
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Lost Letter

A Pride and Prejudice Variation

Florence Gold

Editor: Jo Abbott


Copyright © 2024 Florence Gold

All rights reserved

This work is in copyright as stated by 
Berne Convention for the Protection
of Literary and Artistic Works.
Text: Copyright © 2024 Florence Gold
Cover: © 2024 ana damian powered by https://discord.com/

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination.
Any resemblance to actual events or persons is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.




To Tish Holmes


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Epilogue

Books By This Author











By FLORENCE GOLD

on amazon.com




FORCED ENGAGEMENT

SHADOW OVER PEMBERLEY

LOVE BLOSSOMED AT ROSINGS

MR DARCY GETS ANGRY

STRUGGLE FOR LOVE

ELIZABETH D’ARCY

MR DARCY’S LEGACY

MR DARCY GOT MARRIED

THE BENNET UNCLE

THE LONGBOURN HEIR

FLAMES AND PASSION AT NETHERFIELD

FOR RICHER, FOR POORER

WEDDING AT PEMBERLEY

MR DARCY'S FIGHT FOR LOVE

THE ILLEGITIMATE SON

PROMISE OF MARRIAGE

ELIZABETH'S QUEST




AND OTHER














Chapter 1

1 January 1812




“We met Mr Harrison today while we were out,” Mr Bennet said to Elizabeth upon his return from his morning walk with his brother-in-law.

“And?” Elizabeth asked with genuine interest. She hoped Mr Harrison, the owner of Netherfield, might possess information regarding Mr Bingley; he may be the only person in the area who might do so.

“He is a gentleman with a most pleasing demeanour,” Mr Gardiner interjected, casting a glance towards Mr Bennet. They had both observed the keen curiosity on Elizabeth’s face, yet Mr Gardiner did not know what particulars they might divulge to his niece from their morning conversation.

“We can tell her everything,” Mr Bennet said with a pleasant smile at his daughter. “Lizzy knows what she may tell Jane and what is best kept secret. I believe she is the only one in our family who knows how to behave around Jane at the moment.”

“Mr Harrison was greatly incensed,” Mr Gardiner continued. “It appears Mr Bingley abruptly changed his plans after taking a lease of Netherfield for twelve months or more. Having been paid rent for the three months up until the end of November, Mr Harrison awaited further payment only to receive a missive from the gentleman in question withdrawing his agreement.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed, her face suddenly shadowed with concern. “He does not intend to return.”

“No, and we only found that out by chance, encountering Mr Harrison mere moments after he received the letter. He was still seething with indignation and needed someone to talk to,” Mr Bennet said.

He found himself somewhat surprised by the extent of the details the man had provided; given Mr Harrison now lived in St Albans, their acquaintance had diminished considerably over time.

“But why did he decide not to come back?” Elizabeth asked, hoping for further explanation.

“Harrison did not know why. No explicit explanation was offered, which explained Mr Harrison’s ire, given the substantial investments he made to accommodate Mr Bingley’s wishes, anticipating it would be a long-term tenancy.”

“As did we,” Elizabeth murmured, saddened for her sister. Mr Bingley’s evident lack of intention to return was a bad sign. A man smitten would have left avenues open.

“Nevertheless, your uncle, ever intrepid, as you know, broached the subject of leasing Netherfield himself for the spring and summer.”

“No!” Elizabeth exclaimed, surprised, casting a glance at her uncle.

“Well, you know us, how we have always enjoyed our stays here. The countryside is peaceful and picturesque, affording Mrs Gardiner and the children a peaceful holiday with you and your sisters nearby,” Mr Gardiner explained.

Elizabeth found little cause for rejoicing, doubting Jane would like the idea. Yet, ultimately, the decision did not lie with her.

“We might take possession at Easter…or perhaps a little earlier—nothing is yet settled. I must discuss it with my wife and take her to view Netherfield. Mr Harrison has offered to give us a tour tomorrow morning. You may join us if you wish.”

She wanted to go. It was a peculiar opportunity, being there without the Bingleys…and Mr Darcy. The notion of her uncle visiting the property as a potential tenant was indeed curious, and a circumstance she would not miss.

∞∞∞

As they ascended the steps to the house, Elizabeth struggled to contain her enthusiasm to view Netherfield again.

Usually, she confided her thoughts and feelings to her aunt, yet that morning, she did not know how to explain that strange feeling of anticipation and pleasure she was experiencing. A maid greeted them, delivering a message from Mr Harrison, who regretfully excused himself—an urgent matter required his immediate presence in St Albans.

“He invites us to view the estate and provide our response within the week,” Mr Gardiner said, and they stepped into the elegant hall adorned with a grand Venetian mirror that Elizabeth remembered so well.

That November evening at the ball, with a final glance in the mirror, she had entered the ballroom with confidence, expecting Mr Wickham to welcome her. She had dressed with more care than usual, and in high spirits, she had anticipated captivating the young officer’s heart further, certain that any remaining doubt could be dispelled during the evening. Yet, her disappointment had been painful when Mr Wickham had been nowhere to be found amidst the sea of red coats assembled.

She had immediately suspected Mr Darcy of being responsible for the man’s absence, and her resentment and ire towards that gentleman had become so great that she had hardly been able to reply with tolerable civility to his polite enquiries.

“I shall go to the drawing-room and wait for your return,” Elizabeth said, watching her aunt and uncle ascend the stairs in the company of the maid.

However, Mr Darcy had left behind a slightly improved impression than her first one; she remembered him as a strong character and an excellent conversationalist, who seemed to have an inexplicable attraction towards her which manifested itself in intense gazes, smiles, and a visible inclination to defend her stance in various discussions. She cherished the moments they had spent in lively debates in Netherfield’s drawing-room or library. In those particular instances, she remembered even the Bingley sisters with a hint of pleasure as their interventions had been diverting and even amusing, while their camaraderie with Mr Darcy had made them free to tease him and often led to unexpected confessions.

Gazing at the chair he had habitually occupied, she recalled their last exchange, a day or so before the ball. She could clearly hear his voice in her memory.

“My feelings are not puffed about with every attempt to move them. My temper would perhaps be called resentful. My good opinion, once lost, is lost forever.”

“That is a failing indeed!” she cried. “Implacable resentment is a shade in a character. But you have chosen your fault well. I really cannot laugh at it. You are safe from me.”

“There is, I believe, in every disposition a tendency to some particular evil—a natural defect, which not even the best education can overcome.”

“And your defect is to hate everybody.”

“And yours,” he replied with a smile, “is wilfully to misunderstand them.”

Those moments had been among the most enjoyable of her life—a secret she guarded closely, even from her aunt. She recalled seeing Mr Darcy penning a letter to his sister. Approaching the desk where paper and ink still sat, she was surprised to find a letter lingered there, unfinished, forgotten.

Curiosity overwhelmed her discretion, and she succumbed to the impulse to peruse its contents.

Just a glance to discover the sender, she mused, though she found herself unable to resist reading further.

As she read, a suspicion began to form in her mind. The sender she guessed to be Mr Darcy; but could the subject of the letter be none other than her?

Dear Cousin,

Everything that is happening here is puzzling. I initially regretted accepting the invitation, yet I thought that a few days away from London could bring me some peace after the tormenting year I have had.

I was wrong and right at the same time. I have not found peace, yet my stay has become intriguing and compelling.

Rarely have I found myself interested in a young lady to the point of being curious to know more about her. Yet this has happened here, in the last place I would have imagined. Is she beautiful? Does she exude sophistication or elegance? Not in the conventional manner that is often esteemed in the salons of London; however, she is vivacious, possessing an intellect that is truly captivating and an exquisite stubbornness when it comes to defending her convictions. While her taste in fashion may not be deemed remarkable, there was a morning after a brisk three-mile stroll when she appeared so gloriously alive that all other considerations paled in comparison. She was akin to a flame, illuminating all in her path, and I cannot help but feel that her radiance has ignited something deep within me.

Elizabeth blushed deeply, thinking of every moment spent in the company of Mr Darcy, then rebuking herself for entertaining such thoughts. Could it have been Miss Bingley? But Mr Darcy had been acquainted with that lady before he arrived in Hertfordshire; thus, it could not have been her. Then whom? Rarely had she observed him conversing with any other lady in their circle beyond mere civilities. And then there were his eyes, fixed upon her, his taunting words that seemed to harbour admiration rather than jest, his encouragement for her to engage in conversation or dispute. Yet, he had not disclosed the identity of the lady to his cousin.

She read that final sentence once more, attempting to comprehend it, shocked by his dilemma regarding her. She had never imagined that he could like her to that extent. A trace of admiration? Perhaps. But to ignite something deep within him…that was a different story, and she hardly imagined the haughty gentleman capable of those feelings.

To her great distress, she heard her aunt and uncle approaching the library, and like a thief caught in the act, her heart stopped in fear. Hastily, without thinking about what she was doing, she folded the paper and secreted it within her pocket.

Only as she walked alone back to Longbourn, after declining the Gardiners’ offer of the carriage, did she realise the gravity of her action. Taking a letter from another’s abode could be perceived as a severe indiscretion, verging on theft.

Yet, she found no solution. Even as the letter burnt a hole in her pocket, she could not bring herself to discard it, while returning to Netherfield was out of the question. She attempted to assuage her remorse with various justifications—the fear of anyone discovering Mr Darcy’s sentiments towards her. But he had divulged no names. No one in Meryton could imagine that it concerned her, for no one had witnessed those peculiar moments when Mr Darcy had behaved so oddly in her presence.

On the contrary, it was believed that he had a strong dislike for her after those unkind words he had uttered during their initial encounter at the Meryton assembly.

Not handsome enough to tempt him? His words echoed in her mind, yet the letter was surely about her, and perhaps she was the person he would least wish to discover it.

Casting wary glances around her to ensure none were within earshot, she retrieved the letter once more, perusing its contents again. Even though it remained incomplete, it divulged much about Mr Darcy—that arrogant man admired her. Her cheeks heated again, and she was uncertain whether her blush was due to her impulsive act or the flattery of his regard. Nevertheless, she had no doubt that the letter had been composed with her in mind.

More than once, she stopped, determined to take it back to Netherfield. She could claim she had left her shawl in that room and place the letter on the desk, yet a strange mixture of fear and pleasure made her continue her walk each time, and when she finally arrived home, the letter was still in her pocket.











Chapter 2




Elizabeth strolled silently alongside Mrs Gardiner on the path leading to Longbourn. Her aunt did not like long walks, yet on this particular afternoon, she found solace in the fresh air and the tranquillity of the road. January had graced them with an unusually sunny day, though the cold persisted; it provided a welcome respite from the distress and despondency they had witnessed in Mrs Phillips’s house. Under her aunt’s kind eyes, Jane had surrendered once again to despair, and no words could ease her pain or stop her tears.

“It is not that I am unsympathetic to Jane’s plight,” remarked Elizabeth, her sadness palpable, “but rather I find myself incensed that we seem to have left behind our easy and pleasant lives to navigate this unfamiliar existence governed by rules so different from those we once knew.”

Her fingers occasionally grazed the beech hedges lining the road. She liked the different hues of the leaves across the seasons, from verdant splendour in spring and summer to the warm, coppery tones of autumn; even in winter, though tinged with a rusty charm, they still seemed joyful amidst that hostile and cold universe she had lived in since the end of November.

“It scarcely seems believable that our carefree days have surrendered to this realm of sorrow and worry that everybody calls maturity,” she said angrily.

“No, my dear,” Mrs Gardiner said, observing Elizabeth’s tormented face. “Maturity means much more than that.”

“But look at what happened to Jane,” Elizabeth said, her voice barely a murmur. She was not someone who generally whispered—Mr Bennet said it was against her nature—yet lately, everybody had been speaking like that at Longbourn.

“Remember how the residents of Netherfield behaved—their insolence towards us and Mr Bingley’s utter disregard for propriety. Such behaviour is contrary to the principles instilled in us. Father afforded us liberties beyond those of other young ladies, yet he always insisted upon impeccable conduct. Who departs without a word? Without a message? And just when it appeared an engagement was imminent?”

“Insisted does not mean he always succeeded,” Mrs Gardiner said quite dryly. “People are not perfect.”

“Papa succeeded with Jane and me, and I am sure Mary is the same. I consider leaving in such a way as a major misstep.”

Mrs Gardiner merely shook her head circumspectly. “My dear, that is how you perceive the world because you are pure in heart and mind. People in general have not changed lately, and those from London are no worse than those from here.”

“How can you say such a thing?” Elizabeth cried, startling a flock of birds basking in the sunlight, prompting their noisy flight.

“Because it is the truth, my dear. Here in Meryton, you enjoyed a semblance of equality in status and wealth.”

“Sir William has a knighthood,” Elizabeth interjected.

“Oh!” Mrs Gardiner laughed. “Our king has bestowed knighthoods and titles with unprecedented frequency. Moreover, were Sir William to assume an air of arrogance or superiority, he would find himself isolated. No, the people of Meryton and Longbourn are all cut from the same cloth. There are no significant differences, at least not of that nature that creates small, impenetrable groups within the larger society.

“But take the village where I grew up in Derbyshire. The situation was completely different there. I resided in Lambton until I was twenty, giving me quite a mature insight into what happened around us. Two of Derbyshire’s preeminent estates lay no more than ten miles distant—Pemberley and Matlock. When I say preeminent, I hope you see the magnitude. Pemberley, in particular, is still one of the most magnificent houses I have ever visited. Since moving to London, I have toured numerous estates and houses within the city and its environs. You know your uncle—you have accompanied us on many occasions, for he loves visiting such places. He often says that one day we shall possess an estate not far from London—a prospect I find entirely plausible, given his business has grown at an impressive rate since we married.”

“You were telling me about the people living in those estates near Lambton,” Elizabeth said, interested, realising that her aunt was talking about Pemberley, Mr Darcy’s estate.

“I was scarcely three years of age when Lady Anne, daughter to the Earl of Matlock, married the heir of Pemberley. I do not know whether I remember the event or whether the people around me discussed it so much that it became one of my most vivid memories. One thing is clear—Mama and her friends often spoke of Lord Matlock’s initial disapproval of the match—”

“Oh!” exclaimed Elizabeth, her curiosity piqued. She was suddenly drawn to the tales surrounding the family of Mr Darcy, the gentleman who had considered her not sufficiently attractive to tempt him. Yet, despite his initial indifference, he seemed to like her…which was somewhat confusing.

For the tenth time, she thought about that letter she still carried in her pocket, fearing someone at Longbourn might find it. With an effort, she returned to her aunt’s story.

“I see your astonishment. The Darcys boasted far greater wealth than the Matlocks, yet the earl aspired for a duke or another earl to wed his two daughters.”

“Two daughters, you say?”

“Yes, he had three children. A son, the present Lord Matlock, and two daughters—Lady Anne, who defied her family’s disapproval to wed Mr Darcy, and Lady Catherine—”

“Lady Catherine?” Elizabeth interjected, her countenance betraying her curiosity, prompting Mrs Gardiner to continue the story. Longbourn had been shrouded in melancholy of late, lacking in leisurely conversations. Elizabeth needed to divert her mind from her sister’s distress and the endlessly repeated tale of her misfortune.

“Indeed, it is a peculiar coincidence that I know them all. Lady Catherine is the aunt of that Mr Darcy you met, being his mother’s sister.”

“I remember! Mr Collins’s benefactress!” Elizabeth said, suddenly amused and emulating Mr Collins’s obsequious voice.

“Yes, she also married a rich man, Sir Lewis de Bourgh, who had a large estate in Kent—”

“I know the whole story,” Elizabeth said. “Charlotte has not met Lady Catherine yet, but one may think she had lived all her life at the Parsonage with a view of her ladyship’s house. Charlotte said that Mr Collins often dines there, and she is expected to accompany him. She has invited me to visit her, even before becoming the mistress of Mr Collins’s house—”

“Then you must go!” Mrs Gardiner declared emphatically. Anything was better than the dismal atmosphere of Longbourn. Even if Jane accepted their invitation to go to London, remaining in the same house as Mrs Bennet, who was wont to weep incessantly, was far from pleasant for a young lady.

“I have not yet decided…but perhaps I shall. Pray, enlighten me further about…them.”

“What I can tell you may not be to your liking. Lambton resembles Meryton in some respects, but I assure you, the Darcys and the Matlocks were not in our social circle. You perceived it as arrogance, but it is usual for individuals of disparate stations never to intermingle.”

“Never?”

“Indeed, never!” Mrs Gardiner affirmed almost majestically, as if imparting a fundamental truth inherent to any other gatherings and assemblies yet foreign to the ladies of Longbourn.

“Papa and all our forebears are gentlemen.”

“Indeed, which is commendable from certain perspectives, yet it does not confer true social standing.”

“Yet it ought to.” Elizabeth persisted in defending their position.

“Perhaps in Meryton, but not in London, where titles and wealth reign supreme. My dear, when Lord Matlock sent his daughter, Lady Anne, to London to sever her courtship with Mr Darcy, it illuminated a stark reality—even a prosperous landowner was not enough for their ilk. In their world, a gentleman has no social value. I apologise, but you must confront the world as it is, not as it is seen from your father’s library.”

“You are rather severe,” Elizabeth observed.

“Perhaps I am. Yet, I offer what you need to navigate the real world, where even individuals like the Bingley sisters may spurn you because they are rich.”

“Yet you have not adopted such airs since Uncle Gardiner attained affluence.”

“No, for it is also a matter of proper breeding and personal nature. My father instilled in me a reverence for all individuals, regardless of their station or wealth, while ladies like the Bingley sisters, in their folly, believe that by despising people like the ones they met in Meryton, their social status could grow by itself—”

“Interesting!” Elizabeth exclaimed, admiring her aunt’s perspicacity. “But Mr Bingley did not comport himself thus…until his departure.”

She paused, giving herself a moment of reflection, then continued, “Alas, you are correct. I see it now! His lack of decorum manifested at the end when he left without a word. I can accept that he did not love Jane enough to marry her. Still, he showed an inclination beyond mere friendship for over a month…only to vanish unceremoniously. Truly a grievous breach of propriety.”

“Yes and no. He may have been undecided and ran, frightened to say goodbye to Jane.”

“He feared Jane?” Elizabeth asked, a wry smile gracing her lips. She could scarcely imagine anyone being scared of her sister, who embodied gentleness.

“Not in that sense. Rather, he feared seeing her would make him stay.”

“Then she must journey to London and confront him.”

“Indeed, that is our intent, though I fear her expectations may be too high. However—”

Here, her aunt paused, casting her gaze towards the distant silhouette of Longbourn.

“However?” Elizabeth prompted eagerly, captivated by their conversation, which differed from the commonplace exchanges she had in her family or with their neighbours.

“Let me tell you a story. It was a year or two before I met your uncle. My best friend was Esther Balfour, and we were friends like you and Charlotte are. Even closer as neither of us had sisters or brothers. In any case, Esther fell in love with Andrew Fitzwilliam, the son of Viscount Doncaster—”

“Who is Viscount Doncaster?” Elizabeth asked.

“It is the title bestowed upon the eldest son of the Earl of Matlock during his father’s tenure. Now, that viscount holds the earldom, whilst his son, Andrew Fitzwilliam, assumes the viscountcy. But at the time, Andrew was only the Honourable Andrew Fitzwilliam, and he found himself also enamoured with my friend Esther.”

“How so? You said there were no connections.”

“True, not in the usual way. Yet, on occasion, such encounters took place. Esther witnessed Mr Fitzwilliam have a minor mishap with his steed, and her father rendered his assistance. It was purportedly love at first sight, and…like in Meryton, speculation abounded concerning an impending engagement.”

“Perhaps somewhat more discreetly than in our case,” Elizabeth remarked with an anger that had not diminished over time. She also deemed her mother guilty of the disaster that had happened at the end of November.

“Perhaps so. Yet the circumstances were not the same. The clandestine lovers had to rendezvous secretly as they did not attend the same balls or gatherings. Nevertheless, Mr Fitzwilliam vanished much like our Mr Bingley. I knew every detail as Esther cried in my arms for weeks. I must say, however, that Mr Fitzwilliam did not vanish without a word. In that regard, he was much more honourable than Mr Bingley. They met, and he honestly told her that his grandfather opposed their marriage.”

“Grandfather?” Elizabeth asked, somewhat surprised.

“Yes, in families like theirs, the grandfather, when alive, is the dominant figure, the king of the house. No one could oppose his decisions, not even his son, who was Andrew’s father. When I moved to town, I failed to maintain close ties with Lambton…and Esther. And for that, I totally blame myself. I was a young wife, and then the first child came very quickly…life is so different from what you imagine when you are very young. Five years later, Esther bore the title of Viscountess Doncaster.”

“He married her?”

“Yes. Upon his grandfather’s death, Mr Fitzwilliam, then the new viscount, married her—five years after leaving her.”

“Five years? The mere thought is killing me,” Elizabeth lamented. “I cannot imagine enduring five years of sorrow. And besides, in our case, Mr Bingley is the master of his own fortune—he can make his own decisions. Nevertheless, it is a compelling tale. Do you ever see her?”

“We have crossed paths once or twice, yet our relationship has remained confined to those occasions.”

“She did not invite you to visit?”

“No. Although she was warm and cordial, our relationship did not continue to be as close as it once had been—”

“It is another form of arrogance that is not always shown as explicitly as in someone like Mr Darcy but which tacitly governs relationships.”

“It is not arrogance in her case, and I had my share of the blame as I was the first to leave, and I wrote rarely. But do not forget she was a new face in a world she did not know, and I think she was still uncertain how to behave.”

“You found excuses for her.”

“No. I confess I did not invite her to continue our relationship either…we were not friends like we used to be. And to tell you the complete truth, I am not sure I would be at ease in their elegant home in Mayfair.”

“Why not?” Elizabeth asked, surprised.

“Well—” Mrs Gardiner paused, evidently pondering. “I can perceive the actual difference between us. You were raised by Mr Bennet not to know what difference between people is. That is commendable, yet it may foster expectations beyond reality.”

“You imply that I can dream of marrying a duke?”

“Something of that nature,” Mrs Gardiner conceded with a smile.

“Fret not, Aunt! I have no aspirations to wed a duke—nor that arrogant Mr Darcy!”











Chapter 3




They approached Longbourn with heavy hearts, weighed down by a sombre mood, yet upon crossing the threshold, they were greeted by an unusual noise—voices intertwined in chatter and laughter echoed through the once desolate hall. Elizabeth opened the library door to discover her father and uncle engaged in tranquil conversation. Although they smiled as they looked at her, they extended no invitation to join them; nor did she have such an intention, her curiosity piqued by the lively commotion emanating from her mother’s drawing-room.

What met their eyes proved indeed unexpected—a sea of red uniforms dominated the chamber, many officers standing while Mrs Bennet, Lydia, and Kitty sat participating in the lively discussion with large smiles punctuated by bursts of laughter. Mary was reading in a corner, indifferent to the noise, absent from the room even though she was present in body. Elizabeth looked around for Jane, but her sister was not in sight, probably crying alone in their room.

At the sight of their arrival, Mr Wickham and Mr Denny rose from their seats. Elizabeth observed Mr Wickham’s attempt to hide behind his comrades, avoiding being in the forefront as they bowed in greeting to her and Mrs Gardiner, but she did not pay much attention to this new behaviour, seeing it as nothing but a novel way to catch her interest by faking his indifference.

Despite what she had told her aunt earlier about maturity, Elizabeth could not deny there were moments when she liked this new position of a young lady encountering young men. It was not the game of courtship or flirtation that she sometimes enjoyed, unlike her sisters who revelled in it all the time, but rather the observation of people through the lens of the newfound discernment she had acquired of late, particularly since the autumn when their calm life in Meryton had been disrupted by the arrival of the tenant of Netherfield.

Returning to the present, she observed Mr Wickham avoiding her gaze, even though scarcely a few days ago, she could have sworn his attentions leant in her direction more than towards any other young lady in the neighbourhood.

Sitting on the windowsill, far removed from the heart of the room where the conversation and noise took place, she noted the peculiar assembly with a bemused air, silently pondering the curious agitation that typically accompanied the meeting of young men and young ladies, which seemed sometimes like a war, yet one where the weapons were the smiles and insinuating conversations.

Their life had changed, and they had to learn how to evolve in those new circumstances that could be defined only in one way—finding a husband; apparently the most essential activity for any lady her age.

Charlotte’s imminent marriage, mere days away, made the feeling that they were no longer girls but rather young women even more intense. She secretly had to admit that thoughts of marriage occupied her mind more frequently of late; yet, surveying each gentleman present, she found none she would allow to court her. Handsome they were, adept in dancing and conversation, while the uniforms looked elegant on them, giving them a poise they probably did not have in civil dress; yet not one among them, not even Mr Wickham, whose company she enjoyed, captivated her enough to warrant further acquaintance.

There had been plenty of young men in Meryton, many of whom she and her sisters had grown up with, frolicking, laughing, accompanying their fathers hunting in the woods or whiling away hours fishing in the streams.

As they grew up, they danced and walked together, yet in the end, they remained the same old companions, and changing their way of being together proved impossible. Many had since departed—some to pursue education, others to seek new horizons—leaving Meryton bereft of young men.

That may have accounted for the fervour stirred in the community by the arrival of Mr Bingley and his party. Not only were they young and unmarried, but Mr Bingley and Mr Darcy were also wealthy, thereby throwing into chaos the lives of their mothers, particularly her own, who had abandoned all propriety, transforming her aspirations and dreams into tangible realities, prematurely announcing Jane’s betrothment long before any such arrangement had been decided or even dreamt of between the two young people. And now, with Mr Bingley and his entourage gone, likely never to return, little remained to capture her interest.

Yet, their stay in the neighbourhood had been one of the most captivating chapters of their lives. The Netherfield tenant and his companions, despite the arrogance of some, had brought an air of refinement and sophistication that they had never seen before. She was not impressed by their attire, carriages, or jewellery as that was not her nature, yet she cherished and appreciated the conversations, which had grown in depth during their stay, while the gentlemen had given her new subjects for reflection.

“What is your opinion of this, Miss Elizabeth?” interjected someone in the room, rousing her from her reverie.

“My apologies, I did not hear the question,” she replied.

“We were debating the most desirable places to travel in the summer,” the same officer explained, eager to draw her into their discourse.

Elizabeth hesitated briefly but not for long as she knew what she would like to see. “I would relish spending a few days at the seaside.”

“Brighton, perchance?” Mr Denny suggested, much to the disappointment of Lydia, who regarded her sister reproachfully, for until Elizabeth’s appearance, their exchanges had been frivolous, marked by jests and laughter.

Elizabeth seemed indifferent to the disruption she had wrought, responding, “No, I shall certainly avoid Brighton and go to lesser-known places.”

“Such as?” asked the officer.

“Worthing, Sidmouth, or Lyme Regis…and I have heard there are charming resorts near Norwich.”

“And you would be alone there, strolling by the shore!” Lydia exclaimed, nearly incensed, while Kitty quietly nodded, as she did every time Lydia spoke with vehemence.

“Indeed, and I would enjoy that. A stay by the sea may serve as a cure not only for the soul but for the body as well. The sea air has healing properties—soothing, invigorating, calming.”

“Oh!” Lydia exclaimed almost disdainfully. “One travels to meet new acquaintances, not to waste time on walks one could undertake anywhere in the countryside.”

“Yet at the seaside, there also is the diversion of bathing,” Mr Denny interjected rather pompously.

“True, but sea-bathing is not possible everywhere,” Lydia persisted.

“Where bathing is not possible, the sea air alone is designed by nature to be a cure in itself,” Elizabeth retorted.

“Cure!” Lydia scoffed. “You speak as though we are elderly dames of forty or so, seeking cures for every ailment!”

Laughter erupted, swiftly restoring the jovial atmosphere Lydia favoured.

Elizabeth exchanged a knowing glance with Mrs Gardiner, and they smiled complicitly; her aunt remained far from the age of forty, yet in Lydia’s eyes, any lady past twenty was deemed old—a sentiment she made no effort to conceal.

As the conversation continued without her, Elizabeth saw that the men in the room had few commendable qualities beyond a confident demeanour—hardly enough to captivate her interest. She resumed her ruminations, recalling the other gentlemen she had encountered in the past year.

First and foremost was Mr Collins, and she shivered with disgust. The pompous clergyman had made a terrible impression on her from their first meeting. With each passing day, her disdain for him had only deepened. One thing remained clear—she would never consent to wed a man of his ilk simply to secure the role of a wife.

She pondered then the union of Mrs Hurst and her husband, wondering what might have led her to such a match. Nevertheless, she recognised that, compared with Mr Collins, Mr Hurst had the semblance of a gentlemanly demeanour. Undeniably, his fashionable abode on Grosvenor Street had likely exerted considerable influence on the former Miss Bingley in accepting his suit.

Elizabeth would never marry a man solely for the sake of his estate or his wealth, yet Mr Hurst, at least, excelled at cards and rarely spoke, which could be considered a quality. Compared with Mr Collins, he undoubtedly represented a superior prospect for matrimony. Apart from eating, sport, and slumbering, he displayed little inclination for worldly pursuits, and undoubtedly Mrs Hurst appreciated the liberty afforded by their marriage.

And then there was Mr Bingley and Mr Darcy—handsome, intelligent, and affluent gentlemen of a kind she seldom encountered. But it was difficult to make a clear judgment regarding them as the more amiable one had left Jane without a word, while the arrogant one had seemed to forget his haughtiness from time to time to enjoy her company.

Suddenly, looking at those assembled before her, she understood the importance of her aunt’s words when she had said that a new period in their lives meant much more than had happened lately. She felt a burgeoning eagerness within herself to embrace this fresh chapter, navigating its complexities with courage, determination, and wit and not letting anybody influence her decisions.

Feeling her aunt’s scrutinising gaze, she blushed slightly. She had always cherished their honesty and impeccable manners, but the letter tucked in her pocket told a different story. She was indiscreet and a thief, and that was far from any of her father’s aspirations for his daughters. She decided the best course of action would be to return the letter to its original place. Until then, concealed in the small music room, she read it once more, acknowledging that its contents held greater value to her than any fleeting interest Mr Wickham or other gentlemen might express. This was mainly because it showed Mr Darcy’s shift from conceitedness to admiration—a change she prized above any flattery she had ever received.

∞∞∞

“I am happy that we had a diverting afternoon after such a difficult time,” Mrs Bennet said that evening at dinner.

“In truth, having a drawing-room full of officers scarcely seems the path to overcoming this period,” remarked Mrs Gardiner with a touch of stiffness, eliciting a glance of surprise from her husband, for she was not wont to criticise others, yet her words rang plainly as a complaint directed at Mrs Bennet and her younger daughters.

“I do not interfere in how you choose to fill your drawing-room, Mrs Gardiner!” retorted Mrs Bennet, her tone growing colder, prompting a response from Mr Bennet and Elizabeth at the same time.

“Mrs Bennet!”

“Mama!”

“Pray, spare us that expression, Mr Bennet!” Mrs Bennet addressed only him, with not so much as a glance towards Elizabeth. “We have shed tears aplenty. Now is the time for our daughters to resume their lives.”

“I agree with that sentiment,” Mr Bennet interjected. “But let us not resume our lives with the entire Hertfordshire militia.”

“And whyever not? Those gentlemen from London we had the honour of knowing not so long ago appear in my eyes to be less honourable than the young men in uniform.” The disdain in her voice was palpable as she alluded to the gentleman who had left without a word.

“The officers’ morality remains to be seen, Sister,” remarked Mr Gardiner. “Let us not forget that even our dear father was not happy to receive officers in our home. That speaks volumes about the inherent distrust often associated with militia officers.”

“I, for one, find them quite captivating,” declared Lydia.

“Of course you do, my dear,” remarked Mr Bennet. “And that is precisely why I am no longer inclined to see them in our home, save for Colonel Forster.”

“You cannot be serious, or we shall die from the dullness of our lives!” exclaimed Lydia, her frustration evident. Elizabeth hid a smile. Among her sisters, only Lydia and she possessed such a fearless nature and candour of thought. The only difference was that Lydia, unfortunately, did nothing to increase her natural wit—a quality their father had never endeavoured to cultivate in her, unlike in Elizabeth or Jane.

“You will survive,” Mr Bennet asserted, a smile playing upon his lips—a blend of affection and mockery.

“And why, may I ask, do you not like the officers?” Jane asked Mrs Gardiner, drawing the attention of all present, as she had rarely engaged in family discourse lately.

“I do not dislike the officers. However, I have reservations about some of them, my dear. Take Mr Wickham, for instance—he enjoys playing games with the ladies of his acquaintance. While such dalliances have no consequences for him, a young lady’s reputation may suffer owing to his indiscretions.”

“Did my reputation suffer because of Mr Bingley’s attentions?” Jane queried, betraying a vexation seldom seen.

“No, my dear, it did not!” Mr Bennet interjected, feeling the need to intervene as he agreed with Mrs Gardiner’s opinion on officers and Mr Wickham. “Your conduct in his presence was exemplary, and his regard for you was evident to all.”

“Indeed,” Jane conceded, her vexation giving way to sadness. “He held me in such esteem that he neglected to inform me of his departure.”

“I do not know what happened, but his leaving left you saddened, not dishonoured, which will not happen if your sisters persist in their dalliances with young officers in your mother’s drawing-room,” Mr Bennet remarked, his countenance reflecting his displeasure.

“This is most unfair,” Lydia protested, her impetuousness rising. “Men may engage in any frivolity they please, while I am branded dishonoured for merely smiling warmly at an officer.”

“I am inclined to agree with Lydia. Ladies are always disadvantaged, no matter the circumstances,” Elizabeth said, seeking to divert the conversation from Mr Bingley.

“And in this case, it is nothing more than a game that ought to have no consequence,” Lydia continued.

“Yet certain officers are eager to show an affection they do not genuinely feel just to receive the same treatment from a lady. Such pretence is a game I refuse to play,” Elizabeth said.

“Because, dear sister, you prefer to dictate and oversee any game in which you participate,” remarked Lydia with a trace of humour.

“It is a meagre consolation that I can control silly games I play yet lack control over my own life,” Elizabeth retorted in kind.

As soon as dinner concluded, Elizabeth drew her aunt aside, away from prying ears; she still sought to resolve certain perplexities with Mrs Gardiner’s aid.

“Why do you have such a profound dislike of Mr Wickham?” she asked.

“I do not like individuals, be they men or women, who divulge their most intimate stories on the first meeting, as Mr Wickham did. Even you were left quite confounded by his disclosures when you wrote to me. Yet, of late, his charming smile and impeccable manners seem to have convinced you to let him control the game.” Although her aunt spoke with a smile, Elizabeth sensed an underlying seriousness beneath her jovial demeanour.

“He has been wronged by the Darcys.”

“My dear, I find that difficult to believe.”

“By Mr Darcy, then.”

“I remain sceptical.”

“He said that Mr Darcy’s father left him some money upon his death that he never received from Mr Darcy.”

Mrs Gardiner shook her head. “Consider for a moment if your father were to bequeath a sum to an individual you despised in his will. Would you dare to not honour his wish?”

“No,” Elizabeth conceded, understanding her aunt’s meaning. “But they may differ from us. Do not forget their haughtiness.”

“They are no different, and haughtiness has nothing to do with honesty.”

“You defend them because you admire those Derbyshire families.”

“I am not defending anyone. I caution you to exercise prudence in crediting one side of such tales. A month ago, Mr Wickham showered you with smiles, yet today, he almost hid behind his fellow officers when you appeared.”

“I observed that,” Elizabeth admitted, yet she still believed it was nothing but a game.

“I would sooner tolerate outright arrogance than the slippery manners that change with the arrival of a more appealing lady in the neighbourhood. And by ‘appealing’, I mean solely in terms of wealth.”

“You are quite severe, and you do not have any proof in that direction.”

“I only want you and your sisters to find decent husbands and secure respectable matches and not find yourselves in a dire situation a year after your wedding—a plight that will last a lifetime. While one may uncover virtues beneath arrogance, behind Mr Wickham’s affable demeanour, I fear you may find more than mere flaws.”

“What could be worse than a flaw?”

“A vice, a sin, a scoundrel,” Mrs Gardiner replied solemnly; but even though Elizabeth had confidence in her aunt, those words did not scare her. Mr Wickham was a charming officer with a better education than most, while his attention was a pleasant diversion from the life they had lately lived, with Jane’s suffering occupying their every moment. If Mr Wickham was a scoundrel for playing innocent games, what was Mr Bingley, who had seemed genuinely in love and then left without a word?











