. “It was, by the standards of our family, a very good match, and long wished for, besides. Since our cradles,” he added, his smile bitter.
“Such reasoning never swayed you before,” Richard said quietly. “You had no need of her fortune, and her connections were already your own. The only other motive for marrying her was for an heir, and if you never touch her—” 
Fitz put up a hand. “For God’s sake, stop! Why does this matter concern you? I am married. Leave it be.” 
Richard shook his head. “I cannot, Fitz.”
“No, I suppose not. You are here at Catherine’s request, no doubt.”
“What? Bloody hell, Fitz!”
“She sends a letter each week—sometimes more than one—demanding to be invited to Pemberley. Already she has petitioned your father, your mother, your brother, your sister, my sister—I do not suppose it irrational to think she has asked you to help, as well.” He laughed bitterly. “She thinks I am being cruel.” 
“Come, Fitz, you know me better than to suppose I would do Catherine’s bidding. I believe in duty to one’s family, of course; otherwise I would never visit the woman at all. But I am not, and never will be, her messenger. If you have a reason for refusing her entrance to Pemberley, I can only assume it is a good one.”
Fitz’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you for that, Richard.” 
“You are welcome. Now, tell me why.”
“Why do you care so much?” The tone was even, but the words themselves—well, Richard recognized the anguish in them.
“I always thought, Fitz, that you among all of us should have been the one to marry for love. I used to envy you for it: a wealthy first-born son with only his heart to consider.” He laughed softly. “Perhaps I am more a romantic than I supposed.” 
“You are no romantic, and neither am I. We are sensible men, and we do our duty. Let us leave it at that.” 
“No. I will not leave it at that, for you are lying, and that is not like you. Besides, Anne was never your duty.” 
“Maybe not, but when I learned…” Fitz stopped and shook his head. 
“Learned what?” Richard asked quietly. He leaned forward, recognizing even in his cousin’s closed-off expression the desperate need to explain. He saw it all the time with the men in his brigade—usually they wanted to make excuses for why they had not been able to complete a task, but sometimes, they just wanted to tell a story, to share something of themselves, to lighten the burden of being alone in a mass of men whose job it was to kill other men. 
Fitz met his gaze. “What do you remember of de Bourgh?”
“Sir Lewis?” Richard frowned. “I…well, I hardly remember him at all. I spent very little time with him. My father liked him, probably because he was generous with his money. And he once tried to strike up a conversation about military strategy, but I think Lady Catherine interrupted and ordered her share of the conversation.” Richard smiled; Fitz did not.
“I remember his death, of course,” continued Richard. “Terrible business, the fire.” 
“Terrible,” echoed Fitz, staring at the crackling flames in the hearth.
“What has any of this to do with why you married Anne? Do not tell me,” said Richard, sighing, “that Lady Catherine played up that story about how grieved Anne was when her father died. She used to tell me, each time we visited, that Anne’s sickly constitution originated with her father’s death. I think she was hoping I would convince you to feel sorry for Anne. Plagued by grief, as she put it.” 
“Plagued by something worse than grief. Much worse.” 
Richard shook his head. “Good God, I wish I could have been there in 1813.” 
“I am grateful you were not.” Fitz put a hand to his face. “What I learned, I would not wish on you, Richard, and yet…” He shook his head. “Let us talk of something else. Anything else, Cuz. Please.” 
The anguish was not just implied now; it was in every word, in every aspect of his bearing. 
“No, Fitz. I think you need to tell me what happened.”
When his cousin remained silent, Richard tried for humor: “When have you ever passed up the chance to tell me a story, eh?” 
“This is not my story to tell.” Then, leaning forward suddenly, he spoke in a rush: “But you are right, Richard; I do need to tell you what happened. Only, it is not fair, not to you, not to Anne, to say these things aloud. I ought not…” 
For a long moment, Richard could only stare. Had he ever heard Fitz babble like this? Without another thought, Richard went over to him, crouching down so that they were eye to eye, and put his hand on Fitz’s shoulder: “You can tell me anything, Cuz. Anything—even that I am a meddling arse who ought to shut his trap. ” 
“God, I have missed you, Richard. You and Bingley both.” 
That was another question he had wanted to ask, for Georgi had mentioned in one of her letters that Fitz and Bingley had stopped speaking, though she had been vague in her explanation—something about Bingley’s marriage and Fitz’s abominable pride.
One question at a time. 
Richard rose and went to the liquor cabinet. “Shall I bring the entire bottle?” 
“For you, perhaps, but if I am to going to speak of this, Richard, I had best be quick—and sober.”
“Very well.” Richard resumed his seat, his heart racing despite the soothing warmth of the brandy. Fitz looked so determined—and so frightened—grasping the arms of his chair. 
“I had been hiding in the house all day,” Fitz began. He snorted softly. “You remember how it was with me during those Easter visits.” 
“Yes, I remember.” Richard could not help but laugh. “Do you recall that one morning when she practically dragged me from my bed? I think it was only eight or nine—”
“It was half past ten, Richard. You always slept late.”
“When a soldier is not on duty, he has an obligation to rest and enjoy himself, Fitz! Well, where did you hide? You always did best when the weather was on your side.”
“It was not on my side in 1813. I think it rained the entirety of my visit.” 
“So where did you go?” 
“I found the key to de Bourgh’s old study.”
“Really!” They had often joked about that key, as if it were the Holy Grail, for no one went near old de Bourgh’s study. If they could only gain entrance, they might spend the majority of their required visit at Rosings reading, drinking, and laughing without their aunt being any the wiser. “Where was it?” 
“Just outside the door, in fact. I had been wandering the halls every night. I could not sleep. The key must have been dropped—by Catherine herself, I believe. That is all I heard, at first—Catherine, in the corridor, complaining to someone about how she would never have lost the key, how it must have been stolen from her. Her voice was so loud it carried through the door of the study; I had been there for a good three hours by that point. The room was dusty; no servant had been in to clean for some time. But there was a niche by one of the windows; the rug there was only mildly disgusting, and the windows let in just enough light to read by, despite the rainy weather. So that is where I hid, like a child, sitting on the floor with a book, pretending no one else in the world existed.” 
Fitz reached for his tumbler then, and realizing it was empty, put it back on the table next to him. 
“When I heard the door click open—for I had not locked it behind me—well…I did not immediately make myself known. That, I sometimes think, was the root of it all. If I had been braver, if I had stood up and said, ‘Ah ha, you have found me, Lady Catherine!’—as I think you would have done, Richard, or I might have done if we had been together—but no, I sat there, hoping not to be seen. Coward.” 
“Come now, Fitz.” Richard smiled sadly. “If I had been there with you, we both would have scurried under a desk or hid behind curtains and laughed into our hands. That is what we used to do, remember? Our own version of hide-and-seek with dear old Aunt Catherine!”
“Yes, when you were fourteen and I was eleven. It is behavior less befitting a man of nine and twenty, Richard.”
“Not when that man’s aunt is Lady Catherine de Bourgh. I am a strategist, Fitz. Sometimes it is better not to engage the enemy when you are at a distinct disadvantage.” 
Fitz smiled a little, but could not bring himself to laugh. “Perhaps you are right. Is it any wonder then that Anne has spent her whole life hiding, in some fashion or another?”
Richard shrugged. Truth was, he had lost all sympathy for Anne the year she had tried to have Carrington thrown from Rosings, merely because he had bumped into her in the corridor. Richard was all for distinctions between classes, but for God’s sake, this man was a veteran and a lame one, at that. He surely had meant nothing by it! But Anne cared for no one except Anne, and Catherine would believe anything her precious daughter told her. If Richard had not threatened to leave and never return, Carrington would have ended up sleeping in the stables.
“So Catherine did not see you?” Richard asked Fitz.
“Not at first. I sat there for a good minute before making myself known.” 
Richard raised his eyebrows. What was the secret Fitz had uncovered? Had Lady Catherine been stealing from her daughter’s dowry? That was Richard’s only guess, but it seemed farfetched to him. For all her deficiencies, Catherine had never been a spendthrift. She had inherited enough money from her husband to maintain her lifestyle without resorting to thievery.
“Anne was with her,” said Fitz, his voice low. “Rather, Anne was being dragged in by her. She was screaming, begging really, pleading not to be brought into the room. The smell, she said, it smelled too much of Sir Lewis de Bourgh…” Fitz gulped. “I stood up then. Even I was not so much a coward that I could sit through such a scene. But they did not see me at first. Anne was practically on her knees, begging. And Catherine was on her knees, shaking Anne by the shoulders. Mrs. Jenkinson—the companion, do you remember her?—she just stood over them, weeping. They were talking over each other, Anne repeatedly crying out against Sir Lewis de Bourgh, Catherine scolding her for calling him Sir Lewis. He is your father, she kept saying, and Anne—” 
Fitz looked as if he were going to be sick, and Richard nearly told him to stop, to stop whatever it was he was going to say, because Richard was too much a man of the world to keep his mind from going to that place it ought not, from guessing, almost immediately, what Fitz was about to reveal.
But then Fitz said the words anyway: “Anne said, ‘A father does not do those kinds of things to his daughter, Mama, he does not!’”
Richard closed his eyes. She was lying! That was all there was to it. He may not have known his uncle well, but Sir Lewis de Bourgh had not been depraved. No, he had not been that kind of man! Richard would have known, he would have! He would have sensed it immediately. He was an excellent judge of men! All his superiors had told him so. How else had he managed to rise from Colonel to Major-General in three years? (Too many damn casualties, that’s how.) 
No, Anne was a liar. Could Fitz not see that? 
“It was Mrs. Jenkinson who noticed me first,” continued Fitz quietly, staring into the fire. “She said my name, but neither Anne nor Catherine noticed, not until I was standing over them, trying to separate them.” Then Fitz grimaced. “God, the shriek Anne let out when I touched her, Richard. Did you not notice that—how she never let anyone touch her? How she always wore those gloves?” 
“The physician’s orders,” managed Richard, his voice hoarse. “I always thought, something about her phlegmatic humor and the cold air…” 
“A phlegmatic humor, excessive black bile, overactive yellow bile—Catherine used whichever diagnosis suited her best, all so that she might avoid the truth, Richard.”
“No.” Richard gave a forceful shake of his head. “No, absolutely not.” 
“And Catherine,” continued Fitz, as if he had not heard, “you should have seen her, Richard. She, too, was shaking. Purple with rage, barely able to speak. She was in shock. I think it was the only reason Mrs. Jenkinson was able to lead her from the room when I ordered them out. I said I wanted to talk only to Anne.”
“You should not have believed her.”
Fitz’s gaze snapped to his. “If you had seen her in that moment, you would not have been able to believe anything else. She is telling the truth, Richard.”
“How do you know?” 
“Because why in God’s name would she lie about something like that?”
“How should I know? She is deranged, Fitz! By God, the stories I have heard from your own servants—riding out in ballgowns, stuffing herself with sweets…” 
“Those are signs of madness? No! They are eccentricities, means of rebellion for a child who never was allowed to rebel! I will tell you the primary sign of madness, Richard: ignoring the truth when it stares you straight in the face. And I am telling you now: I believe her. I stood before her, and I watched her sob and shake and beg, and I know, if you had been there, you would not question a word I am saying now!”
Richard shook his head. “Fitz, listen, I am not questioning you. I am only saying—” He stopped suddenly. What was he saying? How many times, in the field, had he heard and seen men do terrible things to each other, men who had seemed, on the outside, decent enough? 
Yet Anne, Anne! She had always been such a petulant, unpleasant girl! 
“What happened when you were alone with Anne, Fitz? What did she say to you? How did she act?” He knew the questions were needy, selfish, that perhaps Fitz had worn himself out telling this most terrible of stories, but now Richard could not let go of the sinking notion that perhaps he had been wrong about his uncle and his cousin both. 
But Fitz seemed calmer now, as if the worst, for him, had passed. “She wept. For a long time, she stayed on the floor, curled into a ball, weeping. I tried to go to her again, but only once, for the sound she made—it was too much for me. I almost left the room, left the house. But I knew I could not walk away, not from this. Besides”—he closed his eyes—“and this is almost the worst part of the story, Richard. I was glad to be there then. Glad to have a purpose, glad to think on something other than my own pain, for I knew whatever I was feeling, it was nothing compared to her pain.” 
“I do not understand, Fitz. Your pain? Do you mean, seeing her like that?”
“No, I mean Elizabeth, I mean—” He shook his head. “Never mind. I sat down on the floor next to her and waited. And waited. And waited some more. It was almost night before she stopped, Richard, and then, when she sat up, she looked at me and said, ‘Now you know why I can never marry you: because I am disgusting and defiled.’ You and I know why we avoided her all those years. She was cold, insipid, sickly—no wife for the likes of us, eh? But we never did ask ourselves, why would she avoid us? Why was she not like other young ladies, eager to flirt or perform? Why, if she was her mother’s darling, did she not do as Catherine wished and try to win us over?” 
Richard shook his head, unable to say anything in response.
“That was why Catherine had brought her to de Bourgh’s old study that day—to punish her. Anne hated the room so much that, when she grew too stubborn to be broken in any other way, Catherine would drag her there until she gave in. Apparently, she had been doing this more and more often—anytime Anne dared to bring up de Bourgh and what he did to her. But Anne said she would rather die than to be touched in that way again, and I knew when she spoke those words that she was telling the truth.”
“And yet—she married you, Fitz.”
“Only because I promised we would be nothing more than brother and sister to each other. I did not know what else to do, Richard, what else to say! The words just—they just came out, and as soon as they did…” Fitz rubbed at his eyes. “The truth is, I regretted offering, the moment I spoke, I regretted it. I waited in those seconds when she looked up at me, deciding. I waited and hoped she would say no, and then I could tell myself that I had done all that I could do. Or if not, that I would do something else: I would tell your father what I had learned, or I would threaten Catherine with a legal suit if she did not allow Anne to leave Rosings and come live at Pemberley as Georgi’s companion and friend. Something, anything other than marriage! But the words had slipped out, Richard, because all I could think was, I will never marry anyway.”
“Fitz, you did not know that.”
“Oh yes, I did.”
“How could you know that?”
“I knew because the woman I loved—the only woman I would love, Richard—had rejected me.” 
Richard felt his lips part, though he had no ability to speak at present. Then, finally: “But who? I never knew you to be in love with—” He stopped. Elizabeth. Fitz had said “Elizabeth,” and Richard remembered then. “That young lady at Hunsford. Elizabeth…What was her name?” 
“Elizabeth Bennet.” 
There were too many new ideas to take in. Richard knew he ought to have been more concerned about Anne than this other woman, yet it was easier to ask, “When did you offer for her?” than to continue the unraveling of his assumptions about the de Bourghs. 
“Easter, 1812—at Hunsford,” said Fitz, whose voice had begun to sink again, as if this conversation were, for him, nearly as difficult as the former. 
“And she rejected you? Why did you did never tell me this?”
Fitz only stared at him.
“Why would she reject you? If I recall, she was a mere country miss, with no connections or fortune.”
Fitz laughed at that, but there was no humor in his voice. “Perhaps so, but she knows me better than I know myself—better than anyone knows me. Arrogant, conceited, selfish—these are the words she used to describe me, and she was right.” 
“Arrogant? Well, perhaps a little,” conceded Richard, earning the smallest of smiles from his cousin. “But conceited and selfish? She is a blind fool, Fitz, if she believes that.”
“No, not when you consider what I had done to her sister.” 
“Her sister? What had you done to her?”
“I separated her from Bingley.”
Richard felt his stomach sink. He recalled, with sudden clarity, that walk across the park at Rosings, laughing alongside a young lady with vivid eyes and chestnut curls. “Oh God, Fitz, I was the one to tell her that—your Miss Bennet, I mean.”
“Not mine, and yes, I know. I am glad you did. It was the truth, and it needed to be said.” Fitz managed a smile. “He married her after all.”
“What?”
“Bingley. He married Elizabeth’s sister.” 
Richard stared at him. “What a bloody mess, Fitz.”
“Yes, quite. And I have not even told you about Wickham’s involvement.” 
“Wickham?” Richard knew he was gaping. He could almost see the foolish expression on his face, just from looking at Fitz, who even now (or perhaps especially now) could hardly help but laugh at him. Then they were both laughing, the kind of desperate, mad laughter that Richard had sometimes heard from fellow soldiers, the moment before they were to charge into battle. 
“I do not think I want to know,” managed Richard, laughing still. 
“Best if you do not,” agreed Fitz, wiping the tears from his eyes. “God, it feels good to laugh about this—though given everything I have told you, I sometimes think I should never be allowed to laugh again.”
“Fitz, you cannot blame yourself.” Richard leaned forward, extending a hand, and after only a moment’s hesitation, Fitz reached across to take it. “What you did, offering for Anne—well, I have to be honest. I do not think it was the right thing to do, but it was noble. I cannot deny that. You were trying to do what you believed was your duty.” 
“I am not so certain, Richard. Sometimes I believe I acted out of a perverse sort of self-interest. I was very unhappy, the spring of 1813, and I sought a way to distract myself. I was not thinking clearly.”
“And now? How are you now, Fitz?”
He managed a smile, and then, with a hearty shake, released Richard’s hand. “Better. A good deal better, having laughed with you again. I wish you did not have to return to the Continent.”
Richard sighed.
“But I know that is your duty,” Fitz continued, “and you are a damned good man for taking it on.”
“Ah, have you not heard that war is glorious?” Richard forced a smile. War was not glorious; it was stinking and ugly. “In any case, Napoleon is a fool, and easily beat this time. It will be a quick rout, barely any casualties. I suspect I will be back in two months, maybe three. And then, Fitz, you and I are going to London together.”
“No.”
“Yes. Whatever it is that worries you about going to town—I suspect you do not want Catherine harassing you or Anne—put it out of your mind, Cuz. Leave your wife here. She will be happy enough, if you give her ballgowns and scones.”
“You ought to offer marital advice to everyone you meet, Richard.”
“And since you have both agreed to a marriage of convenience, well then, she will hardly mind if you give the fair cyprians of London another chance.” 
“What? No. I am not going to a brothel with you, Richard.”
“Oh yes, you are! You may have rescued Anne—and I am still not certain I believe her story, you know—but that does not mean you must be celibate for the rest of your life. I know this very pretty courtesan…much prettier than that Miss Bennet of yours—” 
It had been the wrong thing to say. All the humor left Fitz’s expression. 
“I will be faithful, Richard,” he said quietly.
“To Anne—or to your Elizabeth?”
A bit of life returned to his eyes then. “To both.” 
Then, rising and going to the liquor cabinet, he added, “But I will take you up on your offer to spend a few months in London together. We will drink ourselves silly—”
“Absolutely!”
“—and attend plays, and—”
“Oh, for God’s sake, Fitz! You are such a bore!”
He laughed. “—and do whatever else it is people do to entertain themselves in London.”
“Go to brothels.”
“Except that.”
“Give me more brandy, Cuz. We need to drink to this, or you will try to renege when I return.”
The two men raised their glasses, clinking them with such force that half the brandy sloshed to the floor. After laughing (and spilling more brandy), they shouted in unison, “To London!” and then drank down the little bit of liquor left in their glasses. 
“To your safe return,” Fitz added quietly. 
Richard could see how he hesitated, rocking on his feet. Throwing his own glass to the fire, he said, “Come here, Fitz.”
And they embraced, like the friends and brothers they were.
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He stood on the front steps of the house, staring out at the hillside beyond. From this distance, he could hardly be certain, but he needed no visual proof. Will knew his uncle was up there, standing at the very top of the hill, looking out over the expanse of Pemberley. 
The Old Gray Man had been the very first place on Pemberley’s grounds he could remember visiting with his uncle. No doubt he had toddled around the gardens or dipped his stubby fingers in the trout stream, in those days before he had acquired the capacity for turning experience into memory. But what really stuck with him was that first climb to the top of this hill. How arduous it had seemed to his little five-year-old legs! Arduous, yes, and wonderful, too: the crackling of leaves as he crushed them beneath his small feet, the ache of his hands as he scrambled over a fallen tree, the heat of muscle and the hardness of bone as he clung to his uncle’s back when he had grown too tired to finish the hike on his own. 