Chapter 4




Darcy graced Lady Matlock’s Wednesday assembly with a smile. It was among the few drawing-rooms in London where he found pleasure—not solely due to familial ties but because Lady Matlock and her daughter-in-law, Lady Doncaster, possessed the art of creating a delightful atmosphere. They melted the gossip into light jesting and allowed weightier topics to infiltrate an assembly typically preoccupied with fashion, balls, and the latest trends in home decoration.

“Greetings, my esteemed ladies,” he uttered, elegantly bowing before the hostesses. It was customary for male family members to attend such gatherings and remain only briefly; yet Darcy and his cousins Viscount Doncaster and Colonel Fitzwilliam often exceeded this limit, relishing the company of the ladies.

However, Darcy’s stay was brief on this first meeting of 1812; he was bound for Pemberley. After a brief interlude, he and the colonel departed, much to the ladies’ regret, leaving only the young viscount to entertain them with some humorous insights from the last ball they had all attended.

∞∞∞

“Distinctly different company this afternoon,” remarked Darcy as they entered the library.

“Oh…you observed,” replied the colonel with a smile.

“Of course I did. Typically, we encounter Lady M’s acquaintances, but tonight seemed more like a gathering of Lady Doncaster’s friends,” Darcy noted.

“And you would be wrong. Although Esther may have assimilated well into London society, the young ladies were not her friends but rather daughters, nieces, or sisters of Mama’s friends.”

“I found the company preferable on other occasions.”

“As did I,” the colonel concurred. “And undoubtedly Mama shares the sentiment. However, she made a grave error—displaying a hint of sadness at my bachelor status during a large gathering at the Duchess of Somerset’s home.”

A titter punctuated the silence of the library as Darcy grasped the intention behind the young ladies’ presence in his aunt’s home. However, looking at his cousin, the colonel remarked, “You may find it amusing, my dear fellow, but Mama also plans to find you a match.”

“I suspected as much,” Darcy replied, still amused. “Yet I am surprised your mother allowed such concerns to permeate her distinguished ‘Wednesday’ drawing-room.”

“She did not, at least not overtly. Mama is more subtle, but her words were evidently misinterpreted by those matrons with girls of marriageable age.”

“But you mentioned Lady M’s efforts to find us wives.”

“Indeed, she is working on the matter…but not in London.”

“What do you mean?” asked Darcy, suddenly interested.

“It is an old story that gives one a rather peculiar impression of ladies’ morality. You know our grandfather opposed Andrew’s union with Esther?”

Darcy possessed scant details; when it had happened, his adored mother had just died, and he was utterly indifferent to the world.

“Only vaguely.”

“He did indeed! In his rigid old-fashioned manner, impervious to dissent, when no one could disobey his decision. He died five years later—”

“Just after my father,” Darcy interjected, his tone tinged with sorrow.

“Yes, may his soul rest in peace. Your father attempted to sway Grandfather’s decision—but to no avail. The old man was as obstinate as a mule. But he died, and Esther and Andrew wed shortly after.

“Although Mama may have initially upheld Grandfather’s stance, she grew to admire Esther—impressed by her wisdom and patience. Later, after they were married, Mama found out that she had not even considered marrying as long as Andrew was single, yet not even once did she try anything to conquer him…which is quite rare for London where we witness sieges more complex than any war. Esther is different.”

“It is evident that Lady M likes her,” Darcy remarked, recalling the amicable relationship between the two women. It is a rarity in a world where mothers often harbour disdain for their sons’ wives. Esther has flourished since her marriage,” he continued, recalling the timid young lady from their youth, lacking in finesse. However, that had changed. “An intelligent young woman,” he concluded.

“Indeed. Mama now contends that such women are found exclusively outside London.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Darcy, surprised by this assertion from the daughter and wife of two esteemed earls, both deeply entrenched in London society. “But that is not necessarily true.”

“Why do you say so? You told me at Christmas of a remarkably accomplished young lady you encountered in Hertfordshire.”

“A rare find amidst rather humble environs.”

“Humble?” The colonel smiled.

“Yes, I can find no other term to describe the glaring lack of refinement or elegance. I can attest that this particular young lady was the sole individual worthy of attention. I wrote to you about—”

Darcy abruptly halted, his thoughts drifting to a distressing memory.

“Did I not write to you?”

“You did not,” the colonel answered with certitude. “You penned a missive regarding the locality and the matrons eager to marry off their daughters but not a word about the young lady. And believe me, I would have remembered such a declaration, given your rare display of interest in…that direction.”

Darcy shook his head, certain he had written a few lines at some point, overcome by an irresistible need to confide. The colonel possessed a blend of genuine affection and restrained curiosity, rendering him a reliable confidant, never too inquisitive or eager for details.

“I did write a few lines about her,” Darcy finally recalled. “But on reflection, I may have failed to post the letter.”

“You certainly did not send it. It is unlikely to have been misplaced or lost—”

“It was not,” Darcy affirmed, a hint of concern creeping in. “I penned it the day following a ball I attended at Netherfield, but the turmoil that followed caused me to forget to send it.”

The colonel refrained from further enquiry, prompting Darcy to continue his quest for clarity. “As I told you, Bingley fell once more for an unsuitable lady.”

“Not his first time,” remarked the colonel.

“Indeed. I concurred with his sisters, urging him to depart and escape a marriage trap laid in a rather conspicuous manner that sickened me.”

“Poor Bingley!” exclaimed the colonel, a hint of compassion mingled with amusement. Their friend was no stranger to failed love stories, often recovering swiftly from such dalliances.

“And that answers Lady M’s false assumption that only virtuous ladies, akin to Lady Doncaster, reside in the countryside or smaller towns. Each social circle harbours its share of honest women and fortune hunters. Whether in London, Meryton, or even Lambton… Andrew was either fortunate or possessed keen insight into the true nature of women.”

“I lean towards luck,” the colonel opined jestingly.

“Then let us all hope for such fortune.”

“Yet you appear to have found such a young lady.”

“Yes, I observed her for nearly two months and detected no significant flaws, save for a mild disregard for fashion… That could be cured—as we witnessed in Lady Doncaster’s case—”

He paused, reflecting, before a flush of realisation swept over him. “I distinctly recall writing the letter, yet I must have forgotten it on the drawing-room desk!”

This revelation heightened his unease. “Yes, it is coming back to me now. The Bingley sisters interrupted my writing, and amidst the ensuing events—Bingley’s departure and our own the following day—the letter slipped my mind. It was also the inconvenience of lacking a writing desk in my chamber, forcing me to compose letters in public…so such a mishap could occur. I left my correspondence at Netherfield.” Darcy sighed in evident frustration.

“Is the house yet inhabited?”

“No, Bingley has let it for twelve months. It stands empty.”

“Then do not fret. The letter has found its way into the recesses of the writing desk.”

“Indeed, it matters little, for the chance of encountering that lady again is remote, and my regard for her was confined to our days in Hertfordshire.”

“Why do you say so?” The colonel’s curiosity momentarily overcame his usual reserve.

“Because, in spite of her uncommon charms and intelligence or the harmony of our conversation, she is not a fitting match for me. No matter what your mother says, the countryside is not the best place to find a wife. I found a lady to my liking, but despite the agreeable exchanges we shared, a marriage between us is impossible, given her family’s humble status.”

“Is she the daughter of a peasant?”

“No.” Darcy smiled ruefully. “Her father is a land owner. Status is a poor choice of word… Station might serve better. She is a diamond in an unpolished and rusty setting. I journeyed to Pemberley to contemplate a future with her. Still, upon meeting your mother and sister-in-law today, I realised I could never marry her.”

“Because of her parents?”

“Her parents, her sisters, the society she lives amongst… I returned home, nurturing a forlorn hope that my dear mother’s spirit might illuminate my path. Alas, my beloved mother is dead…”

He sighed deeply “I confess,” he continued, his tone heavy with sorrow, “there are moments when I am seized with the desire to pen my mother a letter, as I did until her death when we were not together. I used to pour out my thoughts and quandaries in a few sentences, while her letters were vast oceans of love and understanding. Observing you correspond with Lady M, I am reminded of the solace I once found in sharing my heart with her.”

“Our mothers are indeed irreplaceable,” remarked the colonel. “Although I am grown, I still seek her counsel in moments of joy or distress. Whilst our exchanges may not delve as deeply, the act of writing to her brings me great comfort.”

“I know what you mean, and I like the thought that this relationship endures into our adult years in your case. You serve as a testament to the possibility. In this present time, I would have journeyed to Pemberley to talk to her or remained in London, crafting letters to convey my sentiments regarding this captivating lady…and her family.”

“If you want my counsel—”

“I do,” Darcy affirmed with conviction.

“Then return to Hertfordshire for a brief stay, and you may find clarity in your decision when you are close to her and her family.”

Darcy stood in silence for a long time, and the colonel respected his moment of reflection. Eventually, Darcy met his gaze and said, “Your advice is sound. Yet, I shall not heed it. I have resolved to sever all ties with her and entrust Lady M with the task of finding me a suitable wife.”











Chapter 5




Charlotte and Mr Collins’s nuptials passed shockingly unnoticed by a community that thrived on idle chatter and gossip. Yet, there was nothing to recount from a restrained ceremony, occurring with a certain haste. Elizabeth, the only Bennet in attendance, had that strange feeling that Reverend Black, whom she had known since childhood, spoke at a different pace from usual. She tried to dismiss this notion, but later that very afternoon within her aunt Phillips’s parlour, she learnt that Mr Collins had indeed urged Reverend Black to expedite matters, desiring to reach Hunsford before nightfall.

“Picture this,” Mrs Phillips proclaimed to an assembled crowd, which included several officers. “The newly wedded couple departed directly from the church steps—a fact Lizzy can confirm.”

Elizabeth nodded, already regretting her presence. Despite what had happened between her and Charlotte, she did not like speaking ill of her friend in the company of strangers.

“And no breakfast was served to the guests afterwards,” Lydia remarked disdainfully. She viewed Charlotte’s marriage as unfavourably as her mother did. This divergence in opinion split the Bennet family in a rather dramatic manner. Elizabeth and Jane aligned with their father’s benevolent perspective on Charlotte’s union with their cousin, while Lydia and Kitty leant towards their mother’s indignation, with Kitty merely echoing Lydia’s sentiments. And then there was Mary, the solitary figure who did not belong in Mrs Bennet’s parlour, rarely joining Elizabeth or Jane in their father’s library, her opinions unsought by anyone. That circumstance was nothing to be proud of, yet it had existed in their family since they were children. From time to time, Elizabeth or Jane tried to approach her. Unfortunately, they had never found the right words or manner, and their alienation only deepened with time.

∞∞∞

Elizabeth had watched Charlotte’s carriage depart with a heavy heart, sensing she had lost a part of her life. This profound emotion, combined with Jane’s sadness that made her indifferent to the world, left Elizabeth in a strange state of solitude she had never experienced before. Jane and Charlotte had been her trusted friends and confidantes, and now she found herself amidst a company that offered mere distraction, lacking the cherished understanding she enjoyed when Jane or Charlotte were around.

She longed for their genuine merriment that had nothing to do with the superficial banter in her mother’s or her aunt Phillips’s parlours. She missed their seriousness in confronting significant problems. She yearned for their counsel, even if in most cases she lived her life as she wanted. Yet it was comforting to have someone to rely on, to share tears over minor troubles or laughter at whispered gossip—not born of malice but with the declared wish to ridicule the ugliness of the soul, be it arrogance, wickedness, or pretension.

“Travel to London,” her father advised, discerning her distress, which he accurately interpreted as loneliness.

But Elizabeth did not want to go; she hoped that distance from Longbourn would assuage Jane’s pain—not bury it deeper but rather allow her to observe life and explore new interests. She also hoped that her aunt might find a way to mend Jane’s broken heart and show her that life continued and was still beautiful.

Yet the news from London did not align with her hopes. Jane’s efforts to see Mr Bingley or glean any information about his abrupt departure were fruitless. The letters from Mrs Gardiner bore a melancholic and unexpectedly hopeless tone.

Jane simply cannot relinquish the notion that Mr Bingley’s departure was caused by a dire occurrence and that he will return for her.

But certainly no calamity has befallen that family—as evidenced by his sisters, who are perfectly composed, merry, and as wicked as ever. They behaved as if nothing had ever happened between their brother and Jane. Observing their indifference and his absence, I am inclined to believe such is the case. He did not hold for her the affection she presumed he did, and that love of theirs that she spoke of so many times existed solely in her imagination.

But let us move on to more cheerful matters. I rejoice in your decision to visit Charlotte. The atmosphere at Longbourn has grown rather sombre in recent months, and a change of scenery is just what you need. Whether your friendship with Charlotte will be as strong as in the past remains to be seen, but a sojourn to Kent promises to refresh your spirits and make you smile again.

Furthermore, upon your return, a delightful surprise awaits you. A week ago, I was alone on Oxford Street, strolling from shop to shop, trying to dispel the gloom that lingered in Gracechurch Street, when a carriage stopped nearby, and to my astonishment, my old friend Esther emerged in haste. It took only a moment to realise that she had espied me amidst the throng and had descended specifically to greet me.

I must confess we were both so happy to see each other that we unceremoniously embraced. It was as if it had not been ten years since we lost each other but a mere month or so.

I was most surprised when she told me that she had often thought of me recent years and wanted to renew our friendship.

She told me how difficult it had been to integrate into London society and how much she missed our sincere friendship. Touched by her sincerity, I welcomed her words. I also confessed that I had often thought about her, but the busy life of a mother of four made me forgo my own pleasures.

Nevertheless, I found genuine delight in Esther’s company. She is now Lady Doncaster and a member of one of society’s most esteemed families. While I harbour no pretentious inclinations, her companionship offered a pleasant reprieve from the arrogance of Mrs Hurst and Miss Bingley.

Lady Doncaster extended a gracious invitation for me to visit her, which I accepted. Yet, I divulged this plan solely to Mr Gardiner, withholding it from Jane lest it raise false hopes concerning Mr Bingley. The mere prospect of my visit to Mr Darcy’s uncle’s house would have given her the idea that I might hear news of Mr Bingley. It is a somewhat tenuous connection, you say? Well, no, dear! Since arriving in London, she has been making daily plans to meet Mr Bingley, often involving Mr Darcy in her schemes.

Thus, a day ago, I presented myself at Lady Doncaster’s house in Mayfair. I was exceedingly impressed by the way I was received in a home that I had never visited before…at least not as a guest.

To my astonishment, I was ushered into Lady Matlock’s drawing-room, where both ladies greeted me cordially. They were eager to learn all about Derbyshire, which they both cherished yet rarely visited. Then we spoke about Hertfordshire and my family’s owning an estate in the vicinity of Meryton. Their interest was piqued, for they recalled Mr Darcy’s own accounts of his sojourn to the area.

Before we bid each other goodbye, Esther made me promise that we would pay them a visit as soon as my nieces came to London.

What can I say? She seemed on excellent terms with her mother-in-law and at ease in that house and society, yet she was sincere when she expressed the wish to meet again. It was not a mere politeness uttered at the end of a visit but a genuine intention to acquaint herself with you and your sisters. Naturally, I made no mention of Jane’s presence in London. Nevertheless, I am confident we shall visit her when you return from Kent at the end of March.

Elizabeth had some reservations regarding the honest intentions of those ladies. She did not want to sadden her aunt, who was so enthusiastic, but for a moment she thought they were looking for companions or governesses, and even though that notion was not offensive to Elizabeth, to Mrs Gardiner it certainly would be.

She even entertained the notion that Mr Darcy had spoken favourably of them, but that seemed like a story that Jane had invented. She did not see any reason for him to talk about them to his family—much less in a positive manner, yet she found herself puzzled by the gentleman who, despite disdaining her beauty, had occasionally regarded her with a semblance of admiration or curiosity.

And then there was the letter which stated without any doubt that her radiance had ignited something deep within him.

The letter continued to bother her conscience and offer her pleasure at the same time. Once, she had even gone to Netherfield hoping she could place it back on the desk, but the house had been empty. After a while, her aunt Phillips had told her that there was no permanent housekeeper, only two women who went from time to time to clean and air the property.

∞∞∞

In the absence of other occupations, and almost loathing the gatherings with the officers in her aunt’s drawing-room, she invited Mary for a morning stroll. Her sister looked suspiciously at her at first but finally accepted.

Although their conversation was sparse, revolving mainly around Charlotte’s marriage, in the following days, Mary’s demeanour softened, displaying genuine interest and eventually delight in her sister’s company.

Mary was an avid reader, which everybody knew, and listening to her, Elizabeth wondered why a person who had all that knowledge failed to captivate in their gatherings. As they walked, Mary eventually began to speak more freely, allowing Elizabeth to glimpse the truth.

“You are undoubtedly the most prolific reader in our society,” Elizabeth began with a hint of hesitation.

“But?” Mary queried, evidently sensing Elizabeth’s uncertainty.

“But”—Elizabeth laughed affectionately, taking Mary’s arm—”in our recent discussions of novels, poems, and biographies, you have never once offered your opinion.”

Halting in their path, Mary fixed her gaze upon her sister. “My opinion? Who would care for my opinion?”

“Everyone,” Elizabeth asserted, beginning to feel a rare enjoyment in their conversation.

“How so? What significance does my opinion hold in complicated literary matters?”

“We can indeed benefit from reading, enlarging our horizons, finding new ideas, matters, even changing when a character helps us see our faults…but that is not all. Literature gives us the invaluable gifts of introspection, debate, and discourse,” Elizabeth said. “You need not agree with a writer—your voice is equally valid. People prefer discussions over mere recitations. Firstly, because most of them instantly think you are simply bragging about your knowledge.”

“Nobody told me this,” Mary murmured.

“But I am doing so now, and you must believe me.”

“I do. I am not stupid—”

“Of course not, my dear,” Elizabeth interjected, but Mary gestured for her to remain silent.

“You know what I meant. People mistake my lack of eloquence for stupidity. They appear disinterested when I speak, yet they hang on your every word, even when it is…” Mary’s words faltered.

“Rather commonplace,” Elizabeth supplied, recognising her sister’s hesitation and her fear of offending her.

“Yes…quite ordinary.”

“But even passages from a book may be dull. Just because something is written down does not guarantee quality or depth. People crave genuine opinions, not mere excerpts.”

“How can I change?” Mary suddenly asked, her voice betraying new-found enthusiasm. “Or is it possible to change?” she added, more hesitant.

“Change is indeed possible. Armed with this awareness, you must exercise your own voice, express your opinions rather than relying solely on authors you have read. We can discuss anything as much as you like.”

Elizabeth genuinely wanted to help her sister change, although, suddenly, she had grander aspirations for Mary. It was a positive idea to cling to. Observing Mary, she sadly admitted that ever since she had been born, her sister had rarely had anything to wear of her own. Mary usually ‘inherited’ her gowns, pelisses, or hats, even parasols, from her older sisters. That matter, combined with a total indifference to her outward appearance, made for a disastrous result.

But the enthusiasm she had read on Mary’s face and in her gestures gave her a different demeanour. It was time for her sister to step out of oblivion.

“Do you want to marry?” Elizabeth asked, genuinely curious. She did not know how Mary felt about a subject that had been pondered in their house almost exclusively in the last few years. That alone showed how excluded she had been.

“I have not decided,” Mary replied, blushing. “But I know for sure that I want to be more like you and Jane.”

“Then it is time for a significant transformation, dear sister,” Elizabeth said with determination and pleasure.

∞∞∞

I have spent a few enjoyable days with Mary.

Elizabeth wrote to her aunt.

In Papa’s library, surrounded by books and his smile or when walking around Longbourn, I have tried to make Mary see what an exceptional lady she is. She needs only a little attention from the world around her and confidence in her intelligence and culture. Regarding her sense of fashion…well, that is a little more difficult, but I hope when Jane is better, she will help her evolve in that direction too.

Mrs Gardiner held Elizabeth’s letter in her hand and smiled; suddenly she had a splendid idea. When Elizabeth returned from Kent, she would find Mary in London. For a couple of weeks, she would help both her nieces improve their fashion sense. Elizabeth may look more stylish than her sister, but she was still far from what a young lady from London looked like. But in Elizabeth’s case, she was saved by her sparkling personality, which inspired her to add a diaphanous shawl or a silver ribbon to an old and dull gown and make it look pretty, even if the hem was not in the best condition. But to visit Lady Matlock, her nieces had to look flawless, and that was an endeavour she would enjoy exceedingly.

She did not reveal her plans to Elizabeth, but she concocted the idea of her niece meeting Colonel Fitzwilliam in Lady Doncaster’s parlour, and, who knew, anything could happen from that moment on between them. Elizabeth was a remarkable lady.











Chapter 6




Having recently arrived from Pemberley, Darcy diligently sought Bingley for two days at their club. When he finally asked about him, he learnt that his friend had not attended the club since the end of January. This was indeed peculiar, for it was almost a ritual for gentlemen of their acquaintance to make a daily appearance, if only for a brief exchange of pleasantries. Absence from the club typically indicated either a journey out of town or some untoward event.

“We are set to depart for Kent in less than a week,” remarked the colonel when Darcy confided his concern; they sat sipping brandy in the club, awaiting dinner. “You must speak to him before if you are genuinely concerned about his welfare.”

“I sent a note yesterday morning, and it is now late afternoon with no reply forthcoming.”

“He is not in London,” the colonel ventured.

“But where could he have gone?”

Darcy paused, his countenance shifting from worry to puzzlement. “Is it possible he returned to Netherfield?”

The colonel remained silent, allowing his cousin to pursue his thoughts.

“Can you conceive that I have not heard from him in over a month?”

“You were at Pemberley.”

“Yes, but I informed him about my journey, and he did not send a word.”

“When did you last encounter him?”

“We attended two balls at the beginning of the year, and I dined at his sister’s residence a week before departing for Derbyshire.”

“And? Did he appear despondent or angry?”

Darcy pondered for a moment, realising he had given scant attention to his friend’s demeanour, presuming he had moved beyond his former infatuation.

“I cannot say. I only recall exchanging little more than commonplace pleasantries with him.”

“He was not his usual self, then,” the colonel observed. Typically, Bingley was the life of the gathering, his merry laughter resonating throughout the room.

“Come to think of it, I am inclined to agree. Yet, there could be numerous explanations.”

Nevertheless, the only reason they both could imagine was a broken heart. Bingley was prone to swift infatuations, often followed by periods of melancholy. Yet, such states had never endured in the past.

“I consider and maintain that my intervention in that matter was entirely justified in thwarting the trap set for him. It was so obvious and disgusting that I have an awful feeling even now.”

“I have every confidence you acted correctly.”

They lapsed into silence, remembering more than one occasion when Bingley had succumbed to some lady’s charms, only to return to his friends with renewed cheer after a week or two, having realised the object of his affection was not the love of his life.

“Perhaps some other matter has arisen—a personal concern or a family crisis.”

But Darcy shook his head; dinner at Mrs Hurst’s had been jovial, suggesting no familial distress.

“He did not write to me once during my stay at Pemberley.”

The colonel gave a dismissive wave. “Let us set Bingley aside. Instead, tell me what happened to that letter you wrote to me in Hertfordshire. Did you manage to recover it?”

The colonel was not in the least interested in the letter but in its contents, which spoke about Darcy’s feelings—a splendid way to make his rather taciturn cousin reveal his innermost thoughts.

But Darcy shook his head, displaying a slight concern that was obvious to the colonel’s eye.

The missive had occupied Darcy thoughts on occasion, yet he could not know more without speaking to Bingley.

The reason for his apprehension was much more significant than a lost letter. There was something more—a secret he did not want to reveal in front of his cousin. That letter had been nothing but a pretext to remember the lady who had caused that rather warm description. He was not scared about the fate of the missive but about the feelings that had not diminished even during his stay at Pemberley. On the contrary, they had increased.

“I trust you have forgotten about that young lady,” the colonel spoke cunningly, certain that the lady still haunted his cousin’s mind. “Mama is organising a ball, intending for us to meet virtuous young ladies… not from London!”

Darcy smiled with mild irritation, for he hated nothing more than social gatherings designed solely for matchmaking. And his cousin felt the same.

“Mama is laying traps for us—”

“Traps?” Darcy asked, promising himself not to set foot in Lady Matlock’s house until that whim of hers had passed on.

“I refuse to allow her or Esther to give me details, and I hope to be far north when their scheme unfolds.”

“And leave me to fend for myself?” Darcy queried, feigning alarm.

“You may linger in Kent until the danger has passed.”

“Alas, I can endure only a week or two in the company of Lady Catherine. I shall return to London and hide from your mother for a while.”

His tone was jesting, but he was far from approving of Lady M’s plans.

“If you reflect upon it, a mother’s pursuit of a match for her offspring is equally vexing in London or elsewhere,” the colonel suddenly pondered.

“You may have a point, but at least Lady M possesses refinement and seeks virtuous souls, not mere wealth.”

“Do not be so certain, my dear fellow! Mama may seek a virtuous soul for you, but that alone, unfortunately, is not sufficient for me. The fortunes of a second son are meagre in comparison, and a virtuous soul does not mean a comfortable existence.”

Darcy grimaced, revealing his disdain for such matters. He preferred to abstain from any assembly, ball, or gathering where the primary objective was his introduction to young ladies of a marriageable age.

“I am perfectly capable of deciding on my own which lady I want to marry…but I am sure I shall not escape Lady M’s schemes,” he said.

They rose to join their friends for dinner.

“We shall survive,” Darcy added and smiled. “No matter what Lady M might do, we still adore her!”











Chapter 7




“This year has begun most agreeably,” Lydia pronounced one evening as the family convened for dinner at Longbourn. It was a small celebration in honour of Kitty’s birthday; only Jane was absent, being still in London, while all their other family members, including the Phillipses, were in attendance.

“Agreeably?” Elizabeth asked, her countenance reflecting astonishment at such a notion. “What could you possibly find that is agreeable in the events since the end of November?”

“Dear girls, dear girls,” Mrs Bennet interjected in a mild tone that failed to dampen spirits. She glanced at Mr Bennet, who ate with deliberate detachment, as was often his habit during discussions between the ladies.

“Yes, agreeable. And at times, even more than agreeable—thrilling, captivating,” Lydia persisted. “Surely you cannot deny that our neighbourhood has never been so alive with the arrival of so many strangers, bringing pleasant and novel diversions to our otherwise dull life.”

“They indeed brought diversions, such as frivolous flirtations and endless prattle!” Elizabeth retorted disdainfully.

“It is not the fault of our new society if you and Jane failed to find contentment or satisfaction in the officers’ presence. You both have unrealistic dreams and false expectations no matter who the gentlemen are…were.”

A hush fell upon the Bennets’ dining-room, interrupted only by knives and forks scraping against plates. Different opinions circulated around the table. Mrs Bennet and her sister tended to side with Lydia, while Mary and Mr Bennet looked to Elizabeth with concern, expecting her response. Although Mr Bingley had been the centre of discussions since that fateful November, they dared not openly broach Elizabeth’s inclination for Mr Wickham. In truth, no one around that table knew her true sentiments or how deeply the officer had wounded her when he had turned his attentions towards Miss King’s ten thousand pounds; for it was undoubtedly her wealth that interested him.

Nobody looked at Kitty, who was concealing her disappointment; she had hoped for attention on her special evening, yet she dared not speak, always agreeing with Lydia, although she longed for her sister to let her have the family’s attention—for once.

To everyone’s surprise, Elizabeth chuckled, though the meaning behind her laughter eluded those at the table.

“Well, dear sister, you possess quite a sharp tongue,” Elizabeth finally remarked, easing the tension. “However, I must remind you that our unrealistic dreams and false expectations serve to shield us from mistakes that could tarnish our reputation.”

“And I assure you and Jane that you will be alone for the remainder of your days—with your untarnished reputation,” Lydia retorted in a subdued yet resentful tone. “For Kitty and me, it has been a splendid time. We have met new people and taken part in lively assemblies, balls, strolls, and engaging conversations.”

“Good for you!” Elizabeth replied. “Yet anyone with some brains can discern reality. The Netherfield guests have long departed, and the officers, no matter how courteous or seemingly interested they may appear now, will vanish within months, never to be heard from again.”

“Enough!” Mrs Bennet intervened with her customary vehemence, quelling the argument.

“No, please, let them speak their minds,” Mr Bennet unexpectedly interjected, drawing all eyes to him.

“I simply want to dine in peace,” Mrs Bennet almost pleaded.

“Well, Mrs Bennet, that is a wish I have held for the past twenty years, yet it remains unfulfilled.”

Although a faint smile graced Elizabeth’s lips, it failed to conceal her frustration. Surveying those at the table, particularly Lydia, she had to agree that she was tormented by her sister’s words more than she wanted to accept. She had not nurtured a deep affection for Mr Wickham—of that she was certain—yet she could not deny a sense of disappointment his actions had stirred within her.

“I care not for the officers’ departure,” Lydia persisted. “I am not the one left behind. I attained what I wanted—a delightful time in the company of charming gentlemen, skilled dancers, and genteel society.”

“Good for you!” Elizabeth responded, masking her slight dismay at Mr Wickham’s deceit. “Then there is no cause for us to lament the departure of the militia from our county.”

Fixing her gaze upon Lydia to convey her sincerity, Elizabeth failed to notice the relief on Mr Bennet’s countenance. All he wanted to know was whether Elizabeth had any regret or sorrow over that scoundrel, for among all the officers in Hertfordshire, and regrettably in their drawing-room, Mr Wickham was the most perilous. He alone possessed the ability to captivate Elizabeth’s interest and betray her affections without a second thought. But Elizabeth could not conceal her emotions, and what he observed assured him she was out of harm’s way. That was all that concerned him as he signalled to Mr Phillips to accompany him, both relieved to escape the ladies as they retired to the library.

“And in addition to all this,” Lydia continued, “I have forged a friendship with Mrs Forster, who shares my sentiments and enjoys a most felicitous marriage to Colonel Forster.”

Lydia possessed some of the qualities Mary lacked—boldness and confidence. She cleverly masked her ignorance by parroting the conversations overheard in their household on any subject, appearing informed and clever when, in truth, she was uneducated, idle, and vain.

∞∞∞

“What do you think is best? To be like Mary or Lydia?” Elizabeth asked her father as they strolled on pathways encircling their home a few days later.

“That, my dear, depends significantly upon one’s aspirations and ideals. Lydia demonstrates a certain sagacity in her misguided comprehension of life’s essence. Being like Lydia proves ideal if one’s desire lies in mirth and diversion. She knows well how to procure such pleasures and occupy the centre of discourse amidst a frivolous assembly. I do not fear that she will remain unwed. Still, I tremble at the prospect of her union being so ill-judged as to burden us all, particularly those of you who will marry well.”

“Oh,” replied Elizabeth, shocked by her father’s uncharacteristic candour. Mr Bennet habitually veiled his anxieties beneath a veneer of sarcasm, yet now, he appeared solely a concerned parent. “You are worried,” Elizabeth murmured.

“Primarily for your sake, my dear, as you are at risk of suffering the consequences of Lydia’s imprudence, yet of course, I am also concerned for her well-being. As for Mary, I am uncertain whether she will ever marry, but I trust that you, Jane, and Kitty will assuredly do so. I ardently hope you will live sufficiently far away from Lydia and her potential spouse. Whilst I imagine Mary diligently instructing your offspring, Lydia presents herself only as a source of distress.”

“You could be wrong. It is conceivable that she might marry a wealthy gentleman and assume responsibility for the family,” proposed Elizabeth.

“I doubt it, though you speak sensibly. Let us, for now, maintain our composure and regard the future with a modicum of confidence. When do you depart for Kent?”

“Wednesday,” replied Elizabeth. “Though I am still reflecting on the wisdom of this decision.”

“It is a good decision, believe me. You will find a friendly soul in the Collins’s household, even if your relationship with Charlotte may be less close than it once was.”

Elizabeth blushed at the poignant implication of his words. She comprehended her father’s intent yet found it inconceivable to contemplate life without him.

Allowing her to compose herself, Mr Bennet diverted his attention towards the foliage strewn across the path.

He could not engage in a conversation like this with any of his other daughters—or his wife. As of late, it weighed heavily upon his mind. He hoped to live and see at least some of his daughters married, profoundly worried by the dire situation he would leave them in at his death. He regarded his life and death with wisdom, but his wife and daughters’ future was a continuous torment. Apart from the thousand pounds each received upon marriage, he had nothing else to give them. His death would precipitate a calamity, necessitating their departure from Longbourn. Charlotte’s benevolence offered a glimmer of hope, affording them time to prepare for their departure.

“If Charlotte follows her husband’s nature…” Elizabeth murmured, broaching the delicate topic without uttering the explicit words—only the shadows of the tragedy that would hit Longbourn at her father’s death.

“Charlotte is a good soul, but you might be right. It is wiser not to have lofty expectations.”

“Do you entertain high hopes for me?” she ventured tentatively.

“Pinning one’s hopes excessively high or low for the future serves little purpose and, in certain instances, proves perilous.”

“Jane,” interjected Elizabeth.

“Yes, Jane. That gentle rogue erred gravely in not marrying Jane, for he will never find another lady so well suited to him. Yet, we cannot deny that Jane has made missteps. However, that topic has been debated at length, and I am loath to broach it further. As for you…I trust you will temper your audacity and embrace a fate that promises you joy and a plentiful life—”

“Plentiful meaning wealth?” Elizabeth interposed, her irony restored.

“Indeed, precisely so. Your mother’s way of expressing her dreams may be flawed at times, yet fundamentally, she is not wrong.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed, surprised.

“I do not wish for you to marry a haughty affluent landowner merely for his wealth, for I am certain you would not deign to do so. However, I confess, I was disquieted upon observing your interest towards Mr Wickham.”

“Why?” Elizabeth queried, her astonishment mounting, waiting for her father’s explanations.

“Because love or infatuation can be a treacherous guide, blinding one to a person’s profound flaws. The surface’s glitter may obscure judgment, leading one to believe they have found their ideal match…”

“Mr Wickham was not suited to me, Father,” she retorted, slightly offended, prompting Mr Bennet to secretly sigh in relief.

“And that, my dear, is the best news of this year.”

“You do not like officers—or this one in particular?”

“To varying degrees, both. I cannot imagine you married to an officer. Consider Colonel Forster. He is a gentleman of some breeding and means, yet he resides here in rented accommodation. He informed me recently that they will move to Brighton in the coming summer. Such is the life of an officer. Can you see yourself spending your days amidst officers, flitting from one town to another, living in rented lodgings?”

“I agree, but then whom? A clergyman, a solicitor, a landlord?”

“His profession matters not to me—what is essential is his perspective on life. I desire for you a companion who esteems and respects you as an individual and cherishes you as a woman. And assuredly, one who can provide for you far more abundantly than I—”

“Papa!” Elizabeth protested, but Mr Bennet clasped her arm as they approached Longbourn.

“For once, remain silent and heed my counsel. I would not wish for your children to be in your position, nor for you to suffer what I have!”











Chapter 8




“It is she!” exclaimed Mr Darcy, his gaze fixed upon the two ladies strolling in the distance in Rosings Park. His peculiar tone caught the attention of the colonel, who turned towards him enquiringly. “Indeed, it is she,” Darcy repeated, his demeanour betraying a turmoil seldom witnessed in the typically composed and somewhat indifferent countenance he showed to the outside world.

“Who?” asked the colonel, though he suspected who one of the ladies in the distance might be.

“Miss Elizabeth Bennet…the lady from Hertfordshire,” replied Darcy with a touch of fervour in his voice.

“The lady who captured your admiration?” the colonel asked in his usual high tone, prompting Mr Darcy to fiercely lay a hand upon his arm, silently asking him to moderate his voice, although the ladies were far enough away not to hear anything said on the steps of Rosings.

Darcy was tormented, uncertain, and on the verge of returning to the house on a pretext—any pretext—confident the colonel would support his decision as always.

He was in a state of mind he had never experienced before, and he responded in his own way, trying to deny his feelings and regain his composure.

“I can scarcely believe we are to encounter each other again,” Darcy murmured.

“Do you wish to approach them, or shall we return indoors?” asked the colonel hastily. Observing their hesitation, uncertain whether to advance in their direction, the ladies also halted.

“It is too late,” muttered Darcy, almost to himself, though his words were caught by the colonel, who promptly descended the steps towards the park. Finally, Darcy followed suit, and the parties met in less than a minute.

Darcy’s surprise was not entirely genuine. He knew Miss Elizabeth was that cousin visiting Mr Collins, as Lady Catherine had told him. Yet, he had not anticipated his response to be so profound, or perhaps he had hoped to have time to come to a decision before meeting her. His visit to Pemberley had been intended for such reflection, yet he had returned no less indecisive than when he departed.