After they had reached the top, his uncle had placed him gently on the ground and smiled—a smile Will did not think he had ever seen since.
“Will,” he had said, breathless from the climb, “meet the Old Gray Man.” And together, they had placed their palms flat against that smooth, cold boulder and looked across the valley below. 
“What do you think?” his uncle had asked. A vagary of memory, perhaps, but Will thought he could still hear the uncertainty in his uncle’s voice, as if he were afraid of Will’s answer. 
“I think,” Will had replied, slipping his hand into his uncle’s, “Pemberley is the best place in the whole wide world.” 
What else was there to do now except make that arduous and wonderful climb on his own? From almost the moment he awoke, Will had known where he must go. But he had delayed, wandering the corridors of Pemberley, pretending to look in the places others might expect to find Darcy: bedroom, study, library. He had felt no relief in being right, in knowing that his uncle was the kind of man who struggled up hills in the dark, all so that he might get a better view of the morning light. 
Part of him had imagined making this climb with Lizzy at his side. (Why had he failed to bring her here, before…?) He had thought it would be easier, apologizing to her first, using her as practice for the real challenge. Yes, apologize to Lizzy first, and that way, if his uncle disinherited him, he would at least have her. 
Now he would have nothing. 
Well, Lizzy had done him one favor, at least: she had prepared him for the worst, had made rejection—no, release—a reality. What had been abstract fear was now a palpable ache in his chest, a heaviness in his shoulders, a pounding in his head that reminded him, with every step, how he had failed these two people whose love he craved above all else. Yes, failed—and yet still his feet moved, one in front of the other. Still, he climbed.
“There must be something in that,” he said aloud. The trees rustled in response, and he found himself looking up at that impossibly blue sky. What he wanted were clouds full of rain. There had been but one storm these past six days, a short, sudden squall that had caught Lizzy and him unawares in the garden. He had tried tugging her to the shelter of a nearby tree, but she had resisted, throwing her arms wide, tilting her head up to catch the rain. He had thought of tasting the rain on her lips, but had told himself, No, there will plenty of time for that later. Enjoy the sight of her now.
He had been wrong—and right.
When he reached the Reynolds cottage, he paused, looking instinctively to the chimney. Even now, in July, wisps of smoke rose into the air and dissipated. He imagined Mrs. Reynolds putting a kettle on, shooing her children from the jar of preserves on the table. “Attend ton papa!” he could almost hear her ordering them, even as they laughed and tried to sneak one spoonful before their father returned from a long night at Pemberley. 
The door to the cottage opened then, and he hurried on, waving blindly at the figure in the doorway. He could not trust himself to speak, not even to say hello, not now. 
The remainder of the climb was steep enough that he had to take slow, deep breaths to steady himself. He was too exhausted to trust his youth and agility, and there were moments when he felt dizzy enough to turn back. 
But he could hide no longer: he had reached the break in the path, where the tree cover ended and all that remained was an open, grassy incline leading up to the boulder. Will stopped, looking up at the Old Gray Man, admiring even in this moment of desperation the sight of his uncle, sitting like a boy with his legs stretched out in front of him, his back against that large, gray stone. 
“I sometimes wonder,” Darcy had mused on a previous trek up the hillside together, “how the Old Gray Man came to be.”
“I am sure I could find a treatise on the geological history of Derbyshire for you!” Will had replied eagerly. “There have been so many advances in the fields of natural history and geology since you were at school!” 
“Is that so?” His uncle had smiled. “You will have to tell me all about them.”
And of course Will had told him everything he knew, and some things he did not really know—all the words and ideas he had been soaking up during his first year at university. 
Will started up the last stretch of hill, and to his great surprise, his uncle began hurrying down. They met halfway, and Will tried to come up with something to say, some way to apologize, but all he could think was that his uncle looked older than he had ever seen him before. 
“Will…William.”
“Why does your uncle call you William, when everyone else in your family calls you Will?” Lizzy had asked him, a few days earlier. 
He had been surprised by the question, or rather, surprised that he had never thought to ask it himself. For there had been a time when it was his uncle who had always called him Will, while his parents had called him William. They had thought the name more dignified, closer to the original Fitzwilliam, a name his mother treasured and his father—well, his father had no doubt been relieved he would not have to call his son Fitzwilliam.
Will, however, had loved the nickname his uncle had given him, and when he had turned eight or nine, he had begun insisting that everyone call him Will. There had been a few years when everyone had, and then, gradually, his uncle began to call him Will less and less often. It was almost as if the closer they grew, the longer his name became, so that he had almost expected, on being offered the inheritance of Pemberley, that he might to his uncle become another Fitzwilliam. 
“I miss you calling me Will,” he said to his uncle now. He was too tired to be embarrassed by this admission, too tired to feel much of anything except loss. 
His uncle started to turn away, and Will wondered if he would have to make the rest of the climb on his own, after all. Then, abruptly, his uncle took him by the shoulders, a gentler reenactment of the night before. 
“Will.” Their eyes met. “Will, I am so sorry.” 
The words were so unexpected that he had no time to prepare himself, no way of blinking back the tears before they began to fall. 
“I am nothing more than a stupid child!” he muttered, pulling free and rubbing at his eyes.
“Will.” His uncle tugged gently on his arm. “Walk up the hill with me.”
By the time they had come to sit in front of the Old Gray Man, Will’s eyes were dry. Still, his voice shook as he said, “Why did you apologize? I am the one who ought to say—that is, can you ever forgive me?”
“Will…” 
“The words I threw at you last night, the way I behaved, I…” 
“I know, Will, I know—but there was truth to nearly everything you said.” 
“No, I was not open with you about Sir Dennis.”
His uncle sighed. “Yes. That was the worst of it all, the deception.”
Will knew this to be true—and still the words stung. 
“And yet,” Darcy continued, staring out at the horizon, “I believe you would not have been so secretive about your plans, if I had not made it so difficult for you to speak your mind.” 
Will shook his head, hardly able to believe his uncle’s words. “You must not take the blame for my behavior.”
“No, perhaps not—but I can accept blame for my own part in the matter.” His uncle offered a weary smile. “I have been known, in the past, to make the people I care most about believe I am seeing them only through critical eyes.” 
“Thank you for acknowledging that,” said Will shakily, “and yet I cannot deny, after last night, that you were right all along: I am not good enough for Pemberley.” 
“Perhaps no one is good enough for Pemberley,” said Darcy, looking toward the great house in the distance. 
For a long moment, they were silent, and then his uncle said, “I have written to Caldwell.” 
He had expected this, of course, and yet to hear his uncle utter the solicitor’s name—well, it was a punch to the gut. This was to be it, then. Words of forgiveness—more than he deserved, really—and disinheritance. It was just as it had been with Lizzy: love and rejection. 
“I have instructed him,” Darcy continued, “to move forward with the plans I had tentatively set in place last January, when you first came to Pemberley.”
Will looked over at his uncle. “What plans?”
“On the first of January next, Pemberley—if you still wish it—will be yours.”
“What?”
“I hope you do not mind if I maintain control of a few outside investments.” His uncle’s lips quirked. “I will need something to live on, I suppose.” 
“What?”
“I will stay through January when the transfer occurs, but afterward, I think it best that I leave, allow you to make all decisions on your own.” 
Will scrambled to his feet. “Why would you do this? After all the mistakes I have made, can you not see how wrong I am for all of this?” 
His uncle gazed up at him. “Do you not want this anymore?”
“Want this?” Will turned away, hardly seeing anything through his tears, and yet knowing exactly what was around him: the woods behind the boulder, the cottages on the downs, Pemberley in the near distance, standing proudly amidst farm and field, trees and meadows. “Of course I want this! Pemberley is—” He let out a sound, half laugh, half sob. “It is the best place in the whole wide world.” 
His uncle rose beside him. “Then you are not at all wrong for this place, Will.”
“But last night…I do not deserve this!”
“Of course you do not deserve it. I do not deserve it! No single person deserves all of this, Will. Do not forget that, ever. Keep it always in the forefront of your mind, and then work your damnedest to get as close to deserving it as you possibly can.” 
Will turned to his uncle, knowing his face was full of all the love and panic and uncertainty he felt in that moment. “But what if I am not ready?”
“You are. You will be,” he amended, grasping Will by the shoulder. “I will not leave immediately, not until January next, and I will do my best to be a better teacher to you than I have been thus far.”
“You have told me the truth when I have been wrong. There can be no better instruction than that.”
“I have not told you the complete truth, Will.” He turned away. “I did not share with you all the times I was proud, all the moments when I looked at you and thought…” 
Will touched his uncle’s shoulder, and slowly, Darcy turned back to face him. He was the one crying now, and Will thought, even on this day when his heart seemed torn to shreds, that he had never felt such an ache as he did in that moment. 
“I thought of you as a son,” Darcy finished softly. “I love you, Will—like the son I will never have.” 
Will gripped his uncle’s shoulders. “Why could you not have said that before—when it was all that I ever wanted to hear?”
“Because you are not my son! From the moment you wrote that letter to me—”
Will shook his head. “God, I knew I should not have written it! I am such a sentimental fool, and—”
“No, that letter means everything to me. But it made clear to me my motives. You have two parents who love you unconditionally, just as they should. I was stealing you from them. I was being selfish, bringing you here, trying to make you into some younger version of myself.” 
“Did you think me so narrow, Uncle, that I could not love you and my father both?”
Darcy squeezed his shoulder. “I was not thinking enough of you—only of myself, Will.” 
“If I stay here—”
“I hope you will.”
“When I stay, then—” Will took a deep breath. “You need not leave. Stay with me. I will not be able to do this without you.” 
“Yes, you will. Indeed, you must, or we will find ourselves in a situation not unlike the one we faced last night.”
“Uncle, I nearly got York killed.”
“York knew what he was doing when he rode out with you. If he had been against the plan, he would have told you—and me. But the truth was, he thought I was being too slow on the matter. Tell me, what would you have done last night, if I had not shown up and taken over?”
“I…I cannot say for sure. I hope I would have acted much as you did.”
“You would have.” 
“But that does not mean I should have been there in the first place.”
“Perhaps—or perhaps not. It might be there was no perfect answer to that problem, Will. You did catch the thief last night. The tenants—all of them—will be greatly relieved.”
“There may be more thieves, more who were working with Yancey.”
“He is more likely to talk now that he has been caught.”
“Perhaps, but…he said he was going to stop. If I had waited, like you wanted—”
“Men rarely stop when they are ahead, Will. In any case, my desire to wait had little to do with strategy. The truth is, I waited because I hoped the problem would go away, because I was preoccupied with…with other matters. And most of all, I waited because I despise Sir Dennis. I do not like working with any of our neighbors, truth be told. I find them all to be pompous and self-indulgent.” 
Will could not help but laugh. “They are not all quite so bad as that.”
“Ah, see, you have more patience for your fellow man than I do. That will serve you well.” Darcy gave a crooked smile. “It is your father’s amiability at work in you, and I am glad of that.”
“Still, in this case, I was too trusting of our neighbors. Sir Dennis really is a pompous blowhard.” 
Darcy laughed. “I did not go so far as to call him that. Tell me, next year, when I am not here—”
“Uncle—”
“—when I am not here, what will you do if another neighbor comes to you with a complaint or a concern?”
Will looked away, considering. “I would take more time—investigate matters for myself, or have someone like York, someone I trust, look into the business. Then I would do what I did last night: take action.”
“Good. You are bound make mistakes, Will, but you will learn from them, too. You are ready, or as ready as you can be.”
Will shook his head, but Darcy held up a hand.
“York, Reynolds, the tenants, the staff—they all think you are ready. They already look to you with admiration, and they will do their very best for you—and for your Lizzy.”
Elation and despair, one right after the other, and he doubled over, feeling sick at the remembrance—and the fact that he had, even for a moment, forgotten. 
“Will?” 
“She is not my Lizzy, not anymore.” 
His uncle took him by the arm, and then they were back at the Old Gray Man, leaning against the cool stone. For a long moment, he tried to remember how he had felt before knowing her. How could there be such heartbreak in going back to the way it had been before? 
“She said,” he told his uncle eventually, “that she requires time, but I fear what she really means: I made it impossible for her to respect me after the way I behaved yesterday.” 
“So she did not reject you.” 
Will shook his head. “It is as good as a rejection. I fear you will find the house in an uproar when we return. When I left, I saw Ned and John carrying the Bingleys’ valises upstairs. They are already packing.”
His uncle’s face drained of color. “They will not leave today.”
“Tomorrow, likely. I told Lizzy—Miss Bingley—that they might stay as long as they wished. As I passed the drawing room on the way out, I overheard Mrs. Bingley and my mother crying. They are so unhappy, all of them.” He managed a bitter laugh. “Robert nearly boxed me as I left. He told me I was a fool if I let my chance at love slip away—as if he were an expert on love! And then my father, last night, with all his well-meaning advice: ‘Patience, my boy, patience!’ As if he had much patience himself!”
Will felt a spike of rage, the same rage that had infected him the night before. Would he never learn his lesson? 
Taking a deep breath, he said, “I am sorry. That is unfair.”
“Yes, it is. Wholly unfair.” 
“I know I ought not criticize them when they are not here to defend themselves,” Will admitted, “but you do not know them as I do, and as much as I love them—”
“I do not know them as you do, Will—just as you do not know them they way I do. I have not always been on the best of terms with your father, but—”
“It is because he was unfaithful to my mother, is it not?” 
The question tumbled out, not at all appropriate to the moment, but then he was too exhausted to censor himself now.
His uncle’s face colored, but he remained silent.
“It does not matter,” said Will. “I deduced it on my own—the letter in your desk drawer, and so many other small clues over the years, bits of conversation overheard, consideration of my father’s nature, how he flirts with everyone he sees, your dislike of him, the comment you made only last night at dinner about his inconstancy—”
“Good God, I ought not to have said that.” 
“Well, it is the truth.”
“Your father made a mistake, and from what I can tell, he has spent the rest of his life trying to make up for it. As for Robert—”
“Viscount Bravado, as he is called among the ton,” Will cut in, his smile bitter. “He has said, more times than I can count, that he will never marry. There is much to admire about my father and my brother both, but how am I to take advice about love from a cynic and a flirt?” 
“Have you ever stopped to consider, Will, how your brother became such a cynic? And your father—he knows better than most the value of patience, precisely because he himself was so impatient once.” Darcy smiled sadly. “You are young yet, Will, and while you have shown great talent at recognizing the skills and capabilities of Pemberley’s tenants and staff, you possess a certain blindness about those who love you best.” 
Will’s eyes widened. “Lizzy said I was blind, too.” 
“You are quick, and you are clever; your intelligence is both your blessing and your curse. Your mind jumps to certain conclusions before you have given yourself enough time to gather all the evidence. Pay more attention to your brother, Will. I know he can be cruel to you at times, and you do not have to accept such treatment from him. But you might stop to ask why he is in so much pain.” 
Will’s heart lurched then. Pain? Robert had, to him, always been such an untouchable figure, so poised, a model of the charismatic gentleman. 
“And listen to your father.” Darcy laughed softly. “Listen even more closely to your mother. Can you look at your parents and deny their happiness together?” 
“No.” He gulped, thinking of his good fortune—and all that he had just lost, too. Then, attempting a light tone, and failing completely, he asked, “And what wrong assumptions have I made about you, Uncle?”
“Ah, I never said you had made wrong assumptions about anyone, Will—only incomplete ones. But then, that is the nature of any assumption, I suppose. Take for example your assumption that Lizzy has rejected you.” 
“That is not an assumption; it is fact.” Will pressed his thumb and middle finger to his temples, as if he might squeeze the ache from his head. “I asked her to marry me, and she said no.” 
“Is that all she said? You told me earlier that she required time. That is not a rejection, Will, it is a request. If you truly love her, then it is one you can grant.” 
“But how? How am I to give her time when she will not say how much time she needs? Or even why she needs it? She would not agree to a long engagement, not even to a courtship. She gave me no hope, no guaranty except—” 
I love you, Will. That is the only guaranty I can give you.
“Time is not too much to ask,” his uncle said quietly, “particularly not now, when you are both exhausted and uncertain. Slow down, Will, slow down.”
“But I am afraid,” he admitted quietly. 
“I know.”
“What if I go to her before she is ready? If I ask again, and again she says no…” 
“Then wait and go back again and again, so long as there is any hope.” Darcy met Will’s gaze. “Rejection hurts. This I know only too well. But regret—regret is the very worst of sins, Will. Do not invite that sort of suffering into your life.” 
Will knew not how to respond, but then he found he did not have to know. He simply sat there, waiting, until his uncle put an arm about his shoulder. 
After a long while, they began their descent to Pemberley. 
“So they will leave tomorrow,” said Darcy.
“Half the party will. I think my mother convinced Mrs. Bingley to remain behind with Thomas, to allow him to rest for a few more days before undertaking another long journey. I believe Charlie will travel with them as well. But Lizzy—Miss Bingley and her father will leave as soon as they are able.” 
“Perhaps I can convince them all—” 
“No, you have done so much already, inviting the Bingleys here. Going to Hertfordshire in May—I realize now how good of you it was to take that chance.” 
His uncle shot him a glance. “What does that mean?” 
“It means that you are right, that I am blind, but given some time, I can begin to see more than I thought was there.” Will managed a laugh. “Enough time, meaning just now—all those jokes my father made last night at yours and Miss Bennet’s expense, your disappearances this week, something Lizzy….something Miss Bingley said this morning—but most of all, I should have seen the way you and Miss Bennet talked, the way you looked at each other. Being so much in love myself, I ought to have seen some sign of it in the two of you.” 
His uncle flushed. “I am old man, Will—hardly a popular figure for romance.” 
“No, not so old, Uncle, but—well, how long have you loved her?” 
They had reached the cottages, and both Mr. and Mrs. Reynolds sat in their front garden, their children surrounding them. The oldest girl was reading aloud from a book, and the family was so engrossed that no one—except Mr. Reynolds, who looked up briefly and smiled—noticed Will and his uncle pass. 
“Almost half my life,” said Darcy as they approached the great house.
“And will you…will you marry her?” He found himself choking on the words and felt disgusted at how his own disappointment would not allow him to be fully happy for this man who had spent so long waiting.
“If she will have me,” said his uncle, smiling. “I am, after all, a man without land or profession now.”
“Uncle, you do not—”
“Yes, I do. I want to give it up. For my own sake, as much as yours.”
“But where will you go?” Will asked as they climbed the steps to the house.
“I was thinking of traveling. You visited the Continent last year. Do you have recommendations? I was not able to go at your age. Napoleon, that bastard.” 
Will managed a smile. “Florence, for sure. And Rome, if you have time. Definitely Paris, and…wait.” They stopped, just outside the main doors. “You will not live abroad, will you?” 
“No, certainly not. I will travel for a few months, I suppose, and then I will return—” 
“To Pemberley?” cut in Will. “Because it is your home, Uncle, as much as it is mine.”
“Pemberley will always be a home to me, but I think, if Elizabeth will have me, I will return to Hertfordshire.” He met Will’s gaze. “Would you stand up with me, if I am so fortunate to marry again?” 
Will tried to imagine the scene, to picture his uncle and Miss Bennet at the altar of a church he had never visited, but all he could see was Lizzy standing next to him, not as his bride, but as a stranger.
Could he bear that pain, that rejection?
For this man, his uncle and second father—yes, absolutely.



 
THE CASCADES
 
AUGUST 1812
 
For the second time that afternoon, she had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. It would not do to have Miss Darcy think she was laughing at her. The poor dear! She was so shy, so unsure! Maggie felt for her, but could not truly relate, having never been either timid or uncertain herself.
She knew this to be more of a failing than an advantage, particularly for a woman of middling status. Her dear papa, God rest his soul, had long claimed that his bold and vivacious daughter would slay hearts galore, but win no man’s hand in marriage. Well, he had not counted on Edward Gardiner, had he? 
If anyone had a right to be bold and vivacious, it was this beautiful, wealthy young lady who sat trembling in her seat. Goodness knows she had more right than Miss Caroline Bingley! What an unpleasant example of womanhood she was! Nose turned up, mouth turned down—except when sneering in that not-so-subtle way she had with her sister, Mrs. Hurst. Together, the two women almost made her wish she had remained back at the inn in Lambton. (I had to put down a very good novel to come sit with you, she might have told them, had she been half so bad mannered as they were.) 
But when she noted Lizzy’s unusual behavior—her gaze kept darting toward the door, as if she expected (hoped? feared?) it would open at any moment—Maggie was glad to be here after all. There would be much to discuss when they returned to the inn! 
Besides, she, Margaret Gardiner, daughter of a mere Lambton shopkeeper, was having tea—at Pemberley! Oh, that was enough to set her laughing for sure!
And sure enough, the sound came bubbling out of her, her “pretty little chirp of a laugh,” as Edward liked to call it. “I am not a bird,” she had retorted the first time he had said it, to which he had replied, “No, you are the finest woman who ever chirped.” 
“Do you always find your tea so amusing, Mrs. Gardiner?” asked Miss Bingley, her lips forming the shape of a smile without conveying a hint of warmth or spirit. 
“Oh, I find life amusing, Miss Bingley,” she replied, making sure to show that fine lady a real smile. Then, to Miss Darcy, she added, “Truth be told, I was thinking how glad I am to visit Pemberley. I had heard so much about the great house as a young girl growing up in Lambton.”
It was something of a risk, hinting at her background. Miss Bingley was sure to pounce on her humble origins, and Miss Darcy might be loath to chat with the daughter of a lowly bookseller. Maggie certainly did not wish to harm Lizzy’s prospects—and given the way Mr. Darcy had looked at Lizzy yesterday, Maggie supposed her niece to have very fine prospects indeed—but then, she knew Lizzy too well to believe her interested in marriage for the sake of social ambition. If these Darcys were anything like Miss Caroline Bingley, well then, Lizzy was better off without them! 
“Oh, Lambton!” exclaimed Miss Darcy with such unexpected animation that Miss Bingley nearly spilled her tea (a laughing matter indeed). “I do so love Lambton. My brother told me you had grown up there, Mrs. Gardiner, but I…I…I forgot,” she ended, blushing and looking down at her hands.
“So do I sometimes,” said Maggie, causing Lizzy to laugh. 
Miss Darcy looked up and smiled shyly at both women. 
“My aunt moved to London when she was but ten,” said Lizzy. “That first decade must have been formative, for I have heard many wonderful stories of Lambton. Miss Darcy, do you have a favorite spot in the village?”
“Oh, well…there is a pretty little fountain outside the inn—” 
“Yes, we have enjoyed hearing it burble at us each morning!” said Lizzy.
“—and there is a very fine bookshop in town. Have you been?” asked Miss Darcy.
Maggie exchanged a smile with Lizzy. 
“It was the very first place we visited,” said her niece.
“For two reasons,” added Maggie. “The first being that Lizzy can never resist the lure of a bookshop.”
“Yes, I remember her being a very accomplished reader,” said Miss Bingley, her laughter nothing at all like the chirping of a bird. Well, perhaps the chirping of a buzzard. “Do you recall, Louisa? She would not even play cards with us!” 
“And the second reason,” continued Maggie, who had learned from raising five young children that it was always best to ignore bad behavior, “is because we know the owner, Mr. Bainbridge. He is my cousin.” 
“Oh, you have a bookseller in the family!” said Miss Bingley. “How charming.”
“Quite charming,” agreed Maggie, “for we always have access to the latest books. It was even more charming when my father owned the shop.”
“Your father was the bookseller in Lambton!” said Miss Darcy. “Did I ever meet him, I wonder?”
Maggie smiled. “You are kind, Miss Darcy, to suppose we are close enough in age for such a meeting to have occurred, but alas, I left this area just before you were born.”
“Well, I do so like your cousin’s shop,” said Miss Darcy, braving a smile.
“As do I,” said Lizzy. “Mr. Bainbridge gave me a copy of Maria Edgeworth’s latest novel.”
“Oh!” Miss Darcy clapped her hands together, and then, turning bright red, folded her hands neatly in her lap. “Is that so?”
Lizzy smiled. “It is indeed. I believe he has several more copies, if you should know of anyone who just might happen to be interested?”
Miss Darcy laughed then—a very soft, hesitant laugh, but a laugh nevertheless. 
“I have never thought it worthwhile,” said Miss Bingley, “to read novels. What do you say, Louisa?”
Louisa never did get to echo her sister’s stupidity, for at that moment, the door to the drawing room swung open. Mr. Darcy stood in the doorway, his gaze darting from person to person, his hand halfway to his head, as if he wanted desperately to pat down his hair, which was a little unkempt from his time outdoors. Then he went still, as if all the air had been sucked from him. This suspension of time was brief, yet long enough for Maggie to take note of how he looked at Lizzy—and how Lizzy looked at him. 
Miss Bingley, too, had observed the exchange, and said quickly, loudly: “Mr. Darcy! We are so glad to see you!”
He bowed, having forgotten to do so when he came into the room, and then, looking only at Lizzy, said, “Hello.” As soon as he uttered the word, he blushed. To the others in the room, he added, “I hope you are well?”
Maggie bit down on her lip, hard this time. So Miss Darcy was not the only shy and uncertain one in the family! Yes, life was amusing indeed. 
Mr. Darcy seemed to gain a bit of confidence when he looked at his sister, who smiled with a sweet mixture of reverence and good humor. Striding across the room, he pulled a chair between Miss Darcy and her companion, Mrs. Annesley. “It looks as if you have put together a fine selection of refreshments, Georgi.”
It was an odd sort of thing to say, Maggie supposed, and yet she could hear the warmth and encouragement in his voice, as if he too recognized his sister’s shyness, and wanted in every way to make her feel more at ease.
To her credit, Miss Bingley was equally inclined to encourage her friend—though Maggie thought she could guess at that young lady’s motives for kindness.
“Yes, a very delicious array of fruits and morsels!” Miss Bingley exclaimed. “I have never met a more accomplished hostess! Do you not agree, Louisa?”
Naturally, she did, and then the party spent the next several minutes commenting on the food, the china, the aspect from the window—anything obvious, simple or trite, all so that they might find themselves more comfortable with each other.
Not Lizzy, however. She remained uncharacteristically quiet. Her cheeks were tinged with pink, and her fingers could not seem to keep still. The movements were slight and subtle, earning no notice from the other ladies, who chatted amiably. But Mr. Darcy—he could not look away from her. Though he spoke to everyone else in the room, his gaze always returned to Lizzy, to her face, to her hands, but most especially to her eyes. Their gazes would collide, ricochet, then collide again.
Once more, Maggie found herself wanting to laugh, if only to relieve the racing of her own heart. Watching them, she felt as if she were sprinting up a hill far too steep for the likes of such an old matron and mother! Well, only eight and twenty—not so old, and not so far removed from her own courtship that she had forgotten how it was in those early days of love, when even the most mundane interactions produced sparks. 
Miss Darcy said something about the weather then—how the summer had been unseasonably cool and cloudy, and how she wished there might be more sunshine—and Lizzy managed, at last, to join the conversation, to agree and disagree all at once, as she was so fond of doing. 
“Yes, I should always wish for more sunshine, but there is something magical about rainy days, too. The pungent smell that rises out of the earth, just before a downpour, the way clouds hang in the sky…” 
Maggie caught Miss Bingley’s and Mrs. Hurst’s sneers; she saw the raised brow of Mrs. Annesley and the spark of interest in Miss Darcy’s eyes. Yet it was Mr. Darcy’s expression that captured her full attention: not just admiration of her beauty, no, but a tilt of his head, a slight parting of his lips, a look that said he wanted—no, needed—to hear more.
He gazed at Lizzy as if he could not quite believe she was real—and that, in the end, was all the evidence Maggie needed. Her niece would one day be very, very happy with this man. 
The conversation turned again, this time back to the charms of Lambton, and Miss Bingley, who had been for too long left out of the conversation, made every effort to rejoin the discussion.
“I have not yet been to Lambton—” 
Of course she had not been to Lambton; such a village was no doubt beneath the likes of her! 
“—but I suppose it is not unlike Meryton. A quaint, rustic little town!”
Lizzy arched a brow. “Not so quaint and rustic to those who inhabit it, I suspect.” To Miss Darcy, she added, “It is a bustling market town, a little larger, I think, than Lambton.”
“Pray, Miss Eliza,” said Miss Bingley, her not-quite smile flashing, “are not the —shire militia removed from Meryton? They must be a great loss to your family.” 
Mr. Darcy started, and Lizzy flushed. Their eyes met, and Miss Bingley leaned forward, no doubt eager to see sparks of a different kind fly now. 
Maggie knew enough about a certain officer in the —shire militia to recognize the jab at her niece. Indeed, she suspected she knew more about George Wickham than Miss Bingley, for that young lady could not have meant to discompose her host, only her rival. What Maggie did not fully understand was Miss Darcy’s reaction; she blushed and cast her eyes downward, her fragile self-assurance shattered in a moment. 
Then Lizzy said, in a voice at once soothing and steely, “I am afraid I must disappoint you, Miss Bingley; I can give you no intelligence on the matter. Neither the —shire militia, nor anyone connected with it, hold any interest for me.” Her eyes remained fixed on Mr. Darcy as she spoke. 
Oh, how he smiled at Lizzy! No one could have been insensible of the ardor in his expression, not even Miss Bingley, who seemed much disappointed by the outcome of her skirmish. She had intended to wound, and so she had, but her aim had been very poor indeed. 
Miss Darcy, though she smiled at her brother, had lost all her confidence and was silent for the next several minutes. Not even her brother’s attempts at cheerfulness engaged her fully, though she did laugh a little when he mocked his endeavors at fishing with the other gentlemen.
“You will be glad to know, Georgi, that I threw back the only fish I caught, a miserable little thing that begged me, like the fish in Aesop’s fable, to return him to the stream so that he might grow bigger.” Then he turned to Maggie and smiled. “I am happy to report that Mr. Gardiner is a very fine fisherman.”
Maggie laughed. “Given how little he practices the sport, I must admit to some surprise. Perhaps luck is on his side today?”
“Perhaps,” said Mr. Darcy, “but in my estimate, a man’s fishing skills have as much to do with his capacity to delight his companions as his ability to catch fish. So much of the sport is waiting; a good conversationalist can do more to improve the outing than the very best rod and bait.” 
Maggie flushed with pride. “Then Mr. Gardiner must make an excellent fisherman indeed!” 
“I have rarely met a man with whom I can converse so easily after so short an acquaintance.” 
Maggie thanked him sincerely for this compliment, but he seemed not to hear her. He was looking at Lizzy, who offered him a smile she so rarely offered anyone: no arch humor, no playful mockery, just pure warmth. 
There it was again, that beat of silence, a moment of stillness, the sense that the two of them had stepped outside of time together, leaving everyone else waiting for their return. 
“My dear Miss Darcy!” exclaimed Miss Bingley, breaking the spell. “I must hear you play today! Would you do us the great honor of performing on your delightful pianoforte?”
Miss Darcy blushed and glanced frantically around the room, as if looking for some means of escape.
“I was rather hoping to hear you perform, Miss Bingley,” said Lizzy, one brow raised in challenge. “I have not had that pleasure since we were last at Netherfield.” 
“You are too kind, Miss Eliza.” Miss Bingley’s tone made clear how little she liked this kindness. “I fear I cannot oblige you. I strained a finger while practicing the harp this morning. I was quite vexed at myself, for now I am unable to play any instrument, sketch, or make use of my watercolors. Why, I have barred myself from so many of my favorite pursuits! I cannot recall—do you play the harp, Miss Eliza?”
“No, Miss Bingley,” said Lizzy, smiling, “nor do I paint tables, cover screens, or net purses.” 
Maggie glanced at her niece, wondering what that was about; the other ladies seemed equally confused. But not Mr. Darcy; he laughed, and with such enthusiasm, that the housekeeper, who had just entered the room to refresh the tea, stumbled a little on her way to the table.
“Are you well, Mrs. Reynolds?” asked Mr. Darcy, rising and going to her.
“Are you well, Mr. Darcy?” she returned, eyebrows raised. 
He smiled. “Have you met Miss Bennet, Mrs. Reynolds? And her aunt, Mrs. Gardiner?”
“We had that pleasure yesterday,” said Lizzy, smiling at the housekeeper. “Thank you, Mrs. Reynolds, for the very fine tour.”
“Yes, we are grateful indeed,” said Maggie. “You must tire of entertaining tourists such as ourselves.” 
“Not at all, Mrs. Gardiner,” said the housekeeper. “I am very proud of Pemberley—and all who are associated with it,” she added, with a quirk of a smile for Mr. Darcy.
A tinge of color touched his cheeks at this praise.
“I must admit,” Maggie said, “I would not find it so easy to open my home to people unknown to me.”
“Mrs. Reynolds takes prodigious care to maintain the family’s privacy,” said Mr. Darcy. “And it has long been my belief that Pemberley is not mine, so much as in my trust.” 
“Mr. Darcy, you are all condescension and kindness!” said Miss Bingley. “You have shown so much compassion, allowing such an opportunity to those who would have no other means of visiting a great house!” 
For herself, Maggie felt very little; the very same thought had occurred to her, though with a good deal less malice. But for Lizzy, whose eyes flashed, she did feel some concern.
It was Mr. Darcy who seemed most affronted, however. His face went white, then red. He looked at Maggie with something like mortification. 
“Mrs. Gardiner,” he said, bowing respectfully, “you and your family will always be welcome at Pemberley—not as mere visitors, but as true friends.” 
Maggie could do little but smile her thanks. She was too wrapped up in the reactions around her: Miss Bingley’s frown, Miss Darcy’s smile, Lizzy’s bright eyes and flushed cheeks. (Poor Mrs. Annesley and Mrs. Hurst—they seemed nothing more than extra bodies in the room, expressionless except when others had need of them.) She found herself most surprised by Mrs. Reynolds, who touched Mr. Darcy’s arm, ever so lightly. This gesture struck Maggie as oddly maternal, but in a flash, the housekeeper resumed her brusque manner, going about her business and then slipping from the room, almost unnoticed. 
When Mr. Darcy returned to his seat, an awkward silence ensued. Mrs. Annesley coughed delicately, no doubt offering a hint to Miss Darcy that she, as hostess, ought to say something to move the conversation along. Just when Maggie was on the verge of suggesting that she and Lizzy depart, Miss Bingley, that most incompetent of strategists, spoke when it might have served her better to remain silent: 
“Louisa, Miss Darcy mentioned to me yesterday how she longed to hear you perform the Clementi sonata again. Do indulge her—and all of us—by playing! Oh, and Miss Eliza, you must turn pages for her. I noticed at Netherfield how very good you were at turning pages.” 
“Yes,” said Lizzy, her arch smile returning, “turning pages is an accomplishment I have practiced most assiduously.” 
Even Maggie could not help but feel a little sympathy for Miss Bingley now, for she had again miscalculated. Having thought to put some distance between Lizzy and Mr. Darcy, she had in fact given him a better view of her. Mr. Darcy was a most attentive audience, though Maggie doubted he heard a single note of Mrs. Hurst’s performance. Only when Mrs. Hurst had begun playing the second movement did he seem to recollect himself and attend to his guests. 
“Mrs. Gardiner, have you enjoyed your stay in Lambton?”
“Oh, very much so! I have visited so many places I loved as a child. Well, all but one.” 
“Which one is that?” Miss Darcy asked, leaning forward and forgetting her shyness. 
Maggie smiled, glad to have drawn Miss Darcy out a little. “If I tell you,” she said, raising her eyebrows, “you will have to promise not to be too annoyed with me—or my dear old papa. It was a great secret among us, for we ought not to have visited this place, not without permission.”
Miss Darcy’s eyes sparkled. “This sounds very interesting indeed! Oh, please do tell!” 
“The truth is,” said Maggie, lowering her voice so that the others instinctively leaned in to hear her, “my papa would take me, nearly every week during the summer, to picnic at a beautiful little spot—on Pemberley’s grounds.”
“My, my!” said Miss Bingley, but Miss Darcy and her brother merely laughed. 
“Where did you go?” asked Miss Darcy. “To the gazebo perhaps?”
“Oh no, we did not come close to the great house. Even we were not so bold as that! This spot must be several miles from the house, not too far from Lambton. It is on a hillside, past this large boulder—I forget what they call it here—” 
“Dunn’s Rock!” exclaimed Miss Darcy at the same time that Mr. Darcy said, “Glogfaen!” 
“Hmm, well, you would know better, but I thought the Lambton villagers called it by another name, something about an old man. In any case, about a mile beyond that, past the woods, there is a rushing stream, and the most beautiful—” 
“The cascades!” both Darcys said at once, laughing. 
“Our father used to take us there, too!” Miss Darcy smiled sadly. “I have not been in several years. When was the last time you went to the cascades, Fitzwilliam?” 
“Likely the last time you were there as well, just before Father—” He stopped, looked away, and then said, with renewed animation, “We ought to go again. Tomorrow, Georgi?” 
“Oh, yes!” said Miss Darcy, so loudly that Mrs. Hurst glanced over at them and missed a note. Miss Darcy blushed, stammered an apology, and then, in a quieter voice, said, “You must come with us, Mrs. Gardiner! And Miss Bennet, as well!”
“You are very kind to extend the invitation,” said Maggie, “but I am not presently feeling up to a walk of such distance.” She almost touched her midsection as she spoke. A sixth child! Only recently, with the quickening, had this suspicion of some months been confirmed. 
She had not even told Edward yet, for he would only worry, as he always did when she was with child. With the other five, she had done her best to soothe him, but she would laugh if he tried to coddle her now. Five times a mother already! There was no need to fuss this time around. 
Goodness, she hoped this child was a boy. That would make three daughters and three sons! Besides, if the child were a girl, Edward would insist on calling her Margaret, after herself. 
“I never liked my name,” she had argued during her last pregnancy, “and besides, there are too many Maggies in the world as it is!”
“None like you, my Maggie,” he had replied, tracing the line of her jaw. “There can never be enough of you in the world.” 
“No, I will not be able to walk tomorrow,” Maggie said to Miss Darcy now, “but I believe my niece would enjoy such an excursion.”
Mrs. Annesley leaned toward Miss Darcy then, murmuring something in her ear. 
The young lady blushed. “Oh, and Miss Bingley, you too must join us, if you like.”
“I am very fond of nature,” said Miss Bingley, “but I worry, my dear, about the state of the grounds after the recent rains. Will it not be too muddy to walk all that distance?”
“Yes, very muddy,” said Mr. Darcy. “It is likely your dress will be six inches deep in mud before we reach the cascades.”
Miss Bingley blanched. 
“Oh Fitzwilliam, you do not think it will be too muddy for us to go?” asked his sister.
“I am afraid it will be,” said Miss Bingley. “I beg you to stay indoors with us, Miss Darcy, and play cards.” 
“You have been fatigued of late,” said Mrs. Annesley, patting her charge on the hand.
“I suppose…” began Miss Darcy, glancing uncertainly between Mrs. Annesley and Miss Bingley.
“I believe the walk will do you good, Georgi,” said her brother. “I do not mind the mud, and neither should you.” 
Her face brightened. “Truly? And what of Miss Bennet? Do you suppose she will want to join us, even with all that mud? I would very much like for her to see the cascades!” 
Mr. Darcy looked over at Lizzy. “So would I.” 
Mrs. Hurst soon finished her performance, and the party all clapped politely. The moment Lizzy resumed her seat, Mr. Darcy said, “Would you walk with us tomorrow?” 
Lizzy’s eyes widened—as well they might. There was no preamble, no explanation, only that question, asked with the slightest tremor. 
“Tomorrow?” Lizzy looked to Maggie, who nodded and smiled. “Yes, I should like that very much.” 
“Tomorrow then,” he said, his gaze intent.
“‘Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,’” Lizzy replied, grinning—and then blushing, as if realizing how that might have sounded to anyone who did not recognize the line from Shakespeare’s Macbeth. 
She need not have worried. 
“‘Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, to the last syllable of recorded time,’” he quoted. Then he laughed. “I certainly hope our tomorrow is more cheerful than Macbeth’s!” 
“Oh dear,” said Miss Darcy, grinning, “you have started him on Shakespeare, Miss Bennet. We will never hear the end of it now.” 
Mr. Darcy put a hand to his chest in a show of mock distress. “Did you just tease me, Georgi?”
“It is what all siblings are meant to do to show their affection for each other,” said Lizzy, smiling at the pair of them. 
Miss Bingley sniffed, Mrs. Hurst said something nonsensical, and Mrs. Annesley murmured quiet instructions to Miss Darcy, no doubt guiding her to bring the call to a respectable close. 
Maggie thought them all fools. How could they look at the three of them together, so happy in that moment, and not see the future? What a family they would make!
She forgot herself then: she laughed and put a hand on her midsection, thinking of her own family, of this child inside her, of all the life and laughter yet to come. Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow! She could hardly wait.