And now, on the cusp of their reunion, Darcy found himself gripped by the acute sensation that she had never truly left his thoughts since their last meeting in November of the preceding year.

There was no need for Darcy to point out who each lady was; a closer scrutiny sufficed for the colonel to know the identity of the mysterious lady from Hertfordshire. Although the other woman possessed youth and beauty, it was evident to him that only one could be his cousin’s enigmatic lady.

Darcy introduced the colonel to the ladies, and they exchanged bows and curtsies executed with deliberate slowness as if both parties sought to prolong the moment before conversation ensued.

Fortunately for Darcy, the colonel was well versed in all those schemes used by young people to gain or offer privacy that was denied by decorum. He proposed continuing the promenade together, and when Mrs Collins agreed, he deftly found himself accompanying her, leaving Elizabeth and Darcy to follow, equally discomfited by the apparent ruse.

“We meet again,” remarked Elizabeth with a measure of kindness.

Darcy nodded, then turned to her, scrutinising her intently. “Did you know I was coming to Rosings?” he demanded, almost forcefully, as if trying to elucidate a mystery that seemed unpleasant to him.

“No!” exclaimed Elizabeth, offended by his tone, words, and presence on that clear morning in mid-March. “I learnt of your presence mere days ago. Were you aware of mine?” she countered, her ire mounting at the prospect of strolling alongside a man who had declared in a letter that he liked her but seemed so far from those feelings in her presence.

“No,” Mr Darcy said, his anger dissolving into a tumult of conflicting emotions where admiration for her and resentment for her family mixed in a dangerous combination. It was what he had felt almost every day since his departure from Hertfordshire.

Yet it took him only a moment in the morning mist to realise that what he felt surpassed mere admiration—it was love. And his heart exploded in pain and bitterness, apprehensive of loving a lady of her background. He found her beautiful and desirable, her spirited defiance only enhancing her charm. Still, at the same time, he remembered her family: her sister eagerly chasing poor Bingley, and her mother—that vulgar lady who praised her daughter’s beauty with every word she said.

He could not understand how such a rare flower had bloomed in such a place, but that was the reality.

In vain, Darcy tried to find faults in her demeanour or intelligence, but there were none, while her spirit and appetite for debate only augmented her charm. But he could not marry her and have her family invade his life with their tasteless conversation and unrefined behaviour. That was the decision he had finally taken in London, and the notion of never seeing her again had helped him greatly. Yet here he was walking with her in that beautiful park, and his determination began to waver dangerously.

“Lady Catherine told us last evening that Mr Collins had guests from Hertfordshire and mentioned your name,” he finally said.

“Oh, she recalled my name,” Elizabeth retorted. Mr Darcy tried not to smile, amused by her belligerent tone. Lady Catherine had certainly exhibited her usual disdain—as was her wont when she deemed others beneath her notice.

And silence descended upon them. After a time, Elizabeth cast a glance towards him, for it seemed quite unusual to endure such prolonged and quite embarrassing silence.

Recollecting when she had seen him last in Hertfordshire and feeling curious to know what he would say about their hasty departure, she said, “How very suddenly you all quitted Netherfield last November, Mr Darcy! It must have been a most agreeable surprise to Mr Bingley to see you all after him so soon, for, if I recollect right, he went but the day before. He and his sisters were well, I hope, when you left London?”

“Indeed, they were perfectly well, I thank you,” came his reply.

Finding no further response forthcoming, Elizabeth, after a brief pause, continued, “I understand Mr Bingley has no intention of returning to Netherfield, having given up the lease.”

“Has he?” Darcy asked, surprised.

Bingley was nowhere to be found in London, and the only answer he had received from Mrs Hurst was a brief note mentioning her brother’s trip to Sussex to visit friends.

“Indeed, he has,” Elizabeth confirmed. “Netherfield has since been taken by a family with children.”

She hesitated to tell him they were her uncle and aunt, considering it better to keep the news to herself.

It would be a genuine relief to soon have access to Netherfield and finally be able to end the constant torment the letter had caused her. Once she could secure it in a drawer, she could consider that nothing had happened. Yet she could not help but hide a smile. Fearing to leave it at Longbourn, a house that had no secrets from her mother, she had brought it with her, only to meet its sender in that strange twist of fate.

She imagined for a moment giving him the letter just to see his face when he realised she was aware of his feelings. But she resisted the impulse—not because she would embarrass him but because him knowing she had possession of that letter would put her in a less-than-favourable position. That letter belonged on the desk at Netherfield and not in her pocket.

“A family, you say,” Mr Darcy repeated, and it was unnecessary to say more. He was mocking that a family now occupied Netherfield—not an ideal arrangement for the ladies of the neighbourhood who were searching for husbands.

“Yes, a family,” she replied, hating that stroll and the man beside her, who still managed to offend her even by saying so few words. “We are pleased that Mr Bingley gave up the property entirely, for we now have a respectable family dwelling there—people who will enjoy living amongst us. Perhaps Mr Bingley did not take the house so much for the convenience of the neighbourhood as for his own,” Elizabeth remarked, subtly implying her disapproval of Mr Darcy’s sentiments.

“I should not be surprised,” Darcy conceded.

And that answer was all she could take. Unable to endure any more, she called out to Charlotte, who stopped, waiting for her. To her surprise, Charlotte wore a smile, evidently enjoying her conversation with Colonel Fitzwilliam—a contrast to Elizabeth’s discomfort.

“I believe Maria awaits us,” she said to Charlotte, who felt compelled to explain that her sister was indisposed with a severe cold and could not be left alone for too long.

“There was no need for an explanation regarding our departure,” Elizabeth remarked once they had distanced themselves from the gentlemen.

“What do you mean? I simply acted with courtesy while you behaved rather oddly,” Charlotte replied, her tone tinged with reproach—a sentiment Elizabeth had never detected in her friend’s voice.

“I mean to say that I endured a most disagreeable half an hour in the company of a man vexed by our encounter.”

“I did not perceive any such thing,” Charlotte countered, still angry that Elizabeth failed to understand the necessity of showing deference to anyone associated with Rosings, given her husband’s reliance on Lady Catherine’s favour.

“Perhaps Colonel Fitzwilliam proved more amiable than Mr Darcy,” Elizabeth rejoined, “but I can assure you, my stroll was far from enjoyable.”

As she walked next to Charlotte, who kept up an offended silence until they arrived home, she reflected that she was more confused than ever; the man who had written that letter was not the one she had met. For the first time since discovering the letter, she thought that it may not be about her. Regrettably, she had no confidante with whom to share her thoughts, debate the matter, or seek resolution as the letter was her secret and her torment…and, to be fair, her joy from time to time.

Yet, she eagerly anticipated her uncle taking possession of Netherfield so she could safely return the letter to its rightful place, far from prying eyes. Mr Darcy’s evident disdain for her had put an end to any further curiosity she might have had regarding him. Yet she could not help but imagine for a fleeting moment the embarrassment she would cause him if she dared to give him the letter.











Chapter 9




Elizabeth was the only one in the house who regarded the dinner at Rosings with disdain. She had met Mr Darcy on several occasions, and they had walked together in the vast park around Rosings. Yet, each encounter had proved more wearisome than the last. Trying to subtly convey her preferred routes, she hoped he might understand her hints and choose other paths. However, her efforts yielded the opposite effect, for he seemed to intentionally favour those same paths she had asked him to avoid.

He was not unpleasant or arrogant—behaviour which might have incited her to spirited discourse, enlivening their meetings. Instead, he proved simply dull, engaging in tiresome conversation regarding distances between towns and the weather, compelling her to yearn for escape at every encounter.

Thus, Elizabeth found herself in an odd quandary. The man beside her was neither the haughty gentleman who had scornfully proclaimed that she was not handsome enough to tempt him nor the one who had penned a letter confessing his inclination for her. With the passage of days, she became less convinced he was the author of the letter and she was the recipient of his attention, for she often encountered a hesitant man who engaged in insipid conversation and appeared to dislike her. But it had to be him, and the cousin he had been writing to could be Colonel Fitzwilliam, and the whole situation became more and more confounding.

Mr Darcy’s visits to the Parsonage were equally uninspiring. Their exchanges were so awkward that, on one occasion, Charlotte speculated that he must be in love with Elizabeth, or he would never have called in such an odd manner. However, that conjecture offered no clarity. As far as Elizabeth knew, a man in love should seek to captivate a lady, not deter her with tedious conversation.

As both Mr Darcy and his cousin made frequent visits to the Parsonage, Charlotte eventually surmised that Colonel Fitzwilliam might harbour an interest in her, leading Elizabeth to wonder whether all her previous assumptions were mistaken.

She concluded that Mr Darcy’s feelings, expressed in that letter, were nothing but a temporary whim, and his visits to the Parsonage were merely a consequence of the lack of entertainment at Rosings.

Elizabeth could not find any good reason to decline that evening’s invitation to the ‘royal palace’—as Rosings was regarded by those at the Parsonage. Thus, she resigned herself to preparing for one last encounter.

With unwavering enthusiasm, Maria tallied eight dinners and two teas at Rosings, while Elizabeth fervently hoped it would indeed be the final ‘honour’. Her uncle had promised to send a carriage to convey her and Maria to London in a few days—a prospect she eagerly anticipated. Charlotte, once her close friend and confidante, now seemed a foreigner. While amiable as a hostess, the bond they had shared from infancy had waned.

The only moments of genuine interest and amusement occurred in the presence of Colonel Fitzwilliam, particularly during their brief moments alone. He possessed a jocular demeanour tempered by perfect courtesy—a combination the officers she had met that winter had lacked. She attributed this to his good-natured, honest disposition and perfect breeding.

Privately, she traced the connections, aided by her aunt’s numerous letters, learning he was the brother-in-law of Mrs Gardiner’s friend Esther Balfour from Lambton, lately Viscountess Doncaster, whom she was set to meet in London. She mused upon the intricate workings of destiny, which seemed to intertwine her fate with that of Mr Darcy and his family wherever she went. Nevertheless, she hoped to avoid encountering that gentleman in town.

She refrained from divulging her aunt’s friendship with Lady Doncaster to Colonel Fitzwilliam. Despite his openness and charm, Elizabeth had lingering doubts about the exclusive and arrogant ton, to which both the colonel and Mr Darcy belonged. Lady Catherine epitomised this arrogance, visibly disdaining those she deemed beneath her.

Elizabeth could not shake the suspicions regarding the ladies she was to meet in London, despite her aunt’s assurances.

Please believe me, dear Lizzy, that they do not have any secret interest in meeting me and befriending me. I suspect Lady Doncaster remains Esther Balfour deep in her heart, and she enjoyed speaking to me about those times when we both lived in Derbyshire. Her mother-in-law is content for her to keep up her old connections, which tells one much about the kind of woman Lady Matlock is—so different from Lady Catherine. Please do not form your opinion based on Lady Catherine, as it is a different situation.

Nevertheless, Elizabeth could not suppress those suspicions that haunted her heart regarding the ladies from London, even though, as her aunt said, she could not find a reason for their friendship apart from Lady Doncaster’s genuine affection for her aunt. But now, after meeting Colonel Fitzwilliam, she was inclined to accept that every social circle included both upright individuals and those consumed by their social standing, like Mr Darcy and Lady Catherine.

The dinner at Rosings proved to be as unpleasant as anticipated—dull and punctuated by Lady Catherine’s self-glorification and long monologues on her own accomplishments, from the administration of the estate to her house, which functioned perfectly due to her extraordinary skills. Then she spoke about her family. Everyone received unsolicited advice—Charlotte was told how to organise her house, and Mr Collins received ‘essential’ ideas for his Sunday sermon. Even Maria was not spared, as she learnt from Lady Catherine how to pack her clothes correctly in her trunk, which the poor girl did as soon as they returned to the Parsonage, re-folding her gowns under her sister’s diligent eyes and Elizabeth’s exasperation.

As they left Maria’s room to retire for the night, Charlotte remarked, “Lady Catherine gave you valuable insights on the correct playing of the pianoforte.”

Elizabeth struggled to conceal her displeasure at Charlotte’s words. Lady Catherine’s inept guidance had compelled Elizabeth to remain at the pianoforte until the evening’s end, extinguishing any lingering semblance of good spirits.

Her visit had concluded in disappointment; her friendship with Charlotte had dissolved, and she had gleaned no insight into Mr Bingley’s intentions or the reasons for his departure.

There would be no regrets about leaving the Parsonage and her friendship behind, while her father’s hopes that Charlotte would behave decently the moment she became the mistress of Longbourn were in vain. In no time, she would be just like her husband, and no mercy or benevolence could come from them.

Then, the next day, after the last dinner at Rosings, catastrophe struck. Her pleasant friendship with Colonel Fitzwilliam ended in disaster when, strolling nonchalantly in the park, the Bingley family was mentioned, making Elizabeth hope she could finally discover more about the gentleman who had broken Jane’s heart.

“I have reason to think Bingley is very much indebted to Darcy,” the colonel said. “But I may be wrong, for Darcy did not give me reason to suppose that Bingley was the person in the cause. It was all conjecture.”

“What do you mean?”

“It is a circumstance that Darcy could not wish to be generally known because if it were to get round to the lady’s family, it would be unpleasant.”

“You may depend upon my discretion,” Elizabeth assured him in a steady voice, while her heart was already pained from anticipation.

“Darcy told me that he congratulated himself on having lately saved a friend from the inconveniences of a most imprudent marriage, but without mentioning names or any other particulars, and I only suspected it to be Bingley from believing him the kind of young man to get into a scrape of that sort, and from knowing them to have been together the whole of last summer.”

“Did Mr Darcy give you reasons for this interference?”

“I understood there were some very strong objections against the lady.”

“And how did he separate them?”

“He did not give me any details,” said the colonel, smiling. “He only disclosed what I have now told you.”

Elizabeth made no answer and walked on, her heart swelling with indignation as she finally had answers to the torment that had haunted Longbourn for more than four months. Mr Darcy was the main culprit in Jane’s suffering. His advice had made the mild Mr Bingley quit Netherfield without looking back. It was such a blow that she returned to the Parsonage in tears, only to receive Mr Darcy, who transformed an appalling day into one of the worst moments of her life. That man she deeply loathed proposed to her in such a manner that made her turn him down in a display of anger, frustration, and resentment that she had never experienced and even less expressed towards another human being.











Chapter 10




Elizabeth arrived in London in such a state of distress that her aunt deemed it necessary for her to go directly to her chamber, leaving Maria to recount to Jane the particulars of their journey from Kent.

And if, for a brief moment, Mrs Gardiner entertained suspicions of a cold or a stomach ache, the torrent of tears which Elizabeth poured out upon reaching the landing made her aunt forget everything else in her household, preparing for a long confession.

“I do not want to speak to Jane for a while,” Elizabeth begged in a voice that did not seem her own. Mrs Gardiner regarded her with heightened concern. There was no sorrow in her tears but anger. Indeed, she brushed her hand over her face in a decisive gesture. “Please tell her anything, but do not let her in my room, for I must reflect on what to reveal to her. I need time. At least until morning.”

Mrs Gardiner left briefly to give orders and confer with Jane. The most efficient way of keeping Jane away was to assign her the oversight of the household, dinner preparations, and the care of the children. This arrangement also proved efficacious in diverting her attention from Mr Bingley’s memory, which was as painful as in the first days, making everyone around wonder when Jane would accept it was over and move forwards. However, that afternoon, Jane’s plight was not of immediate concern.

Returning to Elizabeth’s chamber with tea and biscuits, Mrs Gardiner found her niece unable to eat. She merely shook her head, intermittent tears still streaming down her face.

“What happened, Lizzy?” Mrs Gardiner asked in a measured tone, trying to restore some peace in the room.

“Everything happened,” Elizabeth murmured. “In short, Mr Darcy ‘saved’ Mr Bingley from Jane.”

“Please…from the beginning, if you want me to understand anything,” her aunt pleaded.

“One of those odd coincidences occurred. As I wrote to you, I befriended Colonel Fitzwilliam, and during our last stroll, he told me, without knowing it was about one of my sisters, that Mr Darcy ‘saved’ a friend from a disastrous marriage to a fortune hunter.”

“Good heavens!” Mrs Gardiner exclaimed, though she received this news with less astonishment than might be expected. Her countenance betrayed curiosity or interest rather than the profound shock that gripped Elizabeth.

“But why are you so angry? Ultimately, it matters little how or why Mr Bingley departed. All that matters is that he decided not to return to Netherfield. It has been nearly three months since Jane arrived in London, and there has been no sign of him. It is inconceivable that he remains unaware of her presence here.”

“But he was helped to make this decision, or even pressed.”

“My dear, he left Hertfordshire—he left your sister. The failed love story concerns him, not Mr Darcy. And please do not forget his sisters. I have seen them show their disapproval in every gesture they make towards Jane and every word they speak. You must desist! It is well that Jane is absent. I implore you, do not tell her of this, for it brings no clarity or resolution to her predicament. Is this the only reason for your anger?”

Elizabeth shook her head, contemplating her aunt’s words. Some of her anger had dissipated, leaving behind an inexplicable despondency.

“What is it, my dear? What happened in Kent?”

“Mr Darcy proposed to me.”

And this time, there was shock on Mrs Gardiner’s face.

“Indeed, that is unexpected!” she exclaimed, uncertain how to respond or interpret this disclosure.

Elizabeth was angry. She had rejected the proposal, her emotions far removed from those typically experienced by a woman in such circumstances. Yet, in the face of Elizabeth’s anger and tears, Mrs Gardiner found herself at a loss to see the workings of her mind.

“I said no.”

The sudden silence that engulfed the room conveyed a single message: despite Mrs Gardiner’s profound affection and support for her, she disagreed with Elizabeth’s decision.

“You believe I erred,” Elizabeth continued, scrutinising her aunt.

“No,” Mrs Gardiner replied tentatively. “It is not for me to dictate the course of your life. But why?”

“Why did I reject his offer? How could I consent to marry a man responsible for Jane’s distress?”

“I must stop you, my dear. What does Jane’s plight have to do with your proposal?”

“Aunt!” Elizabeth cried, outraged. “What are you saying? We are discussing Jane.”

“No, Lizzy. We are discussing a man proposing to you. In such a story, only two individuals are involved.”

“I fail to see your meaning,” Elizabeth murmured. However, she was beginning to grasp her aunt’s perspective, much to her increasing anger.

“I believe you understand perfectly well—I perceive it in your face…in your evident indignation.”

“I am indeed furious,” she declared. “I cannot imagine you telling me to be selfish and consider only my interests. That conceited man proposed to me in the most insulting manner. He disparaged our family, thwarted Jane’s chance at happiness, and instead of showing his affection, he explained to me how he fought with himself and his feelings—”

“Yet he lost his internal conflict in your favour!” Mrs Gardiner interjected, leaving Elizabeth so confounded that she could scarcely articulate a response. She had anticipated her aunt’s approval of her decision upon her arrival in London, only to encounter a contrasting perspective.

“I fail to see your meaning,” she said again, hoping she had misunderstood her aunt’s intentions.

“Once more, I am confident you do understand my meaning. We have two men—one who shamelessly fled from a lady when his friends and family spread vile reports about her. Then we have a man who confronts the barriers between himself and the woman he loves, and despite lingering doubts, his affection for her surpasses any impediment, prompting his proposal.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth murmured. “You are distorting the facts to suit your own narrative!”

“Then clarify the situation for me. Why did you refuse?”

“I do not love him. I do not even like him,” she said with conviction.

“Did you reflect on your feelings? Have you pondered as deeply as he did?”

“I had no need for reflection,” Elizabeth retorted with her customary boldness that seemed like recklessness sometimes.

“You do not reflect upon which route to take to Meryton because both lead you there, but when a gentleman extends a proposal, reflection becomes necessary.”

“He told me he despises Mama and deems Jane a fortune hunter. Ultimately, he uttered slanderous remarks concerning every member of our family. Why do you insist that I should have reflected? Can you see me wedded to a man who harbours such contempt for all of you?”

“I see you married to a man who loves you so deeply as to stand prepared to forsake his own principles on your account.”

“Pray, what principles? He is a haughty member of the ton who dares to speak rudely about my family.”

“The only thing that bothers me is the manner of his proposal, not his sentiments towards your mother or Jane.”

“I do not believe what you are telling me,” Elizabeth retorted with a hint of disdain.

“Let us not quarrel, Lizzy. I concede he was wrong, yet he was wonderful at the same time. He may be arrogant, yet he is forthright—”

“Forthright!” Elizabeth cried in indignation. “Such candour I find utterly contemptible!”

“Nevertheless, there exists but one form of honesty. He was recklessly and perhaps needlessly candid, yet he had already resolved to marry you and sought to lay the truth bare. Alas, he failed to find the right way. How did you refuse him?”

“Horribly!” Elizabeth acknowledged. “Just horribly. As I have never spoken to another soul.”

She was so full of anger, resentment, and regrets at the same time that Mrs Gardiner took pity on her. But Elizabeth was a strong lady who did not need compassion and detested people who offered her commiseration.

“I am so sorry that you endured such torment. Nevertheless, it is of no consequence now, since you do not love him. But…even if he had proposed in a romantic and respectful manner, you would have said no. Am I right?”

“Yes,” Elizabeth murmured, though her hesitation betrayed her, not escaping Mrs Gardiner’s notice.

“Then you have no cause for regret,” she declared cunningly. Sincere, honest, and devoted to her family, Mrs Gardiner had come to understand, since her arrival in London, that appearances could often deceive. Elizabeth did not love Mr Darcy, yet the attention of such a gentleman could hardly fail to flatter a lady of her pride. Beneath her outward disdain might lie deeper emotions, though they were obscured by her fury, by the deep offence he had inflicted on her by not liking her family and by contributing to Jane’s misery.

“I…do not regret it,” Elizabeth said. “He deserved my refusal.”

“Indeed, he did,” Mrs Gardiner agreed, prompting Elizabeth to regard her aunt suspiciously. Her sudden acquiescence was a marked departure from her earlier stance.

“I am pleased we agree on that point,” Elizabeth continued. “But there is more…”

Mrs Gardiner fell silent, genuinely unsure of what to say for once. She regretted deeply that her niece had rejected Mr Darcy’s proposal, and it was difficult to conceal her disappointment.

“The next day, Mr Darcy penned a long missive, which failed to alter my sentiments towards him. He only emphasised his disdain for us instead of expressing remorse for his previous remarks. Reading that letter, I only congratulated myself on my refusal.”

“He sent you a letter?”

“No, he delivered it to the Parsonage and—”

“And?” Mrs Gardiner interjected, surprised that the tale was not yet concluded and that Elizabeth’s anger had unexpectedly given way to embarrassment. Despite her intelligence, she could not conceal her emotions; her thoughts were often laid bare for all to see.

“I committed a grave error. I am so sorry for not telling you sooner, but I hoped to resolve the problem alone. Do you remember when we went to Netherfield for you to inspect the estate?”

“You accompanied us and tarried in the drawing-room.”

“It proved to be a huge mistake,” lamented Elizabeth. “Upon the desk lay an unfinished letter…and I chanced upon it.”

“And?” Mrs Gardiner asked impatiently, noting Elizabeth’s hesitation.

“And I surmised it to be from Mr Darcy to his cousin—”

“Mr Darcy has several cousins. Miss de Bourgh, the gentleman you met in Kent—”

“Yes, Colonel Fitzwilliam, and his elder brother—”

“Viscount Doncaster, Esther’s husband.”

Elizabeth nodded. “Indeed. I cannot imagine why, but after meeting Colonel Fitzwilliam, I fancied the missive was meant for him. Their camaraderie appeared so intimate that one would assume they shared their confidences. Viscount Doncaster slipped my mind.”

“But back at Netherfield, you did not know Colonel Fitzwilliam,” Mrs Gardiner observed, eyeing Elizabeth suspiciously.

“True. However, upon meeting the colonel in Kent, I entertained the notion that he was the intended recipient,” Elizabeth murmured. “Yet, that is of minor significance. In the letter, the writer confessed his admiration for a lady.”

Elizabeth paused, trying to defend her blushes, not wishing to show she was not indifferent to Mr Darcy’s confession.

“And you supposed it was Mr Darcy speaking of you,” Mrs Gardiner remarked, heightening Elizabeth’s discomfort. “Thus, if indeed this supposition holds true, you suspected his admiration for you long before Kent.”

“Indeed, I did. However, his demeanour throughout our time in Kent was odd—not that of a smitten man striving to win a lady’s affection. Now, I comprehend—he was wrestling with his sentiments,” she uttered again with contempt and fury. “But why did he not leave then? Win the battle and be free of me and my family?”

“Is this what you wished to tell me regarding that letter?”

“There is more,” Elizabeth stuttered. “I…I took the letter!”

“What?” Mrs Gardiner exclaimed, so aghast that Elizabeth buried her flushed face in her hands and continued speaking without looking at her aunt.

“I cannot imagine what possessed me in that moment. I took it. It was clear to me that the letter, penned by Mr Darcy, was about me, and I feared anyone might discern that secret, though in truth, no one could. I intended to replace it once you had settled at Netherfield. I carried it with me to Kent, dreading Mama or Lydia might chance upon it in my bedchamber. I know not what overcame me…” Elizabeth repeated those words that revealed her profound anguish. “Having perused his letter, his missive from Kent, I went to Rosings determined to give him the one I had found at Netherfield…”

“But why?”

“I sought to hurt him, to humiliate him, deeming it fitting retribution for what he had made me endure.”

“And you delivered it to him?”

“Yes…well, no. I encountered Colonel Fitzwilliam and entrusted him with the letter, asking him to give it to Mr Darcy as they departed for London together.”

“Not a very intelligent thing to do!” exclaimed Mrs Gardiner. “Utterly useless, if you ask me. You have already wounded him deeply by rejecting his offer.”

“I know, yet my judgment was clouded by wrath and profound emotions. I was not myself. He saw nothing but the worst in me—a mad woman expressing her hate towards him. Upon receiving that letter from Colonel Fitzwilliam, he will also deem me duplicitous, indiscreet, and…a thief.”

“I do not perceive it to be so melodramatic,” Mrs Gardiner said, attempting to soothe Elizabeth. “Nevertheless, whilst you are at Longbourn, I shall certainly encounter Lady Doncaster and, perchance, Lady Matlock. If Colonel Fitzwilliam happens to be present, as is often the case at his mother’s gatherings, I shall ask about that letter.”

“No!” Elizabeth exclaimed vehemently. “I implore you, do not do such a thing. I dread the entanglement of this situation becoming even more intricate. Colonel Fitzwilliam certainly delivered the letter, and I would be consumed by shame should I encounter Mr Darcy again.”

It was a curious admission. Despite all that had transpired between them, notwithstanding her profound anger and deep embarrassment, Elizabeth did not outright reject the notion of meeting Mr Darcy again.

“Do not regard me so.” She smiled faintly, imagining Mrs Gardiner’s astonishment. “Of late, you have talked and written more regarding Lady Doncaster and her mother-in-law than anything else. You invited us to spend June in London, and I presume we shall encounter those ladies.”

Mrs Gardiner nodded, trying to conceal her satisfaction. Until then, she had been uncertain whether Elizabeth would consent to meet those ladies so closely connected to Mr Darcy. But after that huge outpouring of anger, loathing, and resentment, her soul, now purged of all impurities, contemplated life from a different position. That was the difference between Elizabeth and Jane.











Chapter 11




It was the second week of May when three young ladies embarked on a merry journey from Gracechurch Street to Meryton, Hertfordshire.

Even Jane was in a better mood than in January when she had left for London hoping to meet Mr Bingley.

“Have you made peace with the…past?” Elizabeth murmured in Jane’s ear, taking advantage of the fact that Maria was slumbering.

“Yes and no,” came the answer. “I accept it is impossible for him not to know I was in London all this time. Obviously, he did not want to see me—it was just a passing infatuation for him. But my feelings for him are unchanged.”

Elizabeth had told Jane about Mr Darcy’s ‘contribution’ to her suffering, but she had also added their aunt’s observation that Mr Darcy had been supported by the Bingley sisters, who were obviously against Jane. And if Mr Darcy’s influence on Mr Bingley did not surprise Jane, his sisters’ dislike for her came as a shock, much to the surprise of Elizabeth, who could not imagine how her sister had not seen that they were not truly her friends. It was how Jane was, always ready to see the good in people, even when it was apparent how cruel they were.

“But how is it possible, dear Jane, to still love and admire him? He proved to be persuadable—easily influenced by his family and friends.”

“We all have our faults. I see the beauty of his soul. I accept that he is biddable, but being so committed to his family as to accept their decision is wrong for my love but good for his character.”

As they approached the inn where Mr Bennet’s carriage awaited them, they saw Kitty and Lydia looking out from an upper floor window, a testament to their coachman’s punctuality. Their sisters had arrived an hour earlier and had been happily employed in visiting a milliner across the way, observing some soldiers in the yard, and ordering a light luncheon.

In vain, Elizabeth looked for Mary; she was not there, and once again, her heart was pained to see that their sister had not been included, even in such a simple activity. She was more determined than ever to put an end to that oversight.

After welcoming the travellers, Lydia and Kitty triumphantly displayed a table set out with such cold meat as an inn larder usually affords.

“Is this not delightful? Is not this an agreeable surprise?” exclaimed Kitty, more than satisfied.

“We intend to treat you all,” announced Lydia, “but you must lend us the money, for we have just spent hours at the shop out there.”

Showing her purchases, she continued, “See here, I have bought this bonnet. It may not be that pretty, but I thought I might as well buy it. I shall soon pull it to pieces when we return home and make it up much better. Besides, what one wears this summer matters little since the militia will depart Meryton in a fortnight.”

“Truly?” exclaimed Elizabeth with unhidden delight, remembering that part of Mr Darcy’s letter where he had detailed Mr Wickham’s behaviour towards Miss Darcy. She intended to tell all her sisters about that gentleman and put them on their guard around the officers, but she wanted to do it privately, at Longbourn, and not when Maria Lucas was with them.

“They are to be stationed near Brighton, and I greatly wish Papa would take us there for the summer! It would be a delightful plan, and I imagine it would incur little expense. Mama would be thrilled to take us to Brighton!”

“Brighton, where a whole encampment of soldiers awaits them,” Elizabeth murmured to herself, but for once she said nothing aloud as she appreciated their little sisters’ effort to welcome them.

“I have news for you,” announced Lydia as they sat down to dine. “What do you think? It is excellent news—marvellous news—concerning a certain person we all like! It is about dear Mr Wickham. There is no danger of him marrying Mary King. She has gone to her uncle in Liverpool to stay. Mr Wickham is safe.”

“For that matter, Mary King is safe!” added Elizabeth. “Saved from a connection that could have endangered her fortune.”

“Oh, dear sister, I thought you would be relieved to hear it,” Lydia continued in her usual mocking tone.

“Relieved?” Elizabeth asked, looking suspiciously at Lydia. “Why do you say that?”

“Is she not a great fool for leaving if she truly cared for him?”

But her question remained without answer as they prepared to depart.

“How nicely we are all crammed in!” exclaimed Lydia. “Now, let us be entirely comfortable and merry and chat and laugh all the way home. First, tell us what has happened since your departure. Have you encountered any amiable gentlemen? Engaged in any flirtation? I had high hopes that one of you would secure a husband before your return. Jane will soon be a confirmed spinster, I declare. She is nearly three-and-twenty! Goodness, how ashamed I would be not to be married at that age!”

“Enough, Lydia!” Elizabeth exclaimed, looking worriedly at Jane only to see her blushing at those wicked words, which, after all, reflected reality. At that age, a lady in their circle began to be considered a spinster.

“And why should I stop?” Lydia exclaimed, untamed, under Kitty’s smile. “I long to marry before any of you. Then I can chaperone you to all the balls! We had a splendid jest the other day at Colonel Forster’s. Kitty and I were to spend the day there, and Mrs Forster promised an evening dance. By the way, Mrs Forster and I are great friends.”

With such anecdotes and merry tales, Lydia, aided by Kitty’s prompts and contributions, sought to entertain her companions throughout the journey to Longbourn. Elizabeth attempted to listen as little as possible. Still, Mr Wickham’s name resounded frequently, making her ponder on that man she did not loathe despite the horrible things she knew about him, yet she had the most disastrous opinion of the honest Mr Darcy.

But finally, she chased away those thoughts, trying to smile at Lydia’s audacious description of the events that had taken place in their neighbourhood since their departure.

Their reception at home was warm. Mrs Bennet delighted in Jane’s enduring beauty, and more than once during dinner, Mr Bennet voluntarily remarked to Elizabeth, “I am glad you are returned, Lizzy.”

“As am I,” murmured Mary, seated at dinner beside Elizabeth.

“We shall have a long conversation tomorrow.” Elizabeth smiled at her and continued speaking in that low tone to show the others that she had secrets with Mary. “Aunt Gardiner has invited us to go to London in June.”

“Us?” Mary asked, surprised and happy.

“Yes, my dear. You and me, as Jane declined the invitation.”











Chapter 12




London, end of June




The colonel encountered Miss Elizabeth in his mother’s parlour a week before Lady Matlock’s ball, and he did not need any more proof to convince him that his cousin and Miss Bennet were destined for one another. All that had unfolded in the last months had led to that conclusion; for what other reason could be assigned to the ‘trouble’ fate undertook in bringing them together in the same room three times? First in Hertfordshire, then in Kent, and when the colonel discovered that Miss Bennet’s aunt was an acquaintance of his sister-in-law, he conceded that mere coincidence was an insufficient explanation and that it was their destiny.

He approached Miss Elizabeth with visible discomposure, yet after a gracious curtsey, she met him with a smile, harbouring no resentment.

As he began to apologise for his indiscretion, Elizabeth spoke warmly. “Pray, Colonel Fitzwilliam, there is no need for such formality between us. Our previous conversation was amiable, and the information you imparted was spoken in good faith.”

“Yet I maintain you did not need to be privy to such matters.”

“Rest assured, your cousin elucidated the situation to me in full,” she said, yet her voice betrayed none of the great ire she had initially harboured. No matter how deeply Mr Darcy had offended her and her family, she wanted to keep what had happened between them secret. Besides Mrs Gardiner, no one knew what had happened at the Parsonage.

“I am sorry,” the colonel murmured, genuinely affected by his cousin’s lack of discernment in expressing his affections. “I had not thought such misjudgment possible, but of late, I have come to realise that even honesty, when applied without discretion, may prove a mistake.” He attempted a smile, infusing a warm tone into their conversation.

“What can one say, Colonel Fitzwilliam? I am inclined to concur with your sentiment…in general. However, in my own case, I prefer candour, even if it hurts, for it protects me from unnecessary mistakes.”

“Miss Bennet, people are wont to change.”

“I have rarely seen that happen, but I shall concede upon witnessing convincing evidence.”

“At times, it is not a matter of changing one’s disposition or behaviour—a mere shift in perception may be enough to alter one’s view of a circumstance…or a person.”

Elizabeth understood the colonel’s implication; oddly, it echoed her recent ruminations. A peculiar notion invaded her mind: knowing she would visit Lady Matlock, she imagined Mr Darcy apologising for his disparaging remarks about her family and the distress inflicted upon Jane. She was ready to accept his contrition if he recognised that he might have misjudged some members of her family. Yet she dared not confide such musings to her aunt, who interpreted everything in a somewhat positive manner and certainly would have imagined that she had also changed her opinion of the gentleman in question.

Two months after that disastrous proposal in Kent, she would have welcomed Mr Darcy’s apology had he contrived to arrange a final meeting between Jane and Mr Bingley, regardless of what the result of that meeting might be.

∞∞∞

Engrossed in observing the colonel, Elizabeth was far from suspecting that she was herself becoming an object of interest to Lady Matlock.

She had liked Elizabeth and her sister Mary even before speaking to them. Still, when her second son engaged Miss Elizabeth in spirited conversation, her attention swiftly turned to that young lady.

Miss Elizabeth was intelligent and cultured—an independent woman raised with steadfast principles of honour and virtue. She was a unique lady, who would become a devoted yet vivacious wife. Regrettably, Lady Matlock’s second son was obliged to marry a lady of means, and she discovered that the Bennet sisters possessed no dowry.

As they were preparing to leave, and once again the colonel approached Miss Elizabeth and talked to her in a friendly way, Lady Matlock began to suspect that her son was in love with the lady, and her motherly heart shrank in pain. She was sorry if he was in love with her, but a marriage was impossible. Yet, knowing her son well, she restrained herself from making any comment in that direction.