 
THE SECOND PROPOSAL
 
JULY 6, 1837
 
When Darcy came into the drawing room, she was trying to decide whether to pat her mother’s hand or throw a scone at her head. Neither was likely to soothe Mrs. Bennet’s nerves, but the latter would certainly have made Elizabeth feel better. 
“Oh, Mr. Darcy!” cried Mrs. Bennet, rising unsteadily to her feet, “you must tell Bingley that I am too unwell to leave tomorrow!” 
Elizabeth met Darcy’s gaze, and in that moment, her mother ceased to exist.
Then, quite loudly, she brought herself back into being.
“My nerves, Mr. Darcy! My nerves! If I travel tomorrow, I am sure to die on the journey home!”
Darcy offered Elizabeth the barest of smiles, just a quirk of his lips, a slight crinkling of his eyes. But it was enough to assure her that his melancholy had lifted. 
She had not seen him since the night before, when he had left her in the corridor. But she guessed where he had gone, once there had been enough daylight for him to make his way up the hill. It had taken every ounce of self-control to stop from following him, to remain at Pemberley and wait for his return. 
The walk must have done him good, for he carried himself with an easy confidence that belied the events of the previous night. He looked tired, but no more so than anyone else in the household. They were all—with the notable exceptions of Lizzy and Will—gathered in a tight circle around the unlit hearth of the drawing room. It was an odd arrangement of people, given what had just taken place. Yet the Bingleys and the Townshends sat side by side, sharing a small repast and exchanging miserable glances as they made plans for the abrupt end to their visit. They were like in-laws at a wake, mourning the loss of that connection which had, for a short time, made them family. And it really did feel something like a death, this estrangement between the two people who had brought them all together again. 
“I think,” continued Mrs. Bennet, as Darcy came to sit between Charles and Georgiana, “I ought to be allowed to travel with Jane and Thomas next week!” 
“Mama,” said Jane wearily, “I have told you, there will be no room in our carriage.” 
“Charlie can give up his seat!” said Mrs. Bennet, aiming a pointed look at her grandson.
Always agreeable, Charlie said, “I would give up my seat for you in an instant, Grandmama, but Father believes it best to have a man in the carriage, in case of trouble on the roads.”
This earned Charlie a punch to the shoulder from his seat mate. 
“I meant to say grown man,” amended Charlie, making a face at Thomas. 
Elizabeth had been surprised to find the youngest Bingley among the gathering of adults, but then, as he had explained in his conversation book, “No one wants to be upstairs right now. “
Indeed, it was why Elizabeth herself had made her way to the drawing room. Their chambers were a flurry of activity, of half-filled valises and wide-open wardrobes. For a while, Lizzy had been captain of this effort, traveling from guest room to guest room, apologizing to each of her family members for the inconvenience of cutting short their visit, and then evicting them from their rooms so that the servants might begin packing. She had even begun folding clothes herself, until Nurse Edwards intervened by coaxing Lizzy back to bed. 
“I never saw a girl more in need of a nap,” Molly had told Elizabeth, “or a good cry.” 
“Georgi and I would be only too happy to travel with Mrs. Bennet to London,” said Lord Rainford. “We will not leave for several days, and our coach is spacious enough for six.”
Charles raised his brows and muttered, so that only those closest to him could hear, “No carriage is spacious enough for a three-day journey with Fanny Bennet.”
Elizabeth could hardly help but laugh—not only at Charles’s comment, but at the entire situation. Upon learning of Lizzy’s decision, the Bingleys and Townshends had rallied around each other, as if they might repair the breach between their children by an overwhelming show of solidarity. Elizabeth suspected there were no two families in all of England who could have behaved with more compassion or good humor. 
“And just what do you find so amusing, Miss Lizzy?” asked her mother snappishly. 
Elizabeth felt a strange shiver of remembrance then. She could almost see her aunt Maggie sitting next to her in this very room, laughing into her tea as Caroline Bingley sneered at them both. 
“Oh, I find life amusing,” said Elizabeth, wishing those echoed words had the power to will Aunt Maggie back into existence. 
“I do not see how you can find anything amusing on a day such as this!” cried her mother, before turning to Miss Townshend and saying, “Could you please pass the scones, my dear?” 
Elizabeth rose and went to the window, knowing if she sat any longer, she would laugh again, and then her mother might throw a scone at her head. For a short while, she ignored the others, allowing herself only to focus on the oaks and Spanish chestnuts, scattered across the lawn. How she envied their branches, spread wide to catch the unexpected rainfall! The day had begun with nary a cloud in the sky, yet by noon, gray had come to dominate the landscape. 
Then Georgiana’s words caught her attention: “Have you spoken to Will today?” 
Elizabeth knew, without looking, to whom this inquiry was addressed. It was a question they had all been wondering, but only Georgiana had been brave enough to ask it, thereby resurrecting that awful scene from the night before. Elizabeth felt a rush of fondness for this once-timid girl who had, over time, found her voice. And last night had proven Georgiana very vocal indeed. The moment Will had rushed from the house, she had charged at her brother, poking him in the chest and taking him to task for his treatment of her son. 
“We returned from the Old Gray Man a few hours ago,” said Darcy, and Elizabeth smiled to herself, even as she fought back tears. 
“I told him then what I will tell all of you now,” continued Darcy. “I am sorry for how I acted last night. I hope you will forgive me for the suffering I caused.” 
She could feel him looking at her as he spoke. Slowly, she turned to meet his gaze. 
“It was clear to us all,” said Lord Rainford, “that you were worried for him.”
“That is good of you to say,” replied Darcy, “yet it does not excuse my behavior. We were all worried for him.”
“I worry for him still,” said Georgiana, sighing. “Where is he now?”
“In bed, asleep, is my guess,” said Darcy. “I would be surprised if he slept at all last night.”
“None of us slept well, I’d wager,” said Lord Rainford. 
“Dorothea did,” said Mrs. Bennet, brushing crumbs from her hands.
“What did you say, Fanny?” asked Aunt Philips, her mouth half full of scone.
“I have always said,” proclaimed Mrs. Bennet, “that it all comes down to a good night’s sleep.”
“Funny,” said Lord Townshend, “but I thought I was the one to say that.” 
“No, I did!” exclaimed Mrs. Philips.
“Oh no, it was certainly Lord Townshend,” said Mrs. Bennet. “I think we may all agree that lack of sleep is the very reason our Lizzy has behaved so badly today.”
“Mama,” said Jane, frowning. “I will not have you criticizing Lizzy.” 
“Your granddaughter,” added Georgiana, “did nothing wrong, Mrs. Bennet.”
“Indeed,” said Miss Townshend, “she did precisely what she ought to have done. My brother behaved like a dunderhead, and he does not deserve her!” 
“Hear, hear!” said Lord Townshend.
“Come now,” chided Lord Rainford. “We need not be so absolute about any of this. They had a disagreement, that is all. I say it is better to be open about these things”—Elizabeth saw how his gaze went from his wife to his oldest son and then back to his wife—“than to let them fester.” 
“Well, I say she has made a terrible mistake!” said Mrs. Bennet. “One does not reject such a man, not if one is thinking clearly!” 
“I cannot help but believe this is all my doing,” said Charles, rising and going to Thomas, who was waving his conversation book in a most adamant manner. “If I had not been so stupid this past spring…” 
Here he glanced at Darcy, who shook his head. “If we are going to speak of stupidity, my friend, let it be mine, twenty-five years ago.” 
Charles smiled warmly and then, after taking the conversation book from Thomas, laughed. 
“Thomas says Will is not a dunderhead, for he knows too much about Latin and mathematics. He would also like to ask you, Darcy, if he ought to return the—I cannot quite read this part, Thomas. What does it say?”
“Bewick,” guessed Darcy, “and no, absolutely not. You will need it as a reference, Thomas, for I will be depending on you to answer all my questions about the various birds I come across on my travels next spring. Though Bewick focuses on British birds, I suspect I may see some of the same species on the Continent.” 
Elizabeth was not the only one to stare at Darcy, but Darcy was the only one to stare back at her.
“As of January,” continued Darcy, his gaze intent, “Pemberley will belong to Will.” 
There was a moment’s silence before the room erupted into all manner of “What!”s and “How can that be?”s. The only response Elizabeth could offer was a smile full of warmth and love.
“But what will you do, Fitzwilliam?” asked Georgiana, reaching for his hand. “Where will you go?” 
“I have been told,” said Darcy, “there is a good deal of life outside Pemberley—messy as it is.” 
“You must come to Rainford House!” said his sister. “I know you do not like London…”
“I like it better than I may have let on, but I cannot see myself settling permanently in town.”
“Well, you will always be welcome at Netherfield,” said Charles. 
“Thank you, Bingley, but I have at this moment no firm plans—and I rather like not knowing, for once.” 
At this, Elizabeth laughed, and in such ringing tones that she startled the others, who had quite forgotten her by the window. 
“Oh, there you go, laughing again, Miss Lizzy!” cried Mrs. Bennet, dabbing at her eyes with a handkerchief. “I can think of nothing less amusing than knowing that Lizzy has thrown away such a treasure as Pemberley! To think, of all this, she might have been mistress!” 
“If you are going to cry for Lizzy, Mama,” said Elizabeth, returning to her seat among the others, “do so for the right reasons. The loss of Pemberley is nothing to her, I am sure—certainly nothing to the loss of the man who calls Pemberley home.” 
“Oh, but they are one and the same, Lizzy, one and the same!” retorted her mother. “Besides, you cannot know what it is like to watch the child of your own child stumble. Only a mother could feel such pain!” 
It was a worn-out comment, one she had heard so many times that it ought, by right, to have lost all its power. Yet in this moment, knowing how Lizzy suffered—knowing in ways that no one else, not even a mother, could understand—Elizabeth felt the awful sting of those words as she never had before. 
She was on her feet again, making for the door. 
“I am going for a walk,” she threw out over her shoulder. It struck her, as she yanked open the drawing room door, that she must resemble a petulant child more than a spinster aunt. But she hardly cared, so long as she escaped the room, and fast. 
“But Miss Bennet!” she heard Miss Townshend call out behind her. “It is raining!”
But it was not raining, not anymore. When Elizabeth found her way outside, she felt only a few drops on her face, and these she supposed to have dripped from the trees above. They certainly were not tears!
She laughed then, in part because she often laughed at herself for crying, but mostly because she heard him, coming up behind her. She refused to turn around and look, refused to stop and wait. Let him catch up to her. They were twenty-five years late for this walk, as it was. 
They were almost at the cottages when he reached her, and then he kept going, glancing back, eyebrows raised in challenge.
Grinning, she hurried after him. “Shall I race you to the Old Gray Man?”
“No, not today.” He grabbed her by the hand and started walking so quickly that she struggled to keep up. “There is another place I want to show you.”
“Is it tomorrow then, at last?” she asked, laughing breathlessly. 
He stopped and gazed at her, his eyes suddenly bright. 
“‘Tomorrow and tomorrow and—’” she began, but then he kissed her in such a way that she hoped the final tomorrow might never come. 
When he at last pulled back, he touched her face and said, “Elizabeth. Elizabeth Bennet, I—”
“No, absolutely not!” She pushed him away playfully. “You are not going to say anything of that sort here. You can wait just a little bit longer, Fitzwilliam Darcy. Take me to this mysterious place of yours.” 
“It is not mine, but come along anyway.” 
They scrambled up the muddy path, laughing like children. Twice he slipped, catching himself just in time, and once she stepped in a puddle so deep that her petticoats were more than six inches deep in mud by the time they reached the Old Gray Man. Though they were panting and exhausted, they did not stop except to place their palms flat against the rock, touching it like a talisman before making their way into the woods. 
The ground was drier here, the thick canopy of leaves having caught most of the afternoon shower. Still, the earth was rich with the smell of rain, and Elizabeth found herself wishing they could slow down and explore the paths that cut across the woods.
As if he heard her thoughts, he said, “Another time, I will show you the path to Lambton.” He paused and added, “Did you know that your aunt roamed these woods with her father, when she was a child?”
Elizabeth closed her eyes, trying to picture her aunt as a young girl, but she kept seeing Lizzy at age ten, so bright and fast and high-spirited, hurtling down the path that led from Netherfield to Meryton. 
She thought to ask him how he knew such things about her aunt, but decided it did not matter; he knew. Glancing up, searching the bits of sky that peeked through the canopy of green, she whispered, “Hello, Maggie.” Then she brought his hands to her lips and said, “Lead on.” 
They followed the rest of the trail in silence. When she heard the rush of water, she began, inexplicably, to cry. He pulled her closer but did not stop walking, and soon, they were past the tree line, at the edge of a fast-moving stream, mist rising around them.
“I have wanted to show you this for such a long time,” he said, his voice ragged, uneven. 
She leaned into him, watching as the water swirled and eddied. “Well, here I am.”
“Yes, here you are,” he whispered, kissing her hair. 
They looked about for a place to sit, and finding everything to be wet, lay his jacket across the largest, driest rock they could find. The jacket hardly helped, and they hardly cared. They needed nothing in those next minutes except the sights and sounds of the cascades. She tried to memorize every detail, knowing that even if they returned to this very spot at some later date, it would never, ever be the same again. 
“I do not agree with your mother,” he said suddenly.
“That is my general policy as well,” replied Elizabeth, smiling up at him. 
He did not return the gesture. Indeed, he spoke with such gravity that her own smile slipped.
“One need not be a parent to love a child as one’s own.” 
“Yes, and yet, we are not their parents, Fitzwilliam. It is not, and never will be, quite the same, will it?” 
“No,” he murmured, “it is not the same.” 
She studied his profile, still so serious, and wondered if she dare ask the question. “Were you disappointed that you and your…your wife could not have children?” 
His lips turned up slightly, but he looked more pained than amused. “I could hardly be disappointed, for I knew from the first that we would not.” 
“I do not understand.” 
“Anne and I…our marriage…” He stared out at the cascades for a long moment before turning to look at her. “We were brother and sister to each other, Elizabeth, not husband and wife.” 
She could feel nothing at first except the cold, wet rock beneath her. Then, she felt everything at once: confusion, hurt, rage—most of all rage.
“Why? Why did you marry her?” 
It was not fair, this fury coursing through her now. He had, after all, tried telling her days ago, and she had not wanted to hear his explanations then. Besides, she ought to have been relieved to learn that Anne had never been a rival for his passion. 
Yet it devastated her, knowing he had chosen this life for himself. She had only to think of his affinity with Thomas, with Will, even with Georgiana as a young lady, to know that he must have wanted children of his own. Had he married Anne with an expectation of children, only to discover such a reality to be impossible, then she would have felt pity, not anger. But to have denied himself, all along—and for what reason? This she could not comprehend. 
Perhaps it was no different from her own choice to remain unmarried, for she too had longed for children. But it certainly felt different. She had always left herself open to possibility; he had closed himself off from the start. 
He must have felt her shaking, must have guessed how angry she had become, for he slipped his arm from hers, allowing space and silence to settle between them. But the loss of him felt worse than her anger, so she clutched the fabric of his sleeve, pulling him back to her. 
“When I asked Anne to marry me,” he said quietly, “I was arrogant enough to believe I was rescuing her. In fact, I was rescuing myself.” 
She hazarded a glance at his face and saw how sad he looked, eyes closed, lips parted. 
“What I said earlier, that one not need be a parent to love a child—there is a converse to that statement, as well.”
She shook her head, comprehending neither his words nor this shift in topic. It felt like a misdirection, but she knew him well enough by now to suppose he would explain in time. 
“You and I, Elizabeth—we were blessed with parents who loved us. Our mothers—” He managed a smile. “We perhaps have not always agreed with them, but I have never doubted that my mother loved me.” He paused, glancing down at her. “Have you doubted yours?”
“No.” She never had. Oh, her mother’s words could wound, for sure, but Elizabeth had always known her mother to be thoughtless rather than cruel. 
“And our fathers—” His smile grew. “What fathers we had, Elizabeth! They were imperfect men, but I think they must always have loved us more than they loved themselves.”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“Anne had neither mother nor father, not really.” He drew in a long, shaky breath. “You knew something of her mother, but you did not know all of her. She was cruel, Elizabeth—cruel, hard, and deceptive. For Catherine, Anne was not a person but an extension of her own ambitions.” 
Elizabeth wanted to lean into him, to take his hand, but she found herself frozen, hardly able to breathe. 
“The cruelty of her mother was nothing, however, to that of her father.” His breath grew ragged; his arm began to shake. It was a long time before he said anything else. “The things he did to her, Elizabeth—no man should ever do to any woman, much less to his own daughter.” 
She let the tears fall then—for Anne, yes, but even more so for Darcy. Her heart ought to have been fully with this woman who had suffered so mightily, but she had never really known Anne de Bourgh; her sympathies for her were necessarily more abstract. But this man next to her—she felt his suffering as her own. He had carried the pain of this knowledge for years, and it had wounded him to the core.
“Then you did rescue her,” Elizabeth ventured after some time. “You took her away from that awful place.”
“No. In the end, Anne rescued herself. By the time of her death, she had developed a sharp wit and, if not warmth, then at least a sense of compassion.” He snorted softly. “But then what do I know? Perhaps she had always been funny and kind, and I was slow to see it in her. I assumed, for too long, that she was broken, that I had a duty to fix her. But she was not broken. Wounded, hurt, in terrible pain, yes. Flawed and difficult, certainly. But she was who she was, and I was, in the end, better for knowing her.” 
“You loved her,” Elizabeth whispered.
He met her gaze. “Yes, I did.” 
“I am so glad.” She offered a tremulous smile. “I am so very glad, Fitzwilliam.”
He took her face in his hands, brushing his thumbs across her cheeks to catch her tears. 
“And you?” he said quietly. “Why did you never marry? I cannot believe it was for want of opportunity.” 
She laughed softly. In fact, she had done everything in her power to forestall any man who might have been considering her. She thought back to Mr. Bellamy, Kitty’s brother-in-law, and how she had worked to keep him always at a distance. The same had been true for other men of her acquaintance. Perhaps she had not left herself open to possibility, after all. 
“Well, you see,” she said, arching a brow, “I had from a very young age determined that only the deepest of love would induce me to matrimony. And the man I loved”—he started to look away, but she took his face in her hands, guiding his gaze back to hers—“the man I love, he had the temerity to offer for me only once, and before I was ready for him.” 
He jerked away from her then, hurt in every line of his face.
“Forgive me,” she whispered, cursing her own impertinence. “You know how glib I can be, how thoughtless—”
“I am not angry at you,” he said, looking out at the rushing water. “I am fully to blame, Elizabeth.”
“No, Fitzwilliam, we are neither of us to blame. I could hardly have expected, after Wickham—” 
“Wickham?” He shook his head, uttering a humorless laugh. “No, Wickham could never have kept me from you, Elizabeth. Only I could do that.” 
She brushed her fingers against his face, so that he turned to look at her. 
“I do not understand.” 
“Lady Catherine,” he said, and then stopped. 
“What about her?”
“She visited you at Longbourn, I believe, in September 1812.” 
Elizabeth’s lips parted, but no sound came forth. He seemed not to require an answer, for he then said, “She came to see me in London, the very same day. She told me that she had called on you, that she had heard a rumor and had wanted to put that rumor to rest.” 
Something sharp, something bitter was forming in the pit of her stomach. “No,” Elizabeth whispered.
“She told me,” he continued woodenly, “that she asked you to promise never to enter into an engagement with me.”
“No, no.”
“She told me”—his eyes closed, as if he were reliving the scene, or trying not to—“she told me that you said—”
“No, no, no!”
“—I was the last man you would ever wish to marry.” 
“No! I never said those words!” Her breath hitched, and she remembered that yes, she had. “Not to her, I never said those words to her! At Hunsford, yes, but not to her, Fitzwilliam, not in September, not after Pemberley, not after Wickham, not after—” 
“I know, I know,” he whispered, gathering her in his arms and burying his face in her hair. “I know, Elizabeth.”
“But how?”
He drew in a ragged breath. “Because she told me. With almost her dying breath, Catherine finally told me the truth.” 
Elizabeth pulled back, staring up at him.
“I have thought it over, so many times since her death,” he said, looking at some point beyond her. “Why, of all her many lies, would she have confessed to that particular one? And the only answer I have…” He sighed. “This lie was the perfect lie—not so small that she could have forgotten it, yet not so large that confessing to it would have required the dissolution of everything she believed about herself.” 
“My God,” she whispered, not knowing what else to say.
He pulled her back against him, as if holding on to her was all that allowed him to keep talking. 
“By all rights, she ought to have been begging Anne’s forgiveness. But she did not want to see Anne; she could not bring herself to see Anne. If she had, everything about her life would have come crumbling down around her. But to tell me of you—well, she could not forget it, for she lived daily with the disappointment of my marriage to Anne. It had not turned out as she had hoped. Instead of gaining more control, she had lost almost all her power over both of us. But she could also tell herself that the lie had always been for her daughter’s sake, never for her own. It was the one lie she could forgive, and so she asked the same of me.” 
There were no words that fit in the silence that followed. Elizabeth could do little except try not to think, for each thought, as it formed, caused only pain and confusion. 
Finally, she said, “I despise that woman.” 
He made a sound, something between a laugh and sob. “I do, too—and yet, not as much as I despise myself.”
“Oh, Fitzwilliam—” 
“It was always my choice, Elizabeth, always my decision. She lied to me, yes—but I could have returned to Hertfordshire. I could still have stood by Bingley.” 
After so many pieces of the past had come flying at her, how could this one little shard hurt so badly? 
“He came to see me the week after Catherine,” said Darcy quietly. “He asked me to stand up with him at his wedding, and I refused.” 
She closed her eyes, remembering then how haunted Bingley had looked, that night in the autumn of 1812 when he had returned from London. 
“I told myself that it would have been selfish to return, to inflict myself on you after you had made clear your disgust with me. I told myself that, after what I had done to Bingley and your sister, I was no friend to him anyway. But the truth? I was scared, Elizabeth, I was so bloody scared. I did not think I could stand to be rejected again.” He released a bitter laugh. “I was not unlike Catherine after all: I told myself lie upon lie, all to keep that fiction of myself—proud, indomitable Fitzwilliam Darcy—firmly in place.” 
He pulled back from her then, looking intently into her eyes. “If I had returned to Hertfordshire, after all; if I had stood by Bingley; if I had stood next to you in that church as he and your sister spoke their vows, what would I have seen when I looked at you, Elizabeth?”
She shook her head, though she knew exactly what he was asking of her. “It matters not.” She looked down, away, anywhere except at him.
He tipped her chin up. “No, I need to hear you say it. Tell me what I would have seen, Elizabeth.” 
“You would have seen…” She forced herself to meet his gaze, to hold it in spite of all the pain in his eyes. “You would have seen how much I loved you.” 
He nodded and, for the briefest of moments, appeared as unshakeable as so many others believed him to be. Then his face crumpled, and he bowed his head, his eyes filling rapidly with tears. 
“Shhh,” she whispered, scrambling to her knees so that she might kiss his cheeks, his forehead, his lips. “Shhh. ” 
“Twenty-five lost years.” One hand tangled in her hair, the other clutching her waist, as if he feared those words, this admission, might send her scuttling away.
She took hold of his shoulders then, gripping him harder than even he held her. 
“Listen to me, Fitzwilliam Darcy. It was one choice—one choice among many.” Their gazes met. “If you or I had wasted those twenty-five years, then we might have a reason to be bitter, a reason to regret. But think of Anne; think of what it meant for you to marry her. Think of Thomas, of Lizzy, of Charlie. I would never have known them as I do now. And my school—it would not exist. All your good works, Fitzwilliam—would they have come to fruition? All that we have done in these twenty-five years apart—I cannot regret those choices, and neither should you.” 
He stared at her in wonder. “I do not deserve you, Elizabeth Bennet.”
“And yet, here I am,” she said, the laughter bubbling up from some inexhaustible spring of happiness. “Here we are, Fitzwilliam Darcy, in spite of everything.” 
She kissed him then, kissed him with such feeling that somehow, by the end of it, he was lying flat against the rock, Elizabeth firmly on top of him. 
“This cannot be comfortable for you,” she said, even as she relaxed against him, pressing her ear to his chest so that she could listen to the rapid beat of his heart. 
“Not a bit comfortable,” he said, “but do not dare think of moving, Elizabeth.”
Laughing, she began to slide off him, only to feel him wrap his arms more tightly around her. They lay there for some time, the sounds of the cascades swirling about them, when finally she asked, “What are you thinking?” 
“That I have a very fine view of the sky—it is clearing now—and that you have only a view of my shirt.”
She buried her face in the fabric, feeling the warmth of him beneath. “It is a lovely shirt, and well-laundered, too.” 
He laughed. “Not any more. I suspect it will be forever stained with moss and dirt. All right, up now. We are too old to be forever lounging about on rocks.” 
“Well, I was willing to let you go but have now changed my mind.” She propped herself up, her elbows digging into his chest. He made a face at her, and she smiled. “I rather like the idea of being on top.” 
Good God, how she loved this man, his chest vibrating with laughter, his body radiating warmth everywhere she touched him. 
He grabbed her hands then and pulled her down for a kiss. Afterward, he said, “Now you really do have to get up.”
“Why?”
“Because it is hardly the correct position for what I want to do next.”
“Correct position? Fitzwilliam! You are causing me to blush!” 
Again, that delicious vibration of his chest. “Impossible Elizabeth,” he growled against her hair, “stand up so that I can finally propose to you—again.” 
How did she get to her feet? She could hardly remember, except to recall that her legs shook and her heart pounded, as if this idea—that they really were here, together, at last—was too much for her then. What was she to do? How was she to act in the face of that moment she had always hoped, yet never quite believed, would come for her? 
Naturally, she behaved with as much impertinence as she could muster: arched brow, mocking smile, droll words, and on this incredible occasion, hand on hip for good measure.
“Perhaps I ought to propose to you, Fitzwilliam Darcy.” 
He glared down at her. “Absolutely not. I have not waited twenty-five years so that you—”
“Well, I have waited just as long, and besides, you proved to be very inept at proposing the first time around.”
He slid her hand from her hip and replaced it with his own. “Is that so?”
“Yes, it was terrible. Even Mr. Collins’s proposal was better.”
“Elizabeth Bennet—” 
“Granted, the first line few lines were not so bad. Something about ardently—” 
“Elizabeth Bennet, you must allow me to tell you—” he said, looking at her in such a way that all her bravado vanished. 
“Yes,” she whispered.
“No, I am not done.”
She laughed. “I meant yes, continue, yes, do not stop, yes, I love you, I love you, I—”
He kissed her, hard. “Marry me, Elizabeth Bennet.”
“Strictly speaking, that is not a question.” 
“You are not going to make this easy for either of us, are you?” 
“Do you want easy, Fitzwilliam?”
“No, Elizabeth, I want you.” 
“Then ask me.” 
He took her trembling hand in his. “I have loved you, Elizabeth Bennet, for twenty-five years.” 
She closed her eyes against the tears, and he whispered, “Look at me, Elizabeth.” 
She did, and he pressed her fingers against his heart. 
“I have spent most of those years in some other life, and I cannot hope to know you completely now. But the idea of you, Elizabeth Bennet—this has been in my heart since that first arch smile you aimed at me. And your censure of my selfishness—” 
She shook her head then, her tears flowing unchecked, but he pressed on.
“—this, too, has been in my heart, and in, I hope, my altered behavior. The good I have done, if I have done any good at all, has come through your inspiration, and for that—”
Now he was the one to close his eyes, and she whispered his name once, twice, three times like a charm. 
He opened his eyes and smiled. “—for that, I thank you. Thank you, Elizabeth Bennet, thank you.” 
Their eyes met, and time collapsed in on itself so that there was nothing except the words: “Will you marry me, Elizabeth?”
But no, the truth: time did not stop. It did not collapse or stand still or pause in a moment of desperate waiting. Life rushed on, too big and too varied to concern itself with that one little word. 
And yet, that “Yes”— it was to her the most the important word to have ever existed.



 
EPILOGUE: OLD MARRIED COUPLE
 
MAY 1838
 
The letters arrived all at once, tied in one messy bundle. 
“I’ve put your mail on the table, monsieur,” said the maid—at least, that is what he thought she said, but his French was not as good as he would have liked. It mattered not; they had seen the stack of correspondence almost the moment they had come into the room.
Without stopping to remove bonnet or shawl, Elizabeth raced across the chamber, and the maid smirked (“Madam Darcy est très étrange!” he had overheard Delphine comment to a fellow servant on their first day at the hotel).
“Did you find the cemetery, Monsieur Darcy?” Delphine asked as she took his hat and coat.
He did not immediately respond; his attention was fixed on Elizabeth. She had snapped the two frayed strings from the bundle and was flipping quickly through the letters. She did not bother examining the handwriting; she was interested only in the color of the sealing wax.
When she reached the last letter, she met his gaze. “No black,” she murmured, her smile full of relief. 
Leaving Thomas had been perhaps the most difficult part of their decision to travel the Continent together. In the final months of 1837, Thomas’s seizures had grown more frequent and more severe, so that there were days when he did not leave his bed. Yet he retained his high spirits and still spent the occasional afternoon exploring Netherfield’s grounds with his aunt and uncle, always in search of the birds from Bewick. The winter had made such a pastime less than ideal, but Nurse Edwards had stopped trying to keep her charge indoors, even on the coldest days. Her fatalism (“Let him enjoy what he can, the dear heart!”) had seemed to Darcy the worst of all signs. 
Still, they had left, as much at Thomas’s urging as everyone else’s. Two months, no more, they had told themselves—and what a glorious two months it had been! To see the masterpieces he had only ever read about, to walk through the ruins that had inspired classical poets, to hear languages he could not understand and taste flavors he had never imagined—all of this, miraculous, and yet it was nothing to the sensation of watching Elizabeth experience these same delights. Most wondrous of all: they were anonymous, unimportant, two travelers among a mass of people who neither knew nor cared about the name Darcy. He and Elizabeth were crammed into the shabby rooms of rundown inns, ignored at restaurants and shops, and jostled by all manner of people, from other tourists to unsuccessful pickpockets (he may have been four and fifty, but Darcy was proud to call himself as quick and agile as a man half his age). 
Yes, what a glorious two months—undeniably uncomfortable and utterly liberating. This spectrum of experience applied as much to their explorations of each other as to the world at large. How was he to hold in his heart the variety of feelings he possessed for Elizabeth Bennet? (She had lived too long in the world to be, in his thoughts, anyone but Elizabeth Bennet now.) Her laughter, her light, her love, yes; but also the little things he had never noticed before: how she spent a half hour each day studying Greek and Latin, sometimes whispering to her father as she did so; how she was self-conscious about her feet, heavily calloused from all those miles walked; how she liked to dunk her toast into her tea (“Good God, Elizabeth, that is disgusting!”); how she stole the blankets in her sleep but always tried to give them back when she awoke; how she still loved to dance (and oh, how he loved to dance with her). So many particulars, and yet so many more he would never know. He supposed it must have been the same for her, discovering and uncovering, all the while realizing that there would remain pieces of him she would never access. 
“The cemetery, monsieur?” asked Delphine again, and Darcy started, surprised to find himself still standing in the doorway of their rented rooms. Perhaps he was not as quick and agile as a man half his age, after all. 
“Yes, oui, trouver—” He turned to Elizabeth. “How do I say we found the cemetery?”
“We found the cemetery,” she said to Delphine in English.
The maid laughed. “Très étrange!”