The remainder of the afternoon weighed heavily upon her, oddly feeling she was like her husband’s father, who had opposed the marriage of her eldest son to Esther. But in Andrew’s case, it was merely the obstinacy of an era, of an aged earl who aspired to see his grandson married to a duchess, harbouring grandiose visions of prestige, imagining himself allied with London’s most illustrious family.

For Lady Matlock, it was a grievous burden to steer her son towards a lady of means who could secure him a situation similar to that which he was accustomed. Despite their efforts, the Matlock estate yielded but a modest income, sustained chiefly by the management of the Darcys and, later, Esther’s father. Without a wealthy spouse, her youngest son would be consigned to the life of a military officer, which was so far from what he was accustomed to.

∞∞∞

“But you supported me following the death of the late Lord Matlock,” Esther lamented, having taken a liking to the Bennet sisters.

“Yes, but Andrew’s circumstances were different. He was an heir, and besides, do not dismiss the fact that your father assured Andrew of his intent to enhance the efficiency of the Matlock estate.”

“But my father’s proposition came later, when Andrew and I were already married.”

“I do not remember all the circumstances, but that made my husband receive you more benevolently.”

“Oh!” Esther exclaimed, visibly disheartened.

“Pray, do not look so crestfallen. Life is primarily about fortunes and estates, and Richard, as a younger son, alas, cannot avoid that reality.”

“Yet he appeared quite fond of Miss Elizabeth.”

“I observed them talk and smile as if they were alone in the world,” Lady Matlock said, her anguish laid bare.

“You wanted to meet Mrs Gardiner. When I invited her, I was far from supposing you would also receive her.”

“Oh, my dear. Do not see it as some kind of mistake. I am far from regretting having known Mrs Gardiner and her nieces. Yet I could not imagine that Richard had already encountered Miss Elizabeth in Kent and fallen for her.”

“But Miss Elizabeth is so accomplished.”

“Indeed, she is. And her sister Miss Mary as well. Yet sadly, they lack a dowry of five thousand pounds, which you possessed, and a father like Mr Balfour. On the contrary, it appears their estate is entailed, and upon Mr Bennet’s death, his daughters will inherit nothing.”

“And what will you do? Oppose the match?”

“It will not be necessary. Richard is a rational man. He comprehends the harsh reality of a second son’s fate. Let us proceed with the ball, and after that, he will leave for Scotland for the summer, where he has received an important commission. Distance will likely assuage his sentiments, and I am sure Miss Elizabeth, as accomplished as she is, will find a suitable husband to care for her.”











Chapter 13




The colonel entered the library like a raging tempest, causing Darcy to leap from his armchair.

“Enough!” bellowed the colonel in a terrible voice. “Steve and two of your tallest footmen will arrive in precisely ten minutes, prepared to convey you by force, if necessary—”

“Richard!” interjected Darcy in an effort to placate his cousin.

“Do not ‘Richard’ me!” he commanded as he might his soldiers. “This has endured long enough. Georgiana arrived at our house this morning, distraught, weeping in Mama’s embrace for an hour, as she did not know what was happening to you. The poor girl feared you were still angry with her.”

“What… Why?” asked Darcy, visibly confused.

“Because you hardly speak to her, you avoid her company and are away from home all day long. And when you are at home, you are locked in your library. Georgiana is filled with fear, and even if you suffer or have problems, you must confide in your sister, tell her what is happening, not let her take the blame for your state.”

“You know the reason.”

“Indeed, but she does not. You need not divulge the entire tale—merely say that you are troubled by a personal matter that has nothing to do with her. On the contrary, you were so proud of her behaviour. Do not forget she came to you to confess Wickham’s intentions. Today she is staying with Mama and Esther, but tomorrow, after the ball, you will have time to speak to her…and even try to tell her some of your dilemmas. You might be surprised how much she has grown up.”

“I agree. I made a mistake. I shall speak to her. However, you do not need three men to make me do that,” Darcy retorted, a glimmer of his former sarcasm returning.

“The men will come for a separate purpose. They will help prepare you by force—”

“If need be.” Darcy smiled faintly.

“Precisely, if need be, by coercion, for Mama’s ball.”

“No! Absolutely not!” Darcy resisted, sinking back into his chair. “I refuse to attend!”

“Do you understand the notion of ‘by force’?”

“I do, but I doubt anyone could compel me.”

“And you would be mistaken. Steve is so concerned for your well-being that he is prepared to heed my orders.”

“I shall dismiss him!” Darcy declared calmly.

“I assured him Mama would secure him a better position.”

“Scoundrel!” Darcy exclaimed.

“Simpleton! I expected better of you.”

“I blew it, did I not?” Darcy uttered with such anguish that the colonel nearly yielded to the urge to offer solace. Yet, he restrained himself. His cousin required admonition, not comfort.

“You did indeed, and if you disclosed half to Miss Bennet of what you confessed to me, I marvel at your survival, knowing what she is like.”

“So you advocate deceit,” Darcy accused him.

“In circumstances like yours, I advocate discretion and relative silence.”

“Silence is but another term for deceit.”

“Absolutely not! Discretion is a means of sparing needless offence.”

“Disliking her mother and sisters is not an insignificant matter.”

“I concur, yet you should have first declared your sentiments for her, not her relatives. They may differ significantly from your perceptions or, as in Lady Catherine’s case, one may come to love a person with many faults just because that is how family works. What is your plan…for the future?”

Darcy’s silence conveyed much. He had deeply pondered the matter during the days he had spent in the library.

“Do not use silence with me,” jested the colonel.

“I am not. Firstly, I must speak to Bingley and finally tell him the whole story. Our encounters in recent months have been like two strangers finding themselves together in the same room—”

“That is the best decision. Tell him the whole truth, and do not let your friendship be affected.”

“I agree. I must find the right tone of sincerity and admit our mutual misjudgments—mine for offering unsolicited counsel and his for acquiescing rather than pursuing his own desires. Then I shall tell him I proposed to Miss Elizabeth. It is the only way to rekindle our friendship. How did you find him?”

“Changed. Less buoyant.”

“Yes, that was also my impression, and I was sad to discover that new Bingley. His joviality defined him. I pray it is not irretrievably lost.”

“It is commendable that you grieve for him, yet I believe you must harbour deeper remorse for your ill-conceived proposal to Miss Bennet.”

“I do. My opinion of her family remains unchanged. However, I concede it was a colossal misstep to show my aversion to them rather than my affection for her.”

“I trust so,” tittered the colonel, his satisfaction filling the room, dispelling the melancholy that had pervaded it until then.

∞∞∞

“I am making plans. I am not a man to give up at the first obstacle,” Darcy said in the carriage taking them to the Matlocks’.

“You need to reflect on why you so violently despise her family—”

“The lack of any elegance? Openly displaying their plans to catch a husband no matter what?”

The colonel refrained from answering. In the semi-darkness, Darcy looked so detached from reality that his voice sounded like he was making an inward reflection rather than a confession. So the colonel kept silent, aware of what was awaiting Darcy in the ballroom; his cousin did not have very much time to make plans. Obliging him to be spontaneous could be a better plan than anything he could think up by himself.











Chapter 14




“You are aware that Mr Darcy will be at the ball,” Mrs Gardiner ventured with a certain hesitancy. She did not know anything about her niece’s recent sentiments; they had whiled away their time in careless merriment—frequenting theatres, embarking on leisurely strolls along Oxford Street, and visiting Madame Minette, who had diligently crafted a small yet comprehensive wardrobe for Elizabeth and Mary.

“Yes,” replied Elizabeth, though her tone betrayed no particular sentiment.

“Lizzy,” Mrs Gardiner began, her voice still marked by hesitation, causing Elizabeth to turn to her in surprise. She had not known her aunt to falter in speaking the truth.

“Will you follow some advice, even though it may not please you?” Mrs Gardiner asked.

“I cannot promise to do so without knowing the nature of your counsel,” Elizabeth replied, and Mrs Gardiner nodded.

“I implore you, for this evening, cast aside all thoughts of the past—your family, Jane, the events at Netherfield or in Kent. Enter as a young lady prepared to enjoy herself in one of London’s most refined houses.”

“Yes, I can do that,” Elizabeth responded with joy.

“That is not my advice,” Mrs Gardiner remarked with a smile at Elizabeth’s eagerness.

“Please, if you engage in conversation with Mr Darcy, refrain from mentioning the past, your family, or Mr Bingley. Save such conversation for another occasion.”

“Will there be another occasion?” Elizabeth asked.

“I am entirely certain there will be.”

“I shall try,” Elizabeth murmured, and it was far from what Mrs Gardiner had imagined would be her response.

The distance in time and space from that room in the Parsonage appeased her fury and soothed her stubbornness, making her acquire a composure that she had never possessed before. She had previously been prone to vocalising her innermost feelings with an unreserved frankness, which made it easy for everybody around to see her state of mind. However, in her attempt to make Mary change, she suddenly found herself adapting to the advice she had given her sister.

She could not help but feel a twinge of shame upon reflecting on her response to Mr Darcy’s proposal—not so much in substance but rather in manner. She would have preferred to rebuff him with icy hauteur, embodying the dignity of a queen, rather than succumbing to the fiery indignation of a fire maiden who had cried her anger, exposing her innermost thoughts in the most undignified manner.

“I do not relish meeting him, yet I must see him face to face,” Elizabeth finally admitted to her aunt, echoing her secret ruminations. “An apology is due for my previous lack of grace in…conversation.”

Occupied with inspecting her attire, Elizabeth did not see her aunt smile—a smile that harboured within it the hope that the tale between that gentleman and her niece was not yet concluded but merely in its infancy.

This was a thought nobody dared to voice, not even her aunt. Elizabeth evaded each discussion regarding her present sentiments towards Mr Darcy. And that could be explained only one way: Elizabeth Bennet was uncertain of what was happening within her own mind or soul.

She wanted to hate him, but each time she looked within herself, she did not find that vehement feeling that made her shout that she would never be his wife. She wished fervently to be wholly on Jane’s side, but the truth was that after more than a half year, Mr Bingley had still not arrived on a white horse to apologise. And that had only one explanation—he did not love Jane enough to fight the world—or himself—for her, like Mr Darcy had. And then there was Mrs Bennet and her faults. But about her mother, she simply refused to think more.

∞∞∞

“Do you suppose she has changed her feelings towards that gentleman?” asked Mr Gardiner when his wife murmured her dilemma, waiting for the girls to finish their preparations. Although they shared all their secrets, Mrs Gardiner hesitated to disclose the whole truth this time, for refusing a gentleman of Mr Darcy’s stature was a grave misstep in the eyes of her husband. Thus, she altered the narrative slightly, informing him only of Elizabeth’s rejection of his courtship.

“Elizabeth is unlike any other young lady of our acquaintance. She is not interested in gentlemen such as Mr Bingley or the other suitors she has encountered in Hertfordshire or among our acquaintances. No, she requires a man of maturity—one who opposes her rather than showering her with constant displays of affection.”

“Indeed, but as you told me, this gentleman aroused her anger in a manner none had before.”

“Exactly so! And when that tempest of anger dissipated—”

“Did it, truly?” Mr Gardiner asked, interested, for he constantly struggled to comprehend the intricacies of the feminine heart.

“It did. She still holds some resentment, coupled with a measure of contrition for her own indelicate rejection of his…courtship,” she hastily concluded, nearly betraying the secret that would surely enflame Mr Gardiner’s anger.

“This is promising news, indeed!” exclaimed her husband, imagining the implications of such a match for Mr Bennet—whom he esteemed and pitied at the same time. Nevertheless, he doubted Elizabeth would ever consent to a marriage of convenience, even to save Longbourn; those rather ridiculous stories about love they had always told at Longbourn were deeply instilled in their nieces.

Observing the two girls as they climbed into the carriage taking them to the ball, Mrs Gardiner fervently hoped that Elizabeth’s anger had indeed abated and that Mary would follow the advice imparted to her incessantly over the preceding weeks in an attempt to correct her odd and clumsy ways of connecting with the people around her. Although they presented themselves with elegance and style, each harboured flaws that might fail them in society.

Inwardly, Mrs Gardiner, although she loved her nieces dearly, prayed that neither would mar their evening nor disrupt her burgeoning friendship with Lady Doncaster.











Chapter 15




The colonel waited for Miss Elizabeth’s arrival with a deepening sense of trepidation. He knew not how his cousin would receive such an encounter and chose to keep him ignorant until the moment arrived. As the guests assembled in the ballroom, his mind became clouded with doubts like a rising tempest, though it was too late.

And at last, when the butler announced, “Mr and Mrs Gardiner, Miss Elizabeth Bennet, and Miss Mary Bennet,” time seemed to halt within the vast chamber, rendering Miss Elizabeth’s arrival all the more conspicuous.

Darcy quivered as he looked at her, his inner turmoil palpable, driving the colonel to contemplate suggesting a discreet withdrawal through one of the grand doors leading to the terrace. He turned to Darcy, finding his gaze fixed upon him.

“You were aware of this!” Darcy exclaimed in a restrained tone. “You are a rogue,” he continued, though his manner betrayed neither fury nor shock.

“Wholly!” the colonel affirmed penitently. “I trust you will pardon me!”

“It will take time,” Darcy replied, his words belied by the serenity of his countenance.

Then the Gardiners and the Bennet sisters approached, accompanied by Lady Doncaster, who observed with some regret the turmoil evident upon the colonel’s visage, whilst Mr Darcy remained as impassive as ever. Always an advocate for love, Esther felt a pang of sympathy at the colonel’s distress. However, duty beckoned, for Lady Matlock had charged her with diverting the colonel’s attention away from Miss Elizabeth. And thus, she did, entreating her brother-in-law to join her in welcoming the guests as the Gardiners and Mary disappeared amidst the throng.

In a fleeting moment, Darcy and Elizabeth found themselves alone, though surrounded by a noisy crowd. As the silence between them became untenable, Darcy, feeling it incumbent upon him to initiate conversation in his relatives’ house, spoke. “Miss Elizabeth, I did not expect to see you here.”

She regarded him with surprise, uncertain of his sincerity, yet the man who had been so savagely honest with her would not resort to such artifice.

“Did you know I would be here?” he enquired, suspecting she did not.

Her hesitation lasted a moment before she replied, somewhat amused, “How odd not to know. After all, it is your family. Well…I knew I would find you here.”

This simple admission unleashed a turmoil within him, shattering his certainties about life, love, and women.

“You did! And yet you chose to come,” he finally said, his tone recalling the conceited gentleman she had first encountered in Meryton rather than the reserved figure from Kent, whom she had deemed dull and inexpressive for more than two weeks.

She smiled. As strange as it might seem, she preferred his mockery of her handsomeness, as had transpired at that initial assembly, to the placid discussions about the weather they had had in Kent.

“Why should I not come, Mr Darcy?” she countered.

There was no reason for her not to be in that room; after all, in Kent, he had made a spectacle of himself by proposing marriage, only to be vehemently rebuffed.

“We cannot pretend that nothing has occurred between us,” he persisted.

“No, but truth be told, I attended this evening hoping to appease some embarrassing memories by expressing my regret.”

She spoke, meeting his gaze, her confession catching him off guard. He could not mask his emotions, allowing her to discern pain, affection, and regrets etched upon his countenance. Then, for long seconds, she marvelled at her newfound ability to decipher his emotions—a feat she had never before achieved with any other stranger. Yet, his face seemed to speak to her, and her heart quickened to a perilous pace, leaving her confused yet content. What was happening to Elizabeth Bennet?

Such a question lingered not only in Elizabeth’s mind but also in Darcy’s. He had presumed the lady he still loved hated him, yet there was no trace of such a sentiment in Miss Elizabeth’s demeanour. The resolute woman who had opposed him in Kent remained there at the Parsonage. In the resplendent ballroom, Darcy faced an enigmatic figure bearing Elizabeth’s face and form yet lacking the negative sentiments she once held for him.

“You no longer resent me,” he remarked as if witnessing a miracle.

“I am still vexed, but the anger is not a state I am proud of. I regret my words—”

“Which part?” he interjected.

She finally smiled, entering the game he had initiated, even though she answered demurely, “I am not inclined to engage in this game.”

“I am not playing any game…or jest. I thought you understood me better.”

“Let us say that I did not like you much when we met in Kent. Or, to be precise, I liked you even less than I did in Hertfordshire.”

“That requires elucidation,” he responded, disheartened by her frank admission.

“I prefer the gentleman who could regard what happened between us with a dose of sarcasm or humour—that cold, conceited, and impassive demeanour you exhibited in Hertfordshire—to the morose man I met in Kent.”

“Oh,” he murmured, shocked. “It appears your opinion of me has made little progress.”

“It takes time. We have only just met.”

“Would you be amenable to discovering me in another way?” he ventured, his forthrightness causing her to pause, her cheeks flushing once more, though her genuine emotions remained inscrutable.

“A formidable question,” she finally murmured, pondering the ease with which they conversed now compared with the deep animosity that had coloured their previous encounters.

In truth, nothing had changed. He had not come that evening foreseeing her presence and wanting to apologise. He still had the same feelings towards her sister and her family, which remained disconcerting and unacceptable, yet he was right to ask that question. She had attended knowing he would be there, prepared to perceive him in a new light should he demonstrate he had changed.

“Then permit me to pose the question more plainly,” he continued, seeing her hesitation. “Had that hour at the Parsonage not occurred…or we had not even seen each other in Kent and our second meeting was here, in this ballroom, would you have consented to dance with me?”

“Yes,” she responded without pause, then blushed as her answer had come much quicker than she wanted. Yet, for the first time since meeting in Meryton, she found herself merely a woman confronted by an elegant, refined, and astute gentleman, who regarded her like a blossoming tree in May.

“Thank you,” he said, and they exchanged smiles. “I am dreadfully remorseful for that hour at the Parsonage. I would endeavour to expunge it from our memories were it within my power.”

“And replace it with…?” Elizabeth boldly interposed, feeling her heart singing a song she did not recognise.

“With an invitation to all ensuing dances this evening, followed by a ride in Hyde Park.”

“I do not ride,” she murmured.

“I know. Fortunately for me, you are not perfect. I meant a ride in a chaise.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed, surprised. “In that case, you must extend the invitation to my sister Mary,” she continued rather coldly. Her mood had altered—unable to maintain amiability when discussing her family with him. Although he had expressed regret, his apologies seemed perfunctory, only to please and win her for a dance or a stroll in Hyde Park. For true change to transpire, he must know more about her family.

“Your sister Mary?” he asked.

“Yes, my sister Mary, presently engaged in a dance with Colonel Fitzwilliam,” she disclosed discreetly, gesturing to the pair momentarily locked in the dance. “You do not remember her?” she asked, surprised and torn between fury and joy—irritated by his lack of recollection of a family he once disparaged, yet proud of Mary’s transformation; it seemed her sister looked and behaved differently from the young lady he had certainly met in Meryton.

Darcy scrutinised the colonel’s partner, attempting to recollect any prior encounter with the Bennets at balls, dinners, or similar occasions, but to no avail.

“No, I regret to say,” he conceded, genuine remorse on his face.

Darcy did not have to look attentively at Miss Elizabeth to see the reproach reflected in her eyes; he sensed it as she moved away, poised to leave his side.

“Please, do not go,” he entreated, and his tone sounded exactly like his words—pleading.

Yet that fleeting moment of understanding that had existed between them had vanished.

“Can we begin this conversation again?” he persisted in the same tone.

“I would like to dance now. You may have two dances with me,” she stated curtly; but at least dancing was better than leaving.

They danced, yet he failed to capture her gaze even once. As the dances concluded, she curtseyed and departed without a word, and moments later, he saw her dancing with someone else.

Despite his willingness to reconcile, he had struggled to articulate the right words. Nevertheless, Darcy resolved to persist and secure a future meeting before the ball ended. He waited impatiently for the dance to end and, accompanied by his sister, approached Miss Elizabeth and Miss Mary, who conversed merrily, evidently enjoying themselves in the Matlocks’ ballroom.

“Miss Elizabeth, Miss Mary,” he addressed them, “permit me to introduce my sister, Georgiana.”

Indeed, Georgiana, with her demure smile and impeccable manners, worked wonders.

Elizabeth was pleased to meet Miss Darcy, conceding that what she had imagined about Mr Darcy’s sister was utterly false. There was no trace of arrogance in her demeanour.

“I am delighted to make your acquaintance,” Miss Darcy chirped, casting her gaze from Mary to Elizabeth.

“The pleasure is ours,” Mary replied. “Attending a ball where one knows only one’s sister can be somewhat awkward,” she continued bravely, her cheeks flushed and a timid smile on her lips.

“Georgiana shares that sentiment, I assure you, Miss Mary,” Darcy affirmed.

“How can that be?” Elizabeth asked, genuinely surprised, observing the elegant and refined young lady who seemed wholly at ease in that place.

“I live mostly at Pemberley,” she explained, glancing at her brother for confirmation. He nodded just as Elizabeth turned her gaze to him. Despite her lingering ire, her heart pounded painfully; his gaze intended for his sister was tender and affectionate, revealing a facet of the man she both despised and, of late, admired, uncertain which sentiment was more powerful. When she forgot everything else between them, all that counted was that he was a man who loved her.

His smile for Miss Darcy melted Elizabeth’s anger. She had to be fair and say that she remembered his smile when looking at her, and it differed only in nuance. When Mr Darcy looked at her, he was a man attracted by a woman, whereas with Georgiana, he appeared like a father proud of his offspring. Elizabeth had known him to be conceited, haughty, and insulting when he spoke about Jane and their family. However, almost from the beginning of their acquaintance, he had admired her and had not hidden the feeling.

After just a few words had been exchanged between them, Miss Darcy invited Mary to explore the garden, leaving Elizabeth and Darcy alone once more.

“Pray, do not go,” he murmured as a young man approached, evidently seeking to solicit her for a dance.

And she did not leave, politely declining the gentleman’s invitation.

“Thank you!” He exhaled, visibly relieved, prompting a smile from her.

“We have yet to conclude our conversation,” he resumed once they were alone again.

“Have we?” she queried, but as she spoke, she realised it was worth giving the man a chance, and her tone and behaviour must also show some changes if she wanted the same from him.

“Mr Darcy, you spoke so maliciously about my family that I am astonished I am still speaking to you.”

“I was wrong. I have already told you so.”

“Yes, but are you sorry for the substance of your remarks or merely their delivery? There is a distinction between the two.”

“I am deeply regretful for the manner of my…proposal.” He finally uttered the word. Almost despite herself, Elizabeth forgot most of his harsh words, perceiving only a man who had asked her to be his wife despite the obstacles he had found between them. Regardless of his misjudgment concerning her family, as Mrs Gardiner had said, he had surmounted his doubts and offered his hand.

“To regret the manner alone is insufficient,” she murmured.

“I know, I assure you. Yet, I shall not begin to be dishonest with you and feign sentiments I do not possess—”

“Mr Darcy,” Elizabeth interjected, ready to end that discussion.

“Miss Elizabeth, please allow me to continue. I concede that my impression of your family was based solely on superficial observation, and I consider that a mistake.”

“It is a mistake. You judged Jane for her supposed lack of affection for Mr Bingley only because you could not see it. Although hidden from others’ eyes, her affection was never absent. It is a matter of keen observation and also a matter of how deeply you know the person you are observing. Even if you believe you have a discerning eye, in some cases, you could be wrong. In Jane’s case, your judgment was certainly wrong. She had a deep affection for Mr Bingley—she is still suffering after more than half a year! Yet, she is reserved and not at ease in a society, in the same way your sister is. If you ask me to believe you in everything you wrote in that letter, I must ask for the same courtesy. I shall not tell you anything about my mother or my other sisters, but Jane is as pure, beautiful, and good as your sister is.”

“I agree!” he said. That was a considerable concession he was making, for Georgiana, no matter what had happened the previous summer, was the epitome of the beauty of the soul. “You have met my sister,” was his only comment.

“Yes, and before saying anything else, please agree to meet my sister when she comes to London.”

“Oh yes!” he cried, and a few heads turned to them as the musicians had put down their instruments between sets. “Yes, absolutely, I want to meet your sister,” he continued in a lower tone.

Darcy considered her invitation a significant step forwards in their relationship, signifying that they would see each other and could extend invitations of all kinds.

“You are not worried that my sister is with your sister,” Elizabeth remarked, more as an assertion than an enquiry.

“No. Why should I be?” he asked, surprised.

“Who knows…perhaps out of fear she might pick up some horrible habits from my—”

“Miss Elizabeth!” he interrupted her, reproach colouring his tone. “Might we move past this place where there is nothing but anger and resentment? Please?”

Elizabeth nodded. He spoke the truth. She too must restrain her tongue and allow bygones to be pardoned, if not entirely forgotten.

“I do not recall encountering Miss Mary, and that shows I erred in including all your family in my—”

“I understand,” she said, seeing his aversion to the topic. His arrogance had wholly dissipated from his countenance, words, and demeanour. “I am glad you like Mary despite exchanging but a scant ten words with her. It seems such brevity is sufficient for you to form an opinion—favourable or unfavourable.”

She observed his reproachful expression with a teasing smile. “Forgive me—I vow to behave!” Elizabeth quipped like a child jesting, and he nodded.

“It is all that is left for me…to forgive you no matter what you say—”

“No matter?” Elizabeth asked cunningly. Despite the promise she had made to her aunt, she had been tempted to ask Mr Darcy about his friend.”

“No matter,” he sighed comically.

“Mr Darcy…did you speak to Mr Bingley about…?”

“About?” he asked as he wanted to make her speak frankly about the past.

“About…us?” she said, and he hid his satisfaction as Miss Elizabeth considered there was a subject which included only the two of them.

“Yes, I told him I regret my pompous stance of a man offering unsolicited advice…and I told him about us.”

He did not look at her, fearing her eyes would be angry again, but he was mistaken; Elizabeth was just embarrassed. No matter how awful his proposal had sounded, her answer was the same. And she wondered what Mr Darcy had disclosed from their…war.

“Miss Elizabeth, I have seen him change from the man I used to know. But he did not confess his present feelings. I shall inform him about our meeting and invite him to accompany us whenever we meet in the future…but the rest does not depend on me.”

She nodded as she understood his words, and he invited her to dance again.

They did not speak during the dance, yet each time they were separated by the steps, they searched for each other with eager eyes, joyfully anticipating their brief reunion, transcending the mere steps of the dance. That dance was like their relationship; it brought them together and parted them, like the ebb and flow of life.

To her surprise, at the end of the dance, Mr Darcy escorted her towards Mr and Mrs Gardiner, who were engaged in lively conversation with Mary and Miss Darcy.

“Do you seek to extricate your sister from their vile influence?” she asked—a jest that she instantly regretted, though her words bore a tone of amusement.

“You are merciless,” he murmured, drawing near to her ear—a gesture that caused her to flinch even as her heart quickened in a bittersweet rhythm.

Mr and Mrs Gardiner welcomed them with broad smiles, their expressions betraying a subtle anticipation that always accompanied the presence of a young couple. Darcy, for once, welcomed it gladly, for his sole wish was to make that spirited lady his wife. Yet, he could not tell whether she harboured the same wish.

“I have extended an invitation to Miss Mary to visit us,” Georgiana said, blushing as she realised the need to include all their family members.

But everybody around her received her words with forbearance; she was visibly joyful about her new friend.

“And I invite her family to accompany her,” Darcy added cheerfully. His sister, unwittingly, had fulfilled his most ardent wish—for Miss Elizabeth to visit him. “I am certain Miss Elizabeth will find fault with the arrangement of my library,” he remarked.

He was unaware of the quick exchange between the Gardiners, being preoccupied with Elizabeth, who made an effort not to grin at him as she would have done were they alone.

“I am certain your library is as bookish as you are,” she retorted, eliciting laughter from all. “Thank you, Mr Darcy, Miss Darcy. We accept with great pleasure.”

As they parted for the evening’s final dance, Elizabeth, on the arm of the colonel, watched with satisfaction as Darcy invited Mary to dance.

Only Lady Matlock did not join in with the joy. Throughout the night, she had watched Miss Elizabeth closely, her countenance brightening when she was in conversation with Darcy yet dimming when her younger son drew near. When he invited the young lady to dance the last, she resolved to speak to him and make him see the truth: Miss Elizabeth Bennet was a remarkable lady, but she was not for him.











Chapter 16




Esther hastened to her mother-in-law’s private drawing-room, summoned urgently by her lady’s maid’s fervent call.

“What happened?” she exclaimed. She had been deeply troubled by the maid’s face, and she entered the room unceremoniously.

She found Lady Matlock reclined upon a sofa, wearing an expression that predicted a rather nasty matter.

“Pray, be seated,” she uttered in a feeble voice, starkly different from her usual manner of speech. She then gestured that Esther should sit beside her.

Without uttering a word, she passed Esther a letter that had seen better days. Folded and refolded, dampened by either water or tears, it was not the sort usually received by Lady Matlock.

“Read it,” Lady Matlock said. “The second paragraph, aloud, if you please.”

Esther struggled through the text, for some words were nearly illegible.

Rarely have I found myself interested in a young lady to the point of being curious to know more about her. Yet this has happened here, in the last place I would have imagined offering me this surprise. Is she beautiful? Does she exude sophistication or elegance? Not in the conventional manner that is often esteemed in the salons of London; however, she is vivacious, possessing an intellect that is genuinely captivating and an exquisite stubbornness when it comes to defending her convictions. While her taste in fashion may not be deemed remarkable, there was a morning after a brisk three-mile stroll when she appeared so gloriously alive that all other considerations paled in comparison. She was akin to a flame, illuminating all in her path, and I cannot help but feel that her radiance has ignited something within me as well.

“What is this?” Esther asked, utterly confounded. She turned the letter over but found no indication of the sender or recipient. “Who is the addressee?” she asked, as only ‘dear’ was discernible at the page’s head, followed by an ink and water stain.

“I am,” Lady Matlock replied. “My poor son wrote this from Kent following his encounter with Miss Elizabeth. He is smitten, as you can see. I presume he intended to tell me of his wish to marry her.”

“But this letter is—”

“Yes, unfinished, unsent. He may have had some hesitation and thus stowed it away, forgetting. The housekeeper approached me, near distraught, recounting how a maid damaged the letter whilst trying to clean Richard’s coat. I read it and almost fainted, overcome by distress and concern. I was tempted to hasten to his rooms, but providence stayed my hand. Such matters demand reflection, not rash or heated discussion. I must ponder and discern the right course to take. Regardless of Miss Elizabeth’s allure, she is not a suitable match for him.” She shook her head sadly before continuing her lament. “No! I implored him fervently to pursue another vocation—to become a solicitor. In time, we could have secured a good position for him, affording him ample means. Even a vicarage would have sufficed. There are affluent parishes…yet he chose the army, and a soldier’s pay cannot sustain him, let alone a family.”

“But he could live here in London with us, even if he married. Or in Derbyshire.”

“My dear, you are kind and generous, but can you imagine him being happy with a life where he remains reliant upon a father or brother? And what about his children? They would be in a similar situation to poor Miss Elizabeth and her sisters should their father die before they are wed—God forbid such a tragedy should occur!”

“No!” Esther cried. “Absolutely not, Lady Matlock! We shall provide for them all.”

Yet Lady Matlock had already regained her composure. She tenderly clasped Esther’s hand, and when she spoke, it was evident that her decision was made.

“He needs a wealthy wife, and I shall find one, regardless of his heart’s inclinations. For now, he will enjoy another fortnight in London, then…he must go away as far as possible, for more time than he can imagine. I shall ensure he remains absent for a year, and perhaps Miss Elizabeth will have found a husband by then.”

“This is unjust,” Esther murmured, tears running down her cheeks.

“I am aware, my dear. But such is life. There are peaks and valleys, and one must accept what is given, yet a mother must fight for her son’s happiness…even against him.”

“And what can I do?” Esther asked, decided to help her mother-in-law yet continuing to hope that the colonel’s love could be saved.

“You will take Andrew and accompany Richard whenever he meets Miss Elizabeth. And take Darcy with you as he is the one who now needs a wife!”











Chapter 17




Lady Doncaster required no further encouragement to join the joyful party at Hyde Park. Since the birth of their daughters, she had rarely participated in such gatherings amongst people her own age. She felt profoundly grateful for her mother-in-law’s kindness and interest, often deciding to forgo social events to spend time with Lady Matlock and her acquaintances. However, there were occasions when she yearned to have her own life, pursuits, and social circle, not only to accompany Lady Matlock. That was one of her reasons for becoming closer to Madeline Green, now Gardiner—seeking a companion from her former life whom she could trust. Despite spending five years in London, she could not say she had befriended any ladies her age; thus, she joyfully accepted the mission of ‘chaperoning’ the colonel.

Yet that morning, there appeared to be little for her to do; the colonel, far from seeking Miss Elizabeth’s company, was occupied with entertaining Miss Mary and Georgiana while Miss Elizabeth strolled with Mr Darcy towards a gazebo where an orchestra was preparing for a concert. Lady Doncaster linked arms with Mrs Gardiner, relishing their freedom as both their husbands had declined to accompany them.

Engaged in conversation about their past lives in Derbyshire, each discreetly observed a member of their gathering. Although neither confessed their particular interests, they found solace in each other’s company, far from their daily concerns.

And if Lady Doncaster’s mission was to prevent the colonel from spending excessive time alone with Miss Elizabeth, Mrs Gardiner intended to make every effort to give Elizabeth and Mr Darcy as much time alone as possible.

∞∞∞

The Gardiners had seen that gleam of joyfulness in Elizabeth’s eyes that told them something had changed in her heart and mind.

“At long last!” Mrs Gardiner whispered in her husband’s ear. Elizabeth’s newfound state of heart was visibly lightening her beautiful face. Mr Gardiner merely nodded, knowing what his wife meant. Together, they had waited, sometimes in anguish, sometimes with patience, for her to realise that what she felt for Mr Darcy was not fury or disdain, as she had previously believed, but rather pure affection.

Elizabeth seemed on the verge of this crucial revelation, though not entirely there yet. A curious turmoil seemed to have overtaken her soul, though its origins or meaning eluded her.

From the earliest morning hours, an unfamiliar ache had lingered in her chest as her anticipated encounter with Mr Darcy approached. It rendered her as restless as a young girl, bounding up and down the stairs or twirling about the hall with the Gardiners’ eldest daughter while the minutes passed like hours, making the wait unbearable.

Then, when she saw him standing in front of the Gardiners’ house, her heart erupted in joy, and she could no longer deny the truth—she had no feelings of animosity towards the gentleman, no matter what had occurred in the past. Something even stranger happened as she gave him her hand to help her into the carriage—a fleeting pang of regret for the ill-fated day at the Parsonage engulfed her, though not for the reasons she expected but for something ineffable, shared solely between them. For a moment, she imagined the fanciful notion of being his betrothed—as if something else had happened in Kent. In her imagination, she changed that horrible day for a moment, all because of her newfound troubling emotions. She closed her eyes, and she was his betrothed. Even if the dream faded quickly, something strange and troubling was left in her heart—the inexplicable pain of not being his intended.

“You look astonishing,” he murmured in her ear, his grasp lingering upon her hand longer than propriety dictated. Fortunately, the joyfulness of Mary and Miss Darcy’s reunion afforded them a reprieve, allowing the couple a moment to compose themselves, both equally overwhelmed by their meeting—the first unmarred by any clouds, neither in the clear London sky nor in their hearts.

They spoke little in the carriage, listening to Miss Darcy recounting the details of the forthcoming concert in Hyde Park, inviting them again and again to be their guests for dinner or just marvelling at the beautiful day.

Mr Darcy’s heart, already filled with love and pleasant expectations, burst with happiness seeing his timid sister speaking so animatedly and in a jubilant mood such as he had never seen her in. He liked Miss Mary, who bore a resemblance to Miss Elizabeth. Although Darcy now recalled their past encounters in Meryton, he conceded that he had not tried to talk to her, having been influenced by his general impression of the Bennets, mostly gained from his observations of Miss Bennet and their mother.

All appeared different now, and when they alighted from the carriage, greeted warmly by the colonel and Lady Doncaster, the day was aglow with promise.

They split naturally, and when Darcy finally turned to Elizabeth, they were already alone.

“I have apprised Bingley of our meeting,” he said rather formally, though his heart hammered within his chest.

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed, surprised. Despite the months since Mr Bingley’s abrupt departure from Netherfield, she still clung to hope that he harboured affection for Jane or, at the very least, he regretted the inelegant way in which he had disappeared from Hertfordshire.

“You must understand that Mr Bingley’s future actions concerning Miss Bennet are beyond my control.”

“Unless you were to offer him some advice.”