“Well, perhaps a little strange,” said Elizabeth, smiling. Then, in halting French, she thanked the maid for giving them directions to the cemetery and asked that their tea be brought to the usual spot in the hotel’s main parlor downstairs.
“Oh, before you leave, Delphine…” Elizabeth turned to him and asked in English, “Perhaps we ought to give her the rubbing to pack in our valise? Or do you think it best to carry it with us?” 
He reached into his jacket and withdrew his wallet. “For you, Delphine,” he said, first handing her a note, which she eagerly accepted. Then, very gently, he slipped a thin, several-times-folded sheet of paper from the sleeve of his wallet. To Elizabeth he said, “We can have her put it between the pages of a heavy book—perhaps that one for Thomas, Levaillant’s Histoire naturelle des perroquets?—to help remove the creases.” 
Elizabeth did her best to translate, and he, unable to stop himself, followed up with a stern, “Do you understand, Delphine?”—in part because it was one of the few French phrases he knew well, but also because he could not quite forget that he had, not so long ago, been accustomed to having his orders understood and followed to the letter. 
Elizabeth rolled her eyes, but Delphine seemed unbothered by his brusque tone. “Oh, yes, I understand perfectly, monsieur!” She took the fragile paper from his hands and examined it reverently. “It is very beautiful! What is it?” 
He and Elizabeth exchanged a laughing glance. They had carried on a running debate, these past three days, about the origins of Delphine’s frank manner: personal trait or cultural characteristic? 
“They did just fight a revolution for equality,” argued Elizabeth, to which he responded, “Who are ‘they’? You speak as if all French were the same! If I did not know better, Elizabeth, I might accuse you of unwarranted prejudice.” 
“It is a gift for a friend,” said Darcy to Delphine, not possessing the French vocabulary to explain further. But the words sufficed: the gravestone rubbing was indeed for a friend. Mrs. Reynolds had not dared to ask them for anything, of course, but Darcy had made certain to find out the necessary details from her husband. 
“We will end our travels in Calais,” he had told Reynolds, just before leaving Pemberley, “and would be only too glad to find out what we can about her family.” 
He and Elizabeth had been unable to find out much, for the François family had been poor and obscure. But Darcy had been able locate one of Mrs. Reynolds’s nephews, who remembered that his grandfather had been buried in a local cemetery, though he could not say for certain which one. This had led the Darcys to wander through more graveyards than either of them would have liked, but they had, in the end, found the small, surprisingly ornate gravestone of Marie Reynolds’s father. It seemed that the François family, for all their poverty, and been determined that Pierre François would not be forgotten. 
And so he had not been. It was Darcy who had come up with the idea of creating a stone rubbing, an ancient practice he had read about in a volume on the arts of the Orient. The result was imperfect, yet oddly beautiful. 
“A token of remembrance, until you and Reynolds visit Calais for yourselves,” he had written below the rubbing. 
He imagined this souvenir, tucked away in the book for Thomas and nestled next to the sack of dirt he and Elizabeth had scooped from the ground at Waterloo—his one tangible remembrance for a man he would never forget.
“Do not worry!” soothed Delphine as she left the room with the rubbing, “I will pack it very carefully!” 
“Is it odd to say that I will miss Delphine?” asked Elizabeth, as she untied her bonnet. 
“Given how unlikely it is that either of us will remember her name a month from now, then yes, I say it is odd.” 
She swatted at him with her shawl before throwing it across a chair. “I will remember! My mind, if you recall, is eight years younger than yours.”
“Then what is the name of the innkeeper who gave you flowers each day we were in Florence?” 
“Pietro, of course,” she said. “Or was it Paolo?” 
“Yes, exactly.” 
“Well, I will miss Delphine even if I cannot remember her name later. One thing I know for certain: I will not miss this dark and dingy room!” She laughed, going to the one small window in their private parlor. “Though I must say, the view into our neighbor’s sitting room is très charming.”
“Stop your spying,” he said, taking her by the hand, “and come with me. Bring the letters, and let us have terrible French tea one last time in our little jungle.” 
She laughed at the name they had given the public parlor, which the hôtelier had decorated with so many potted ferns that one had to wade through the greenery to find a seat. Yet for all this, the room was spacious and bright, and the ferns provided some measure of privacy between tables. 
Soon they were seated at a lavishly set table in the far corner. Not their usual table, he had noted drily to Elizabeth; they had stayed at the inn for only three days, but on each of those days had chosen to sit at the table next to the window. Today, however, the hôtelier himself had showed them to this corner table, perhaps thinking he was performing a great favor for this English couple who tipped his staff so well and spoke his language so poorly. 
As they waited for their tea, Elizabeth began sorting the pile of correspondence, creating two neat stacks: one for him, one for her. He could not help but think of Anne then—of all those days they had sat together in the library of Pemberley, reading (or refusing to read) their letters. Unexpectedly similar, and yet not at all the same, these marriages, these loves. 
“Are you well?”
Her quiet concern made him smile. “Perfectly well.”
“There is a certain kind of beauty,” she said, resuming her sorting, “to all these different styles of writing, one on top of the other. To think, so many lives colliding, right here on our tea table!” 
“Mrs. Darcy est très étrange,” he said, and she laughed. But it was not so strange, her idea. With each letter he slit open, he felt as if the correspondent had joined their teatime repast. Soon this table meant for two would be crowded with the people who had become so important to him.
Between the two of them, they had received over twenty letters, many forwarded from their last hotel in Paris. Darcy could almost imagine this stack of mail chasing them across the Continent, always a day or two behind. 
“I suppose we now know why we have received so little correspondence after Rome,” said Elizabeth, counting her own stack. “I wonder if there are letters that will never find us.” 
“No doubt.” He squinted down at the page in his hand. “I do not know why I even bother with Bingley’s letters. I did not think it possible for his script to become worse with age.” 
Elizabeth laughed. “Jane says here that you are likely to make little sense of his letter, even if you can read his handwriting.”
“She is, as usual, correct. Who is this Mr. Wilson he keeps mentioning? Here, he says, ‘Do not bother with Mr. Wilson’s—‘ I cannot read the rest.”
“Wait, Wilson?” Elizabeth dropped her letter from Jane and shuffled through her own stack. “I have a letter here from a Mr. Wilson!”
Darcy frowned. “Who is Mr. Wilson, and why would he write to my wife?”
She tilted her head at him. “I suppose you will have to wait and see—if I decide to share the details of my private correspondence with you.” 
He shot her a look of (mostly) mock annoyance, then went back to deciphering Bingley’s handwriting. 
“Ah! Now I understand,” said Elizabeth, grinning up at him a few minutes later. “Here, I suppose you may read the letter after all, for you are rich, and I am not.” 
He raised his eyebrows at that. Though he did not understand her meaning, he recognized her tone: a kind of amused anxiety she always wore when it came to discussing money.
Wilson, it seemed, was the absentee owner of a cottage on the outskirts of Meryton—a small house once owned by an old apothecary named Daniel Gardiner. 
“Your grandfather?” he asked Elizabeth, glancing up from the letter.
“The very same. I suppose Mr. Wilson wrote to me because I had asked Uncle Edward to look into the matter.” She paused, then added in a rush, “I am sorry, Fitzwilliam. I suppose I should have discussed the idea with you first, but it just came to me, this notion that the old Gardiner residence was sitting there, unoccupied. Since we seem unable to find any other property near the school and Netherfield both…” 
He could not help but smile. In the few months of their marriage, he had discovered that Elizabeth, for all her boldness, could be quite diffident regarding the matter of their future residence. Georgiana and Bingley both had repeatedly offered their own homes, but he and Elizabeth had agreed that they wanted a residence of their own. She wished to remain near the Meryton School, yet beyond that requirement, she was hesitant to voice an opinion.
“I feel,” she had admitted, “you have already given up so much for my sake. I can make no further demands of you.” 
He had tried telling her then, and would no doubt have to tell her for all the rest of their days, that he had not given up Pemberley for her, or even for Will, but for himself. As for her demands? He rather enjoyed fulfilling Elizabeth Bennet’s desires.
“It was but a whim, this idea of buying the old Gardiner property,” she continued, fiddling with her empty tea cup.
“I like the irony of it.” 
She beamed at him. “Yes, it would be ironic, the two of us living in an old apothecary’s cottage. It is likely to be completely unsuitable, of course. The cottage is not nearly so grand as either of us are used to…” 
“How did Bingley know of this before I did?” was his only concern at present.
“Mr. Wilson must also have written to him, thinking he might be interested in purchasing the cottage, if I—rather, we, decline the opportunity.” She smiled fondly. “Poor Charles. He told you to ignore Mr. Wilson’s letter because he does not want you to leave Netherfield.” 
“We would be only a few miles away,” said Darcy, though he, too, would miss all those hours roaming the grounds of Netherfield with his oldest friend. Then again, that was precisely why he needed to leave, for soon he would be running Netherfield on Bingley’s behalf, and that would never do. “I will write Mr. Wilson—or you may, if you wish, since it is your letter. Please inform him that we are interested in touring the property when we return to Hertfordshire.”
“It really is unlikely to suit us, Fitzwilliam.”
“Who can say? I would live anywhere with you, Elizabeth, so long as there is a roof, four walls—” 
“Many, many bookshelves—” 
“Yes, and a bed. Most definitely a bed.” 
She cocked an eyebrow, which he now understood to mean she was both amused and flustered. “Now now, Mr. Darcy, keep such risqué talk to a minimum, if you please! The waiter approaches with our tea.” 
“He will not mind risqué talk, Elizabeth; he is French.” 
“Do you recall something about unwarranted prejudices, Fitzwilliam?” 
Laughing, he returned to his letters, grateful for this quiet space where he might sit with his wife and read. A few minutes later, however, their monopoly on the hotel parlor came to an end. He was in the midst of perusing a letter from Georgiana (“She insists on our attendance at the Rainford Ball, Elizabeth, though I have told her—” “Of course she does, Fitzwilliam! She moved it to May just so that we might be there!”) when two young ladies and a gentleman carrying a newspaper entered the room. One of the young ladies strode in with her nose in the air; the other nearly tripped over a chair, for her nose was buried in a book. The trio took a seat at a nearby table, disappearing behind a wall of ferns.
“Oh, no! They are not here today!” cried one of the young ladies—no doubt the one with the book. He recognized her flat American accent. Elizabeth grinned at him. The colonial sisters, she had dubbed these young ladies two days ago, when they had first noticed them in the public parlor.
“Whoever can you mean?” asked the upturned nose. “No one is ever here. Mother chose the least fashionable hotel in all of France. Father agrees with me, don’t you, Father?” 
There was a shuffle of newspaper, but no spoken comment from the gentleman.
“They always sit at that table under the window,” continued the young lady with the book. 
“For goodness’s sake, Winifred, we have only been here a few days. How could they—whoever they are—have always sat anywhere?” 
“They are that lovely old married couple we have seen around the hotel. You know who I mean.” 
Elizabeth put a hand to her mouth, and Darcy whispered, “Old?” 
“Oh, them. I do not understand your interest in them! Mother says they are not titled, even if they are British.” 
“Did she talk with them, then? I wish I had talked with them before they left. I heard them speaking to each other yesterday. They have such nice accents.” 
“I like French accents more, and no, of course Mother did not speak with them. You cannot just march up to people you do not know and start talking to them, Winifred! This isn’t Boston, for goodness sake!”
“Then how does she know they aren’t titled? Well, I don’t care if they are or they aren’t. I liked listening to them. If I ever marry—”
“Doubtful,” her sister retorted.
“—I hope that I will be as happy after so many years of marriage with my husband! Did you hear how they laughed with each other yesterday?” 
“Eavesdropping is not very polite, Winifred—and you know what Mother says about being polite.” 
“Yes, I know. But here’s what I was thinking about that: if I pretend to be polite, just to catch some wealthy European man, then I will either have to keep pretending for the rest of my life, or I will make him miserable when he finds out I am not actually polite.” 
What a Lizzy-like thing to say, he thought—and then, catching sight of Elizabeth’s sad smile, supposed she was thinking the very same thing. He had only to look at how they had arranged their separate piles of correspondence to know they were of the same mind: all their letters had been opened and skimmed—all except their letters from Will and Lizzy. He had placed his three unopened letters from Will off to one side of the table; she had placed her four unopened letters from Lizzy on the opposite end. They were both waiting, with anticipation and dread, to discover how Will and Lizzy fared—with Pemberley and the Meryton School, yes, but also with each other.
While other members of their combined families wrote letters to both of them—Georgiana and Thomas were especially prolific, but everyone else in the Bingley and Townshend clans, even Rainford and Robert, had written to Elizabeth and Darcy at least once during their travels—Will wrote only to his uncle, and Lizzy only to her aunt. He guessed Elizabeth did not mind Will’s neglect, for though they got on well, they had not yet spent much time together. Aside from those turbulent July days at Pemberley, Will had not been in company with Elizabeth except at their December wedding—and then, only for the ceremony.
But Lizzy? Darcy could not help but feel some disappointment at her unwillingness to write him. In the two months between the wedding and their departure for the Continent, when he and Elizabeth had lived at Netherfield, Darcy had grown close to his new niece—close enough, he supposed, to guess that writing any letter to a man called Darcy was too difficult for her at present. He had only to recall the time he had been helping Elizabeth with the ledgers at the Meryton School; she had asked him to retrieve a blank sheet of paper, and Lizzy’s desk had been closest. Jammed in the drawer: pages of unsent letters to Will. He had not read the correspondence, of course, but he had been unable to avoid seeing his nephew’s name, written in shaky script, at the top of each completely-filled page. 
“What are they waiting for?” Bingley had asked in despair, one morning soon after Elizabeth and Darcy’s wedding. “I thought for certain that when they saw each other again…” 
Darcy, too, had hoped for such an outcome, but he had known, the moment he had seen Will at the church—dark circles under his eyes, hair more unkempt than usual—that his nephew was still too hurt, too uncertain, to venture another proposal.
“Forgive me,” Will had said hoarsely to his uncle, just after the ceremony. “I cannot stay. I cannot see her like this, so cold, so unaffected!” 
She had indeed behaved with uncharacteristic formality toward Will, but Darcy had suspected this to be her way of masking her own hurt and uncertainty. Yet he’d had no chance to convince Will of this alternative explanation for Lizzy’s behavior; Will had left Hertfordshire directly. 
Lizzy had pretended her way through the rest of that day, laughing and toasting the new couple with all the rest of the party at the wedding breakfast. But Elizabeth had told him later how she had found her niece sobbing quietly in Netherfield’s frosty garden after all the guests had departed. 
“They are waiting,” Jane had said in response to Bingley’s question, “to trust each other again. They fell in love so quickly—the very day they met! But that gave them little time to consider the realities of marriage, I suppose. I had once hoped Lizzy might never have to wait as I did. Now, I can only hope it will all turn out for the best. If I recall,” she had added, smiling gently, first at her husband and then at Elizabeth and Darcy, “we each took our time finding our way back to each other.”
“Yes, some of us more than others,” Bingley had replied, laughing at Elizabeth and Darcy both. 
Darcy had known Jane to be right—“The only Bennet daughter with any real wisdom, no matter what my father believed,” Elizabeth had told him once—and yet he, too, found himself wondering what exactly Will was waiting for. Jane had talked of trust, but Darcy feared it had more to do with wounded pride. 
“Winifred, will you please hurry up? Mother said we will be late to meet the Comte if we do not leave soon.” 
Darcy glanced up, surprised to see Miss Upturned Nose and Mr. Newspaper leaving the parlor. Winifred trailed behind as if she were too lost in her own thoughts to move any faster. Then, suddenly, she went stiff. 
“My book! I forgot my book!”
“Oh, Winifred!”
“Just a moment, let me go back and—” 
“We will be in the carriage. Hurry up!”
The young lady spun on her heel and started for her table, only to stop and stare. She had spotted them.
Elizabeth smiled and waved. 
The poor girl’s face went scarlet, and Darcy murmured, “Now be nice, Elizabeth.” 
She made a face at him before smiling kindly at Winifred. “Do not worry, my dear. You are lovely.” 
This hardly seemed to help matters, as Winifred remained frozen in place. Darcy rose, found her book, and handed it to her. 
To Elizabeth, he said, “Robinson Crusoe, of course.” 
She laughed. “Well, what do you think of it, Miss—er, Winifred?” 
But that young lady could only manage, in a strangled voice, “You heard everything, didn’t you?” 
“Not everything,” said Darcy. “We are too old to have heard everything.”
“Now who is not being nice?” asked Elizabeth. 
When he laughed, Winifred seemed to come out of her daze. She surprised them both by grabbing a chair and dragging it over to their table. 
“I just have to ask you something, if you do not mind?” 
“Our names?” ventured Elizabeth.
“No. Well, yes, but first…” Winifred bit her lip and then said, in a rush, “When I said you were old, I did not mean old, exactly, but—oh, how have you managed it? I mean, to be married all these years, and, well, to like each other, even after all that time?”
He met Elizabeth’s eyes, and for a moment, could only think of all that time lost. For no matter what she had said to him on that magical day at the cascades, he could not help but miss those years they had never had. 
Then, suddenly, they were laughing.
Winifred looked put out. “I know you think I am ridiculous—everyone does—but you see, I am going have to marry someday, I know I will, and all I can think is how little my own parents like each other.” She blushed at this admission and said, “I probably ought not to have said that.”
“I understand only too well,” said Elizabeth softly. “But I am no good at giving advice.” 
“Well, I am,” said Darcy, surprising even himself. “Or rather, I am fond of telling stories, and I know the tale of a young lady, not unlike you, who could not pretend to be anyone other than herself. This did not mean, of course, that she was never wrong, or that she refused to change, but she always trusted her own judgment. In the end, she is all better for it.”
Winifred looked between the two of them and sighed. “That is very romantic, for I assume this young lady became your wife.” 
“In fact,” said Elizabeth, smiling sadly, “he was speaking of our niece.” 
“I meant you both,” said Darcy softly. 
“Winifred! Whatever are you doing?” 
The trio looked over at the door and saw an older woman marching toward them. Poor Winifred slouched in her seat, and then, with a sigh, pushed herself to her feet. 
“Do forgive my daughter for her very poor manners!” said this lady to Elizabeth and Darcy, even as she glared at Winifred.
Rising and exchanging proper introductions, Darcy and Elizabeth assured Winifred’s mother that she had the most charming daughter in the world. Winifred smiled back at them, even as she was dragged from the public parlor.
“I am surprised,” said Darcy, as they watched her leave, “that you did not tell her what I told her—to be true to herself.” 
Elizabeth sighed. “Oh, Fitzwilliam. What if that is not good advice, or at least inadequate advice? Yes, be true to yourself—but all of life requires compromise, as you and I know only too well.” Glancing down at the four unopened letters from her niece, she whispered, “Lizzy is not very happy right now.” 
“She will be happy again, whatever happens next,” said Darcy firmly.
“I hope so.” Elizabeth picked up the first letter from Lizzy. “Well, shall we?” 
They spent the next half hour in almost complete silence, poring over their letters from Will and Lizzy. Will wrote mostly of Pemberley, of course, but in every other line, there was some passing reference to Lizzy, never by name, always by association: “I was rereading Frankenstein…” or “There are an exceptionally large number of frogs at the pond this year,” or “I am thinking of having the mistress’s chambers refurbished.” 
Such words inspired optimism, but Darcy’s hopes were dashed by a line in the final paragraph of Will’s last letter, dated a fortnight ago: “I will travel to London in May, as usual—but do not expect to journey elsewhere.” 
He looked up to find Elizabeth watching him. He shook his head, and she closed her eyes.
“Lizzy will not travel to London for the ball, though she is invited.” 
“And Will refuses to travel to Hertfordshire.” 
“Oh, how stubborn and ill-tempered they are being!” Elizabeth cried, sweeping her letters from the table in one angry motion. 
He raised an eyebrow at her. “I wonder where they could have learned such behavior.”
“I have absolutely no idea.” Elizabeth tried for a laugh, but ended up sighing. “I sometimes think my mother was right: I have been a very bad influence on Lizzy.” 
They bent down together to pick up the letters from the floor. “I told you once, and I will tell you again: I do not agree with your mother.” 
This earned him a small smile, but he knew Elizabeth would not shake off her disappointment so easily. Neither would he. 
But they had packing and preparations to distract them, not to mention their last night together in France, so that by morning, as they watched their valises being strapped to the top of the coach that would transport them to the harbor, they could look out on the streets of Calais with some measure of happiness. 
It was just as they were preparing to climb into the carriage that Winifred’s voice rang out behind them.
“Mr. Darcy! Mrs. Darcy! Wait!” 
She came rushing down the steps of the hotel, a letter in her hand. 
“Oh, I am glad you have not left yet! Delphine—the maid, do you know her?—delivered our mail to us this morning, but included one of your letters by mistake.” She handed a folded sheet of paper to Darcy, and then turned to Elizabeth. “What a romantic name your husband has! Perhaps I shall name my son Fitzwilliam one day.”
Elizabeth laughed and thanked the young lady with a quick embrace.
“Well?” she asked when they were both settled in their seats. “Who wrote you? That is Will’s handwriting!”
“Nosy woman,” he said, elbowing her lightly. Turning in such a way that she could not read over his arm, he slowly slit open the letter.
 