“Miss Elizabeth!” he exclaimed, comically reproachful, seeking in her face that spirited spark he had grown fond of. He imagined his own daughter casting such a gaze, knowing well that she could obtain anything from him just with a glance.

“Mr Darcy!” she retorted, mimicking his tone and expression.

“You seem in unusually high spirits this morning, Miss Elizabeth.”

She offered no reply, her attention captured by the throng and the beautiful park, observing the gazebo in the distance where people were already gathered.

“Does Mr Bingley know the appointed hour of our meeting?” she asked.

“He will likely go directly to the gazebo, accompanied by his sisters.”

Even this news failed to dampen Elizabeth’s buoyant mood. If she had any trepidation about encountering Mr Bingley, it was solely due to her concern for Jane. Yet, after today, her sister would have her answer—no more dreams or false hopes and hopefully less heartache. If Mr Bingley’s sentiments did not align with Jane’s, she would have to accept it and move forwards with her life—a resolution eagerly anticipated by their entire family.

“His sisters?” she asked.

“Yes, I invited them to meet you, knowing the warmth of your friendship.”

Elizabeth turned to him, pondering whether he jested at her expense, suspecting her genuine sentiments towards the Bingley sisters. Indeed, his half-smile betrayed his teasing nature. Nevertheless, she resolved not to let him win.

“You acted wisely, though Mr Bingley may find it difficult to be himself in the presence of Mrs Hurst and Miss Bingley—your dear friends.”

“My dear friends?” he replied. “Dear friends—that is a trifle excessive. Bingley is indeed a dear friend, but his sisters are mere acquaintances, occasionally encountered with varying degrees of interest.”

“It did not appear so at Netherfield.”

“They tried to make our relationship look closer than it was.”

“And you permitted such misrepresentation.”

“Yes, it seemed too difficult to rectify such trivial matters.”

“I did not observe them at Lady Matlock’s ball,” Elizabeth said.

“That is because they do not move in Lady Matlock’s social circle,” Darcy responded with indifference. “Bingley is my friend—that is all I have always said.”

“But they visited Pemberley.”

“Many people visit Pemberley. In my mother’s time, we entertained as many as fifty guests at once.”

“Indeed, quite a gathering,” Elizabeth responded, genuinely intrigued. She could scarcely imagine hosting so many guests.

“Of course, when Pemberley has a mistress, she will determine our visitors.”

“And you would agree with her decisions?”

The silence that fell between them was far from natural, both imagining at the same time the Bennet family descending on Pemberley.

Darcy tried to catch her eye, while she attempted to conceal her embarrassment, as if she had said those words aloud, asking him whether her family would be welcome in his house. Only moments later did she understand that she had imagined herself as that mistress empowered to extend invitations to Pemberley… and so had he.

“Yes, I would,” he eventually responded, addressing her dilemma. He was still incapable of being too happy that the woman he loved was finally thinking of Pemberley as her home.

Luckily, Elizabeth was spared further discourse by the arrival of Mr Bingley and his sisters, walking towards them from the far side of the park. Darcy offered her his arm in a delicate gesture that meant he was on her side no matter how she intended to behave towards Miss Bingley and Mrs Hurst.

Elizabeth heeded Mrs Gardiner’s counsel for once, relegating all other concerns to secondary importance. Whatever occurred with the Bingleys was of far less consequence than what happened between her and Mr Darcy at that moment.

However, as they drew nearer, she discerned the stupor etched upon the ladies’ faces at seeing her on Mr Darcy’s arm. They had likely presumed they would never encounter her or her sisters again, only to be confronted with Elizabeth Bennet smiling in the company of Mr Darcy. Then, one of her sisters approached, accompanied by Miss Darcy and Colonel Fitzwilliam. The final blow arrived in the form of Mrs Gardiner, who walked with Viscountess Doncaster, whom they did not know personally but had seen from a distance at the theatre.

They exchanged curtsies and bows, some managing smiles with effort, others with indifference, while Mr Bingley appeared utterly bewildered and distressed.

After an awkward interval, he approached Elizabeth, seeking permission for a private conversation. As the others dispersed to find seating around the gazebo, they ventured a few steps in a deep silence. His presence was a promising sign, and Elizabeth felt a trace of sympathy for him as she perceived his inner turmoil. Yet she had no intention of revealing her true sentiments, maintaining a distant and aloof demeanour.

“I shall not detain you long, Miss Elizabeth,” he began, to which she simply nodded in response. It was a small punishment that he deserved. Although she could discern his suffering, she decided to prolong her pretence of vexation.

“I have but one enquiry, Miss Elizabeth. Would I be welcome if I were to visit Longbourn in the coming days?”

Elizabeth breathed a sigh of relief for the first time in more than six months when thinking about Jane. No matter why he intended to make that journey, simply the notion that he planned to resolve matters in person was of considerable comfort. She decided to forgive him in her heart, even though she sustained a show of mild displeasure. Yet this time, it was in jest.

“Papa has some rifles, though they are securely stored away, and my sisters are unacquainted with their use,” she replied with a smile, hoping he would grasp the meaning behind her words.

Indeed, Mr Bingley sighed audibly and murmured, “Thank you,” while a faint smile appeared on his face.

That concluded their exchange, and they rejoined their companions, with Elizabeth taking her place beside Mr Darcy.

“Well?” he whispered, but she forgot the question as his mouth almost touched her ear, raising a storm in her body that she had never experienced before. Her heart was racing, while waves of heat flowed through her, making her tremble.

“Hush,” she commanded, unable to articulate further. Fortunately, the music began, giving her time to recover her composure.

“I am curious—do not make me wait,” he persisted in a whisper.

“He said that he wanted to visit Longbourn,” she responded tersely, intending to show severity. Mr Darcy, not yet fully acquainted with her, presumed she preferred not to be disturbed during the music, whereas Elizabeth was simply overwhelmed by the profound emotions he elicited within her. That stir she felt, the deep turmoil he aroused in her, was the sentiment she had long awaited. With Mr Bingley’s intention to visit Longbourn, most of her doubts had dissipated.

“Does that mean I am forgiven?” Mr Darcy asked at the end of the concert, just before they had to rejoin the others despite their fervent desire to be alone.

“Do not demand too much at once!” Elizabeth said, though neither her words nor her countenance betrayed any real vexation.

“May I then be partially absolved?” he persisted, tempted in a direction he had scarcely imagined possible mere days before.

“Yes. That is acceptable,” Elizabeth acquiesced with a smile, gazing at him. For the first time in her life, she shared a glance suffused with love, longing, and acceptance with a man.

“Then I shall do my best to secure the remaining forgiveness at dinner at my house tomorrow evening.”

∞∞∞

“Tell us all about your encounter with Mr Bingley,” Mrs Gardiner urged her once they were alone in the parlour.

“I am in love,” Elizabeth declared instead, as suddenly nothing else seemed to matter, eliciting a mixture of shock and joy from her aunt and Mary. They exchanged glances, speechless, but Elizabeth’s laughter soon drew them into her mirth.

“At last!” Mrs Gardiner exclaimed.

“At last? What do you mean, dear aunt?”

“At last, you are in love. At last, you have found a man worthy of your affections,” Mrs Gardiner remarked shrewdly. There was no need for further explanation; the past was forgotten and forgiven.

“Cease such talk. I do not wish to hear you making plans or imagining things that did not happen. He merely asked whether I forgive him, but he said nothing more—”

To her astonishment, her sister and aunt erupted into laughter, prompting Mr Gardiner to emerge from his study.

“What is happening here, ladies?”

“Lizzy has news to share with us,” Mary announced.

“Mary!” Elizabeth exclaimed reproachfully, still under the impression that her uncle was unaware of the situation. However, a glance at Mr Gardiner’s open countenance convinced her that there were no secrets within their household. Blushing, she covered her face with both hands in a childish display of happiness, joined by her family.

“Mr Bingley is going to Longbourn and…and I am in love!”











Chapter 18




Elizabeth could not recall a moment in her life when she had been so overwhelmed by a blend of emotions; happiness and fear entwined within her. Love stirred her soul, yet following the disastrous refusal in Kent, she pondered whether Mr Darcy still harboured intentions of marrying her.

“So, you do want to marry him, after all,” Mrs Gardiner said quite indifferently, not wanting to show Elizabeth her immense contentment to see her niece speak about her feelings and recognise that she wanted to be Mr Darcy’s wife. That had happened only in the last few days, when a noticeable change had occurred in her behaviour and mood.

“I do,” she murmured, hastily adding, “I do not know what I want or feel lately. I never imagined I would think this way about him, the man I most hated in the world. How could I despise him so fiercely?”

“It is your nature, my dear. You experience storms instead of feelings and act likewise. Luckily, he is wiser.”

“Wiser!” Elizabeth cried. “How can you say that?”

“Because I saw how he acted. He wanted you to see that he had changed his views, not his feelings for you.”

“He does not love me any longer,” Elizabeth said.

“Cease this nonsense, please,” admonished her aunt and Mary repeatedly before their first visit to the Darcys.

“He is utterly smitten with you,” declared Mary.

“How can you be so certain? Since when have you been an authority on matters of the heart?” Elizabeth countered.

“Then heed our aunt,” Mary retorted. “She speaks with wisdom.”

Mrs Gardiner, more interested in the preparations than the discussion, simply nodded.

“Please stop fidgeting, my dear. Your hair will be in disarray if you keep turning to us every second,” Mrs Gardiner implored, hoping to calm Elizabeth, though she knew it to be a futile endeavour. Love had rendered her even more impatient than usual.

“Lizzy, patience is a virtue. It is just a matter of time—”

“I hate patience and time. I crave resolution to my torment.”

“Yet you cannot hasten things like that.”

“I have been a fool!” Elizabeth lamented for the hundredth time.

“It is a lesson you must learn, my dear. Reflecting before speaking is often the wisest course of action.”

“I understand…but he was so mistaken about Jane and Mama.”

“Nevertheless, he was prepared to marry you, no matter how wrongly he thought about our family.”

“I could have been engaged,” Elizabeth murmured. “To visit his house this evening not as a guest but to know my future home…”

However, it appeared Mr Darcy himself had conveniently forgotten her refusal in Kent, for he received her as he would a betrothed. Alone in the entrance hall, he waited for the butler to open the door, barely concealing his impatience and joyfulness.

And then she arrived, resplendent as an angel, regal as a queen. Elizabeth Bennet crossed the threshold of Darcy’s home, her face conveying the gravity of the evening.

Despite the splendour of the hall, illuminated by many candles and adorned with statues and huge mirrors, all she perceived were his eyes, fixed unwaveringly upon hers, and his large gestures when he showed her around, saying, “Welcome to our home!”

This declaration left her desperately pondering the significance of ‘our home’, but she was too tormented to dare to answer that question.

She turned to her family, but there was no one in the hall but them and their love, and she did not even see when her uncle and aunt or Mary had left them alone.

Breathless, Elizabeth allowed him to escort her to the drawing-room, where Georgiana, her companion Mrs Annesley, and Elizabeth’s family waited, and in just a few moments, a circle of smiles and joyfulness blossomed in the elegant room. Strong emotions and expectations were floating in the air, and they all felt that invisible mist that only a happy couple could spread around themselves.

“It is to be an intimate dinner, after all.” Darcy smiled, not at all vexed by the idea of being alone with his family and hers. Although invitations had been extended to his cousins and the Bingleys, they could not attend.

“Bingley left this morning for Hertfordshire,” he said, looking at Elizabeth, who blushed, her heart in turmoil, incapable of discerning all the nuances among the myriad of feelings engulfing her.

“You promised Miss Elizabeth a tour of the library,” Miss Darcy stated plainly, foregoing any other introduction. Everybody, especially her brother, looked at her, stunned. Georgiana Darcy was leaving behind her old self to become a young lady ready to support her brother as he had supported her so many times over the years.

Elizabeth glanced at her aunt, who made an encouraging gesture, then at her uncle for reassurance, while Mary fretted visibly at her hesitation. If she could have done so, Mary would have propelled her sister forwards, ending the torment of indecision that had plagued Elizabeth in recent days.

But her hesitation was brief, and she left the room, suddenly more confident but not calmer.

As if in a dream, she found herself in the library, Mr Darcy closing the door behind them. She looked around quickly and finally approached the shelves. The books were her friends, able to offer solace and reassurance. Turning to face Mr Darcy, uncertain of her next move, she leant delicately against a shelf, seeking refuge.

“They cannot shield you,” Darcy murmured, slowly advancing towards her.

“Who?” she asked, surprised.

“The books. They cannot shield you from—”

“From what?” Bravery flickered across her face, swiftly engulfed by strange tremors, tearing her between wanting him nearer and fearing it. She could have halted his advance—a mere gesture would have sufficed—yet she remained still, just waiting for him to be so close as to almost touch her, while his eyes devoured hers, making words useless.

“I am not afraid,” she finally declared.

“Good,” he murmured, his gaze caressing her face, eager to see the real colour of her eyes or that small mole she had at the corner of her mouth that had made him wild with yearning.

“Maybe a little,” she conceded, and he was so surprised by her words that he took a step back.

“Why are you afraid, for Heaven’s sake? It is I who should tremble!”

“You?” she exclaimed, a glimmer of teasing returning. “Why you?”

“Because you were as fierce as a lioness, poised to tear me asunder.”

“I was not,” she countered, his approach prompting her admission. “Perhaps a little, but I am changed.”

One by one, he took her hands, bestowing a long and tender kiss on each, and when she trembled, he felt her body’s movements matching his own stirring. He took her into his arms, still unsure whether she would let him, surprised and then overwhelmed as there was no resistance on her part. And that could mean only that she wanted to be there as much as he wanted it.

She sighed, and he almost lost his temper. “Say something!” he pleaded, close to her ear.

“No, we had better remain silent. We do not know how to use words,” she said, her last word lost as his mouth claimed hers. It was a gentle kiss at first, affectionate, his lips touching hers. Still, it did not last, as the storm held prisoner for too long in his soul burst apart, and he crushed her lips when her arms finally encircled him. This girl who had hardly touched the hand of a man in her life responded, her body knowing what to do—as if they had become one.

“I love you,” he declared.

“Do not stop,” she replied, not happy that his lips had left hers.

“Do not stop? How can I ask you to be my wife if you do not let me speak?” he said.

Elizabeth struggled in his embrace, yearning to see his eyes and face as he made his proposal.

“Your wife?” she ventured, confusion clouding her features for an instant. Then, her face blossomed into a smile like he had never seen, melting all his fears and doubts. He was confident that the woman in his arms was meant to be his wife, and lately, every road had only one direction—her soul.

“My wife. Why are you so surprised? You did not know I was in love with you?” he teased, finally regaining his composure and his humour. “Besides, I have tarnished your reputation irreversibly. There is no turning back.”

He smiled into her eyes, wanting to taste her lips again, but she put her hand on his chest, preventing him from coming closer.

“You will adore Papa,” she said, but he could not understand whether it was a request or an order.

“Is that a question? I am ready to promise anything if you will let me kiss you again.”

“It is a statement, a dream…a certitude, lately. I am sure you will enjoy Papa’s company immensely. Mama will forever vex you—to the end of our days. Lydia likewise. Kitty may change if we take good care of her. You will adore Jane, and you already like Mary, my aunt and uncle—”

“You like Georgiana.”

“I adore her,” she said, and he kissed her hand instead of saying thank you.

“Lady Catherine will hate you when she hears you have become my wife and will be as arrogant as ever throughout our lives. You like the Matlocks. What else is there to say?”

“Yes!”

“Yes…yes to what?” he asked, watching her closely, trembling in anticipation of her answer.

“Yes, everything is clear now between us,” she said. “I shall be your wife, mostly because I want to decide who visits Pemberley.”

He caressed her cheek, feeling how everything had changed.

“I want a little girl just like you,” he said, watching her blush, and then, for the first time in her life, Elizabeth Bennet understood what a kiss meant when his avid lips opened hers and he conquered her as a prelude to their lovemaking.

The virginal lady who had accompanied him into the library no longer existed; she was replaced by his betrothed and soon-to-be wife.

“Shall we announce our engagement?” she asked.

“We shall announce it at dinner with our families and friends—everybody who could not be here tonight,” Darcy promised, and she enjoyed the idea of keeping that precious secret for a day or two.

However, no one in the parlour was fooled. Even though no official announcement had been made, they saw Elizabeth and Darcy’s happiness in every move they made or word they spoke, and that was enough to conclude that a marriage was on the horizon.

Only when they sat down for dinner did Elizabeth look around to discover the beautiful house that would soon be hers. Mr Darcy had asked that their engagement be no more than three months, and she agreed they would celebrate their wedding at Pemberley at the end of August.

By a twist of fate, two letters heralding similar news departed simultaneously from Longbourn and Gracechurch Street that evening, spreading joy to both households.











Chapter 19




It was a rare moment of blissfulness that both the Bennets and the Gardiners experienced, whether in London or at Longbourn. After enduring months of sorrow and tears, waiting in vain for Mr Bingley to give a sign and weathering the anger and frustrations brought about by the events in Kent, a serene joy now graced Mrs Gardiner’s drawing-room the morning after the dinner at the Darcys.

“I told you all that was necessary,” Elizabeth remarked, scarcely able to contain her smile, which threatened to become as wide as the universe.

“All, you say? Do you truly comprehend the full extent of ‘all’?” Mary interjected, playfully perturbed by her sister’s choice to withhold details regarding the encounter in the library.

“Yes, all that we have agreed to reveal until we are reunited with all the members of our families.”

“Does that mean we must wait for the arrival of your parents and sisters in London?” asked Mr Gardiner, his impatience palpable, eager as he was for Elizabeth’s betrothment to be announced like Jane’s. He longed for an explicit declaration, openly made to their families—to London society, if possible—thus finally concluding the era of tears and hesitation. With Elizabeth and Jane united to such distinguished and prosperous gentlemen, the Bennets could find solace; their future appeared bright, clear of worries for the first time in years. Deciding to remain at home that morning, he waited for Mr Darcy’s arrival, confident that the gentleman in question would propose a plan for the day. He intended to be present as a reminder to Mr Darcy that Elizabeth had a family and that they were entitled to know his intentions. Although it seemed evident that a proposal had been made, nothing was certain until Elizabeth was formally presented to the world as his betrothed.

“Did he say he would visit this morning?” Mrs Gardiner asked, her thoughts closely aligned with her husband’s.

“Yes, he will either come or send an invitation for dinner at the Matlocks’,” Elizabeth replied, hardly able to wait to see him come into her uncle’s house not merely as Mr Darcy but as her betrothed, even if for a day or two their future union would be a delightful secret.

She had no doubt he would come; she had no doubt his face would reflect the same wonder and happiness she felt in her soul. Yet, the waiting proved a genuine torture. A myriad of thoughts inundated her mind, pondering how he might announce their news to his family, then the journey to Longbourn to see her own parents, and above all, reliving that magical moment when he had enveloped her in his arms and the world had seemed to disappear, overcome by the love she felt conquering every fibre of her body.

When the butler finally announced Mr Darcy’s arrival, Elizabeth, exhausted by the anticipation and the intensity of her emotions, sighed with relief under her aunt’s loving eyes. Her sole wish was to rush into his embrace, even though she knew that was impossible in the presence of her family.

Yet the impossible transpired, for the man who entered the room bore no resemblance to the one who had accompanied them to the carriage the previous night. His countenance was a mask of despair, tears brimming in his eyes. Acting on impulse, Elizabeth leapt from her seat and sought refuge in his arms. They remained entwined for a fleeting moment before hastily disentangling, attempting to hide their embrace with awkward bows and curtsies. Nevertheless, that brief moment of intimacy had conveyed to all present in the parlour that the tragedy that had certainly happened did not pertain to Elizabeth’s engagement.

“What happened?” Mr Gardiner asked, holding Darcy’s hand as a father or brother would.

“Andrew is dead,” Darcy murmured, his voice heavy with grief.

“Andrew?” Mr Gardiner echoed, confused.

“My cousin, Viscount Doncaster,” Darcy murmured.

A profound silence enveloped the room at this unimaginable news. They all remembered the joyful young man they had met at the ball, happily looking at his beautiful wife surrounded by family and friends.

“Good heavens!” Mrs Gardiner finally exclaimed, tears streaming down her cheeks as she approached Darcy. The three of them instinctively tried to form a protective wall around him, so tangible was the pain and sorrow pervading the room.

But after a moment, Mrs Gardiner stepped back in horror, crying, “Esther! Poor Esther…and their little girls! Are they unharmed?”

“Yes, Andrew had an accident. He fell from his horse, and his head struck the pavement.”

Silence descended once more, incapable of imagining that the young gentleman who had been in the best of health could be dead. Darcy finally sat and accepted a glass of wine from Mrs Gardiner before abruptly rising once again.

“I must leave. There are so many arrangements to be made. I have come bearing a pressing request. We cannot calm Esther, and she wants to see only you. His brother implored me to convey this plea,” he stated, directing his gaze towards Mrs Gardiner, who promptly rose, prepared to accompany him without hesitation.

“We can come too…if you think we could be of use,” Elizabeth declared, meeting his grateful gaze. Mary nodded in assent, eager to offer assistance in any way she could.

“Yes, please do. Your aid will be most welcome. The house is in chaos, and we do not know whom to turn to. Georgiana is with Lady Matlock, but I am also worried about her. She is a child who has been through too many tragedies. And she had to go alone as her companion has gone away for a few days.”

“Do not worry—we shall take care of her,” Mary said with confidence. She had befriended Miss Darcy, and that relationship was one of the most important things that had happened to her.

“Their house is always full of people, but it is desolately empty this morning,” Darcy said with a trace of reproach towards all the people who had been entertained at Matlock House only to desert it in times of trouble.

“Mr Darcy,” Mr Gardiner interjected as they awaited the ladies’ return, “if there is any way I may be of assistance…”

“Thank you, sir. I did not dare to ask. Your help will be invaluable. My uncle is overcome with shock, and we are without aid on his part. The colonel and I must oversee the arrangements for the funeral—the church service and interment…” Darcy said before continuing in a desperate tone, “Never did I imagine having to arrange another funeral in our family following my father’s death…”

“I am so sorry,” Mr Gardiner said with genuine pain and worry. Turning to his wife, who had returned and was ready to depart, he added, “I shall accompany Mr Darcy to assist with…the funeral preparations.”

“A wise decision, my dear,” Mrs Gardiner replied, observing him with pride but also with a newly found sense of panic. She had never imagined that someone so young could bury her husband, while the mere thought of losing her beloved filled her with dread.

As they prepared to depart, Darcy discreetly gestured for Elizabeth to remain apart from her family. They found themselves alone in the hall as the others awaited them by the carriage, affording them a fleeting moment of privacy they longed for.

Although their embrace was brief, it restored the courage Darcy needed. “Thank you, my love. You and your family are priceless, and I am not saying that only because of today,” he said.

He wanted to take her hand as they left the house, but she would not let him. “Someone might see us!”

But he did not care whether anybody saw them; Darcy felt as though Elizabeth were already his wife, her family his own, and he was grateful to have them.

Elizabeth fully understood the strangeness of the situation only when they found themselves in the carriage. Amidst that profound tragedy, in the middle of London where he had always lived, Mr Darcy had run to them, confident they would offer the support he desperately needed. Half an hour later, the colonel received them with equal gratitude and relief.

Mrs Gardiner was ushered into Lady Doncaster’s apartments, while Elizabeth and Mary joined Miss Darcy in a parlour.

Tears welled in the eyes of the young ladies, none of them knowing what to say. It was a terrible tragedy—even more difficult for Miss Darcy, who had lost both her parents.

Seating beside her on a sofa, Elizabeth tenderly grasped her hand, feeling the need to protect her as if she were one of her own sisters, and Georgiana’s beautiful eyes filled with gratitude. She extended her other hand, and Mary joined them. Mary could not remember a time when someone needed her. Even though she participated in the sorrow, her heart filled with an innocent joy from helping this young lady, who represented the epitome of beauty and refinement.

“How is Lady Matlock?” Elizabeth asked.

“She refuses to accept reality. The physician is with her, and I shall return to her side once he departs if she wants me,” Miss Darcy replied. “I am so happy you are here!” she continued, tears rolling down her beautiful face.

“We came as soon as we heard the news, hoping to offer assistance in any manner,” Mary said.

“Oh, thank you. You cannot imagine how relieved I am to have you here. Poor Richard…” Miss Darcy trailed off. “What lies ahead now?” she then murmured.

“What do you mean?” Elizabeth asked.

“With Esther, I mean,” Miss Darcy said.

Elizabeth could only gaze at her in shock, finally comprehending all the tragic implications of the death. Lady Doncaster had been married to a viscount just that morning; now, the title would pass to his brother.

“I am utterly ignorant of such matters…titles and such,” Elizabeth recognised.

“Richard is now Viscount Doncaster,” Georgiana clarified. “But what will become of Esther?”

It was a troubling question, and it seemed neither Miss Darcy nor Elizabeth knew the answer.

“Lady Doncaster will retain the title if she remains unmarried,” Mary suddenly said. She was the only one who seemed to know more about those matters, feeling that finally, her words were necessary, and people listened to her.

“But Richard will marry eventually,” Georgiana remarked, although it seemed inappropriate to discuss such matters mere hours after the viscount’s passing. Yet they broached the subject for Georgiana’s sake, just to keep her mind occupied and not to let her plunge into despair, for that terrible death could make her vividly revive the past tragedies in her life.

“There will be no conflict,” Mary said. “There will be two viscountesses—it is how it is done.”

“In truth, it does not matter,” Georgiana hastily interjected, realising the insignificance of the matter. “Poor Esther cares little for titles. All that mattered to her was her husband.”

Those words reflected the true tragedy confronting Lady Doncaster. Elizabeth recalled the colonel’s lament in Kent—his family’s inability to sustain the lifestyle he was accustomed to because he was the second son. Now elevated to the first son, what fate awaited his late brother’s wife and daughters? She fervently hoped the Matlocks would find a solution to care for them. Her heart ached at the thought of Lady Doncaster and her daughters facing the same plight her own family would endure should her father die. Suddenly, she felt a surge of gratitude for the providence that had blessed her with marriage to a man she adored deeply, one wealthy enough to alleviate any concerns about her family’s future. But for Lady Doncaster, the future held no such promises.











Chapter 20




Mrs Gardiner received Lady Doncaster in her arms, striving to restrain her own tears despite the heavy sorrow shared between them. She understood that to aid her friend, she must guide her back from the depths of despair, reminding her of her duties and joys as a mother and the life she must build for her children. As a mother herself, she knew that children came first in any circumstances, and it was vital for Lady Doncaster to embrace that path as soon as possible.

But she let her friend first remember her husband and their love. Mrs Gardiner listened as Lady Doncaster recounted their joyous moments together, how he had waited for her for five years and their blissfulness at finally being together. Each memory deepened Lady Doncaster’s despair, her sobs increasing until she reached the birth of Clara, their first child. Pausing, a faint smile graced Lady Doncaster’s lips as she recalled her husband’s initial disappointment when he saw their firstborn was a girl.

“My sweet husband—he was disappointed,” Lady Doncaster spoke with loving reproach. “But it did not last long. Clara was so beautiful that he fell in love with her the following day, and when Sonia arrived less than a year later, even though I felt a pang of disappointment myself at not bearing a son, Andrew turned to comfort me, telling me that a boy would certainly come the next time.”

And the fleeting respite shattered into bitter cries as Lady Doncaster uttered, “There will be no next time!”

Yet this time, Mrs Gardiner did not let her lament, and with much affection, she asked where the girls were.

“I do not know,” Lady Doncaster confessed, and together they made their way to the nursery.

Before entering, Mrs Gardiner tenderly wiped away Lady Doncaster’s tears, whispering, “Compose yourself, my dear. We must not scare the little ones.”

However, upon entering, they found the two little girls, their fair curls dampened with tears, crying desperately, distraught over the news of their father’s death, delivered in a terribly clumsy manner by their governess. Lady Doncaster swiftly dismissed the governess with sharp words, and when that lady answered that the children had to know the truth, Mrs Gardiner, struggling to contain her own frustration, firmly urged her to depart.

But the incident had a small positive result; amidst the turmoil, a small glimmer of solace emerged as Mrs Gardiner observed Lady Doncaster embracing her daughters, her tears subdued but still present. With a soothing voice, she attempted to comfort their cries as they asked their mother where their father was.

“That governess is a danger—such an insensible woman,” Mrs Gardiner whispered.

“I am to blame,” Lady Doncaster said. “I should have tended to them first, but I was overwhelmed when Lady Matlock arrived at my door with the horrible news. I cannot recall what transpired until you entered my chamber.”

“You asked the colonel to send for me.”

“Yes, indeed. It seemed only you could provide solace.”

Little by little, they calmed the girls, who soon forgot the cause of their distress, and for a long time, the two ladies just watched them playing. Although tears continued to fall, Lady Doncaster found solace in caring for her children—a small step towards regaining some of her serenity and continuing with her life. Even if that was not going to happen very soon, at least when Clara and Sonia were around, she would remain composed, and finally, little by little, that was the road to recovery. Without her husband, her life would irrevocably change, but in the presence of Clara and Sonia, she could find moments of peace and remember that they were still a family.

For Lady Matlock, however, the situation was starkly different. Her heart would remain shattered, unable to mend. While Lady Doncaster had to live again for her daughters’ sake, Lady Matlock faced a perpetual abyss of grief over the loss of her son.

“We must inform your parents,” Mrs Gardiner suggested, tears flowing anew while Clara comforted her mother, trying in vain to wipe her face with her little handkerchief.

“Mama is sad,” Clara said to Mrs Gardiner.

“Yes, dear. You can take her into your arms and cuddle her as she does you.”

Clara’s embrace brought a fleeting peace to Lady Doncaster’s soul.

“I shall ask Mary to tend to the girls while you write to your parents.”

“She is here as well?”

“Yes, and Elizabeth too.”

“Oh, I am so sorry for Miss Elizabeth,” Lady Doncaster said.

Mrs Gardiner looked at her in confusion. She did not remember telling Lady Doncaster about Elizabeth and Mr Darcy, but the news about what had happened in Kent had somehow reached her. Nevertheless, it was not the time to reveal Elizabeth’s engagement to Mr Darcy, and she doubted there would be a dinner at the Matlocks’ house soon to share the happy news. Certainly, they would marry at Longbourn or Pemberley, yet it would now be without his family, who would continue to grieve for a long time.

“Do you think I should see what Lady Matlock is doing?” Lady Doncaster asked. Initially, she had intended to follow her mother-in-law into her apartment, but her lady’s maid had answered the door, murmuring that her mistress did not want to see anybody.

“And Lord Matlock?” Mrs Gardiner asked.

“I cannot say. I did not dare to ask about him. Perhaps we shall learn more with the colonel and Darcy’s return.”

As Mary entered the nursery, Mrs Gardiner felt a swell of pride seeing how handsome and wise her niece was.

“We need you, dear, to take care of these little angels,” Mrs Gardiner said, and Mary nodded. She knelt between Clara and Sonia, taking them both into her arms.

“I am Mary,” she said to the girls, and they both clapped their hands.

Composed and affectionate, Mary provided the comfort the girls needed. In a matter of moments, they were giggling—the only happy sound that would be heard in that house for a long time.

“You have wonderful nieces, Maddy Green,” Lady Doncaster observed with relief as they left the nursery and retired to a private parlour where she could write the necessary letters. Mrs Gardiner nodded with a trace of guilt, as Mary had always been invisible in her home and embarrassingly visible in society, and in neither circumstance had she, as her aunt, seen her true nature. More and more, she discovered how Mary possessed Jane’s goodness and Elizabeth’s wit—a combination that made her a young lady who needed only a little attention, some advice, and better clothes to be accomplished.

“My parents will be distraught,” lamented Lady Doncaster, her words flowing from her pen, each marked by the trace of her tears.

Yet, as Mrs Gardiner had foreseen when they had been with Clara and Sonia, Lady Doncaster was beginning to grasp that she had not lost everything. Her cherished husband lived on in their children, and although the pain and desolation remained, she could weep now without wishing to die, for she was a mother, and her daughters needed her.

“I wish to return to Derbyshire,” Lady Doncaster declared after sealing the letter. “But my parents will likely wish to join us in London, but it may be best for us to go to them…where it all began. Do you think it unwise?”

“Only you can discern what is best for yourself and the children. Being with your parents may offer the support you need,” Mrs Gardiner replied.

When the colonel finally arrived, Lady Doncaster rushed into his arms, and together they wept for a long while. Yet, it was the colonel who first regained a semblance of composure. With tender care, he informed Lady Doncaster that his brother lay in repose in the grand chamber, awaiting the family to gather for the vigil.

“How does he look?” Lady Doncaster murmured, her face etched with anguish and apprehension. “I have never seen a dead…and the first will be my Andrew,” she lamented, her sobs beginning again even more powerfully.

Turning to Mrs Gardiner, the colonel gave her a helpless look, seeking guidance, for even though he had witnessed death, he had never imagined witnessing the death of his beloved brother. Mrs Gardiner smiled palely, encouraging him to speak the truth.

“He appears at peace… He seems to sleep. You need not come immediately.”

“No!” Lady Doncaster cried. “I shall come. I want Andrew to see that I have no fear.”

“Then you will, my dear,” the colonel affirmed, silently thanking Mrs Gardiner before departing.

Assisted by her maids, Lady Doncaster donned a grey gown, its long sleeves complementing her slender frame. With Mrs Gardiner’s support, she stemmed her tears and left her chamber.

Their first stop was to see the girls, Lady Doncaster pausing outside their room.

“Do you think Miss Mary would agree to stay with Clara and Sonia for a time? I cannot bear the thought of that heartless governess any longer, and I have not the time to seek a replacement. I cannot entrust them to anyone within this household.”

Then, in haste, she added that she hoped Miss Mary would not take offence at such a request and that she would be a friend, not a governess.

“Fear not, my dear,” reassured Mrs Gardiner. “Every member of my family wishes to aid you in any way they can. But I cannot say whether Mary possesses the skills to care for children.”

“She has only to keep the girls safe and happy—there are maids for everything else.”

As Mrs Gardiner expected, upon hearing the proposal, Mary’s eyes brightened. Secretly, she had dreamt all her life of working, having her own money, and never marrying—unlike her sisters—but she met Lady Doncaster’s gaze sincerely. “All I know is storytelling and play.”

“That is exactly what the girls need. Please accept,” urged Lady Doncaster.

“I do, though I worry—” Mary began.

“You need not worry. You are capable,” Mrs Gardiner assured her.

Just before leaving, Lady Doncaster returned to her daughters, and taking them into her arms, she murmured, “My poor little ones. I want you to remember your extraordinary father alive and loving you—not this horrible day!”

“Lady Doncaster, may I say one thing?” Mary hesitated.

Suddenly, Mrs Gardiner was not worried any longer that Mary might blunder or speak nonsense, as had sometimes happened in the past. Her niece had changed, and no one was happier about it than she was.

“Yes, dear, you can tell me anything.”

“While we were waiting to see whether we could help, Miss Darcy told us that she does not remember when her mother died, that she only knows what occurred from her brother’s stories.”

“Oh! That is good news, even if it is sad,” Lady Doncaster exclaimed. “Indeed, I do not wish them to remember these days. In time, I shall tell them everything about their papa.”

They entered the ballroom, where only a few days ago they had laughed and danced, never imagining that the splendid chamber would soon serve such a sad purpose.

The colonel approached them, and they both assisted Lady Doncaster to a seat next to Lady Matlock, who appeared not to see those around her. The colonel uttered soft words in his mother’s ear, yet she remained aloof, detached from the present reality. Only when Lady Doncaster approached the catafalque did she cast her gaze towards her daughter-in-law, yet there was no hint of recognition. On the opposite side of the coffin, Lord Matlock tenderly caressed his son’s brow, in a similar state of desolation to his wife.

The chamber was full, and Mrs Gardiner sought out her husband. Quietly, they retreated towards the doors leading to the terrace, needing respite from the sombre scene.

“Did you observe how many people came to pay their respects? All of London is present,” Mr Gardiner whispered, deeply impressed.

“This morning, Mr Darcy feared their friends had forsaken them.”

“They have not. Colonel Fitzwilliam told me that even the Regent sent flowers and a note of condolence.”

They looked at the hatchment bearing the viscount’s coat of arms and at him. Indeed, he seemed asleep, which was even harder to accept.

Lady Doncaster had found herself obliged to join the colonel in receiving and bidding farewell to the guests, and from afar, she seemed a little better, as everything she did was in memory of her beloved husband.

“Poor woman,” Mr Gardiner murmured.

“I can tell you that even after seeing him in the coffin, she does not understand what happened. The true realisation and pain will come in a few days.”

“Oh!” Mr Gardiner exclaimed, surprised yet confident that his wife perceived the matter more profoundly than he did.

Then Darcy and Elizabeth approached them. In silence, they contemplated the tragic ordeal that had befallen a once joyous family.

“The interment will be the day after next,” Darcy informed them, “and following the service, the gentlemen will reconvene here to join the ladies for a funeral feast in honour of the departed…”

He paused before continuing in a grave and troubled tone, unusual for a man of his typically composed demeanour, “I cannot adequately express my gratitude for your support.”

Those words reassured the Gardiners that his plans would continue unchanged, though perhaps postponed a little as custom dictated after a cousin’s death.











Chapter 21




Elizabeth welcomed Mr Darcy into her aunt’s parlour. She was alone at home; Mrs Gardiner and Mary were visiting the Matlocks, and her uncle had gone to attend to his business.

A faint smile graced her lips as she observed his amazement upon entering the room.

“Why are you so surprised?” she asked, gently teasing him.

“I am more filled with pleasure than astonishment,” he responded, taking a seat opposite her.

His pain was evident, his countenance tinged with sorrow; yet when his gaze met hers, a smile flickered across his face, momentarily dispelling the shadows of tragedy from his soul, overwhelmed by love, which was impossible to hide in her presence.

“I cannot imagine how I would have endured this tragedy without you,” he confessed, drawing nearer and reaching for her hands. “Georgiana feels the same. Before coming here, I accompanied her to assist Miss Mary with the children.”

“Miss Darcy possesses remarkable fortitude,” Elizabeth remarked. “I feared her heart might be burdened by remembering the tragedy of your parents and she may fall into despair, yet she conducted herself with a grace that deeply impressed us.”

“Thank you. Upon hearing the dreadful news yesterday morning, she had a moment of despondency. Nevertheless, when we arrived at our uncle’s house, she composed herself and stood ready to lend her aid. I am truly proud of her. And I am grateful that she has accepted our union—”

“Then you have spoken to her,” Elizabeth interrupted, a smile escaping her despite her efforts to maintain a solemn demeanour; seeing their engagement becoming known to those around them filled her heart with happiness. “I am sorry,” she murmured, an excuse for her smile in such dire circumstances.

“Do not apologise. Andrew and Richard are the brothers I never had, and losing Andrew is unthinkable, harrowing. Yet, despite my grief, moments of joy emerge no matter where I am when your face captures my heart.”

“It is the same for me. And each time, I blame myself… I am glad you told Miss Darcy about us.”

“It was necessary. Of all our family members, she alone needed to hear it from me directly, in a long and personal conversation. As soon as you left, I told her about our engagement, and she greeted the news with genuine joy. Although lingering fears may reside within her, we shall endeavour to dispel—”

“I shall speak to her. I want to be more than a mere sister-in-law.”

“Regrettably, our plans must be postponed,” he lamented, eliciting a gentle squeeze of his fingers from Elizabeth, whose hands remained in his delightful captivity.

“Our plans? I never thought it was possible to marry in six weeks.”

“Oh!” he exclaimed, once more surprised. “Yet you voiced no objections.”

“I wished to avoid any arguments…even a pleasant one such as setting the date for our marriage. I adored the idea of marrying at Pemberley. Nevertheless, six weeks seemed insufficient time to prepare for a wedding in Derbyshire, especially when you were in London and we had not yet told my parents. But the truth is…I just want to get married,” she said.

“She just wants to get married,” he echoed, each word bringing him joy. “I love you, Elizabeth Bennet—so much that it hurts.”

When their gazes met, love enveloped them like an enchanting mist, flowing through their bodies and making them tremble with bliss and longing.

“Goodness!” Darcy exclaimed, “I had not believed such love possible, let alone real.”

“Nor I,” Elizabeth recognised.

Although discussions of love frequently filled Longbourn, with Elizabeth and her sisters dreaming of the perfect sentiment, she had secretly harboured doubts as to whether she would ever be swept away as she now found herself being, her body joining her soul and mind in a realm of unfamiliar and disquieting sensations.

Yet the man she had come to know with each step taken together exceeded her every expectation of a husband. He was deep and tender, attentive and affectionate, and at times, when he looked at her, something more happened: a gaze that penetrated to the depths of her being, promising a mystery she had only dared to imagine—that ineffable connection between man and woman defying explanation.

“Do not look at me like that,” he implored.

“Like what?” she countered, more for the sake of the game than belief, suspecting he could discern her every thought regarding him.

“Like a woman ensnared by love.”

“I am a woman ensnared by love,” she admitted, unashamed to lay bare her heart’s secrets. “Oh,” she teased in turn, “do not regard me so!”

He sought no explanation; she finally understood how he looked at her. He beheld his future wife, who would fulfil his love, desires, and expectations throughout their lives.

“I am filled with shame,” he confessed.

“For speaking about love and happiness a day after—”

“No, not at all. Andrew’s death is a tragedy, but our love has nothing to do with it. Although I may not take you in my arms or press my lips to yours, it is a temporary constraint in these days of mourning. Life must carry on for Esther and the little ones, as it must for us.”

“Then why do you feel ashamed?”

“For my words spoken in Kent about your family. In these trying times, I have realised the exceptional qualities of each of you. I spent a sleepless night accompanying Esther and Richard in their vigil. We exchanged scarcely a word, yet in that sombre atmosphere, I confessed my guilt—to myself. My father died in London, and the colonel was stationed far in the North, yet none of my family came forth with open hearts to support Georgiana and me in our profound grief or to enquire how they might lend earthly aid. You are different, and I am aware now that I was mostly afraid of that kind of relationship rather than contemptuous as you saw me.”

“Afraid?” Elizabeth asked, her emotions stirring deeply. In his confessions, he was revealing his innermost thoughts to her—a gesture she was certain Fitzwilliam Darcy seldom made.

“Indeed. Yes, we are perfect in our manners because we are cold, and that detachment often saves us from making errors in society. Whereas you are alive, full of feelings, at times contradictory and prone to errors yet warm and compassionate towards others. That is what I dreaded. That kind of relationship that I could scarcely imagine with my wife and never with her family,” he confessed.

“You are wonderful,” Elizabeth whispered. “Far from cold,” she added, observing the turmoil in his eyes provoked by her every word or glance. “Thank you for your candour. Your transformation is essential to me—not because you approve of Mr and Mrs Gardiner or Mary but because you have altered your very nature, a change far more meaningful to me than showing my family any particular appreciation or affection. Yet, I am glad you recognise that our flaws are not inherent sins or grievous transgressions but mere imperfections to be overlooked and forgiven. I too have changed. I want you to know this—”

“Are you suggesting I tamed the shrew?” he teased.

“Let us not exaggerate, Fitzwilliam Darcy!” she retorted, though she refrained from laughter. Despite their words and gestures, they both felt the weight of remorse as they continued living while Andrew was no more.

“I long to hold you in my arms.”

“I know, my love,” she replied.

“We shall depart for Hertfordshire once our presence here is no longer required. But it is important for me to set a date for our marriage. I am uncertain of the custom when a cousin dies—”

He paused, his gaze desperate each time he remembered or comprehended Andrew’s death.

“Do not worry—we shall do everything as custom dictates. Poor Lady Doncaster! We mourn for the viscount, yet the true suffering lies with those left behind—his wife and parents. Fortunately, the girls are too young to grasp the full magnitude of the tragedy.”

“Poor Lady Doncaster,” Elizabeth repeated. “So young and now bereft of so much. The loss of her husband is an immeasurable tragedy. Yet, Lord Doncaster’s passing also robs her of the life she was just beginning to embrace. It is not an idle thought—”

“I understand. It is indeed a complicated situation. Richard is now Viscount Doncaster, suffering terribly for assuming his brother’s role. He feels unwarranted guilt.”

“This is a dire circumstance. What will become of Lady Doncaster and her daughters?”

“Their family, particularly Richard, will see to their welfare. But certainly, their lives will be changed in every respect.”

“In a strange way, her situation mirrors ours, with the odious entail looming over Longbourn and my parents. This is one of the reasons why my mother is so frantic about seeing us wed hastily. But as you rightly said, our family would rally around us in such a tragedy. Uncle Gardiner and Aunt Phillips pledged long ago to care for us. And now, you can see those promises were not empty.”

“It is commendable, but that is history. Now, you have Bingley and me to look after you.”

Elizabeth searched his eyes, deeply moved by his words.

“Do not regard me with disbelief,” he implored.

“I am overwhelmed with joy,” she confessed. “Ensuring Mama, Mary, Kitty, and Lydia have a secure future is the greatest gift you could give me upon our marriage.”

“Together with Bingley and Miss Bennet, we shall provide for your mother, Miss Kitty, and Miss Lydia.”

“And Mary?” Elizabeth interjected, surprised by her sister’s omission.

“Miss Mary? What do you mean? Last evening at dinner, in the company of our friends who remained for the night’s vigil—many of whom were young men, scarcely any married among them—I assure you, all eyes were on Miss Mary.”

“My sister Mary?” Elizabeth asked incredulously.

“Yes, of course. Miss Mary will be married within six months.”

As he prepared to depart, he drew Elizabeth into his embrace just before opening the door.

“I needed this solace for the days ahead,” he murmured into her ear, seeking pardon for his display of affection amidst the sea of sorrow.

“I shall see you tomorrow at the funeral feast. Then, we shall plan our journey to Hertfordshire.”

With a tender kiss upon her lips, he hastened away. It was difficult to part from her and return to the harsh reality where sorrow and desolation reigned supreme.











Chapter 22




The ballroom of the Matlock residence was changed once again, this time to accommodate the funeral feast held in the memory of the departed Viscount Doncaster. Only the dark ribbons adorning the floral arrangements and the hatchment bearing the viscount’s coat of arms served as reminders that Andrew Fitzwilliam had lain there a mere two days before.

The ladies began arriving an hour before the announced hour, each eager to extend their condolences to Lady Matlock and Lady Doncaster.

Elizabeth and her aunt had arrived much earlier—Mrs Gardiner to assist Lady Doncaster in her preparations, whilst Elizabeth sought to enquire after Mary’s welfare. A day before, her sister had moved into the Matlocks’ house, taking her duty very seriously, much to the Lady Doncaster’s immense relief.

Discovering Mary reading to the young ones, Elizabeth suppressed a smile. In but a short time spent in Mary’s company, the children would hear much of the world’s literature; they would be accomplished ladies by the age of five. Yet, it appeared Mary’s methods worked well, for all sang her praises, and Lady Doncaster called her the guardian angel of her offspring.

“Will you join us for the meal?” Elizabeth asked Mary.

“Yes, the girls will sleep soon, and Lady Doncaster has requested my presence,” Mary replied.

Observing her sister tending to the infants as if it were all she had done her entire life, Elizabeth could not help but concede to Darcy’s reasoning. Indeed, if Mary remained in that house a while longer, she would find a husband. She possessed every quality—as well as a shy smile, a virtue often missing in the young ladies of London.

Her thoughts then turned to her father, who could now relish life unburdened by concerns for his daughters’ futures. She would resolve to appoint a steward and relieve her father of the responsibilities concerning Longbourn and the family’s finances.

Upon entering the room, Elizabeth sought out Mrs Gardiner, finding her close to Lady Doncaster, who was receiving the ladies.

Soon thereafter, the gentlemen arrived, taking their seats. Two long rows of tables flanked a central table designated for the family in a room set out to accommodate over a hundred guests.

Darcy and the colonel were among the first to approach Elizabeth.

“I must remain with Georgiana at the family table,” Darcy regretfully informed her.

“Yes, of course. Do not worry about me,” Elizabeth murmured.

“Still, I am concerned,” Darcy said, casting a wary glance at the surrounding gentlemen. “Too many suitors are vying for your attention, and our engagement remains unannounced.”

“Your concern is duly noted, sir. You know my disposition towards matrimony,” Elizabeth replied in hushed tones, then paused, realising that regardless of where they were, they tended to forget the outside world and consider themselves alone. “Go! You only make me speak nonsense,” she teased.

The arrival of Lord and Lady Matlock signalled the commencement of the feast, which began with a brief address from the vicar of their parish. A young man himself, he shared in the collective sorrow that permeated the gathering.

The conversation was sparse throughout the meal, and when words were exchanged, they were spoken in reverent whispers to nearby companions.

Elizabeth occasionally glanced at Mary, sitting two seats away from her. She appeared at ease in the company of their hosts. It would have been a sight to marvel at mere months before, not only for her but also for their parents and sisters, as they all considered Mary incapable of behaving properly in society. Except Jane, whose unwavering faith in others, whilst occasionally betrayed, remained unshaken. Mary smiling graciously surrounded by London society served to reaffirm Jane’s trust in every man or woman—a quality of immeasurable value.

Her reverie was interrupted by a voice, and turning her gaze towards the family table, she espied Lady Matlock poised to address the assembly. Elizabeth exchanged a look of astonishment with Mrs Gardiner, for they had not anticipated such a speech.

Lady Matlock, a mere shadow of her former self, stood before them, bearing the weight of her sorrow. Many in that room realised the magnitude of the tragedy only when they saw her, Viscount Doncaster’s mother. With a voice unexpectedly firm, she began, “I extend my gratitude to each of you for your presence here today. The loss of a child is a burden no parent should bear, yet here we stand, gathered to mourn my beloved son.

“Many regrets weigh upon my heart regarding him. We did not do many things together because we lived in haste. But the most difficult to bear is to have accepted the decision of my father-in-law, who opposed the union of Lord Doncaster—Andrew Fitzwilliam then—to this beautiful lady.”

Lady Matlock paused, casting a fond glance at her daughter-in-law, perhaps the only moment of complete lucidity amidst her grief, before continuing, “Five years of happiness were stolen from their marriage, a guilt I shall forever carry. But I shall not repeat such an injustice with Richard Fitzwilliam, the new Viscount Doncaster.

“Dear friends, although unconventional at a funeral, I am compelled to announce my son, Viscount Doncaster’s, engagement to Miss Bennet.” She gestured towards Elizabeth, who glanced desperately at Darcy. He rose, evidently prepared to clarify the misunderstanding—as obviously his aunt was mistaken. Yet, as the truth hit him, he realised Lady Matlock had indeed intended Richard as the betrothed, not him. Before he could do anything, Lord and Lady Matlock withdrew.

“What is this?” Elizabeth whispered to her aunt, too shocked to voice her protest or shed tears. No one knew Lady Matlock’s intentions, as evidenced by the perplexity that pervaded the family table where Darcy, Miss Darcy, and Richard looked at each other, searching for explanations that no one had. It was such a confusion that no one knew what to do. It was apparent it was not the time for congratulations, so no one extended any, and thankfully, the awkwardness did not last long. The guests took their leave in haste, sensing something strange had happened beyond the mere fact of announcing an engagement at a funeral. They did not even dare look at the new viscount or Elizabeth, extending their farewells only to Lady Doncaster, who seemed, unexpectedly, the only one capable of facing the situation.

Soon, they found themselves alone in that room, the departure of the guests leaving an air of desolation in their wake. Their gazes met, rendered speechless, all eyes turning to the butler who said, “Lord Doncaster—”

“Do not address me as such,” the colonel erupted, his outburst freezing all present. This man, known for his affable disposition and ever-present smile, was in pure shock. Shaking his head, he spoke again, “Forgive me, Stevens. I am sorry. Simply refrain from addressing me…in that manner for the present. ‘Sir’ or ‘Mr Fitzwilliam’ shall suffice for the servants…for all, in fact.” The butler nodded sympathetically, certain, like everybody else around, that he was not the cause of the colonel’s outburst. “Refreshments have been prepared in the blue drawing-room…sir.”

“I must see my mother!” Richard exclaimed before hastening from the room, leaving the others to gather in the drawing-room.

“Do you know what happened?” Mr Gardiner asked Darcy, who shook his head.

“I do not know, sir. Let us hope Lady Matlock has not lost her mind in her grief.”

“She has not,” Lady Doncaster said. “She only acted rashly, precipitating a decision that warranted greater deliberation. And my husband’s funeral was hardly the appropriate venue for such an announcement.”

“My goodness, Esther, I am so sorry!” Richard said upon his return, his countenance even more disturbed and agitated. Yet he did not wait for anyone to reply, continuing, “Mama is resting. It appears her physician has been giving her laudanum since the accident.”

“Could that explain her blunder before all of London?” Darcy interposed, attempting to hide his true sentiments, which were, at that point, far from gentle towards his aunt. Even though he, like the others present, understood the tragedy besieging Lady Matlock, he found her actions unjustifiable. He looked desperately to Elizabeth, seated between Miss Mary and his sister, the trio clasping hands. He sought support from Mr Gardiner but found him on the brink of understandable ire.

“It is not a blunder—perhaps an indiscretion,” Lady Doncaster interjected.

“Indiscretion?” Darcy pressed, striving to temper his words, mindful of the lady’s innocence amidst the turmoil.

“Lady Matlock has discovered Richard’s affection for Elizabeth.”

“No!” Darcy and Richard exclaimed in unison, while Elizabeth rose and walked towards Darcy, seeking refuge by his side. He encircled her with his arm, heedless of the onlookers. “No, Lady Doncaster. Miss Elizabeth is my betrothed. We intended to wed within weeks.”

“This cannot be!” Lady Doncaster insisted, casting a beseeching glance at Richard as if imploring him to refute Darcy’s words. “Do you both hold affection for her?”

“No, categorically not,” Richard at last responded. “Miss Elizabeth and Darcy have a long history together. I was unaware of their engagement, but I am sincerely glad for them.”

“Then what were you talking about in your letter?” Lady Doncaster pressed, joining the circle of confusion that engulfed the room.

“What letter?” echoed more than one voice.

“A maid who intended to clean Richard’s coat found a letter, though regrettably, she almost ruined it with her wet hands. She then ran to Lady Matlock, fearing the colonel would be angry—”

“Oh no!” Richard exclaimed, suddenly recollecting the letter he had neglected to return to its rightful owner. “The letter you entrusted to me in Kent, intended for Darcy,” he said, looking at Elizabeth, who blushed and trembled so profoundly that Darcy guided her to a chair yet retained her hand in his.

“What is this all about, my dear?” he asked with infinite tenderness.

“Everything is my fault,” she cried haltingly, her shame and regret palpable. She averted her gaze, unable to articulate further. In that room, only Mrs Gardiner knew the full story, but she did not dare to say a word, leaving Elizabeth to clarify that rather difficult situation.

“The letter expressed a gentleman’s sentiments for a lady,” Lady Doncaster elucidated, observing Elizabeth’s silence. “Lady Matlock presumed it to be from the colonel, directed at her and concerning Miss Elizabeth.”

“No. Unfortunately, Lady Matlock got it utterly wrong,” Elizabeth finally said. “I committed a grave transgression,” she admitted. Darcy smiled, doubting that any of his beloved’s charming foibles could truly be dire.

“No, it was terrible,” Elizabeth murmured to Darcy, seeing his smile.

“Impossible! It was but a trifle,” Darcy said, prepared to defend his lady.

But Elizabeth obstinately shook her head, angry with herself, scared that she had ruined her happiness.

“I shall accompany you to your chambers, Lady Doncaster,” Mary offered, eliciting a grateful look from the bereaved lady incapable of participating further in that conversation.

“And I shall attend to my young nieces,” Georgiana added, and the three departed, leaving behind a solemn gathering mourning Lord Doncaster’s passing yet also shocked by the ramifications of Lady Matlock’s misunderstanding.

“Pray, Miss Elizabeth, tell us what happened,” Darcy finally said, her story eagerly awaited by all in the chamber.

“It began at Netherfield after your departure,” Elizabeth said, her gaze meeting that of Darcy, who nodded, encouraging her to continue; it was their story, and he could never have enough of remembering it, even those moments at the beginning.

“Mr Bingley relinquished his lease of Netherfield,” Mrs Gardiner finally said, eager to help Elizabeth in her difficult recollection.

“Indeed, my uncle expressed a desire to lease Netherfield, and I accompanied them on a visit to the estate. Whilst they visited the upper floors, I remained in the drawing-room, where I chanced upon an unfinished letter intended, I presumed, for Mr Darcy’s cousin, whom I had not yet met…then Colonel Fitzwilliam.”

“Mercy me!” Darcy exclaimed, remembering the letter and his concern over not knowing what had happened to it. “I did leave it there after all. And you read it?” he asked, suddenly more interested in that strange circumstance where Elizabeth had known about his feelings before Kent.

“Yes, I perused its contents,” Elizabeth confessed, her cheeks flushing again. “Regrettably, I did more than simply read. Fearful of its discovery and the exposure of your sentiments towards me—”

“But I withheld any mention of names. How could anyone surmise it concerned you?” Darcy asked.

“I did not reason thoroughly. I felt its implications were apparent…” Elizabeth sighed, directing her frustration solely at herself. “I committed something unforgivable. I took it.”

“Lizzy!” Mr Gardiner exclaimed, aghast. “That is truly lamentable.”

“Let us not exaggerate the matter,” Darcy interjected, ready to defend Elizabeth’s honour. “My letter was indeed about her. No harm was done. But how did it find its way to Lady Matlock?”

“I took it to Kent, unaware of your imminent arrival but fearing someone might discover it at Longbourn in my absence,” Elizabeth explained.

“And on the day of our departure, Miss Elizabeth entrusted me with the letter,” Richard added.

A profound silence followed. That was a moment neither Darcy nor Elizabeth wanted to remember, so they let Richard continue. “I neglected to deliver it, and Mama stumbled upon it…as Lady Doncaster explained.”

“But it was addressed to ‘dear cousin’,” Darcy said, still confused.

“You heard Lady Doncaster—the letter was ruined, and perhaps the direction was illegible. My mother presumed it was intended for her,” Richard said with pain and worry. But he began to understand his mother’s words about not committing the same mistake twice. “At the time, I am sorry to say, such a union was inconceivable,” he continued in a murmur that was hardly audible.

“Lady Matlock surmised you were smitten,” Darcy continued the story seeing how embarrassed his cousin was.

“But why presume it was Elizabeth?” Mr Gardiner asked, perplexed.

“Perhaps she observed us speaking and laughing at the ball and decided I was not—” Elizabeth paused, unwilling to voice her thoughts to the end.

“Let us not hide, Miss Elizabeth,” Richard said, overcome by sadness, regret, and a dose of ire. “Poor Mama—she wanted me to marry a wealthy heiress.”

“I was just a lady from Hertfordshire,” Elizabeth said, but her voice was gentle, not bearing any trace of anger or reproach. She did not harbour any resentment towards Lady Matlock; after all, her own mother wanted her daughters to marry rich heirs.

“I am sorry,” Richard said, looking at her family, but Mr Gardiner shook his head.

“Please, Col—Mr Fitzwilliam, it is not your fault. This conclusion makes the story logical. When you ascended to the title of Lord Doncaster, Lady Matlock sought to atone for her previous decision, and she imagined you loved Elizabeth. She only wanted your happiness to be fulfilled in haste, even at her other son’s funeral,” Mr Gardiner explained, his words leaving no room for ambiguity.

“That is how deep a mother’s love can be,” Mrs Gardiner said, her face a mask of regret and despondency. “Nevertheless, sir, even if her ladyship acted in good faith, Elizabeth is not favoured by her statement. You must go back and talk to her.”

“No, I am sorry, I cannot do that now,” Mr Fitzwilliam almost cried as if he were defending his mother from enemies.

“Enough!” Darcy interjected. “This has been a trying day. I shall escort you home, and tomorrow, we shall reconvene with clearer minds to determine our course of action.”

“Thank you, Mr Darcy,” Mr Gardiner said. “I propose we meet at our house.”

And so, with unanimous agreement, the assembly dispersed, relieved to bring an end to the fraught morning.











Chapter 23




“Will you accompany us indoors?” Mr Gardiner asked upon reaching the house, to which Darcy nodded. As the minutes passed, his worry deepened, yet sensing Elizabeth’s gaze, he endeavoured to conceal his disquiet. Upon entering the dwelling, he offered her a smile and gallantly brought her hand to his lips.

“I am so sorry,” she uttered. “It is entirely my fault.”

This elicited a genuine smile from him, amused by her admission, momentarily setting aside all else in their lives save for the profound contrition he discovered on Elizabeth’s countenance.

“Perhaps you are a little guilty,” he teased briefly before Mr and Mrs Gardiner’s earnest countenances sobered him to the reality that jesting was not a solution and held no remedy.

“This is a dreadfully intricate affair!” remarked Mr Gardiner. “You comprehend that I now act on behalf of Mr Bennet.”

“Yes, indeed, sir,” Darcy answered.

“Who, incidentally, must be told immediately.”

“No!” Elizabeth cried, imagining the joy that had pervaded their household in recent days, only to be abruptly overshadowed by an incident seemingly taken from an Italian melodrama, such as her father had never liked.

“Pray, leave them be,” Elizabeth pleaded, although she knew her uncle was right. Resolving this matter would prove difficult.

“It should have been settled before everyone left that chamber today,” Mr Gardiner remarked acrimoniously.

“No one had the presence of mind, or the courage, to tell Lady Matlock she did not understand the situation correctly and her younger son was not in love with Lizzy,” Mrs Gardiner interjected with composure, asserting herself as the calmest voice in the room.

“But to announce such a significant matter at a funeral…without consulting her son. It is outrageous!” Mr Gardiner exclaimed.

“The guilt is shared, my dear. Or, let us refrain from calling it such and instead regard it as an unfortunate convergence of circumstances,” Mrs Gardiner spoke, her hand soothingly resting upon her husband’s arm. She had never witnessed him so tormented, fearing he might be tempted to assign all blame to Lady Matlock and provoke Darcy’s ire. At present, her sole desire was to see Elizabeth married to Mr Darcy, even if that meant they would not return to London for a long time.

“You are quite right, madam,” Darcy concurred, still regarding Elizabeth, whose countenance once again flushed crimson, prompting his deep concern. He would have preferred her to cry like any other woman would have done or even to express her fiery indignation, as witnessed at the Parsonage, but her silence now unsettled him.

“Pray, Elizabeth, my dear, cease to be so worried,” he implored, disregarding decorum. She was his intended; no force in the universe could change that. Yet, he had to admit it could be a disaster—mainly for Elizabeth’s reputation. For the first time, he found himself aggrieved by those rules that permanently disadvantaged women. While Richard could emerge unscathed, Elizabeth’s circumstances were less certain. Changing one’s betrothed was frowned upon in a society more interested in propriety than genuine human connections.

“Say something,” Elizabeth beseeched Darcy.

“I was wrong, as was Richard not to speak to Lady Matlock immediately,” he admitted.

“Let us attend to what can be done rather than assigning blame,” Mrs Gardiner interjected once more, the voice of reason amidst the increasing tension.

“My aunt speaks wisely. What can be done now?” Elizabeth asked.

“There were at least one hundred people present at the Matlocks’ residence—Lord Matlock, Lady Matlock, and Andrew’s acquaintances. The simplest recourse would be for Lady Matlock to write a message to each, clarifying the misunderstanding,” Mr Gardiner proposed.

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed. “Easier said than done. Firstly, she must acknowledge her mistake. Mr Fitzwilliam must appeal to his mother and persuade her that our relationship is no more than friendship.”

“That is the only solution,” Mr Gardiner said. “I do not see any other way to inform all the people present today. They have the condolence cards. The family has to answer to thank them for their presence, and the information could also be added.”

Darcy restrained himself from voicing his scepticism; a note of gratitude served no additional purpose. Moreover, making Lady Matlock admit fault in writing, given her pride, presented a formidable task.

“Meanwhile, I find myself betrothed in the eyes of over a hundred people from the ton,” Elizabeth lamented, and her voice sounded mournful.

“Do not speak such folly. You are betrothed to me,” Darcy asserted.

“But who knows? Only those of us assembled here and Miss Darcy. Do you not see that the public announcement matters and not your mere intention?”

“What are you saying? It is not merely intention—I asked for your hand in marriage,” Darcy affirmed.

“Speaking between us is of no use. Let us wait for Mr Fitzwilliam, who promised to arrive at eleven tomorrow,” Mrs Gardiner interjected, hastening to quell a burgeoning dispute. “He may have already apprised his mother, even finding a resolution.”

Mr Gardiner nodded, pleased by his wife’s cleverness, then he added looking directly into Mr Darcy’s eyes, “Please join us for breakfast in the morning. Sometimes a good night’s rest is a good counsellor.”

With those positive words, the Gardiners withdrew, affording Elizabeth and Darcy a moment alone. More than anything in the world, it was vital for them to maintain their decision to marry no matter the circumstances. In times of crisis, conventions held little sway.

“I shall leave soon,” Darcy declared, if only to maintain appearances, though by now, nobody cared any longer for such things when their future together was at stake.

They waited until the noises within the house subsided, then, in a single impulse, rushed into each other’s arms. Darcy enveloped her with a sigh as tears, at long last, trickled down her cheeks.

“No, I cannot permit you to weep,” he murmured, tenderly brushing away her tears.

“You cannot forbid me, sir.”

“I pondered whether you were capable of tears or if your eyes merely discharged arrows,” he jested, eliciting a faint smile from Elizabeth. “You nearly killed me with your looks at the Parsonage.”

Their engagement and the recent turmoil surrounding Lord Doncaster’s death and Lady Matlock’s misapprehension rendered the events in Kent of no importance—matters they could now jest about.

“You, my little pilferer of missives!” he teased, refusing to release her from his embrace as she attempted to withdraw. “Please, stay, Miss Elizabeth, to atone for your guilt!”

“And how shall I do so? In your arms?”

“Indeed. I can conceive of no better penance.”

“You jest, yet the situation is dire,” she remarked, settling beside him on the sofa.

“We shall marry—I vow we shall.” He spoke in a solemn voice and with a huge determination coming directly from the love he had for her that grew with every minute they spent together.

“Even if we find ourselves shunned by many in your London society?” she queried.

“Yes, regardless. My sole desire is to convey you to Pemberley, to bar the door and cast away the key.”

“I cannot imagine how damaging it would be to marry without announcing that my betrothment to your cousin was a misunderstanding,” Elizabeth confessed. “I have never encountered such a circumstance where an engagement is announced yet it is not the desire of the couple. But I know ladies who tarnished their reputations by reneging on their engagements and marrying another.”

“Yet, breaking an engagement is not unusual. Perhaps we fret unduly.” He squeezed her hand. “I must escort Georgiana home,” he remarked, glancing at his timepiece. “And I hope to see Richard and talk to him.”

“Then go,” she urged.

“I cannot move from here,” he confessed, gazing into her eyes. “I hate myself for not announcing our engagement to my family. It would have dispelled Lady Matlock’s misunderstanding of the situation.”

“Or I should never have stolen that damned letter!” Elizabeth lamented.

“So, Miss Elizabeth, when we met in Kent, you were already aware of my regard for you,” he observed, their spirits brightening as they discussed their love.

“Indeed, Mr Darcy.”

“Yet, my secret, which I exposed directly in that letter, failed to elicit a more favourable regard from you.”

But Elizabeth did not answer, for few words had been necessary lately when it was just the two of them. Suddenly, Lord Doncaster was between them—the happy young man who knew how to laugh and jest and loved his family dearly.

Lord Doncaster was dead, and his wife would return alone to their apartments that night.

After a time, Darcy rose, regarding Elizabeth earnestly before saying, “You know, this situation created by Lady Matlock troubles me greatly, but I really detest that we forgot about Andrew. Not only us, but the people departing from his funeral, instead of remembering him, spoke only of that wretched engagement.”

Elizabeth nodded, her thoughts mirroring his own, and gently guided him towards the waiting carriage.











Chapter 24




Darcy entered the breakfast room in the company of his sister—a sight which eased many of Mrs Gardiner’s apprehensions. Mr Darcy’s devotion to Elizabeth was apparent; he was ready to do anything to marry her, even renounce his family and his society in London for her sake. From Mrs Gardiner’s perspective, that was not a tragedy as long as the most significant person in his life, Miss Darcy, stood by his side.

Elizabeth, the last to join them, found her eyes brimming with tears at the sight of Miss Darcy, even as a smile graced her countenance.

“Thank you for joining us,” she addressed the girl.

To which Mr Darcy quipped, “You have no gratitude for my presence?” The atmosphere lightened instantly, echoed by gentle smiles.

“Take heed, Mr Darcy,” Mr Gardiner interjected in a seasoned tone. “Do not presume to understand or participate in all the ladies’ concerns.”

“Thank you, sir,” Darcy said, and as they sat at the table, they were one family reunited for better or worse.

“The children are not joining us?” asked Miss Darcy.

“This morning, we preferred to be alone, among adults,” replied Mrs Gardiner, eliciting a blush of pleasure from the young lady at being regarded as an adult and included in such significant discussions as she imagined would follow the previous day’s distressing events that her brother had told her all about, not omitting even the smallest detail.

“If you wish, we can visit the nursery after breakfast,” Mrs Gardiner offered, knowing the young lady’s fondness for the children.

Unfortunately, that short moment of leisure ended when Darcy attacked their primary worry.

“I had no chance to talk to Richard last evening. He had departed by the time of my arrival, and his whereabouts were unknown,” Darcy said, and a dark cloud captured their hearts.

“I sympathise deeply with him,” expressed Mrs Gardiner. “He finds himself in a genuinely tragic circumstance, with his brother deceased and him thrust into that role he still finds difficult to accept. From what little I observed, he appears wholly devoted to his family.”

“He is indeed…to all of us,” affirmed Miss Darcy fervently. “I am confident he will resolve this delicate matter.”

For a while, silence dominated as the others in the room were not so confident, but nothing was said, for they, most of all, respected the Matlocks’ grief.

“As we discussed last night, the only recourse is to write a brief message to all those who attended the funeral,” Mr Gardiner finally remarked.

“Oh!” exclaimed Miss Darcy, astonished. She wished to say more but refrained.

“Please, speak your mind, Miss Darcy,” Elizabeth encouraged. Your perspective is invaluable. What is your opinion on what happened yesterday?”

“I was shocked, as you can imagine. My brother had told me of your engagement. I thought Lady Matlock had erred in her announcement for a moment, giving the wrong name. However, she made it abundantly clear that she did not intend to repeat a past mistake with her other son. So, it did pertain to Richard, after all. But it was such a strange moment. Viscount Wallingford stood nearby, and his demeanour towards Lady Matlock was hardly respectful,” recalled Miss Darcy, her cheeks flushing as she remembered the viscount’s remarks.

“What did he say?” asked her brother, mindful not to press her, knowing she was navigating her first steps into adulthood.

Miss Darcy sighed before speaking almost in a whisper, “He remarked that Lady Matlock’s mind must have been addled to make such an announcement at a funeral… Then he noticed my presence and hastily departed. But the other guests were startled—they had come to mourn, not to hear of betrothments.”

“Indeed. She tarnished her eldest son’s funeral by announcing the younger’s engagement,” remarked Mr Gardiner. “People suddenly did not know what to do—mourn or rejoice. It was indeed a strange occurrence.”

“While from our point of view, she made a wholly false announcement that could ruin our futures,” lamented Darcy.

“No!” objected Miss Darcy. “No one can ruin your future or tarnish your engagement. There must be a means to inform London of the truth.”

“And cast me in the light of a meddler who steals letters and then delivers them to the wrong recipient,” Elizabeth lamented.

“Oh, Miss Elizabeth, I want you to become my sister-in-law more each day. However, I fail to comprehend why you involved Richard. Why not entrust the letter to my brother?” Miss Darcy asked.

“I acted rashly. I am truly sorry. Despite the counsel of those around me to reflect before acting or speaking, I succumbed to impulse,” confessed Elizabeth.

She refrained from disclosing to those gathered around the table that during her two-week stay in Kent, amidst discussions of distances between London and Derbyshire or the weather, she had found no opportune moment to return the letter to Mr Darcy. The man she had encountered in Kent was unlike the one she had known in Hertfordshire. Ultimately, she had feared that a mildly embarrassing situation could have grown into mortification if he no longer held affection for her, as had seemed evident during their encounters. However, following the proposal at the Parsonage, her only desire had been to make him suffer—such was the truth, and she felt ashamed and contrite.

“It is my just penance,” murmured Elizabeth, her soul weighed down by her disconcerting emotions.

“No, do not speak in such a manner. We shall find a resolution,” reassured Darcy, and those assembled around the table nodded in agreement.

∞∞∞

They waited with increasing impatience for the arrival of Mr Fitzwilliam, as they continued to address him—something between the colonel he had left behind and Lord Doncaster, a title he yet felt discomfort in using.