May 2, 1838
Netherfield
 
Without reading another word, he folded the page in on itself, once, twice, three times, over and over until he could not fold it anymore. 
Elizabeth stared at him in astonishment. “What does it say?”
Working to keep his face completely blank (“Self control, my boy, self control!”), he shrugged. “I suppose you will have to wait and see—” 
“What?” 
“—if I decide to share the details of my private correspondence with you.” 
She lunged at him, but he had already slipped the letter into a pocket. 
“Impossible man!” 
“Impossible woman,” he retorted, tugging her close for a kiss, and they did not bother with words for the remainder of their short drive to the harbor.
“I am tempted to push you into the sea,” she told him as they walked up the gangplank of the ship that would soon take them across the channel.
“Then you would never find out what was in the letter,” he replied. “Besides, I might drag you down with me. Think how tragic it would be, if we did not make it back? I can see the newspaper headline now: ‘Old Married Couple, Lost at Sea!’” 
She laughed. “Are you at least going to read the letter? You cannot have done so yet; you folded it before you could have read more than two words.”
“Four words, in fact, if you count the numbers in the date.” He helped her onto the ship deck. “And no, I do not think I will read it.” 
“You do so enjoy denying yourself,” she noted drily. 
They went to the railing and looked out at the water. “If you want the letter, Elizabeth, I will give it to you,” he said quietly, “for I can deny you nothing.” 
She smiled up at him. “No, if you can wait, so can I.” 
Yes, he could wait. He would have to wait, for no matter what the letter told him, he had no way of knowing what would come next. There were no firm answers, no guaranties. For now, there was only this woman beside him and the knowledge that life was in the waiting. 
 
THE END



 
A NOTE ON “HISTORICAL” ACCURACY
 
“BUT HISTORY, REAL solemn history, I cannot be interested in. Can you?” ~ Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey, Jane Austen

 
Jane Austen variations provide modern audiences a fascinating historical setting to visit and reimagine. Regency England, with its elevated language and emphasis on civility, offers a beautiful escape from the crises and conflicts of contemporary society. Yet it is my view, both as a writer and a student of history, that the past is just as messy as the present. (And if one considers the lack of plumbing in Regency England, messy is an understatement!) 
In a different life, I stumbled through graduate school and (somehow) earned a doctorate in history. That experience taught me one key lesson: as citizens of the present, we simply cannot know the full reality of other times and places. I focused my own studies on twentieth-century U.S. history; as an American myself, I was just about as close in time and place to my subject as I could get. And still I was regularly surprised by all the differences between life then and now. As historians, we can do our best to research the changes that have taken place; we can strive to understand the mindsets and lifestyles of the people who came before us. But in the end, all historians, no matter how objective they claim to be, can only view the past through a present-day lens.
The novelist has an even greater impetus for considering the past through present circumstance, for her audience is in search of a story that resonates with them. Whether readers seek escape or enlightenment—or a little of both—they likely turn to novels as a way of bringing meaning to their daily lives.
The above paragraphs are a rambling prologue to this simple truth: I have wrestled with what it means to be historically accurate in the context of a Jane Austen variation. In the end, I relied on three guiding principles: 
First—I have tried to balance research and imagination when writing this novel. In other words, I attempted to avoid obvious anachronisms, but I also allowed myself to use “poetic” license when necessary. Only when I felt the story required it did I deviate from the known “realities” of the original novel or time period. 
Because my novel takes our beloved characters forward to 1837, I have attempted basic historical research on both the Regency and early Victorian periods; you will find a section of notes near the end of the book; this section provides references for some specific historical tidbits I found fascinating. (My notes are by no means comprehensive; I could certainly have done a more thorough job researching!) 
I have used wonderful resources such as the Oxford English Dictionary, the incomparable Regency Encyclopedia, David M. Shapard’s The Annotated Pride and Prejudice, and the reference set All Things Austen to check my use of phrases, technology, and other concepts that might or might not have existed in nineteenth-century England. As you can tell from my work, I am not perfect in this (or any) regard—but please know that I have not entered Jane Austen’s world without respect for her time and place. 
Second—I have not attempted to write like Jane Austen. There is no way I could possibly compare with her genius, and besides, I have grown up in completely different circumstances. The many ideas and beliefs that have influenced me have also influenced this novel. I cannot be sorry for that fact. What we as modern audiences bring to Jane Austen is, in part, what allows her novels to retain their significance today.
Third—My ultimate goal has been to create a mere impression of the Regency and early Victorian periods—not a historically accurate description of these eras. I know that this fictional world is not and cannot be a a faithful rendition of the past. Similarly, I have tried to maintain the spirit of Austen, knowing that the characters in my novel are not and cannot match Austen’s versions of Elizabeth and Darcy.
Forgive me for the liberties I have taken, and thank you for taking a chance on my variation of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. 
 
~ Christina Morland



 
ENDNOTES
 
LISTED BY CHAPTER, you will find notes on specific references and quotes used throughout the novel. The format of each note is as follows: I have listed the quote from the novel and then provided the reference for that quote. 
Sometimes the words in the quote are my own, and the reference relates to some historical tidbit I found interesting. Sometimes the words in the quote are from another source—and most often, they are from Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. I have tried to acknowledge her words anywhere I have used them in the novel, but it is possible that I have missed a quote. If so, forgive me, Ms. Austen! 
 
Hyde Park Meeting
…there is a man who is said to be working on capturing images with a contraption using only light and metal…


When Lizzy tells Will of a contraption that captures images, she is referring to early developments in photography. French painter Louis Daguerre did not come up with his revolutionary “daguerreotype” photography techniques until 1839, a few years after this chapter takes place.

However, he was partners with a man called Jospeh Niepce who, in 1826, is credited with taking the first (admittedly crude) photograph. For more on this, see Michael Davidson of Florida State University’s “Timeline in Optics,” https://micro.magnet.fsu.edu/optics/timeline/index.html. 

 
Dancing with Strangers
“I am afraid you have been long desiring my absence…”


This quote comes directly from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume III, Chapter IV. In the original novel, Darcy speaks these words to Elizabeth after she has told him of Wickham’s perfidy. 

 
“…then resumed its petty pace…”

The phrase “petty pace” comes from Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Act V, Scene 5, line 20. 

 
The Rainford Ball
Still, she did not on this evening anticipate a conversation about the first chapters of Oliver Twist.

Charles Dickens’s classic was initially published in serial form in a magazine called Bentley’s Miscellany. The first chapters appeared in February 1837, just a few months before Elizabeth Bingley attends the Rainford Ball. 

—
“It is your turn to say something now, Mr. Darcy.”


This provoked a smile. “Do you talk by rule then, while you are dancing?”

The words in quotation marks come from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume I, Chapter XVIII. In the original Elizabeth and Darcy exchange these words (with a few other words in between). In my novel, I decided to have Lizzy and Will (quite unbeknownst to them) echo their favorite aunt and uncle’s words.

 
—
“At my first Netherfield ball, I tried to talk with her of a book I was reading, and she told me quite firmly that she could not talk of books in a ballroom.”

This is a reference to words Elizabeth speaks to Darcy at the Netherfield Ball in Pride and Prejudice, Volume I, Chapter XVIII. The exact quote from Jane Austen is as follows: “No—I cannot talk of books in a ball-room; my head is always full of something else.” I suppose Elizabeth Bennet and Elizabeth Bingley are different in this regard!

 
Refusing to Stand Up
“And this is all the reply I am to expect from you?”

This is a close paraphrase of Darcy’s words to Elizabeth when she rejects his first marriage proposal (Pride and Prejudice, Volume II, Chapter XI). In my novel, I have Bingley echo these words to Darcy when he rejects Bingley’s invitation to his wedding. 

—
 
If Bingley sought an opinion on whether he ought to purchase a newer and more fashionable barouche, Darcy would recount Aesop’s tale about the ants and the grasshopper.


Aesop, the Greek storyteller from the sixth century BCE, may or may not have told many of the tales attributed to him today. Indeed, he may or may not have even existed! Yet by the time of Herodotus and Aristotle (400s-300s BCE), Aesop was a well-known figure in Greek history. While I cannot confirm that Aesop told the tale of the ants and the grasshopper, it is a tale that existed by the Regency period, and Darcy—who I think must have loved classical history and literature—would have known it. Here are a few Wikipedia articles (admittedly, not the most authoritative sources) and a Library of Congress article on the topic: 

 
	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Ant_and_the_Grasshopper
	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aesop%27s_Fables
	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aesop
	https://blogs.loc.gov/international-collections/2017/04/aesops-fables-at-the-library-of-congress/

 
—
So when he wrote Darcy of his engagement (“She has accepted me! I cannot properly express my joy, Darcy! I only wish you had accompanied me to Netherfield…”)

In Pride and Prejudice, Darcy travels with Bingley to Hertfordshire when Bingley proposes to Jane; then Lady Catherine visits Elizabeth when Bingley and Darcy have returned to town. For obvious reasons, I did not want Darcy to be aware of Bingley’s engagement until after Lady Catherine’s all-important visit to Longbourn, so I chose to keep Darcy in London when Bingley traveled to Hertfordshire to propose to Jane.

 
—
“Those words, they are so like mine that…” Darcy shook his head. “Do you know the tale of the fox and the stork?”


While the moral of Aesop’s “Fox and the Stork” (also called “Fox and the Crane”) is often something like, “Don’t play tricks on others,” it can also be taken to mean, “what goes around comes around.” Here is a rendition of the story: http://read.gov/aesop/016.html

 
Letters from the Past
Will knew, of course, that his sister Anne had been stillborn in early 1818; he saw her tiny gravestone in the Elms Chapel churchyard each time they attended services there.

Check out this interesting blog post by Regina Jeffers on the practice of naming and burying infants, including stillborns: https://reginajeffers.blog/2018/02/09/recording-of-births/ .

 
—
Only by bringing the paper so close that he could smell the ghost of a scent—ink and orange blossom?—was he able to make out other words…

This is, I admit, pure imagination. It’s very unlikely that a scent could last on paper for years. (Then again, Lady Catherine’s scent was sure to be more stubborn than most!) 

 
A Fork in the Path
“It is from a friend at Cambridge, who is in contact with a naturalist—a female naturalist, in fact…”


There were at least two notable female marine biologists from the 1830s and 1840s who helped to develop the aquarium. In the early 1830s, French scientist Jeanne Villepreux-Power researched marine life in Sicily and developed several different types of glass aquariums for her studies. In 1846, English scientist Anna Thynne (Lady John Thynne) developed a marine aquarium that sustained coral lifeforms for over three years. What I know of these scientists comes merely from Wikipedia, but if you’re interested in learning more, both Wiki pages list books and articles that sound fascinating! 

 
	Wikipedia page for Jeanne Villepreux-Power: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jeanne_Villepreux-Power
	Wikipedia page for Anna Thynne: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Thynne

 
—
Nurse Edwards was not about to let her charge spend the entire afternoon rolling about the floor with a frog…

Though it was rare during this time period to have female nurses, it was not unheard of. I am thinking particularly of Nurse Rooke in Austen’s Persuasion. Here also is an interesting article on the role of Nurse Rooke and working women in Persuasion: 

 
	Susan E. Jones, “Thread-cases, Pin-cushions, and Card-racks: Women’s Work in the City in Jane Austen’s Persuasion,” Persuasions On-line, Vol. 25, No. 1 (Winter 2004), http://www.jasna.org/persuasions/on-line/vol25no1/jones.html.

I do take poetic license when I write that Nurse Edwards “thought a good bar of soap more effective than bleeding.” Very few people in the 1830s would have advocated hand-washing for health reasons. Germ theory as we know it did not really come into vogue until the 1850s, though scientists and thinkers from much earlier times had come to realize that diseases could spread from person to person. Still, perhaps it’s possible that Nurse Edwards was a fan of cleanliness and believed (without any proof at the time) that washing could improve health!

 
—
“…you could not be so beautiful for nothing!”

This is a direct quote from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume III, Chapter XIII. Mrs. Bennet expresses this belief when Jane becomes engaged to Bingley, so I thought it only fitting that she make the same statement again when Lizzy (almost) becomes engaged to Will. 

 
Not Our Fathers
Still, he would rather have been back in King’s College Chapel, staring up at the shimmering colored glass and the vaulted ceiling he sometimes supposed had been constructed by God himself.


I have never been to King’s College Chapel, but based on this image, I hope to visit someday! 

 
	King’s College Chapel, Cambridge, photography by Sailko on Wikimedia Commons, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:King%27s_College_Chapel,_Cambridge_15.JPG

 
The Most Unlikely of Lovers
This comment…had the strange effect of making Mr. Darcy smile. “Yes, but can she net a purse?”


This is a reference to one of my favorite scenes in Pride and Prejudice, Volume I, Chapter VIII, when Mr. Bingley lists netting purses to be just one of many accomplishments displayed by the young ladies of his acquaintance. 

 
Extra Nights
He reminded his wife of a red balloon, full of hot air and on the verge of popping.

Rubber balloons did not actually come into existence until the mid-1820s There were balloons in existence in the early 1820s when Charlotte is comparing her husband’s face to a balloon, but these balloon balls were usually made of animal bladders or intestines! (Maybe that makes Charlotte’s analogy even more fitting?) This information comes from Wikipedia’s entry on balloons, found here: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Balloon; and from an article on balloons from the Tellus World of Science web page at https://www.scienceworld.ca/resources/units/balloons. 

 
A Walk in the Woods
Crouching down so that he was level with Thomas, Darcy asked, “Do you know the story of Heimdall, the Norse god who was said to protect Asgard, the home of the gods?”

In my cursory Internet search on Heimdall, I found a few references to the idea that this Norse God was mute (or at least was told to be silent by Loki):

 
	The New World Encyclopedia, “Norse Mythology,” http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Norse_Mythology
	Wikipedia, “Heimdallr,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heimdallr .

 
—
“I am a very selfish creature; and, for the sake of giving relief to my own feelings, care not how much I may be wounding yours. I can no longer help thanking you for your unexampled kindness…”

This quote comes directly from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume III, Chapter XVI. Both in my novel and the original, Elizabeth speaks these words to Darcy.

 
Open Doors and Sturdy Fences
“I have been a selfish being all my life…”


This quote comes directly from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume III, Chapter XVI. In the original, Darcy speaks these words to Elizabeth. I wanted him to speak the words to Bingley in this novel. 

 
—
“…the kind of man to whom I should never dare refuse anything…”


This is a close paraphrasing of Mr. Bennet’s words to Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice, Volume III, Chapter XVII. In this novel, I have Bingley speak these words to Darcy. 

 
The Before and the After
Yes, let one of Georgi’s friends tell her that her husband had been seen with a pretty cyprian.

According to The Regency Encyclopedia, cyprian was another term for prostitute. The origin of the word probably has to do with the island of Cyprus, which was closely associated with Venus, the Goddess of Love. Upper-class men were so open about their assignations with these high-class courtesans that they attended an annual “Cyprian Ball,” hosted by high-class courtesans so that they might flirt openly with their lovers. 

 
Observations from the Periphery
…his parents had leaned against each other to whisper about that last doctor’s diagnosis: “A palsy with no cure; the disease is likely to make full maturity impossible for the boy.”


Though Thomas and his illness are purely fictional, I have tried to write about his disability with respect and dignity. To do this, I have read first-hand accounts and descriptions of conditions such cerebral palsy, epilepsy, and spinal muscular atrophy. 

I should note that Thomas’s mutism is voluntary and not often a symptom of any of the conditions I listed above. 

Another note: the sources I read all related to modern experiences. My goal was to get a sense of how people with disabilities see themselves, not how others have understood disabilities in the past. 

Here are just a few resources for better understanding the symptoms and experiences of people with cerebral palsy and spinal muscular atrophy today:

 
	For a beautiful, funny, and thoughtful personal account of living with Spinal Muscular Atrophy, check out the work of Shane Burcaw. Here’s his tumblr page: http://laughingatmynightmare.tumblr.com/about

 
 
	Jessica Grono, “7 Things Most People Don’t Know About My life With Cerebral Palsy,” The Mighty, July 12, 2016, https://themighty.com/2016/07/what-most-people-dont-know-about-my-life-with-cerebral-palsy/
	Brittney Clouse, “‘7 Things Most People Don’t Know About My Life with Cerebral Palsy’ – a Response,” Cerebral Palsy News Today, https://cerebralpalsynewstoday.com/blog/2016/07/21/7-things-most-people-dont-know-about-my-life-with-cerebral-palsy-a-response/
	Shelley Zalewski, “Living with Cerebral Palsy: ‘Part of My Life, Not My Whole Life,’” Brain Health Blog at the University of Michigan, https://healthblog.uofmhealth.org/brain-health/living-cerebral-palsy-part-of-my-life-not-my-whole-life
	U.S. National Library of Medicine, National Institute of Health, “Spinal muscular atrophy with progressive myoclonic epilepsy,” https://ghr.nlm.nih.gov/condition/spinal-muscular-atrophy-with-progressive-myoclonic-epilepsy#diagnosis

 
—
Explosions, and the light came back to him in pieces, as if the rays had been fractured in all the commotion, though he knew, of course, that light did not fracture so much as become refracted.

In the early 1800s, a young English physicist and medical scientist called Thomas Young devised the so-called “double slit” experiment for light, which helped scientists begin to realize that light could act as both a wave and a particle. For more on Young’s work, see this article: 

 
	“May 1801: Thomas Young and the Nature of Light,” American Physics Society News, May 2008 (Volume 17, Number 5), accessed online at https://www.aps.org/publications/apsnews/200805/physicshistory.cfm . (Thanks to Colleen Cowley for suggesting this website!)

 
The Reynolds Cottage
It just so happened that Archie Reynolds was nephew to the best brewer in Derbyshire.


While home brewing, especially by women, was falling out of fashion by the early 1800s, it is conceivable that Nancy Reynolds would have learned this old craft when growing up in the late 1700s. According to Kirstin Olsen, in 1788, more than 9 million barrels of beer were produced at home, as compared to only 5 million brewed by commercial brewers. By 1815, however, commercial brewers dominated beer production. 

 
	Kirstin Olson, “Beverages,” All Things Austen: An Encyclopedia of Austen’s World, Volume I (Greenwood Press, 2005), 81.