Regrettably, as they beheld his countenance, they could tell that the news was not good. Even his usually faultless attire bore signs of disarray.

“I beg your pardon,” he spoke. “I tarried at the club.”

Upon hearing those words, disquiet gripped the assembly.

“You slept at the club?” asked Darcy at length, his anger plain. And his cousin just nodded, apparently embarrassed.

“Did you not visit your mother?” Darcy spoke in a sombre voice that matched his countenance, which had suddenly turned white.

“No. I have not seen her since yesterday, following the funeral, when I discovered her in a deep slumber.”

“But Richard, you had a duty. We were relying on you to speak to Lady Matlock and correct the error she made, which may taint Miss Elizabeth’s reputation and our prospects.”

“I could not. I am sorry. Instead, I found my father, who, since Andrew’s death, has not uttered a single word, seated in an armchair close to my mother’s bed, watching over her. I asked him why Mama made that announcement, and he told me that the only thing that keeps her alive is arranging my union to the woman I love.”

“No! Richard, no! This is not what we expected!” exclaimed Darcy, his voice now tinged not only with ire but also with fear. He had imagined that, somehow, the matter would be resolved in the ensuing hours. Even if it lingered as an uncomfortable situation until summer’s end, he hoped London would consign the matter to oblivion and accept his engagement to Elizabeth. Yet, with each passing day, it became more and more difficult to explain what had happened and resolve the matter in an acceptable manner.

“I apologise, but I cannot bring myself to disclose the truth to Mama and thereby rob her of the one joy that sustains her,” Richard confessed.

“This is preposterous, Cousin! Please explain it to us because my patience wears thin,” interjected Darcy.

“I cannot tell her that she got the whole situation wrong and that the missive was from you to me, speaking about your feelings, not mine.”

He paused, then when he resumed speaking, he seemed like another man, someone they did not know, and even his voice was strange when he said, “I could, however, marry Miss Elizabeth.”

At that point, Darcy rose from his seat, only to be restrained by Mr Gardiner’s firm grip.

“Pray, be seated, Mr Darcy. Anger will not help us,” Mr Gardiner admonished in a tender voice. “Mr Fitzwilliam,” he continued, with an air of composure, “I trust that your words are but jest—”

“No, they are not. I assure you, sir, I am in no mood for jesting. This is a proposal.”

“Then I must inform you that you have also deeply offended Elizabeth and our family.”

“That was not my intent,” Mr Fitzwilliam murmured, and those assembled, witnessing his profound distress, shifted from anger to pity. The burden of grief over the loss of his brother, compounded by his parents’ peculiar response, weighed heavily upon the once jovial and carefree man.

“I concede that your current state of mind, so soon after your brother’s death, is ill-suited for this difficult conversation. Alas, we do not have time,” Mr Gardiner remarked, noting Darcy’s lingering ire. Although he appeared the only one in the room who remained extremely angry, he wisely withheld his tongue, allowing Mr Gardiner to speak on behalf of all concerned parties.

“We extend our deepest sympathies to your family, but if this matter remains unresolved, it may descend into a scandal that will besmirch not only our families but, most grievously, Elizabeth’s reputation.”

“And what solution do you propose?” Richard finally asked.

“You possess the condolence cards of all who attended the funeral feast. Please write a note to each of them stating that you are not affianced to Miss Bennet—”

“No!” Richard interjected.

“I implore you, Richard. At least listen to what they are telling you,” Miss Darcy entreated, and for the first time that morning, he appeared somewhat comforted by his young cousin’s presence, yet he remained unwavering.

“I am sorry, but I cannot pen such a missive, for it would tarnish my mother’s reputation in her profound sorrow.”

“Do not involve your mother in this matter—simply state that you are not betrothed and offer no further explanation,” Mrs Gardiner suggested, her demeanour as composed as her husband’s.

“No, that cannot be done.”

“Would you then prefer that my reputation suffer due to this…misunderstanding?” Elizabeth asked, choosing a gentler term than the one that lingered in her thoughts.

“No! No reputation needs to be tarnished.”

“And what of when Miss Elizabeth is no longer seen at your side and weds me in a few months?” Darcy interjected, now somewhat calmer.

“You cannot wed within a few months. Perhaps within a year…”

Once more, Darcy rose from his seat, but this time, he was restrained by both Mr Gardiner and Miss Darcy.

“This discourse is fruitless,” Darcy declared. “I shall proceed to the club and publicly declare that Miss Bennet is not betrothed to Lord Doncaster—”

“Cease calling me that.”

“Richard…you are Lord Doncaster, and this folly must cease. Return home and comply with our request. Simply deny your betrothment in a ten-word note—”

“I cannot, on account of my mother.”

“Do you not see the absurdity of this situation? It arose from a mistake precipitated by that cursed letter, compounded by Lady Matlock’s inexplicable haste.”

But all their entreaties fell upon deaf ears. The newly appointed Viscount Doncaster remained steadfast in an untenable resolve where only his parents counted, ignorant of the harm they wrought, particularly upon Elizabeth.

“I implore you for patience,” he repeated, time and again.

“What does it mean to be patient, Richard? We had intended to wed within six weeks. Andrew’s death led us to postpone our nuptials for a mere three months, but no longer. Pray, speak to your mother. With each passing day, more people will find out,” pleaded Darcy.

“I cannot do such a thing at present.”

“I shall go and speak to her,” Darcy declared. “I fail to see the dire consequences in apprising her of the truth regarding that letter and the real state of our feelings towards Miss Elizabeth.”

“All I can say is that, at present, my mother cannot confront the reality that the marriage she dreams of will never come into existence.”

“By heavens, she dreams I am to be married to Lord Doncaster!” exclaimed Elizabeth, turning for help to Mrs Gardiner, who enfolded her niece in her arms.

“I implore you again, refrain from addressing me as Lord Doncaster,” Richard interjected wearily. He looked exhausted, and perhaps he failed to grasp the profound repercussions of Lady Matlock’s misstep, deeming it a lesser consequence than his mother’s serenity.

With a heavy heart, he departed, leaving nothing but desolation in his wake. They stood in silence, words failing them.

“What if I go to the club and do what I said?” asked Darcy, frustration palpable in his voice.

“That would not be prudent,” asserted Mrs Gardiner firmly, casting a concerned glance at Elizabeth, who remained troublingly silent. “Elizabeth, speak.”

“If we leave for Pemberley and marry there…?” Elizabeth said.

“Yes!” Miss Darcy exclaimed. “You do that. Only those of us here, your parents, and your sisters.”

“And the banns?” Mr Gardiner asked.

“I do not think Richard is capable of going so far as to openly contest our marriage,” Mr Darcy said.

“How could anyone contest a marriage?” pondered Miss Darcy.

“The banns of marriage are proclaimed during Sunday services, wherein objections may be voiced,” elucidated Mr Gardiner. “Yet in all my years, I have only known such objections to concern an already espoused man. However, the banns are not our chief concern. Lizzy cannot wed whilst London believes she is affianced to another. Legally, it is not a quandary, but her reputation may suffer…perhaps not irreparably, but until the truth comes to light.”

“Mary is in that house!” Elizabeth suddenly cried as though her sister was in danger.

“Cease, dear,” commanded Mrs Gardiner firmly. “Mary is in the care of Lady Doncaster, and it is a good thing to have someone within that house who may shed light on our predicament.”

“I can go and speak to Lady Matlock,” declared Miss Darcy confidently, yet her brother shook his head.

“No, I must resolve this matter, but under the present circumstances, they will not let me approach her for a while,” he lamented.

“Perhaps Lady Doncaster may be persuaded—” Miss Darcy said, but she was interrupted by her brother.

“No, Georgiana! We cannot ask a grieving widow to intercede in such a matter. We would be utterly unfeeling.”

Sadness conquered his face as he felt surrounded by an iron wall that could not be destroyed. “It would not be so complicated or damaging to say that Lady Matlock had made the announcement in too much haste without knowing her son’s true feelings. Richard did not intend to marry Miss Elizabeth because they are not in love. London will understand the trials of a mourning mother and accept her momentary loss of rationality…yet here we are, ensnared in this powerlessness.”

“Miss Mary is expecting us to visit her,” interjected Miss Darcy, casting a meaningful glance at Elizabeth. For the moment, it seemed the only course of action, for Mary might possess insight into matters within the Matlock household.

As they spoke, a note arrived, and upon perusal, Mr Gardiner sighed in relief. “Mr Bennet arrives tomorrow. He alone holds the authority to decide.”

“He must be worried if he comes in such haste,” remarked Elizabeth. “What did you write to him?” she asked her uncle.

“All that has happened in detail. I was convinced they would not agree to writing a message to all those who attended the funeral, not due to Mr Fitzwilliam’s objections but because it was an inelegant solution to such a delicate matter. But no matter how hard I thought, no alternative presented itself,” confessed Mr Gardiner. “I also asked him to keep these matters strictly between us, but I suppose that was not necessary.”

“Papa arrives tomorrow!” exclaimed Elizabeth, glad to have her family around her, hoping fervently that her mother and sisters would also come.

“Likewise, Bingley may join him, should Miss Bennet accompany your father,” concluded Darcy, mustering a wan smile despite the grim circumstances; never had he imagined awaiting the Bennets’ arrival with hope.

“I shall take my leave,” announced Mr Gardiner, eager to attend to business matters. Then, Mrs Gardiner invited Miss Darcy to join her in visiting the children, which she accepted gleefully.

“They possess a remarkable talent for leaving us alone,” Elizabeth said with a smile. She could not utter another word after that, for she found herself enfolded in his arms, the sole place she wished to be on that day and for all eternity.

“What is this madness? Why must we endure such tribulations?” she mused, her voice muffled against his chest.

“Hush, my love! We must calm our spirits and think of us,” he urged. Claiming her lips in a fervent kiss, he sought to banish the shadow cast by the turmoil that threatened to disrupt their bliss when finally everything was clear and settled between them.

In the alchemy of their love, the world around them faded into insignificance, their only reality remaining the passion they shared. She sighed, and he caressed her, their smiles mirroring the depths of their affection. They clung to each other as if striving to merge into a single body.

“I love you,” she whispered, and he trembled, for that was the first time she had spoken such words.

“We shall leave for Pemberley,” he murmured, his lips trailing up her delicate neck.

“Yes,” she cried, caressing him with gestures that came to naturally to her in his arms.

“I do not care what London wants or says,” he declared as they held each other tightly.

“Tomorrow, you will meet Papa,” Elizabeth said, eager for him to understand her father’s significance in her life.

“I have already met Mr Bennet.”

“You met Mr Bennet, the recluse who hates gatherings and balls. Tomorrow, you will meet my beloved father, who made me what I am today. I am certain you will find common ground—you resemble each other in many ways,” she said.

Darcy nodded at her infectious exuberance. “I adore you, Elizabeth Bennet, and I shall cherish your father as my own, I promise.”

Each word they exchanged held significance in that cocoon of love they had built together.

“Promise me you will not regret staying away from London for a while,” he entreated, fearing it was their only solution. A marriage far from the world, to be revealed only once the shock of his cousin’s death had waned and Richard and his aunt were capable of restoring the truth.

“You jest, certainly?” Elizabeth replied. “I must ask the same of you—you have lived in London all your life.”

“So long as I have you and Georgiana, nothing else matters.”

And he closed his eyes, imagining Pemberley in summer, receiving him and his betrothed to be wed.











Chapter 25




Elizabeth waited for her father’s arrival with a mixture of impatience and fear. She sought for his clear mind and capacity for judgment yet could not shake the feeling of having disappointed him. Indeed, the theft of that letter marked the beginning of their present turmoil. Once more, she had acted without due consideration, ensnaring herself in a difficult situation—on the verge of calamity.

Eagerly, she anticipated the arrival of Mary, who was expected to come in the company of Lady Doncaster’s daughters, who had pledged to spend the day with the Gardiner children while Mary reunited with her family. As Mary arrived, she embraced Elizabeth wordlessly—a rare display of affection from her usually reserved sister.

“I hate to see you so worried,” Mary murmured while Mrs Gardiner supervised the children as they became acquainted.

“Can you believe the turmoil caused by that letter?” Elizabeth exclaimed. “It all came from that!”

“I do not consider you to be to blame,” Mary replied reassuringly.

“But I stole it—”

“Oh, my dear, it was but a forgotten letter of no consequence. It would have likely ended up in the kitchen to kindle the fire. But why did you give it to Mr Fitzwilliam?”

Elizabeth was reluctant to answer, ashamed to admit it was merely an impulsive act of anger and frustration that had lost all its meaning as time passed.

“Nevertheless, it matters little now,” Mary continued. “The only positive thing is that no one dared to send a note of congratulation. London is still perplexed, and that is a good sign. They are still waiting for explanations that cannot come during this mourning period.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed, not knowing for certain whether Mary’s revelations were good or bad news.

“Since the day of the funeral, Lady Matlock has not been seen. She has not even received Lady Doncaster. It is evident that the lady is not in her right mind. I tried to speak to the new Lord Doncaster, but he cut me short—impolitely, I may say—and told me to stay out of the matter.”

“Hush!” Mr Gardiner interjected, casting a glance at them, mindful that his eldest daughter was following their conversation. “We must await Mr Darcy’s arrival for any further discussion on the matter, Mary.”

Half an hour after Mary’s arrival, Mr Darcy and his sister made their entrance. This time, the children were also present in the parlour, infusing the room with their exuberance, momentarily dispelling the gloomy atmosphere.

“When do you anticipate their arrival?” Mr Darcy asked, speaking about the Bennets.

“They usually arrive around one o’clock,” Elizabeth replied, familiar with the route they would take, including the difficult parts, the inn where they typically changed horses, and her father’s punctuality in leaving the house. They had made the journey countless times over the twelve years since the Gardiners’ marriage, always eagerly anticipating the joyful welcome that awaited them. Their aunt and uncle were always eager for them to discover the delights of London—its museums and theatres as well as the royal palaces, which were destinations that Mr Gardiner liked a lot.

“The children are to go to the park at eleven,” Mr Gardiner announced. Miss Darcy happily assented, and Elizabeth nodded, willing to go for a walk, knowing how much Mr Darcy enjoyed their strolls together.

“You are coming too?” Georgiana said, turning to her brother with a questioning look, hesitant to voice her concerns.

“What troubles you, Georgiana?” Darcy asked.

“Can you be seen with Miss Elizabeth?” the young lady enquired with a troubled countenance.

Her question reignited the anger and worry that had plagued them in recent days. It was a valid question, but Mrs Gardiner hastily interjected, “Let us not be alarmed. We are far from the fashionable part of the city. You have Miss Darcy and Mary with you, as well as our governesses. There is no danger of being seen—the park is nearby.”

“Smile, Elizabeth,” Darcy whispered as they walked to the park.

“I cannot,” she replied, longing to take his arm and lean on him yet hesitating. She was wary of every passerby, fearing they might recognise her as the lady who became engaged at a funeral.

“Georgiana does not know what she is saying,” he attempted to reassure her.

“On the contrary, she is the most perceptive among us. This is indeed a predicament. We cannot be seen together in public, especially in places frequented by your acquaintances.”

“No one will see us today.”

“Because we are not in a neighbourhood frequented by your acquaintances.”

“You are the one who said that, not me,” Darcy defended with a smile. “Do not put words into my mouth.”

“There was a time when you spoke such words yourself.”

“Oh, for Heaven’s sake, Elizabeth, we cannot turn back time. We overcame those problems long ago. Let us think only of the present.”

“You are right,” she conceded, and he smiled, pleased that she recognised her error.

“Are you angry or anxious?” he asked, offering his arm.

“Angry,” she affirmed, taking his arm and briefly resting her head on his shoulder as they entered the park.

“Good. I dislike seeing you worried.”

“But you relish seeing me angry,” she remarked.

“Yes, I adore you when you are angry, and it pains me to see you distressed.”

“I am angry, that is true. There seems to be no solution. Papa can only offer comfort—he cannot conjure up a solution we have not already considered.”

“Comforting you is all I want. Let us return home and wait for their arrival.”

“You are eager to see my mother,” Elizabeth said, observing him with a smile.

“Yes, very! And to see you happy again, my love!”











Chapter 26




The whole family accompanied Mr Bennet to London, except Lydia, who was still in Brighton flirting with the officers—as everybody imagined.

However, the Bennets received a notable addition in the form of Mr Bingley, who strayed from his betrothed’s side only for a brief repose at night time, at Netherfield, which he hoped to lease again, this time from Mr Gardiner.

They gathered in Mrs Gardiner’s parlour, which, on this occasion, seemed small. Following the exchanges of bows and curtsies, Mr Bennet conveyed sincere condolences on behalf of his family for Darcy’s recent loss. With great deference, they stood silently, paying respects to the departed young viscount, although unfamiliar to them, now intertwined with their family through Mr Darcy’s proposal to Elizabeth.

Mr Gardiner entrusted his wife with the vital mission of keeping Mrs Bennet occupied, diverting her from long speeches. Yet, to Mrs Gardiner’s surprise, her sister-in-law remained suspiciously quiet. While she had bestowed a faint smile upon Mr Darcy, she refrained from expressing joy over their engagement—a departure from her usual demeanour. Noticing the occasional meaningful glances from Mr Bennet and Jane in Mrs Bennet’s direction, Mrs Gardiner began to suspect that a serious discussion had transpired within the Bennet household, rendering Mrs Bennet uncharacteristically silent.

Meanwhile, Elizabeth and her sisters conversed and embraced away from the others, much to the delight of onlookers. There was possibly an exception—Miss Darcy, who looked at the happy group, perhaps with a hint of envy. She had always wanted that special bond she witnessed among the Bennet sisters.

Seeing Miss Darcy’s wistful smile, Elizabeth gestured silently, inviting her into their circle. When Georgiana joined them and was received as one of them, Darcy realised that all he needed in life resided within that room. Turning to Mr Bennet, he hastened to request a private conversation.

However, Mr Bennet politely declined the offer, preferring to discuss matters with the entire family present. Having listened attentively to his brother-in-law’s account of recent events, he turned to Mr Darcy and said, “I think it is better to discuss this with all the family around.”

“Ladies,” he uttered. They all turned as if presenting themselves to the family in their new stations and behaviour. Elizabeth and Jane were betrothed, wives to be, both bearing that radiant glow bestowed only by love. Graceful and slender, one fair-haired, the other with chestnut locks, they smiled at their men with confidence. Mr Bennet was not surprised by this transformation; he knew his eldest daughters were prepared for a new family and to embrace a new chapter in life. The astonishment came from the younger two—Mary, his studious and reserved daughter, who now appeared fulfilled and entirely at ease, and Kitty… The two months spent without Lydia and in Jane’s company had transformed her into a charming, pleasant young lady.

“Well, Miss Darcy,” Mr Bennet spoke candidly, “I am pleased to count you as a sixth daughter. But now is the time for discussion. Mr Darcy has something to disclose. Initially, he sought a private discussion with me. Still, I invited him to address all of you and make official the second engagement of Lizzy.”

“Father!” Elizabeth exclaimed reproachfully. “You cannot resist jesting.”

“No, my dear. And it appears this is the first time you have taken offence.”

“This matter is of grave importance, Papa.”

“And I am all the more inclined to treat it with leisure. I do not wish for our family to dwell in worry and sorrow when we should savour life’s finest moments. Jane is two weeks away from her wedding, and look at you, my dear Lizzy, you have two suitors—”

“Mr Bennet,” Mrs Bennet interjected, unable to contain herself further. “You have the audacity to preach moderation when you cannot exercise it yourself.”

“I assure you, madam, I speak with moderation. Now, Mr Darcy…?”

Darcy nodded, and as Elizabeth drew near, he spoke in a voice fraught with profound emotion. “I have asked Miss Elizabeth for her hand in marriage, and she has accepted—”

“Oh, I am overjoyed! We gladly give you our daughter,” Mrs Bennet exclaimed. This time, her outburst was met with nothing but affection, while Mr Bennet simply nodded, his smile emphasising her words.

“Unfortunately, Mrs Bennet,” Darcy continued, looking directly at her and seeming to address her alone—much to Elizabeth’s amusement, “I made the mistake of postponing our announcement until the entire family was reunited—”

“It was no error, Mr Darcy,” Mrs Bennet asserted firmly.

“Thank you for your confidence, madam,” he replied. “However, recent events have proved otherwise. I should have hastened to Tower Bridge and broadcast our news—”

“It would have sufficed to inform your family immediately,” Elizabeth interjected. “But of course, such discussions are useless, as we have had many of late. What truly matters is Lord Doncaster’s death, which brought tragedy to his family and worry to us.”

“I shall not deny the complexity of the situation,” Mr Bennet remarked. “During my four years at Oxford, I was exposed to London society at its best and worst. I can attest that they are not so different from our own circle in Meryton or the Gardiners’ circle here in the city. They may be more refined in attire and demeanour, but their responses to certain events are much the same—they gossip with equal fervour and pass judgment as swiftly as Mrs Bennet’s circle of acquaintances. If you wish to know what they are discussing today or will discuss tomorrow upon learning the whole story, simply imagine the topics you would discuss,” he said, glancing at his wife and sister-in-law and then at Darcy, who surprisingly nodded in agreement. His own judgments, which he had made last year of Meryton and the Bennets, were not inaccurate but generally applicable to all the societies he encountered in every town or county of England. After all, his aunt’s misstep was potentially more dangerous than Mrs Bennet’s endeavours to secure matches for her daughters.

“What can we do?” Elizabeth finally asked, her countenance and demeanour reflecting her most profound concern.

“You will marry as planned. Mr Darcy must allow for the delay due to his cousin’s death, but we shall not concern ourselves with the opinions of others. If they do not attempt to resolve the issue before then, Mr Darcy will pen a letter to his uncle and aunt, apprising them of the circumstances and his firm resolve to wed. After that, it will be their decision whether to persist in their misconceptions,” Mr Bennet declared.

“Richard…Viscount Doncaster, I mean, will likely intercept any correspondence intended for his parents—”

“For now, Mr Darcy—only for a few weeks when everything is still so vivid in their hearts. But we are speaking of three months—”

“Three months?” Elizabeth exclaimed, crestfallen, eliciting laughter from those assembled. Witnessing their spirited and carefree Lizzy in love was a delight.

“Yes, my dear, that is the time Mr Darcy requires to mourn his cousin’s death.”

“And Richard?” Darcy queried.

“For a brother, at least six months. Lady Matlock will have that time to rectify her error. If she does so, Lizzy and Mr Darcy will appear in London, already married, with no scandal attached to their names.”

“And if she does nothing?”

“Should that happen, Lizzy and Mr Darcy’s reputations may suffer. Yet, as always, Lizzy will bear the brunt of it—men are seldom tarnished by such affairs.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth gasped, casting a despairing glance at her betrothed. “All of London will be aware of the story by now.”

“Yes, and they will not look favourably upon a union between you and Lord Doncaster’s cousin three months after your engagement to him was announced.”

“But they must speak the truth,” Mary interjected, visibly incensed, a sentiment shared by all present. “What purpose would it serve to Lord Doncaster to conceal the truth? Only to bring unhappiness to Mr Darcy and my sister and ultimately fracture their family.”

“I trust they will act rationally, and once this great sorrow has abated, they will take the necessary steps for London to know the true story,” Mr Bennet concurred.

“But can we marry under such circumstances?” Darcy pondered aloud. “Will the church approve of our union?” he continued without hiding his gaze from Elizabeth.

“Yes, you will be wed,” Mr Bennet affirmed, prompting a collective sigh of relief from the room.

“I have consulted our vicar, a man well versed in canonical matters having served many years in London. Lizzy, being not yet twenty-one, cannot marry without my consent—”

“Then grant Mr Darcy your consent, for Heaven’s sake!” Elizabeth implored.

“I shall grant it before our vicar in Longbourn church,” Mr Bennet declared.

“Then let us depart for Hertfordshire!” Jane exclaimed, while Mr Bingley agreed with a huge smile.

“Not before we discuss a fundamental matter. None of what we debated today is for other people except those present. Nobody seeks advice, gossips, tells, or imparts any information. Mrs Bennet—without exception! Mr Bingley, you will visit your family. Please find other subjects—”

“Mr Bennet, I am not the man I used to be. My love for my family has not decreased, yet my confidence has—drastically. You can count on my discretion!”

“Thank you, Mr Bingley,”

“Kitty, do you understand the gravity of this situation?”

“Yes, Father! I promise I shall not say a word.”

“To Lydia and to your friends,” Mr Bennet added.

“Yes, to Lydia and my friends, Father.”

“Now I have an order for everybody, and when I say order, please follow it to the letter! If you participate in a conversation and this subject arises, you will not say a word even if questions are directed at you. ‘I have nothing to say on that subject’ is the best answer, while Mr Darcy and Lizzy will for now avoid any society where this topic could arise. Now, Mr Darcy, we may have that private conversation…in your library,” he said and smiled because on the evening of her engagement, Elizabeth had not written to her father about the man she was going to marry but about his library, where she was confident her father would spend a lot of time.











Chapter 27




“No, no, no! It is so unfair for you!” exclaimed Mary in the nursery, prompting all the little ones to gaze upon her with wide-eyed curiosity. Her two fair-haired cherubs hastened to her side, thinking she was angry. Embracing them tenderly, Mary began to sing a melody taught to her and her sisters by an elderly maid in their infancy. The other ladies silently observed this touching tableau, seated on the thick carpet surrounded by children’s toys.

“You possess the innate grace of a mother,” remarked Jane.

“I possess the innate skills of a governess,” Mary responded, encouraging the little girls to play with the others.

“A governess!” Jane echoed, a faint note of disdain tinging her otherwise gentle demeanour.

“What do you have against the profession of governess?” asked Mary, surprised by her sister’s response.

“I have nothing against any lady who chooses to work as a governess or companion. Yet, your conviction that this shall be your fate gives me pause. You must marry,” Jane insisted.

“I do not want to marry. Lady Doncaster has proposed a fee exceeding the customary rate by three times. But let us dwell no more on this matter. I reside within their household because I like what I do, I want to aid Lady Doncaster in overcoming her tragedy, but above all, I am determined to assist Lizzy and Mr Darcy in any way I can,” declared Mary.

“Oh, my dear,” Elizabeth murmured, deeply moved by her sister’s unwavering dedication. “It is imperative for us to be apprised of the situation in that house and whether Mr Fitzwilliam will undertake the necessary measures to extricate us from this predicament.”

“You may rely upon me. This is not an act of disloyalty but rather a noble endeavour to restore truth. Whilst I am uncertain of the extent of my assistance, at least you will know at every moment where you stand,” assured Mary.

“Thank you,” Elizabeth gratefully murmured.

It was only then that they remembered Miss Darcy’s close kinship with the Matlocks, and a faint blush of embarrassment tinted the countenance of the Bennet sisters.

“Forgive us,” Elizabeth entreated, directing her gaze to Miss Darcy, who waved off her concerns with a determined air.

“Fitzwilliam is my brother, and my loyalty lies solely with him and his happiness. I shall support Miss Mary in anything she intends to do. As for you, Miss Elizabeth, I want you to marry my brother and return to London without constraint whenever you want,” declared Miss Darcy.

“Thank you,” Elizabeth repeated, her heart brimming with gratitude.

“In this situation, I can do nothing but love you,” Jane remarked, her face radiant with warmth.

“That suffices for me. Now, dear sister, we are eager to hear the account of Mr Bingley’s arrival at Longbourn,” Elizabeth interjected.

Her words were met with smiles and anticipation from Mary and Miss Darcy, both eager to learn about a real-life love story with a happy ending.

“It took ten minutes for me to accept I was not dreaming,” Jane began with a joyous face. “He arrived on our doorstep unannounced. Picture Mama’s consternation when she realised I was not dressed properly for such a visit! She entertained him in the drawing-room whilst every servant in the household endeavoured to make me presentable,” she recounted with genuine mirth. “I know not what transpired between Mama and him, but upon my appearance, he was as pale as a ghost and trembling. Later, he confessed it was due to my angelic countenance, and he steadfastly refused to divulge the nature of their discourse—”

“Consider it a ten-minute penance for seven months of suffering,” Mary quipped, eliciting nods from her companions.

Elizabeth explained to Miss Darcy, “Our mother possesses a remarkable talent for managing our household with meagre funds, yet she is equally adept at committing social faux pas or uttering tactless remarks—”

“I believe you exaggerate, Miss Elizabeth,” Miss Darcy interjected candidly. “I have seen her and have only good words about her.”

“Wait and see. Should you choose to live amongst us, you will undoubtedly encounter your share of Mrs Bennet’s well-meaning blunders,” Elizabeth remarked.

“We love her dearly, nevertheless,” Jane added in haste. “Do not heed my sisters’ jokes. We each have our faults. In my case, excessive shyness hindered me from revealing my true sentiments—”

“That is how it is with me,” confessed Miss Darcy, her cheeks suffused with a blush. Among these spirited ladies, she found herself neither timid nor reserved, which was everything she had ever dreamt of.

“Some might deem it a virtue in a lady, yet, in my case, it was a fault. When I met Mr Bingley, I seemed uninterested in him, which was far from the truth. Although I had deep feelings for him from our first encounter, my timidity concealed my true emotions from him and others,” Jane said.

“And?” asked Miss Darcy, her curiosity piqued.

Jane exchanged a glance with her sisters, unsure how much to divulge. But Elizabeth nodded, urging her to continue, confident that the amiable Jane bore no resentment towards Mr Darcy.

“His family, concerned by my supposed lack of affection, urged him to depart…to leave me—”

“Oh!” exclaimed Miss Darcy, her face betraying surprise, sympathy, and much curiosity.

“But all’s well that ends well,” Jane remarked with a graceful smile, casting a serene and pure aura over the gathering.

“He arrived…unannounced, and when Mama retired from the drawing-room—”

“She left you alone with…” Miss Darcy gasped.

“Yes, that is Mama. When circumstances dictate, she pays no attention to decorum, only to our well-being,” Jane affirmed.

“How touching,” murmured Miss Darcy, her admiration growing for this lady she had just met.

“And then?” Mary prompted.

“He knelt before me and begged for my forgiveness…and my hand in marriage.”

At this, Jane blushed profusely, leaving Mary and Elizabeth to surmise that the tale had not ended there. Further details remained unspoken, and they could not expect to learn more from Jane.

“We shall marry from Longbourn in a fortnight,” Jane announced, concluding a brief yet poignant story of a love nearly lost, only to be reclaimed in triumph and grace.

“What would you have done had you faced our circumstances?” Elizabeth asked.

“Mr Bingley intends to purchase Netherfield. We shall live there after our marriage and visit London only when necessary.”

Pausing to regard her sister with affection, Jane continued, “Our life will be close to our families, and we do not need or want more. But even though we aspire to live a secluded life, it is unfair not to be received in London by Mr Bingley’s society…so I would fight for that right…as you will do!”











Chapter 28




“Your family has long returned to Hertfordshire whilst you remain here,” Lady Doncaster murmured, expressing her gratitude towards Mary, who had faithfully fulfilled her promise to stay in London.

“You engaged my services,” Mary replied candidly.

“Oh, you understand well that our connection extends beyond mere employment.”

“Indeed. I wanted to stay because of you, not only because your daughters did not have a governess.”

“I know. Without you, I would have been at a loss. As you observe, the atmosphere in this household is far from warm. Instead of remembering Andrew together and healing like a family, I am alone. Lady Matlock remains secluded within her apartments, I cannot ascertain Lord Matlock’s condition, and Mr Fitzwilliam, save for dinners, appears to disregard me, despite our once-close relationship during my husband’s lifetime.”

Lady Doncaster saw Mary’s disquiet, which she failed to conceal.

“You may confide in me, my dear. What troubles you? Is it concerning Lady Matlock’s announcement?” Thankfully, this time, Mary managed to mask her astonishment. She could not imagine how Lady Doncaster remained unaware of the gravity of the situation arising from Lady Matlock’s words.

“I hesitate to burden you—” Mary began.

“Pray, desist. While I grieve deeply, I must make an effort to move forwards. Prolonged mourning serves no purpose. My beloved parents are due to arrive today, and they will help me greatly while you attend your sister’s wedding. Speak your mind, my dear.”

“It is indeed about Lady Matlock’s…announcement,” Mary admitted, then  paused again. Lady Doncaster’s face showed no understanding. Clearly, she failed to grasp the dire predicament faced by Elizabeth and Mr Darcy.

“And they took no action?” Lady Doncaster queried as though she was not living in the same house.

“No, despite numerous entreaties from my family, they did nothing. My sister is betrothed to Mr Darcy, yet in the eyes of all of London society, she is affianced to Mr Fitzwilliam. It is a grave situation imperilling my sister’s reputation.”

“Oh! You are right. I vaguely recollect our conversation on the night of…the funeral,” Lady Doncaster said, her voice tinged with sorrow whenever her late husband was mentioned.

“Please,” Mary implored. “Let us talk about something else!”

“No, my dear, that cannot be. Everything that exists in my world makes me remember him. I cannot simply close my eyes and ears to the world around me so as not to suffer. Yet much of the past weeks since Andrew’s passing remains clouded. I cannot recall my actions, and those of others…it is as though they are shrouded in mist. I recall you and the girls, my attempt to seek solace with Lady Matlock and her rejection of me…grief, incessant grief. Even the events of the funeral are somewhat obscured. What precisely happened?”

Lady Doncaster listened intently to Mary’s narrative as if hearing it for the first time.

“And Mr Darcy proposed to Miss Elizabeth mere days before?” she asked.

“Yes, with the intention of marrying within a month or so.”

“Poor Miss Elizabeth!”

“Alas, no steps were taken to rectify the situation,” Mary lamented.

“Little can be done now that the news has spread throughout London. Yet it is indeed peculiar to make such an announcement at her own son’s funeral.”

Mary discerned a sudden indignation in Lady Doncaster’s tone towards her mother-in-law. Even if Lady Doncaster had been present then, her thoughts were consumed by her grief, not Lady Matlock’s imprudence.

“And not even Richard attempted to intervene?”

“No, he has repeated many times that his mother’s greatest wish was this marriage.”

“Do you now comprehend why I choose to remain in London?”

As Mary did not answer, she continued.

“They behaved like all they wanted to do was forget Andrew. It is unjust. I must remain here to uphold my husband’s wishes and ensure our security.”

“No, I do not think they will disadvantage you and your girls,” Mary assured her.

“I wish to believe so, but I shall not be naïve this time.”

“Were you naïve before?” Mary asked, regretting her words almost immediately.

“Yes, when I presumed it was only the old earl who was opposed to me. Yet it appears the entire household stood against me.”

“Truly lamentable,” Mary sympathised. “But Lady Matlock said she finally agreed because she liked you.”

“A somewhat embellished tale. I married Andrew mere months before his grandfather’s demise, not imagining he would die.

“Quite a different story,” Mary said, utterly astonished.

“Indeed, a different perspective. Perhaps that prompted Lady Matlock’s rash declaration, burdened by the guilt of depriving us of five years of marriage. They could have opposed the old earl’s wishes and emerged victorious—after all, they were his parents—but they also hoped for Andrew to find another wife. Lady Matlock may have convinced herself of her version of events, but deep down, she knows the truth. She is one of the guilty ones. Only Richard stood by our side. He even attended our wedding—such was Andrew’s trust in him.”

“And I trust he will not act to your detriment. As the new heir, he now possesses some influence over the family fortune as the new viscount.”

“People’s kindness often wanes when self-interest rears its head. And the voice of self-interest is often the loudest.”

“I pray it is not so.”

“Did he offer any aid to Miss Elizabeth and Mr Darcy?” Lady Doncaster questioned, somewhat combatively.

“Alas, no,” Mary confessed. “Yet the circumstances are peculiar. He fears placing Lady Matlock in an awkward position.”

“So he chose his cousin’s dishonour.”

“I cannot say,” Mary replied.

“I shall try to speak to Lady Matlock, I assure you.”

“Thank you,” Mary expressed. “I still maintain faith in Mr Fitzwilliam. I shall speak to him before departing for Longbourn, hopefully finding a resolution for my sister and her intended.”

“God bless you, my dear. You are a rare gem to us all!”











Chapter 29




Two days before Jane’s nuptials, both Netherfield and Longbourn bustled with activity. Carriages journeyed from one house to the other carrying flowers, clothing, and happy people—always in a hurry as it seemed that the preparations would never be completed in time.

Meanwhile the family waited with impatience for Mary to return home.