 
Father and Son
Darcy jumped up and fetched the bottle of mineral water that Mrs. Reynolds had none-too-subtly placed on top of the liquor cabinet.


Because drinking water was so often contaminated (even in the country), the gentry turned to mineral waters, bottled in London by Johann Jacob Schweppe. An immigrant from Switzerland, Schweppe began manufacturing carbonated mineral water in London in 1792. These drinks were first sold for medicinal purposes—and then became a staple of the table for the well-to-do. 

 
	For a picture of a bottle (dated mid-1800s, so a little later than when this chapter takes place), see https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/items/1613205.
	“Schweppes,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Schweppes.
	“Schweppes’ History,” The Telegraph, 16 March 2007, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/2805814/Schweppes-history.html .
	There is a very brief reference to Schweppes’s’ mineral waters in Alan Mackintosh, The Patent Medicines Industry in Georgian England: Constructing the Market by the Potency of Print (Palgrave Macmillan, 2018) 11-12, accessed through Google Books at https://books.google.com/books?id=I5xBDwAAQBAJ&lpg=PA11&ots=frqG_jcbxe&dq=schweppes%20georgian%20england&pg=PA12#v=onepage&q=schweppes%20georgian%20england&f=false .

 
No Guaranty
Jane appreciated this woman’s willingness to acknowledge, however subtly, the unnatural thing she was being asked to do: give succor to another woman’s child when the milk in her breasts was meant for a child of her own.

By the mid-19th century, more and more upper class women in England were beginning to think of wet nurses as unnatural. (Please note: “unnatural” is how Jane Bingley thinks of this practice, but I personally make no judgement on how a parent chooses to feed her child, so long as she is providing the child with ample nutrition and care.) What little I know of wet nurses comes from The Regency Encyclopedia and a Wikipedia article on wet nurses (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wet_nurse#cite_note-25). The Wikipedia article references, among other sources, a scholarly book that appears fascinating: Valerie A. Fildes, Breasts, Bottles, and Babies: A History of Infant Feeding (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1986). However, I was not able to access this book myself. 

 
A Family Dinner
Charles had only to hand me the rod, and within minutes, I felt a tug on the line.

I don’t know much about fishing, but thanks to Austenesque author Sharon Lathan’s blog post, I learned a little more about the sport! Sharon has included some great period paintings of men (and women!) fishing: https://sharonlathanauthor.com/fishing-as-a-georgian-era-sport/


 
Uncle and Nephew
“I wonder: have you read Count Rumford’s essay on improving fireplaces?”


There really is a Count Rumford! He was born Benjamin Thompson on March 26, 1753 in Woburn, Massachusetts and, after fighting on behalf of the British in the American Revolution, lived in England, Bavaria (where he earned the title Count Rumford) and France, where he died in 1814.

 
	Here’s a link to his essay on fireplace chimneys: https://goo.gl/4t6u2B.
	For more about Rumford’s life and scientific discoveries, you can read this fascinating article: Hugh Rowlinson, “The Contribution of Count Rumford to Domestic Life in Jane Austen’s Time,” Persuasions On-Line, v. 23, no. 1 (Winter 2002), http://www.jasna.org/persuasions/on-line/vol23no1/rowlinson.html.

 
Failing the Test
“Tales and Stories from History,”
she read aloud. “The book sounds captivating—so why the long face?”


He flipped open the cover and pointed to a line in the introduction: “The object of these Tales is to impart at once instruction and amusement to the youthful mind.”

Agnes Strickland’s Tales and Stories from History was first published in 1836. As Thomas is reading this in 1837, the book would have been a recent purchase. I’d like to think Charles Bingley, the very kindest of fathers but not a very great reader himself, saw the book and thought perhaps he, too, might learn from it! The line I have quoted—“The object of these Tales…”—is from the advertisement in the opening pages of the fifth edition, which was printed in 1846. I cannot say for sure that the words appeared in the 1836 first edition, but I’m going to use “poetic” license and assume that they were. However, I also wanted to cite the words, as they are not mine or Jane Austen’s. Here is the citation for the quote: 

 
	Quoted in Agnes Strickland, Tales and Stories from History, Volume I, London: John W. Parker, 1836 (5th ed., 1846), iii. Accessed October 2, 2018 at Google Books, https://books.google.com/books?id=EFhMAAAAcAAJ&pg=PP10#v=onepage&q&f=false.

 
Burning the Portraits
Marie glanced at Archie, who pulled from his jacket a carefully wrapped bundle of Lucifer matches.


From what I’ve read, John Walker, a chemist in England, is most often credited with inventing the first friction match around 1827. Soon after, Samuel Jones took this idea, patented it, and started selling the matches as “Lucifers.” It’s not surprising they were given the name of the devil; these matches could be quite explosive! By the early 1830s, manufacturers had begun using a slightly safer formulation—at least for the user of matches. The workers who made the matches (many of them young girls) grew sick from regular exposure to white phosphorous, the flammable material at the head of the match. It would not be until the late 1800s that pressure from workers and consumers led to reforms in the production of matches. 

Here are a few tidbits on “Lucifer” matches: 

 
	“Lucifer Matches” — entry in Oxford English Dictionary, showing the term’s appearance in printed materials by 1831
	“John Walker’s Friction Light” on BBC’s A History of the World, http://www.bbc.co.uk/ahistoryoftheworld/objects/hQR9oN5LTeCLcuKfPDMJ9A
	“Matches,” in Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Match
	John Turner, “A Short-But-Gruesome History of the Match,” Medium, https://medium.com/study-of-history/a-short-history-c52a80c69d5e

 
—
“You were defending yourself. It is not murder if you were defending yourself.”

“Oh, but it is. I have read the definitions, in every book of law my cousin owns. He was not hurting me, not at that moment.”


Rape, incest and murder—three very difficult and violent subjects. I hope I have approached these subjects with sensitivity. To do so, I have tried reading a bit more about how these crimes were approached in the nineteenth century. 

Here are a few articles I read about laws regarding self-defense, incest, and rape in English history: 

 
	Jenny DiPlacidi, “‘Unimaginable Sensations’: Father–daughter Incest and the Economics of Exchange,” In Gothic Incest: Gender, Sexuality and Transgression, 34-84. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2018. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt2204rt6.5 .
	Julia Rudolph, “Rape and Resistance: Women and Consent in Seventeenth-Century English Legal and Political Thought,” Journal of British Studies vol. 39, no. 2 (2000): 157-84, http://www.jstor.org/stable/175937 .

This article suggests that Whig political theory in the seventeenth century set up a foundation for a self-defense argument in the case of rape. Initially, women had the right to self-defense not so much because they were seen as individuals under the law, like their male counterparts, but because they represented the property of men. So, an attack on a woman was therefore an attack on property, and property rights were the very foundation of English common law. However, over the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, jurists began developing the notion of a woman’s consent, focusing not just on the property rights of men, but on the sexual violation of rape. This notion of consent allowed women to be seen more like autonomous individuals. However, at this very same time, these jurists worried about the so-called dangers of women’s sexuality. In an effort to control that sexuality, legal statues made it more difficult for women to press suit in rape cases. The age of consent was ten years old (ten!), two years below the legal marriage age, and to prove rape, a woman had to prove that she had not given consent—a very difficult thing to do when it was “he said” versus “she said.” 

 
 
The Argument
“We are not here to kill him either!” Will snapped. “You may not give a damn about his life, but dead men cannot talk. How will you know who else is involved in this business? He cannot have acted alone!”


The stealing of sheep was a common crime in northern England during the nineteenth century. To some extent, the theft of animals and poaching was tolerated within communities, even seen as a way of life. There were many motives for such theft, but they could be divided into two general categories: “survival” theft — stealing in order to gain the basic necessities for one’s family—and “acquisitive” theft—stealing in order to get ahead. It was very difficult to separate out these motives, and they often depended on the time of year and the economic situation of the community. For example, animal theft during the winter or in a neighborhood without any other economic prospects tended to be “survival” theft, whereas thieves who worked in the summer (when food was more plentiful) or in areas where there were other job prospects tended to steal in order to acquire money, not just meat or food for survival. Sheep thieves came from both town and country and tended to work in groups to provide mutton for butchers on the black market. 

Before 1833, sheep stealing was a capital crime, but thieves were more likely to be transported to a colony than executed. So when Sir Dennis says (in 1837) that Yancey should be sent to the gallows, he’s living in the past. But Yancey might very well have been transported for his crimes, leaving his family without their primary breadwinner. 

 
	For more on this subject, see Clive Emsley, Crime and Society in England, 1750-1900 (New York: Longman Group, Ltd., 1987), 34, 69, 80.

 
The First Proposal
“Forgive me for having taken up so much of your time, and accept my best wishes for your health and happiness.”

This quote comes from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume II, Chapter XI. These are Darcy’s parting words to Elizabeth after his disastrous first proposal. I also use this quote in the following chapter (“Release”); I have Will say these same words to Lizzy. 

 
—
“…where there is a real superiority of mind…”

This quote comes from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume I, Chapter XI. Darcy speaks these words to Elizabeth during one of their lovely Netherfield debates. 

 
—
“In vain I have struggled…”

This quote comes from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume II, Chapter XI. This is the opening line of Darcy’s first proposal to Elizabeth. 

 
—
“…your arrogance, your conceit, your selfish disdain for others…”

This quote comes from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume II, Chapter XI. These words, which I have also used elsewhere in the novel, are part of Elizabeth’s refusal of Darcy’s first proposal. Zing! 

 
—
“…six inches deep…”


This quote comes from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume I, Chapter VIII. This phrase, which I have also used elsewhere in the novel, comes from Caroline Bingley. She thinks to insult Elizabeth for her uncouth appearance upon her arrival at Netherfield to care for her sick sister. Oh, poor Caroline. Little does she know… 

 
—
“Be not alarmed,
Madam…” 

This quote comes from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume II, Chapter XII. It is the opening line of Darcy’s letter to Elizabeth, a letter that serves as a turning point for both of them. 

 
Duty
Now the bastard Napoleon had escaped from his exile on Elba, and so it was back to the Continent for Richard.

My many readings of Pride and Prejudice have often led me to wonder how Colonel Fitzwilliam—who is never named Richard in canon, by the way; this is the name many Austenesque authors have given him, and I have followed suit—fared as an officer in the Napoleonic Wars (1803-1815). Given the way many sons of aristocrats bought commissions as mere tokens or titles, it is possible that Richard could have avoided service somehow. Or he might have remained in Britain for the duration of the war. But it is also possible that Richard’s career would have been defined by the many battles waged between Britain and France during this period. 

This chapter takes place during the endgame of the Napoleonic Wars, the so-called “Hundred Days.” Napoleon had been defeated in 1814 and exiled to the island of Elba, only to escape on February 26, 1815. For the next few months, it looked as if he might regain his former glory. But Britain and her allies raised the Seventh Coalition, a mass of armies that met at Waterloo in June 1815 to defeat Napoleon once and for all. My research on the Napoleonic Wars and the Hundred Days comes mostly from Wikipedia—admittedly not the best source on such an important period in British history! However, from what I read, it was indeed possible that a Major-General, such as I’ve made Richard, could have died at Waterloo. That was certainly the case for Sir William Ponsonby, who led the 2nd Union Cavalry Brigade and died in battle on June 18, 1815. 

 
	See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Ponsonby_(British_Army_officer) .

 
—
Richard stared at him. “What a bloody mess, Fitz.”

“Yes, quite. And I have not even told you about Wickham’s involvement.”


This is another moment when I have deviated from canon in a questionable way. It is very doubtful that Colonel Fitzwilliam was unaware of Darcy’s proposal. After all, Darcy told Elizabeth in his Hunsford letter that she could apply to Colonel Fitzwilliam if she did not trust Darcy’s story on Wickham. Therefore, it is very likely that Darcy warned Colonel Fitzwilliam that he might hear from Elizabeth. In so doing, Darcy would have had to explain to the colonel why he had written such a letter to Elizabeth in the first place.

Still, there is no absolute proof in canon that Darcy told his cousin of the proposal. I am going to pretend that Darcy wrote to Elizabeth without telling his cousin everything—hoping, perhaps, that she never would apply to Colonel Fitzwilliam for the truth, or perhaps knowing that if she did, she would have to show the colonel Darcy’s letter, which would do the job of explaining matters for him. My version of Darcy is one who generally avoids speaking of his own pain, and so I’m going to lean on that interpretation for this particular scene. But I wanted to acknowledge that my interpretation is an unlikely one. 

 
The Cascades
“Well, I do so like your cousin’s shop,” said Miss Darcy, braving a smile.

“As do I,” said Lizzy. “Mr. Bainbridge gave me a copy of Maria Edgeworth’s latest novel.”

In 1812, Maria Edgeworth published The Absentee, a novel about Anglo-Irish society. I believe the novel was published as a part of her series entitled Tales of a Fashionable Life, a collection of works that was meant to highlight the follies of upper-class life. I do not know if The Absentee would have been published as a separate volume, or in serialized format, and I am also not sure if it would have been available in early August 1812, or if it came out later that year. So, this is a moment of poetic license. I am hoping, for Elizabeth and Georgiana’s sake, that the book would have been available in the Lambton bookshop, but it may be that they would have had to settle for a novel about two sisters, one with a great deal of sense, and one with far too much sensibility. Yes, Jane Austen published Sense and Sensibility in 1812! I wonder what Elizabeth and Georgiana would have thought of that novel. Or, perhaps we ought to ask Maggie Gardiner, for it may be that Sense and Sensibility was the novel she had been forced to put down so that she might have tea at Pemberley.

 
—
“Pray, Miss Eliza,” said Miss Bingley, her not-quite smile flashing, “are not the —shire militia removed from Meryton? They must be a great loss to your family.”


The words in quotes (“Pray, Miss Eliza, are not the —shire militia removed from Meryton? They must be a great loss to your family…”) come directly from Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Volume III, Chapter III. The emphasis on your is in the original.

 
—
Miss Darcy, though she smiled at her brother, had lost all her confidence and was silent for the next several minutes.

I have deviated from Pride and Prejudice here. (Well, I have deviated from Pride and Prejudice almost everywhere—but because this scene comes directly from canon, I thought I ought to address this particular deviation.) Austen states quite clearly that Georgiana does not speak again after Miss Bingley hints at Wickham. Soon after Miss Bingley’s failed attack, the party breaks up. (See Pride and Prejudice, Volume III, Chapter III). But I could not let them go so quickly, and as for Georgiana—well, I like hearing her voice too much to silence her completely.

 
—
“You will be glad to know, Georgi, that I threw back the only fish I caught, a miserable little thing that begged me, like the fish in Aesop’s fable, to return him to the stream so that he might grow bigger.”

Here is the Aesop fable Darcy mentioned: “The Fisherman and the Little Fish,” http://read.gov/aesop/031.html

 
—
“No, Miss Bingley,” said Lizzy, smiling, “nor do I paint tables, cover screens, or net purses.”


This is a yet another reference to one of my favorite scenes in Pride and Prejudice, Volume I, Chapter VIII.

 
—
“‘Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,’” Lizzy replied, grinning—and then blushing, as if realizing how that might have sounded to anyone who did not recognize the line from Shakespeare’s Macbeth.


She need not have worried.


“‘Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, to the last syllable of recorded time,’” he quoted. Then he laughed. “I certainly hope our tomorrow is more cheerful than Macbeth’s!”


The speech from Macbeth is one of my favorites. I can’t help but put some reference to Macbeth in everything I write. Here’s the speech: 

“Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow,

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day,

To the last syllable of recorded time;

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle!

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player,

That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

And then is heard no more. It is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,

Signifying nothing.”

 
	https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/56964/speech-tomorrow-and-tomorrow-and-tomorrow

 
The Second Proposal
For a short while, she ignored the others, allowing herself only to focus on the oaks and Spanish chestnuts, scattered across the lawn.

This is a close paraphrase of Jane Austen’s description of the lawn of Pemberley. See Pride and Prejudice, Volume III, Chapter III.

 
—
“I can think of nothing less amusing than knowing that Lizzy has thrown away such a treasure as Pemberley! To think, of all this, she might have been mistress!”


The last part of Mrs. Bennet’s quote (“…of all this, she might have been mistress!”) is a close paraphrase of what Elizabeth thinks in Pride and Prejudice when she is touring Pemberley with Mrs. Reynolds. (The exact quote is as follows: “‘And of this place, thought she, ‘I might have been mistress.’” Volume III, Chapter I.) 

 
—
“Well, you see,” she said, arching a brow, “I had from a very young age determined that only the deepest of love would induce me to matrimony…”


I believe this quote (“only the deepest of love would induce me to matrimony”) comes not from Jane Austen but from the 1995 BBC/A&E adaptation of Pride and Prejudice, screenplay by Andrew Davies. It has become such a staple in Austenesque fiction that I believe the lines are often misattributed to Jane Austen.

 
Epilogue
“We can have her put it between the pages of a heavy book—perhaps that one for Thomas, Levaillant’s
Histoire naturelle des perroquets?—to
help remove the creases.”


François Levaillant was a well-known French naturalist from the early nineteenth century. His Histoire naturelle des perroquets depicted in beautiful color some of the birds he encountered on his many travels through Africa. 

 
	For more info about Levaillant, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fran%C3%A7ois_Levaillant
	And here is a copy of the second volume of his Histoire naturelle des perroquets, the perfect addition to Thomas’s growing collection of books about ornithology: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k97064r.

 
—
It was Darcy who had come up with the idea of creating a stone rubbing, an ancient practice he had read about in a volume on the arts of the Orient.

All right, so it’s unlikely that Darcy would have thought to create a gravestone rubbing in 1838. However, rubbings were practiced in East Asia since perhaps the second century AD, probably to copy Confucian texts carved into stone. (Interestingly, Japanese fishermen may also have used rubbings to create records of their catches. Who would have ever thought I’d write a book with so many references to fishing?) Gravestone rubbing, at least according to the article I cite below, seems to be a relatively modern American pastime. So, while I can’t find a reference suggesting Brits in the early Victorian era were in the habit of making gravestone rubbings, I can imagine our well-read Mr. Darcy devising the idea on his own after poring through a particularly interesting book on the arts of ancient China!

 
	“Rubbing,” Encyclopædia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/art/rubbing
	Norah Smaridge, “Tombstones, Manhole Covers and The Ancient Art of Rubbing,” New York Times, July 27, 1975, https://www.nytimes.com/1975/07/27/archives/tombstones-manhole-covers-and-the-ancient-art-of-rubbing-the.html

 
—
“Winifred, will you please hurry up? Mother said we will be late to meet the Comte if we do not leave soon.”


From my brief research on France during the 1830s (or the reign of Louis-Philippe during the so-called July Monarchy), the titles that had been abolished during the French Revolution came back into vogue, though many of these titles were not hereditary. 

 
	For more on this, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/French_nobility .

 
This is not, as I mentioned at the outset, a compressive list of references. I do hope, however, that you have enjoyed this superficial tour through nineteenth-century history!
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