But, before her appearance at Longbourn, the Bingley sisters descended upon Netherfield, accompanied by the somnolent Mr Hurst, from the first moment of their arrival disrupting the pleasant atmosphere pervading the house. Greeted by their brother, Jane, and Mrs Gardiner, the sisters were dismayed not to be assigned the same rooms as on their previous visit, even though the rooms at Netherfield all looked the same. After the laborious unloading of their baggage, they clamoured for a substantial meal, having hastily consumed their breakfast earlier. Almost immediately following their arrival, Mr Bingley, Mrs Gardiner, and all the servants found themselves busily attending only to their demands.

Their brother hurried between floors, gratefully acknowledging Mrs Gardiner’s efforts to order a repast for the travellers and oversee the dining arrangements with her usual genial demeanour.

“I am sorry,” he occasionally murmured to Mrs Gardiner whenever a fresh demand arose. Then, with a sombre countenance, he escorted his family to the dining-room. He began to realise that the rift between his sisters and his future family would require considerable healing time. The months of tribulation and uncertainty had wrought a profound change within him, altering his formerly jovial and benevolent nature, enabling him to discern facets of reality that had eluded him before. He comprehended that no one, not even his dear friend Darcy, much less his sisters, had the right to dictate his future and that all his decisions must be accepted by everybody. His foremost resolution was to forgive his sisters for the significant role they had played in alienating him from Miss Bennet during their time at Netherfield and in London, and he received Darcy’s regrets with genuine equanimity.

For the first time in his life, he perceived his sisters’ poor conduct and resolved to confront them while they dined.

“I am pleased you have come,” he addressed them as they settled in the dining-room. “I shall not linger as I am beset with countless matters to attend to. I have waited for you to congratulate Miss Bennet on her impending marriage, but it seems you have forgotten. Nevertheless, my future wife, with her well-known magnanimity, warmly welcomed you into her home.”

“Not yet,” Mrs Hurst retorted, unable to conceal her resentment.

“You are mistaken, dear sister. The house remains under the tenancy of her uncle, Mr Gardiner. Thus, we are the guests and must conduct ourselves accordingly. However, I shall not belabour the point. I wish you to understand that our future relationship depends solely upon you and your willingness to change your behaviour towards my future wife and her family. Should you desire harmony within our family, I implore you to reflect upon and change your conduct, to genuinely enjoy your stay, and to rejoice in my happiness and that of Miss Bennet.”

With that, he departed, leaving behind simmering resentment and futile frustration, which failed to diminish their voracious appetites.

“What did Charles wish to say?” Mr Hurst asked.

“Do not trouble yourself over that,” his wife responded, casting a knowing glance at her sister.

∞∞∞

Meanwhile, Jane joined her aunt in the drawing-room, her beautiful face bearing traces of unease.

“Jane Bennet, you are forbidden to worry two days before your wedding,” Mrs Gardiner admonished. “Your sole concern should be ensuring your gown and flowers are perfect.”

“Their behaviour was most unbecoming,” Jane lamented. “They still do not agree with our marriage.”

“Please do not be concerned about their behaviour. I suspect Mr Bingley addressed their conduct, which is why he accompanied them to the dining-room.”

“Oh!” Jane exclaimed, astonished that her aunt discerned subtleties that had eluded her own perception.

“They will not linger long after the wedding, and from tonight onwards, this house will be teeming with guests—their presence will become invisible, believe me. We shall spend a quarter of an hour with them, then hasten to Longbourn to receive Mary.”

Elizabeth had received a brief message from Mary asking for the presence of the entire family upon her arrival, thereby instilling a sort of expectation that looked like hope. Mary could have vital tidings eagerly anticipated by all.

“What news might Mary bring?” Jane asked tentatively, her thoughts momentarily shadowed by Elizabeth’s predicament.

“Cease worrying about her or anything else.”

“I cannot cease worrying,” Jane murmured. “My heart aches at the thought of Lizzy’s unhappiness.”

“Goodness, Jane. She is not unhappy. She will be married at Pemberley in three months’ time and blissfully content with her beloved husband. Let London gossip as it may—nobody cares as long as we do not let them influence our lives.”

“It is unjust!”

“Indeed, but such is life. Lizzy will be well.”

Their conversation ceased as the drawing-room door opened to let the Bingley sisters and Mr Hurst enter. Uttering not a word of gratitude for the meal, they conducted themselves as though everything and everyone owed them. Following a brief discourse regarding wedding preparations in London, accompanied by grievances regarding those at Netherfield, they exchanged knowing glances. Mrs Gardiner observed this with unease, hastily contemplating potential schemes they might invent to prevent their brother from marrying. Yet, in a matter of moments, their malevolent intentions were laid bare, and they did not concern Jane.

“How fares Miss Elizabeth of late?” Miss Bingley asked.

Mrs Gardiner breathed a sigh of relief at the mention of Elizabeth’s name. Unlike Jane, she knew how to defend herself.

“She is in excellent health, thank you,” Mrs Gardiner replied, hoping to cut off any discussion regarding Elizabeth with a terse response.

The previous evening, during dinner with only family and Mr Bingley present, they had decided once more that any enquiries concerning Elizabeth and Mr Darcy would be met with feigned ignorance. Yet, as Mrs Gardiner scrutinised the two sisters before her, apprehension crept in. They were privy to something. It was the only explanation for their sinister smirks.

“When we encountered Miss Elizabeth in Hyde Park, she seemed rather close to Mr Darcy.”

“We are friends with the family,” Mrs Gardiner retorted, momentarily wiping the smirks from their faces by mentioning her friendship with Lady Doncaster, which they had observed with annoyance. However, the respite was brief as they pressed on.

“We heard about the tragedy that happened—the young Viscount Doncaster’s death. We were very sorry,” Mrs Hurst said.

“Indeed, it was shocking and harrowing for Lady Doncaster, his parents, and the entire family,” Mrs Gardiner answered in the same reserved tone.

“We dispatched a letter of condolence yet were uncertain of the appropriate course after that. Would it be fitting to extend congratulations to Miss Elizabeth on her engagement to the new Viscount Doncaster?” Miss Bingley continued.

They knew, and that was indeed a surprising revelation. They had not gleaned such information from Mr Bingley, who remained wholly devoted to his friend and the Bennets. Only one plausible explanation remained—the tendrils of London’s gossip had penetrated deeply enough to reach their drawing-room.

Mrs Gardiner dared not meet Jane’s gaze, fearing any exchange between them might betray their disquietude. Yet, as she regarded the sisters before her, she responded in a dispassionate tone, “I daresay the gossip seems to have reached you in quite a distorted manner!”

With that, they promptly left the room; Mrs Gardiner possessed the fortitude to stifle a laugh, and Jane, comprehending her aunt’s intent, joined in. Yet, once ensconced within the carriage, they embraced one another, overcome by apprehension.

“All of London knows,” Mrs Gardiner remarked.

“What shall we do?” Jane implored.

“We shall apprise Mr Bennet, and him alone, for the present.”

“Do you suppose Mary could have some good news?”

“I doubt it, as no favourable resolution exists. If they intend to save Elizabeth, Lady Matlock could be cast as a madwoman—”

“A possibility not unfounded following such a tragedy. None would blame her after such a loss,” Jane interjected.

“Indeed, but Lady Matlock, proud as she is, will never accept being blamed—not even if it is her fault.”

“Even if Elizabeth suffers and their family is torn asunder?”

“Yes. She cares nothing for Elizabeth’s reputation, and their familial bonds are not as close as ours.”

“Please speak to Papa, I implore you!”

Lydia welcomed them with her loud voice, and in a short time, the drawing-room vibrated with her stories.

Only then did Mrs Gardiner discreetly withdraw to confer with Mr Bennet and her husband in the library.

∞∞∞

“You seem troubled,” remarked Mrs Gardiner, casting her gaze upon Mr Bennet as she concluded her short story about what had happened at Netherfield an hour ago.

“Indeed, I am—more so than I care to admit in the presence of Elizabeth and Mr Darcy. Should the truth not be promptly revealed, it may give Mr Darcy’s acquaintances another reason to maintain distance from Lizzy. They would scarcely accept a lady from Hertfordshire snatching away a gentleman of Mr Darcy’s standing, who could have easily chosen a bride from the refined circles of London.”

“But Lizzy has no inclination to please them or to become part of their society,” Mr Gardiner interjected.

“Do not be too certain. It is not solely about her acceptance among the ton but rather about her comfort within those circles where her husband is esteemed,” Mr Bennet replied.

“Let us hope Mary brings good news,” Mr Gardiner offered hopefully.

“Alas, there can be no good news in this affair. It has been three weeks since I tried to find a solution, and I have arrived at nothing,” lamented Mr Bennet.

Their conversation was interrupted by the sound of a carriage arriving. Hastening to the window, they saw Mary descending from an elegant equipage adorned with a crest upon its door.

“That is the coat of arms of Viscount Doncaster if memory serves me well,” Mrs Gardiner remarked.

“Well, it appears my middle daughter travels in grand style,” Mr Bennet said with great affection, observing Mary hastening towards the house. “This young lady continues to astonish me—a rare occurrence in my life.”











Chapter 30




Mary was received into her family’s embrace like a princess. Lydia, who had not seen her in quite some time, twirled her about, marvelling at the change she saw in her, astonished by her transformation. “If being a governess brings such elegance, then I too must become one!” she exclaimed.

“God protect those children!” remarked Mr Bennet, and they shared laughter and embraced Mary once more, who looked astonishing.

“We must not dally. We have a dinner at Netherfield to prepare for,” announced Jane. For the first time, there was a hint of worry in her voice at the thought of visiting her future home. She imagined the terrible sisters enquiring about Elizabeth’s engagement to another man with Mr Darcy present and all their family.

“You must tell Elizabeth and Mr Darcy about…” she whispered to her aunt.

“Worry not, my dear,” reassured Mrs Gardiner.

“Yes, fret not,” cut in Mary, her face illuminated by a bright smile. “We shall arrive punctually for dinner. My tale is brief.”

“So, you do have news,” remarked Elizabeth, entering the drawing-room with Mr Darcy. They had sought solace in long walks around Longbourn, finding comfort in each other’s company. However, amidst others, a certain unease lingered on their faces. Elizabeth’s concern was for their predicament in general, while Mr Darcy fretted only for Elizabeth’s distress, caring little for the future as long as it meant being with her.

“Yes, dear sister, there is news, and I implore you to hear me out and try—”

“Speak, for God’s sake, girl!” interjected Mrs Bennet urgently, still fearing that Elizabeth would never marry Mr Darcy.

“Well…like everyone else in this family, I pondered deeply upon the unfortunate circumstances triggered by Lady Matlock. During my stay in their house, I observed that Mr Fitzwilliam had no intention of correcting his mother’s announcement and the scandal it could bring upon Elizabeth. I conversed with him, and he revealed that his mother’s fragile health rendered her incapable of enduring the shock of being mistaken about his sentiments and the dire repercussions for Lizzy and Mr Darcy. He believed that in about six months—initially suggesting a year—he might be able to gently tell her the truth. He was uncertain of his mother’s response or the measures she might take to rectify the situation. He proposed that Elizabeth and Mr Darcy refrain from marrying for that time—”

“No!” exclaimed Mr Darcy vehemently. “That is inconceivable.”

“I understand, but you know that returning to London married to another man, the cousin of her purported betrothed, would hardly be a favourable introduction for Elizabeth into a society notorious for its penchant for gossip and intransigence.”

“We have decided not to return for a long time,” declared Elizabeth.

“That is unacceptable,” objected Mary. “And…I finally devised a solution that resolves all the issues without causing suffering or embarrassment to any of you or the Matlocks.”

She paused, observing her family, who regarded her with scepticism as no one had yet proposed such a solution.

“And when I say all, I mean all. My plan makes Lady Matlock’s proclamation true, but at the same time, Mr Darcy and Lizzy can marry without hindrance and may return to London, their love untainted by gossip or malice.”

“Impossible!” cried Mr Bennet.

“No, Papa. It is feasible, and more than that, it is already done. When Lady Matlock made that ill-fated announcement, she said that her son was betrothed to Miss Bennet, and she was gazing at Elizabeth. Yet, I was nearby, and my name is Miss Bennet.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Elizabeth, jumping from her chair as she understood Mary’s intention.

“Yes, dearest. I shall marry Lord Doncaster,” announced Mary, serene yet determined.

A profound silence enveloped the room until Mr Bennet finally spoke. “Absolutely not!”

But Mrs Bennet could not be dissuaded this time. “Allow the girl to tell the entire tale before you dismiss such a resolution.”

“Thank you, Mama,” Mary said, and they all admired her composure. She was a young lady who had made up her mind, and much like Elizabeth, there was little chance of her wavering.

“Marriage is a weighty decision,” remarked Mrs Gardiner, though she already appeared to be on Mary’s side, her smile indicating as much.

“It is indeed. However, unlike my sisters, I have never harboured fancy notions of love and fairy tales where the gentleman arrives on a white horse. I decided to marry for different reasons, none of which involved that kind of love my sisters dreamt of. I esteem and admire Lord Doncaster. He is honourable, kind, and jovial when circumstances permit—”

“Indeed, he is,” interjected Miss Darcy, her brother nodding in agreement. “He is also devoted to his family.”

“Precisely, Miss Darcy! I am grateful for your support. By marrying him, I save Lizzy—”

“But you cannot sacrifice your own life to save my reputation,” objected Elizabeth, gazing at Mr Darcy, who appeared serene for the first time in a while. Evidently, he had no objections to Mary marrying his cousin. Quite the contrary.

“I make no sacrifice. Over the past weeks, we have become friends, and I am the only one in his household whose company he seeks. Occasionally, I bring him solace. And, I admit, I find myself drawn to the life Lord Doncaster could offer me.”

“So you are saying you are marrying not to save Lizzy but because you want to be the viscount’s wife,” surmised Mrs Bennet, hopeful that her husband would not oppose such a perfect plan resulting in her third daughter marrying into wealth.

“Let us say that initially, I sought a solution to Elizabeth’s plight. Lady Doncaster provided invaluable support. Unlike her mother-in-law, she did not retreat into despair but opened her door to the outside world, where her daughters and I stood ready to assist her. I cannot imagine how this solution eluded us all, for it is remarkably simple. I spent a sleepless night pondering why no one had conceived it before.”

“How could anyone conceive of such a tangled plan? No one could have proposed a scheme that had such a huge effect on your life,” remarked Elizabeth. “Yet, I agree—I did not even imagine this resolution.”

“Yesterday, I divulged my plan to Lady Doncaster. She asked whether I loved him, as you did, and whether I was prepared to forfeit my life. It was then that I realised it was no sacrifice for me,” declared Mary, smiling at Elizabeth, who breathed a sigh of relief. “Please believe me. Although it began as a solution for you, it also became one for me.”

“You are extraordinary,” declared Mr Darcy. “This family is remarkable, and I am honoured to be a part of it.”

“Thank you, Mr Darcy.”

“However, if you have agreed to marry my cousin, does that mean you have already spoken to him?” he asked circumspectly.

“Yes. I explained what it meant for my sister not to resolve the problem. He understood that it was not merely a problem of waiting many months for their marriage but a dire predicament. While he admitted he had not fully grasped the gravity of the matter, he expressed profound regret at the thought of Elizabeth’s reputation being tarnished. He asked what we could do without implicating his mother—”

“And you proposed marriage to him?” exclaimed Lydia, thrilled by the romantic turn of events.

“Yes. I suggested that we could resolve this matter entirely, saving both parties, without needing to approach Lady Matlock, thus granting Mr Darcy and my sister a joyous union. I recounted Lady Matlock’s announcement of her son’s engagement to Miss Bennet, and his face illuminated in bliss. I was also Miss Bennet, and our marriage would save everybody.”

“And he agreed!” cried Lydia once more, thoroughly satisfied.

“Yes. There was no need to formally propose to him, for he regarded me as if seeing me for the first time in his life and said, ‘So we are engaged, Miss Bennet—my mother declared so!’

“The first to congratulate us was Lady Doncaster. With my assumption of the title of Viscountess Doncaster, she has nothing to fear—her family will not be forgotten. She wept as she congratulated us—”

“Are you implying that it is official?” queried Mr Bennet, still sceptical.

“Yes, Papa. What could be more official than an announcement before a hundred witnesses?”

“But that means you can annul the engagement without repercussion,” pointed out Elizabeth.

“I do not want to annul it. An hour after our engagement, as we prepared to speak to Lady Matlock, we realised that we both wanted to marry…and saving others was a fortuitous additional outcome.”

Mary did not divulge the entire truth, yet Elizabeth, Jane, and perhaps Lydia suspected that the viscount had sealed their engagement with a surprisingly satisfying kiss and even some caresses, which were permitted between engaged couples.

“We went to Lady Matlock, and Lord Doncaster told his mother that the letter was correct—he was in love, but she had misunderstood and believed that it was Elizabeth and not me, Mary—”

“But, where might he have encountered you?” asked Elizabeth, worried again that such a detail might spoil their perfect plan.

“The unfortunate countess is in such a state of that she cannot discern a minor inconsistency like that one. When Lord Doncaster told her that he was happy about the engagement but that Mary Bennet was the intended bride, a faint smile graced her face for the first time. She bid me to her side and congratulated us, utterly unaware of the storm her words had stirred. Lord Doncaster will come and speak to Papa as soon as Jane’s wedding is over. And then we shall depart for Matlock with the entire family.”

“And we shall go to Pemberley,” interposed Elizabeth.

“Indeed, madam?” queried Darcy, a glimmer returning to his eyes that had been lost for a time.

“Indeed, I forgot to tell you as I was busy deciding whom to invite to Pemberley!” Elizabeth replied in a jest only the two of them understood. However, the happiness around them was so great that nobody cared, and they all congratulated Mary on her betrothment.

“And the letter?” Mary finally asked. “Where is the cursed letter that changed our lives?”

With a smile, Mr Darcy took it from his breast pocket and gave it to Mary, who read it and then handed it to the others.

“It will always live in my pocket, and I am sure it will win me a war or two with my wife. She is, after all, a letter thief,” he said, his last words almost covered by a peal of general laughter while Elizabeth murmured in his ear a few words nobody else heard.

∞∞∞

Mary accompanied Elizabeth and Jane to their chamber, and they sat on the window seat, hand in hand, for a long time.

“You changed my life when you took me to London,” Mary murmured with deep gratitude.

“And you have abundantly repaid me by saving my marriage and my reputation,” returned Elizabeth.

“But you withheld certain particulars,” observed Jane, studying Mary closely.

“Indeed,” confessed Mary with a slight blush. “Last night, after we spoke to Lady Matlock, Richard came into my room—”

“Oh!” exclaimed Elizabeth, shocked. “Richard came into your chamber! How audacious!”

“Indeed, that is what I thought too,” murmured Mary, though her smile belied her words; she had welcomed him with eagerness. “He said he wanted to see whether our kiss was as perfect as he remembered.”

On the verge of matrimony yet not venturing beyond the bounds of a kiss and some caresses, her sisters began to suspect that Mary was unbound by such constraints, delving deeper into the realms of affection than either of them dared.

“And?” Elizabeth prompted at last.

“And we could not content ourselves with a mere kiss. Thus, gradually, I revealed all my secrets to him…and he to me.”

“No!” exclaimed Jane, aghast. “You dared?”

“Yes. When he began kissing me and caressing my body, it was natural for me to want more. My eagerness came from the depth of my soul, and I knew what I was doing. Do not worry!” she said to Jane, who was so close to that moment. “It hurts a little initially, but even that pain is wonderful. In his arms, you will know what to do. Richard was grateful that we united in that way. He told me that it was the first time since his brother’s death that he had been able to breathe without pain.”

“And if you do not marry? If something happens?” Elizabeth asked.

“I do not think he intends to break the engagement his mother announced.” Mary smiled at her memories from the night she had spent in the viscount’s arms. “Even if it is not love between us, it is passion, and I am sure he appreciates it. I was late because, just before departing, he returned to my room…”

“I can hardly wait,” Jane said.

“While you must not wait three months!” Mary laughed, speaking to Elizabeth. “It is a waste!”

As they prepared for dinner, Jane told them about the Bingley sisters, and Mary laughed again. “I pity them,” she said, then ran to speak to her father.











Chapter 31




They arrived at Netherfield, all talking at the same time and laughing heartily at every joke. Even the usually reserved Mr Bennet participated in the general merriment; with Mary on his arm, he jested about how lucky some ladies were to be forced by the family to marry. However, Mr Bennet had serious doubts regarding Mary’s professed indifference to love in the presence of her family. A certain radiance upon her countenance, akin to that of Elizabeth and Jane, betrayed her true feelings. She was smitten, though perhaps unaware of it at that moment. Yet, the revelation would surely come, bringing further happiness.

Upon entering the parlour, they encountered Mr and Mrs Hurst and Miss Bingley, though their voices were lost amidst the general clamour. Nevertheless, that did not distract the two ladies; their main aim was to disrupt that merry gathering with their news.

They observed, somehow astonished, Miss Elizabeth’s arrival on Mr Darcy’s arm, unable to understand their apparent joy despite London’s chatter regarding her engagement to Lord Doncaster, as announced by Lady Matlock herself.

They waited to be seated at the dinner table and a moment of relative silence to deliver their blow.

“We extend our congratulations to you, Miss Elizabeth, on your engagement to Lord Doncaster,” Mrs Hurst declared. To her satisfaction, everybody around the table froze in an embarrassed silence.

“What nonsense is this, Sister?” Mr Bingley interjected, visibly vexed.

“It is what all London is celebrating, dear brother,” Miss Bingley replied, feigning benevolence.

Mr Bingley looked confusedly at his future wife, who touched his arm gently and murmured something only he could understand. Her words had their effect, and he regained his composure.

But to everyone’s surprise, Mr Bennet’s voice cut through the room with icy disdain. “We are gathered here, ladies, to celebrate a wedding, not to propagate London’s gossip.”

“I beg your pardon, sir. Our words are not mere gossip,” Mrs Hurst retorted boldly, her satisfaction evident.

“Oh!” exclaimed Elizabeth. The sisters fixed their hungry gaze upon her, expecting offence, yet she seemed amused rather than affronted.

“Ladies,” Elizabeth began, composed and eloquent, “the distance from your residence to Lady Matlock’s must be considerable—”

“Why do you say so?” Miss Bingley interrupted, perplexed, far from understanding Elizabeth’s words. “We live a few streets away from her.”

“Still, it places you at a distance from Lady Matlock’s social circle,” Mary said, her tone laced with sarcasm. “For I am engaged to Lord Doncaster, and Elizabeth is engaged to Mr Darcy!”

The revelation struck Mrs Hurst and Miss Bingley like a thunderbolt, leaving them momentarily speechless. They were so shocked that they could not recover their composure for a long time.

“Allow me to clarify,” Mary continued, addressing them as one might children. “While there was a minor misunderstanding when Lady Matlock announced our engagement, it was swiftly rectified as soon as my poor future mother-in-law found the necessary strength. At my future husband’s insistence, Lady Matlock invited the Duchess of Somerset, known for her influence in London society, to confirm my status as her future daughter-in-law, expressing regret for any ambiguity. With tearful eyes, the duchess assured her that London society had interpreted her words correctly, and even if they had not, it was a matter that would be quickly resolved. You certainly lack access to the Duchess of Somerset’s circle, where the news was announced,” Mary said, adding the final blow.

“Please, refrain from spreading false rumours lest your own reputations suffer,” Mr Darcy interjected unexpectedly, prompting Mr Bingley to apologise for his sisters, who occasionally mistook gossip for reality.

Lydia’s cheerfulness saved the evening. She exclaimed, “In the end, who truly cares who marries whom? One of the cousins marries Lizzy, the other Mary, and let London speculate on the rest! As for now, we are celebrating the marriage of Mr Bingley and Jane!”

And everybody clapped, while the blushing pair stood hand in hand, smiling, finally and eternally happy.











Epilogue




Darcy espied Elizabeth waiting for him in the distance on the steps of Pemberley. He saw her concern as she paced, her elegant gown swirling about her in a flurry that urged him to hasten his horse into a gallop. However, as he drew nearer, he saw with relief that her apprehension signalled nothing dramatic had happened. His beautiful wife possessed myriad expressions, each tailored for specific circumstances. Her face was submerged in blissfulness when he loved her in their bedroom, and he adored her elation when she saw her family around her table. She was happy in both circumstances, yet there were miles of difference between them. Contentment, delight, enjoyment, bliss, exhilaration, or just pleasure—he could discern all the nuances for any feeling that other people expressed in a single way.

That afternoon, her disquiet was due to a cause beyond her control, rendering her somewhat troubled.

“Do not ride with such speed!” she cried, seeing his rapid pace, which she deemed reckless. Following Andrew’s accident, she was afraid whenever he ventured out on horseback, though this time, the reason for her concern differed.

And he could tell that she was deeply disturbed. Elizabeth harboured a dread of horses despite his continuous attempts to assuage her unease. Yet that late morning she descended the stairs hastily, seizing the stallion’s reins, awaiting his descent.

“What has occurred, my dear?” he enquired while the groom, as astonished as his master, relieved her of the reins.

“Lady Matlock is coming!”

“Yes, to Matlock,” he responded, clasping her in his arms, determined to take her to their bedroom.

However, Elizabeth freed herself from his embrace, regarding him reproachfully, sensing his failure to grasp the gravity of the situation. “She is journeying here!”

“To Pemberley?” he asked, surprised.

“Yes, yes.”

A year had elapsed since Andrew’s death, and it was the first time Lady Matlock had left London to travel to Derbyshire. Yet none had foreseen her desire to visit Pemberley. Throughout the preceding months, she had secluded herself, encountering only immediate family, seldom venturing from her quarters. She had forgone attending her son’s nuptials to Mary, held discreetly in Derbyshire, away from prying eyes, for the bride’s conspicuous condition. Three months later, when Mary gave birth to her first grandson, she sent lavish gifts for young Andrew, christened in homage to his uncle. But, as the mourning period concluded, she persuaded her husband to journey to Matlock, where their family had convened.

“And what seems to be the problem, madam?” he asked his wife, failing to grasp her concern.

“Mama is here—”

“Oh!” he interjected, struggling to maintain a solemn demeanour. “And you fear Mrs Bennet lacks the refinement befitting Lady Matlock?” he teased with evident amusement.

“Cease, Mr Darcy, cease the jesting,” she ordered like a general on the battlefield.

“Then why do you fret?” He finally surrendered to laughing under Elizabeth’s angry eyes. “You are afraid that Mrs Bennet will meet Lady Matlock?” he asked.

“Yes, lunatic, yes!” she answered. “Why are you laughing?”

“Because… Can you not see we have been in this circumstance before, only the roles are reversed now?” he asked, unable to suppress his levity.

“What is wrong with you?” she retorted, regarding him angrily, unable to imagine his failure to discern the seriousness of the situation.

“I fear Mama may make an inappropriate comment regarding Lady Matlock’s plight. Not due to lack of sympathy but because of her nature.”

“No,” he countered, “I am not worried. Mrs Bennet is unlikely to utter any inappropriate remark—”

“How can you be so sure?” Elizabeth asked.

“I know my mother-in-law. I saw her tears when we discussed Andrew. It took me time to realise that her every action revolves around you and your sisters. She is a mother first and foremost, before being a wife, sister, or friend. And this role impels her to support any woman facing such a tragedy as Lady Matlock. Mrs Bennet will behave with grace and understanding in my aunt’s presence, being capable of imagining her suffering.”

“Thank you,” Elizabeth said, observing him as he washed the dust of the road from his body. “Thank you,” she repeated when, in one fluid motion, still damp, he enfolded her in his arms.

“Stop! You are ruining my gown!” she protested.

“Then take it off, madam!” he whispered roughly in her ear, making her sigh, instantly filled with the lust that was overwhelming him.

“Lady Matlock is coming,” she reminded him, though her words lost significance within his embrace.

“I am aware, my love, but first, I must allay my wife’s apprehensions!”

“Oh!” Elizabeth exclaimed, interrupting his exploration of her body.

“What now?” he asked, amused, halting to regard her.

Elizabeth stood transfixed, her thoughts inscrutable this time, leaving him unable to discern what was happening in her beautiful head.

“Both Lady Matlock and Mama are grandmothers to young Andrew,” she said.

And that revelation was so strong that she forgot that she was almost naked in her husband’s arms.

“Only now do you realise?” he asked with infinite patience for his resplendent wife, for whom lovemaking transcended their enlaced bodies. A smile of hers or a look of simple surprise like the one on her face could make him feel like he loved her for everything that she was.

“Yes. Only now I see that our families are forever related in such a wonderful way,” Elizabeth said, smiling into his eyes.

“Well, madam, would you please stop fretting about the world outside now and let me make Mrs Bennet the grandmother of my child?”
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Elizabeth & Darcy 1800: Whispers of Pemberley Trilogy


Whispers of Pemberley is a series where each book stands on its own as a romance novel, yet the stories are interconnected through direct or subtle nods to Jane Austen’s literature and characters.

The inaugural volume, Elizabeth and Darcy 1800, is a variation of Pride and Prejudice—a creative twist setting the foundation for the series. In this adaptation, Elizabeth Bennet embarks on a journey as a writer, a path illuminated and supported by her eventual spouse, Fitzwilliam Darcy, echoing the life and struggles of Jane Austen herself.
The subsequent volumes, while maintaining the iconic names of the main characters, Elizabeth and Darcy, explore the lives of individuals from the 1900s and 2000s, bound by a singular commonality—their admiration for Jane Austen’s oeuvre. In each story, an Elizabeth and a Darcy are brought together through an extraordinary twist of fate, celebrating the enduring life of Austen’s world across the centuries.

From the outset, this variation of Pride and Prejudice was intended to be part of a series inspired by and dedicated to Jane Austen.
Florence Gold delved deep into Jane Austen’s life and work, arriving at an intriguing conclusion shared by millions of fans. This extraordinary lady, besides being one of the creators of the modern English novel, also crafted a comprehensive map of human nature. Even after centuries and amidst all the developments we have witnessed, our lives are comprised of the same events, endeavours, and predicaments. We react to love in the same way, we gossip in the same manner, and ultimately, we are all characters in Jane Austen’s world, whether it be the 19th, 20th, or 21st century.
The series commences with this novel, depicting the beginnings of Jane Austen, the writer.
An unexpected variation, Elizabeth & Darcy 1800, entwines Jane Austen’s literary biography with the destiny of one of her most accomplished characters, Elizabeth Bennet.

Our beloved Elizabeth decides to pursue writing not long after rejecting Mr Darcy’s proposal. While unconventional for a woman in the 1800s, much like her creator, Jane Austen, Elizabeth defies the era’s prejudices to fulfil her dreams. However, unlike Jane Austen, love awaits her at the end of her journey.
Amidst the challenging period of discovering her love for the man she once despised, Elizabeth embarks on a quest that could bring her happiness and literary glory. Darcy succeeds in aiding his beloved lady in achieving her dream of marrying for love while pursuing her dream of becoming an author.
Full of humour, joy, and delightful plot twists, this novel invites readers to rediscover Jane Austen’s arduous journey to becoming a writer in a man’s world.
However, one thing remains evident—without her father’s education and Mr Darcy’s acceptance of her wild nature, nothing could have been accomplished.

This first novel sets the foundation for the next two books in the series with a dialogue between Elizabeth and Darcy.
“I hope,” she said, “that in a century, an Elizabeth—a descendant of our family—will study at Oxford and choose her profession long before thinking of marriage.”
“And in two centuries?” he wanted to know. “What do you hope for women in two centuries?”
"In two centuries, I would like the lady to be the rightful owner of Pemberley, and Darcy just a man who loves her.”
Elizabeth & Darcy 1900 and Elizabeth & Darcy 2000 fulfil Elizabeth Bennet’s wishes, her words representing the basis for their plots.

Elizabeth & Darcy 1900: Whispers of Pemberley Trilogy

Elizabeth & Darcy 1900 was published a few years ago. This edition doesn’t offer anything substantially different for readers who have already purchased or read it.
From the beginning, this romance was intended to be part of the Whispers of Pemberley series.
The characters and plot are rooted in one of Elizabeth Bennet’s final remarks at the end of the first volume, Elizabeth & Darcy 1800.

“I hope,” she said, “that in a century, an Elizabeth—a descendant of our family—will study at Oxford and choose her profession long before thinking of marriage.”

A century after the death of her great-grandaunt, Elizabeth Austen studied at Somerville College in Oxford, founded in 1879 as Somerville Hall, one of Oxford’s first women’s colleges that emerged that year.
She had seemingly fulfilled that wish many women had at the beginning of the 19th century, yet her life was far from the peaceful existence Jane Austen imagined at Longbourn or Pemberley.
Amidst the chaos of war, death, and devastation, Elizabeth’s life is torn between her duty to her nation and her unexpected love for a man. By a curious coincidence, his name is Darcy, yet their fate together seems to deviate from the characters of Jane Austen’s novel.

Both heavily experiencing the upheavals of the war, they are forced by circumstance to collaborate on an introductory study of Jane Austen’s work, set to be published at Oxford a century after her death. Alongside her ‘Darcy’, Elizabeth Austen embarks on an exploratory journey into an Austenesque realm that, far from fading, seems more vibrant and immediate than ever before.
Elizabeth & Darcy 1900 is a magnificent love story that reflects the immense changes that the new century brought to society and family, prompting the young woman to ponder with growing anxiety, ‘What is the legacy my aunt bequeathed to me at the beginning of the 20th century?’ whilst realising that her life in 1916 was far from what her aunt could have imagined for her descendants.
Yet, in the solitude of their love, Elizabeth and Darcy in 1916 find themselves entangled in the same plots, emotions, joys, and predicaments depicted in Jane Austen’s novels. “All is new in the external world, but nothing has changed within us!” exclaimed Darcy.

In 1800, in the peace of her home in rural England, this incredible lady depicted her world, which proved to be a complete fresco of human nature that remained valid over the centuries no matter where progress led the human race.
Elizabeth Austen stands as living proof that her aunt Jane will forever live on in every woman who steadfastly searches for her place in the world alongside her man. At the same time, Darcy represents the noble gentleman who supports, assists, observes, and profoundly loves those independent, intelligent women embodying Jane Austen’s ideals.

Elizabeth & Darcy 2000: Whispers of Pemberley Trilogy

Elizabeth and Darcy 2000 is the third volume and the only new ‘entry’ in the Whispers of Pemberley Series. Its release coincides with the series’ debut.

Although Elizabeth and Darcy 2000 stands alone as a novel, its narrative gains depth and complexity when viewed as a seamless continuation of its predecessors.
While Elizabeth & Darcy 1800 follows Jane Austen’s destiny as a writer through Elizabeth Bennet’s perspective, and Elizabeth & Darcy 1900 celebrates the ladies around the world who, at the dawn of a new era, finally witnessed the changes in the world reflected in their lives, this third volume, Elizabeth & Darcy 2000, pays homage to the Darcys—men of generosity, integrity, and progressive ideals who willingly transform themselves, eager to spend a lifetime with the perpetually intrepid, sarcastic, witty, and wonderful Elizabeths.

The storyline draws inspiration from poignant lines spoken in the concluding moments of the preceding novels.

“What do you envision for women two centuries hence?” Fitzwilliam enquired.
“Do you think they will still read my books?” Elizabeth pondered.
“Undoubtedly,” he reassured her. “Your portrayals of human nature are timeless. Our essence, our emotions, our capacity to love or err will endure. And amidst it all, there will always exist Elizabeths and Darcys—a Miss Pride and a Mr Prejudice to relive our story.”
“You could be right...but in two centuries, I would like the lady to be the rightful mistress of Pemberley, and Darcy merely her devoted admirer.” (Elizabeth & Darcy 1800)

***
When the duke asked Elizabeth a few years later about the subject of another potential novel, she replied candidly, “It would revolve around you, my man, who allowed and encouraged me to be myself, and so much more.” (Elizabeth & Darcy 1900)

Elizabeth and Darcy 2000 is a captivating love story infused with suspense, humour, and passion.
Elizabeth Collister, heiress to a multimedia empire, finds her world upended by her father’s death. Along with the daunting task of managing her father’s vast company, she is thrust into a quest fuelled by his obsession—to find Darcy Egerton, the enigmatic author whose true identity has eluded everyone ever since his debut novel was rejected by their publishing house.

As Elizabeth navigates the complexities of her inheritance and grapples with her growing affection for a refined earl, her life spirals into a whirlwind of intrigue, passion, heartbreak, and familial machinations. Love threads through this tumultuous journey, ultimately leading Elizabeth to a destination where the unexpected converges with the inevitable, ending in the glorious love that Jane Austen once depicted.

cover.jpeg






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




